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Prologue

The Radiant Hall is a department within the New Righteous Association’s central intelligence agency, the Mystery Pavilion. Since our office oversees low-level spies, many consider this place to be one of the Association’s least desirable workplaces.

I am Eom Baekyang, the Deputy Director of the Radiant Hall.

The Radiant Hall consists of only six members: the director, the deputy director (me), and four regular employees.

Please, I hope that you at least won’t question why a six-person operation is called a 'Hall’ and not a 'Team’. We’re already the subject of enough gossip within the Association, because even though we’re only six people, we have all the frills, including a director and a deputy director. If you’ve ever been part of an organization, you can probably imagine how much gossip goes on behind our backs.

Anyway, most people have concluded that we’re a gathering of incompetent slackers who bought our positions with money.

Well, all the people here do have rather unimpressive and shady pasts... though of course, all our backstories are completely fabricated.

See that yawning chap over there sitting with his legs crossed? His name is Hong Sabaek. You may not believe it, but ten years ago he was known as the greatest prodigy in Jiangdong. According to official records, he was stabbed to death in a brawl with drunken thugs.

The guy next to him peeling potatoes is Im Yeongdal, also known as the Genius of the Century. If you believe the official records, he supposedly slipped off a cliff and died.

As for that dirty fellow in the back casually picking his nose and smearing the boogers under his desk, he goes by the name of Wang Sochan. He prides himself on having the best memory in the Central Plains, capable of memorizing an entire book in only an hour. I’ve seen it with my own eyes. I handed him a thick scripture, and it took him, well, not one hour, but two. When that happened, I smacked him on the back of the head and told him I could memorize it in two hours too, but honestly, with my memory these days, I can’t even remember how he was supposed to have officially died.

Now that you understand what a group of geniuses we are, do you still believe we were gathered just to manage low-ranking spies?

Not a chance. As you might have guessed, this place is a shell corporation.

The Radiant Hall is actually one of the most important departments in the entire Association.

Before I explain what we do, allow me to briefly explain what the Association is. 

After the Demonic Cult declared a sixty year shutdown due to internal strife over succession, the jianghu entered a new era. 

In this new era, a certain individual appeared like a comet: the Martial God and Chairman of the Association, Cheon Ahseong. His alias speaks for itself, right? 

Well, the jianghu is full of eccentric geniuses, so we can’t guarantee that the Chairman is the absolute strongest, but he is definitely the strongest among those who have revealed themselves. Even the proud Nine Sects One Gang recognized the Chairman as the world’s number one master.

Anyway, the followers of the Martial God went on to form the New Righteous Association, a union that quickly rose to dominate the jianghu. Their primary mission is to stand against the Evil Coalition, an alliance of villains.

Under the Association led by the Martial God, we have one assembly, two pavilions, three heavens, four clans, five corps, and six squads. You’ll remember the details gradually, so for now, just remember that our Radiant Hall belongs to one of the two pavilions, namely, the Mystery Pavilion.

So, what is it that we do?

...Before I continue, I forgot someone. Besides the people I’ve introduced, we’ve also got a shaggy-haired newcomer called Jo Birang who was assigned here two days ago.

Jo Birang was rummaging through documents under a desk in the corner, but he suddenly stood up walked over to me with a document in hand. He was called the greatest talent in Shanxi, but here, in just two days, he’s earned the nicknames ‘troublemaker’ and ‘idiot.’

“Something about this is strange,” he said, handing the document over to me.

I smirked as I looked at the document. The other guys also smirked. They already guessed what he found strange. After all, this was a kind of rite of passage for members of this department.

“What is it?” I asked, pretending not to know what he was going to ask.

Jo Birang pointed to a person’s personal information. Every other line was blacked out, and the subject’s background section was completely blacked out.

“This person here. All of his important personal information is redacted.”

“So?”

“Are there classified files that we can’t see?”

Jo Birang’s words were loaded with pride, but that was to be expected. He was someone who grew up being called a genius, and indeed he was, even though he was bullied and called an idiot by us seniors.

“This is all the information about ‘them’ that you can access with your clearance level.”

The ‘them’ I was talking about are none other than the Twelve Phantoms, the twelve martial artists who carry out the Association’s secret missions, managed and supervised by us, the Radiant Hall.

Now do you understand what the Radiant Hall does?

We are the commanders who assign missions to the Association’s most elite martial artists.

Given their importance, those who command them cannot be mere squad leaders or captains. If there are power struggles among the various organizations within the Association, only someone at least at the director level can lead a secret agency. The only reason we don’t operate as a completely secret unit is to take full advantage of the capabilities of the Mystery Pavilion, the best intelligence organization in the jianghu. Still, only the most prominent members of the Association know of our existence.

Each of the Twelve Phantoms has a code name based on an animal in the Chinese zodiac, and the total number of Phantoms is always twelve. When one dies, another takes his place. Although they belong to the same organization, they don’t know much about each other. Although they sometimes carry out joint operations, for the most part they carry out their missions independently.

The missions are varied, ranging from escort work to espionage, infiltration and assassination.

The personal information the new recruit handed me was that of the tiger, code name Crimson Tiger (赤虎). He was the one with the most redacted information among the Twelve Phantoms.

“Even so, does this make sense?” Jo Birang asked, pointing to a line in the document with a scowl. “This person’s annual base salary alone is two thousand silver taels. Is that a mistake? Shouldn’t it be two hundred taels?”

It was natural for him to be surprised. Even though we’re among the best paid in the Association, Jo Birang the newbie’s annual salary is seven hundred taels, while mine, the Deputy Director’s, is fifteen hundred.

Well, there’s something else that would truly surprise him.

In addition to their base salary, the Twelve Phantoms receive an additional bonus per mission.

And how much is that allowance, roughly? It varies depending on the mission, from a few dozen to a few hundred taels. 

Regardless, the new guy seemed to have missed the part of the document that would have absolutely made him faint.

For a moment, I was tempted to ask him: Do you know how much Crimson Tiger was paid for a single mission two years ago? Twenty-seven thousand silver taels.

As far as I know, that’s the highest compensation in the field, and it’s a record that hasn’t been broken yet. What that mission was is classified, so even I, the deputy director, don’t know anything about it. When I become the director, the first thing I’ll do is open that classified document. It sounds like a joke, but I’m dead serious here.

Looking at Jo Birang, I asked, “Why? You jealous?”

“No, but... Isn’t it too much?” Jo Birang mumbled.

His pride must be hurt, a genius scholar getting less money than field agents who are nothing more than muscle.

“Do you know how skilled they are?” I asked again.

Jo Birang replied, “I read about them during my training to join this department. They’re on average at the level of six squads’ captains.”

“Do you know how much a captain’s initial annual salary is?”

“No, I don’t.”

“It’s four hundred and ninety taels. Less than yours, right?”

“Yes.”

“If the Twelve Phantoms are really at captain level as you say, then why don’t we just use those captains instead? Why spend so much money on those guys?”

“That... I don’t know.”

“Then remember this. What you saw during your training is only their official documented ability. However, in the official records of murim factions, there are only two types of data: exaggerated ones and understated ones. Most of the time, people exaggerate the strength of their assault corps. If they have a power of five, they make them try to look like ten. Now, what about the Twelve Phantoms? Use that smart head of yours and guess.”

“I guess... it’s downplayed?”

“Correct. Since the Phantoms are basically secret agents, there’s no point in exaggerating their abilities, especially since the Evil Coalition knows about their existence. Well, we also know about their elite secret agents called the Ten Evils, so it’s only fair, I guess.”

“Are you saying the Twelve Phantoms have skills worthy of that absurd salary?”

“Definitely. Those are guys who climbed their way to the very top through unimaginable hardship. The training they underwent is something ordinary people can’t endure for even a single day. Since we’re the ones commanding those guys, you should be proud.”

“Then why can’t we see their personal details?”

SMACK!

Something flew from behind and hit Jo Birang on the back of the head. It was a shoe thrown by Im Yeongdal.

“Stop grumbling and get over here! A chick that hasn’t even shed its eggshell yet is trying to flap up to the roof already?” Im Yeongdal yelled.

Pouting, Jo Birang bent down and picked up the shoe.

CLANK!

Just then, the wall next to Wang Sochan opened, revealing a circular mechanical device.

WHIRR...

The device, engraved with the twelve animals of the zodiac with a small hole above each animal, began to rotate.

CLANK.

The device stopped at a picture of a snake.

WHOOSH!

With a cool, sliding sound, a report scroll slid out of the hole.

Grabbing the report and reading it, Wang Sochan quickly shouted, “Report! We have a situation!”

Everyone’s previously relaxed gazes immediately sharpened.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Green Snake has requested support.”

“Green Snake? Wasn’t he on a spy mission at the main base of the Evil Coalition for six months?”

“We just received an urgent report that his identity has been exposed and that he’s currently on the run.”

Wang Sochan swiftly planted a white flag onto the Central Plains map hanging on the wall, which was already dotted with flags of various colors.

“This was Green Snake’s location when he requested support. He’s currently heading to the emergency rendezvous point.”

CLANK, WHIRR...

The rotating mechanism moved again, this time stopping at the picture labeled ‘Evil’.

WHOOSH!

A new report came down from that hole.

Im Yeongdal ran over and quickly read it, then said, “Report! A large force made up of the Seven Ghost Corps of the Evil Coalition is moving. They have spread out to surround Green Snake.”

“Damn it! Who’s the closest to him?”

If Green Snake was surrounded, his chance of escape was less than one percent. I quickly checked the positions of all the flags.

The flag closest to the rendezvous point was red.

“Crimson Tiger just so happens to be on a mission nearby.”

“Order him to deploy as soon as his mission ends.”

“Understood. Issuing mission to Crimson Tiger.”

Hong Sabaek promptly handed me a new mission order scroll. After stamping the mission approval seal on it, I returned it to him. With practiced ease, he rolled the scroll up tightly and slid it into a small cylinder before tossing it to Im Yeongdal, who operated the mechanical messaging device.

WHIRR!

This time, the device stopped at the tiger picture, and Im Yeongdal inserted the scroll into that hole. With a whoosh, the scroll disappeared down the pipe.

“Mission order sent,” Im Yeongdal reported. “If Green Snake arrives safely at the designated location, the expected rendezvous time is tomorrow at dawn.”

That was all we could do. The lives of the field agents were now in their own hands.

The emergency situation ended in an instant.

Jo Birang gaped in wide-eyed shock. To him, one moment we seniors were lounging around like sick chickens, and the next, we were suddenly capable and highly functional individuals.

“Still want to see the details of that document?” I asked Jo Birang.

“Huh? Ah, no,” Jo Birang replied, hurrying back to his desk.

I silently looked at the Crimson Tiger’s profile that he left behind. I didn’t know much about him either—why he started this job, what martial arts he learned, what his family is like. Hell, I don’t even know his exact age. 

All I know are the incredible feats he’s accomplished in the past seven years.

Well, that’s not the only thing we don’t know.

Are any major events awaiting us in the future? Not even the brightest prodigies here can foresee that. We’re not fortune-tellers, nor can we read the will of heaven.

For now, the magma that could threaten to overturn the jianghu is still quietly writhing deep beneath our feet, and the night sky is remarkably clear despite the potential incoming storm.

For now, it’s peaceful. The New Righteous Association, the Radiant Hall, the Evil Coalition, and him.

For now...
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V1C1: Crimson Tiger

As he pushed open the half-collapsed temple door and stepped inside, I sensed his aura. His qi flowed easily and cheerfully, undulating like a river. He was clearly in a good mood.

At some point, I had begun to classify people by their auras. Some were sharp like a blade, some were solid like steel, some were fluid like water, some were fiery like flame... Every time I felt these sensations, I wondered if their true personalities matched what I perceived.

As he entered, he gave me a slight nod of acknowledgment, but stopped suddenly when he noticed that something was wrong. I had killed his contact on my way here and replaced him, but despite my efforts to hide my aura, he still managed to detect my killing intent.

“What are you...!” he began, but his voice trailed off as he finally realized that I wasn’t the person he was supposed to meet here. “Are you an assassin?” he muttered.

I remained silent, and he soon concluded that I wasn’t an assassin, because if I were, I wouldn’t reveal myself like this.

“I see. You’re a dog of the Association.”

“Pfft!” I let out a soft chuckle. Did he know how pure and noble a dog’s loyalty was? To compare fickle humans, who changed their minds a dozen times a day, to dogs was an insult to dogs.

His aura instantly intensified, and a blade-like killing intent lashed out at me, prickling my skin. 

“How dare a nobody like you laugh at me! Do you even know who I am...?”

SHING!

I drew my sword. I had no intention of listening to him. I had already received my orders, and he was my target. It wasn’t up to me to decide whether I should kill him or not.

“Haap!”

With a short cry, I sprang forward and closed the distance in an instant, thrusting my sword at his heart. 

Panicking, he quickly drew his dao and swung. 

CLANG!

Our blades collided, sending sparks flying everywhere. 

His eyes widened. The pain from his fractured wrist had finally hit him.

SWISH!

My next sword slash narrowly grazed his shoulder.

Panting raggedly, he roared, “Who on earth are you?!”

What a joke. Just a few seconds ago, he had wanted to declare his own greatness, but now he was asking about me. The outcome of our battle was already a foregone conclusion. 

I pressed the attack, and as he struggled to parry my relentless attacks, I could feel him gritting his teeth.

In combat, tension, especially in the shoulders, always creates an opening. Aiming for that opening, I thrust my sword.

SWISH!

Desperately, he twisted his body and leapt into the air, unleashing enhanced qi with his dao. Unfortunately, while enhanced qi is extremely dangerous in a confined space, if it misses, a huge opening would be created. Just like now.

SPLAT!

With a lightning-fast strike, I carved a deep slash across his thigh.

CRACK!

Before he had a chance to scream, I struck his wrist again, causing it to fracture more.

He quickly switched his dao to his left hand, but if he couldn’t defeat me with his right hand, his left hand wouldn’t fare any better. While my swordsmanship was ruthless yet precise, his dao technique was unstable, filled with fear and hesitation.

SWOOSH! WHOOSH!

Once again, I slashed at his shoulder and side, forcing him to stumble back and collapse onto his butt.

I approached him slowly. Rushing in when the enemy is down was a mistake only amateurs made. The more experienced one is, the calmer they will be in such situations. Besides, not only is talking to soon-to-be-dead people a waste of my time, it also creates a risk for unexpected variables.

“I’ll give you money. All my wealth. Even the secret manual I acquired this time...” he begged.

Without hesitation, I plunged my sword into his heart. Glaring at me with resentful eyes, he died instantly.

Flicking the blood from my blade, I glanced past the blood-soaked earth. 

My gaze landed on a dusty buddha statue in the distance, only to find that it was staring at me with wordless pity. 

Feeling uneasy, I turned away.

When I emerged from the abandoned temple, a slender, masked woman greeted me. She was my handler, my liaison to the Radiant Hall, and the one responsible for managing corpse disposal. Each of us Twelve Phantoms had someone like her. 

Interestingly, her codename was Yeon, meaning Destiny. An inauspicious name for someone in our line of work, but she was a master of stealth and movement arts. She had deep, yet clear and mesmerizing eyes, though I had never seen her face hidden beneath the mask.

“Well done, Crimson Tiger. I’ll take the item you were tasked with retrieving,” she said, accepting the secret manual I had taken from that guy and placing a small yet weighty pouch into my hand.

Opening it, I found five gold ingots, each as big as a finger. It was the reward for my mission. 

Sometimes I wondered if the organization I worked for could pay me differently. It didn’t feel good to receive gold right after killing someone. 

Nevertheless, they always chose this method. Did they think that money was my strongest motivation to complete missions or something?

After I stuffed my money into my pocket, Yeon handed me a red envelope. “You’ve got an urgent mission.”

I took out the mission instruction inside, read it, and gave it back to her. “A support request, huh?”

“Green Snake is thirty kilometers from here. You should hurry.”

“Aww, I wanted to have a drink after this mission. Care to join me?”

“You want to go for a drink when an urgent order has been given? And together at that? If we’re caught by the inspectors, our limbs will be severed and we’ll be dragged off to prison. No matter how many times I hear it, your jokes are always so refreshing.”

“I don’t think we work for such an inflexible organization.”

“Sorry, but I think they’re just that inflexible. Why else would the saying ‘the bitter taste of corporate oppression’ exist?”

I chuckled. At first, Yeon and I had been awkward around each other, but now we could trade jokes like this. 

It had been two years since I had started working with her. My first handler had died on a mission two years ago, and she was my second.

I tried not to get too attached to her. Her duties involved cleanup and acting as a communication link between me and the organization, but her main job was, after all, to keep an eye on me. Thus, if there ever came a time when I had to betray the organization, she would be the first person I eliminated.

“I’ve prepared a fast horse down this road. Please depart first.”

I turned around and started walking.

After watching me for a moment, Yeon suddenly added, “By the way, the man you just dealt with was someone who, blinded by greed for secret manuals, butchered the entire Lee Family. He was an old friend of the Lee Family patriarch, but he even raped and murdered a child who called him uncle.”

Without turning back, I asked, “Why are you telling me this?”

“I just thought you might be curious.”

“I’m not curious at all,” I mumbled, speeding up.

When I disappeared from sight, Yeon smiled. “Liar.”

I knew that in her eyes, I was a strong warrior. Incredibly strong. Still, she understood that I wasn’t the kind of person who could kill strangers without batting an eyelid.

She slowly entered the deserted temple. With all the corpses strewn about, the place gave the impression that ghosts might appear at any moment. 

Taking out two phials of liquids, she mixed them together to make a corpse-dissolving acid, the sprinkled it on the corpses.

SIZZLE!

Almost immediately, they began to dissolve, emitting smoke. 

“Rot in hell. I hope you never reincarnate,” she whispered, her gaze as cold as ice despite the gruesome sight.
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“Keuah!” a man screamed for the last time as a pale hand grazed the back of his neck and tore out his throat, spilling blood everywhere.

“Huff... huff...” Green Snake panted, covered in blood. 

Around her lay the bodies of about fifty pursuers from the Evil Coalition. Only three foes remained.

Since escaping, she had killed ninety Evil Coalition martial artists. The remaining three wouldn’t be a problem if they weren’t the notorious Bloody Blade Trio.

The trio’s grinning indifference as their subordinates died spoke volumes about their true nature. Ruthless and merciless.

At present, Green Snake was in dire straits. Even on a normal day, confronting the combined attack of those three would not be easy, but she had already used up too much stamina and inner qi to flee. 

“Women who fight well really turn me on,” Yang Chan purred, licking his lips and rubbing his groin suggestively. His eyes, which radiated evil energy, burned with lust. 

Green Snake sneered and pointed her sword at him. “If I cut off the heads of the two next to you, would you still say that?”

“What? Hahaha!” Clutching his stomach, Yang Chan burst out laughing.

Green Snake nervously observed the other two. Yang Chan was the youngest of the Bloody Blade Trio and the most reckless. For a moment, she’d hope that all three of them would be blinded by lust, but unfortunately, the eldest brother and the second brother seemed calm.

This is bad. Damn it!

Her handler might be watching from somewhere, but handlers were absolutely forbidden from interfering with the Twelve Phantoms’ missions, and even if they broke the rules to help, they specialized more in stealth and movement arts than combat.

In the end, the only thing she could rely on was the request for assistance. However, this place was the domain of the Evil Coalition. It was unrealistic to expect the Association to dispatch too many people as reinforcements. 

Even though the Twelve Phantoms were the elite of the elite, they were merely expendable goods in the vast fabric of the Association. Since the Association and the Coalition had maintained peace in recent years, they wouldn’t send a large force and risk political repercussions just to rescue her.

Of course, based on past experience, there would be some assistance. However, two conditions had to be met. First, the support had to arrive in time. Second, someone capable of cleaning up the mess had to be sent.

The Evil Coalition martial artists were already swarming everywhere, and the opponents before her was the Bloody Blade Trio, who ranked among the top hundred masters of the Evil Coalition. If things went wrong, her helper might arrive only to die together with her.

Yang Chan turned to his brothers. “Sorry, I can’t hold back any longer.”

Then, without waiting for their answers, he charged forward.

CLANG!

Yang Chan attempted to strike at Green Snake’s shoulder, but she parried his dao. Regardless, her qi was severely lacking. It was only a matter of time before she would be defeated.

In fact, the reason the big brother and the second brother of the trio allowed Yang Chan to charge in alone was because they realized that her qi was depleted.

“That idiot’s junk will cause a big problem one day. How about we just cut it off while we’re at it?” Yang Jin, the second brother, suggested.

Hearing that, Yang Chan shouted, “I’d rather you cut off my head!”

Yang Soh, the eldest brother, shook his head. “Crazy bastard!”

Despite their words, they both smirked. Sometimes, they felt ashamed of their youngest brother who could never resist women. However, by enduring the momentary shame, they gained something: the soft skin of beauties. The youngest was a scoundrel in every way, but he always put his brothers first.

“By the way, I heard that she infiltrated for six months?” Yang Soh asked.

“Yes. As you can see, she’s no ordinary spy.”

“It seems that the Association is paying attention to training their younger generation these days.”

In place of open conflict between the two factions, countless spies were sent on infiltration missions, and assassination attempts on key figures were endless.

“The Coalition seems to have an idea which organization they’re from, but they’ve classified it as confidential.”

“Hmph, those bastards always harp on about maintaining confidentiality. They’d probably even hide their own soiled underwear and claim it was confidential.”

“Anyway, for some reason, she reminds me of that guy we lost two years ago. Don’t you agree?”

Yang Soh shook his head grimly. “That guy was really... something.”

An incident that happened two years ago had become a legend within the Evil Coalition, leaving a deep scar on their pride. Dozens of those involved lost their lives, while hundreds faced demotion or expulsion.

CRACK!

“Hahaha! Hyungs, I’ll unwrap her nicely for you guys to enjoy!” Yang Chan shouted triumphantly, having snapped Green Snake’s sword in half.

Still, Green Snake didn’t give up and continued resisting with her fists.

“This is annoying! Just seal her acupoints,” Yang Jin complained.

Yang Chan pressed Green Snake’s face against the ground. “No way! Have you guys forgotten about the fun of breaking a rebellious woman? Hahaha!”

“Crazy punk! You always go overboard,” Yang Jin chuckled, when suddenly, Yang Soh narrowed his eyes and spun around. 

Seeing the serious look on his brother’s face, Yang Jin tensed and stretched his senses, but the forest behind him was as silent as the dead.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“It’s nothing,” Yang Soh replied. For a second, he thought he had felt a chill, but after carefully observing his surroundings, he found nothing.

RIIIP!

At the sound of Green Snake’s clothes being torn, the two eagerly looked back at their brother, eager to enjoy a good view...

Sensing danger, Yang Soh immediately spun around and drew his dao, but he was too slow. Before he could defend himself, Crimson Tiger had lunged at him with blinding speed, leaping three meters in an instant, and plunged a sword into his chest.

“What the... Aaargh!” he screamed.

Seeing a sword protruding through his brother’s back, Yang Jin quickly drew his blade and swung it at Crimson Tiger, bellowing, “You bastard!”

However, Crimson Tiger had already kicked Yang Soh’s chest and launched himself into the air. As he flicked his blade to shake off the blood, he angled it so that the sunlight reflected directly into Yang Jin’s eyes, blinding him momentarily. 

Squinting his eyes, Yang Jin instinctively struck out with his dao, but his slash sliced through nothing but air.

Fuck! Why am I so unlucky?

Yang Jin never considered the possibility that his opponent had deliberately angled the sword to blind him. In that fleeting moment, precisely reflecting the sunlight to blind him was incredibly difficult. Adding the act of flicking blood from the blade in the same motion? That had to be an unfortunate coincidence.

And so, the last thing he heard was his youngest brother Yang Chan’s panicked voice. 

“Hyung-nim...!”

Yang Chan tried to swing his dao to save Yang Jin, but Green Snake, who was pinned underneath him, grabbed his arm tightly. Although her shirt was torn, exposing her chest, she did not let her modesty get in the way of her survival instinct.

“Hey, you forgot something,” she hissed.

Yang Chan looked at Green Snake in disbelief. “What?”

“You forgot to seal my acupoints, moron.” 

Grinning, Green Snake mercilessly headbutted Yang Chan’s face.

“Argh! You bitch!” Yang Chan shrieked, clutching his bloodied face. Using the last of his strength, he brough his blade down on Green Snake’s head.

SPLORT! CLATTER!

A sword pierced through Yang Chan’s neck, stopping just an inch away from Green Snake’s face and splattering blood all over her. With a gurgling sound, Yang Chan slowly collapsed, his blade slipping from his grasp and clattering to the ground. 

Crimson Tiger, who had stabbed Yang Chan from behind, flicked the blood from his sword and sheathed it. 

Green Snake looked around. Next to the corpse of Yang Soh, who had died with his heart pierced, lay the decapitated head of Yang Jin. Topless, she stared at the sky for a moment, then stared at Crimson Tiger. 

“Since I’m already undressed, how about we have some fun?” she suggested nonchalantly, smiling, but her eyes were filled with shame and indignation.

Crimson Tiger shook his head and extended his hand to her. “I’ll pass. I already have someone I love with all my heart.”

“Really?” Raising an eyebrow, Green Snake took his hand and stood up.

Crimson Tiger shrugged off his coat and handed it to her, revealing arms marked with countless scars.

Green Snake accepted the coat and put it on. “By the way, who are you? Flying Dragon? Crimson Tiger? Iron Bull?”

“Crimson Tiger.”

“Ah! I’ve heard a lot about you. I’m glad you made it here in time. Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it.”

“Care for a drink? If you’re busy, we can do it next time.”

Crimson Tiger also felt like having a drink. Although Green Snake spoke cheerfully, he knew that deep down, she must be feeling terrible.

He casually kicked one of the trio’s blades lying on the ground.

THUD! 

The dao skimmed past Green Snake’s ear, embedding itself in the chest of an Evil Coalition martial artist lurking in the forest behind her.

Behind the fallen man, about a dozen Evil Coalition martial artists appeared.

Crimson Tiger drew his sword and walked toward them. “Let’s get out of here first.”
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That afternoon, Crimson Tiger and Green Snake sat across from each other in an inn. Luckily, they were able to escape before the Evil Coalition’s Seven Ghost Corps could complete their encirclement.

Looking at the man across from her, Green Snake felt that even if they were surrounded, they could still escape. After all, Crimson Tiger had cut down twenty-three enemies on the way here without getting a scratch.

Well, his swordsmanship didn’t seem to be that special, but somehow she had faith in him. Whether they were facing two hundred or two thousand enemies, she felt that if it was him, he could easily slay them all.

“It’s an honor,” she said.

“What is?”

“To meet you, the most successful among the twelve of us.”

Crimson Tiger laughed. He wasn’t interested in my colleagues’ affairs, so it had been a long time since he had met a fellow member of the Twelve Phantoms. 

Let me think... when was the last time I met a colleague? Ah, I think it was Rabbit two years ago.

Green Snake continued, “You’re quite famous. I hear you’re the most trusted in the organization. Next is Flying Dragon.”

Crimson Tiger recalled the rumors he had heard about Flying Dragon. They were often compared to each other, and even though he was reluctant to get to know the other members of the Phantoms, he still wanted to meet Flying Dragon at least once. 

As for why he didn’t want to get close to them? It was because whenever one of his colleagues died, they would be replaced. For example, he couldn’t be sure if the Green Snake he met in the future would be the same person as the one in front of him right now.

Just then, the long-awaited drinks and side dishes arrived, and Crimson Tiger filled both of their wine cups.

Taking a sip, Green Snake immediately looked much better. “Can I ask you about something?” she said.

“What is it?”

“Can you tell me about that mission from two years ago?”

Instead of answering, Crimson Tiger emptied his cup and refilled it.

Green Snake sighed, then grinned coquettishly. “As expected, you won’t tell me. There are many rumors, so I was curious. They say you received a huge reward, which made me wonder what kind of mission it was.”

Even though she tried to act cute, which, by the way, didn’t suit her at all, Crimson Tiger had no intention of telling her anything.

Although strict confidentiality was maintained regarding missions, they actually heard more rumors than expected. Sometimes they heard directly through opportunities like now, but most of the time, they heard them through their handlers. The Phantoms might seem like heartless murderers, but at the end of the day, this hellhole was still a place where people lived.

Not wanting to talk about himself, he dodged the question, asking, “How are your injuries?”

“I’m fine. It’s not the first time I’ve gotten hurt.”

Crimson Tiger frowned. He could sense the deep fatigue in Green Snake, and it was clear that it was not just from today’s events. Understanding only too well where that exhaustion came from, he felt a faint sense of camaraderie. 

Despite Green Snake’s firm words and sharp actions, seeing her like this made her seem surprisingly endearing. For a moment, he wondered how old she was, but he didn’t ask. They were nothing more than colleagues brought together by work, and getting closer served no purpose.

Suddenly, Green Snake remarked, “During training, the instructor talked a lot about you.”

“Which instructor? Instructor Hwang?”

“He was a pain during your time too, right? I must have thought about killing him a thousand times.” 

Crimson Tiger chuckled. Instructor Hwang was notoriously harsh. Still, it was because of that inhuman training that they were still alive.

Green Snake quoted, “Humans may betray you...”

“...but training never does,” Crimson Tiger completed her line.

They both chuckled. This was Instructor Hwang’s favorite phrase.

After reminiscing for a moment, Green Snake said, “By the way, I heard that Rooster died recently. Do you know anything about that?”

Crimson Tiger shook his head. Lately, he had been deliberately avoiding news of his colleagues’ deaths. Even Yeon seemed to have noticed this and had held back on sharing such information with him lately.

The two fell silent for a while. Hearing about a colleague’s death was never easy.

“We’ll die someday too, won’t we?” Green Snake whispered.

Crimson Tiger said nothing. He had no intention of answering such an obvious question. He had things to do before he died, and he couldn’t die until he finished them.

“Anyway, what do you really look like? I’m curious,” Green Snake asked, changing the subject again. As was the norm on missions, both of them wore intricate human skin masks that hid their identities.

“I’m ugly,” Crimson Tiger replied.

“Really?”

“Yeah.”

“People who say that usually turn out to be handsome.”

“Damn it, how did you figure me out so quickly?”

“Hahaha!”

Just then, a voice came from the ceiling. “Crimson Tiger, you have been ordered to return.” 

It was Yeon, but unlike her usual self, her voice was businesslike and cold.

Green Snake blinked in surprise. “Your handler is a woman?”

“You must leave immediately,” Yeon insisted.

Green Snake narrowed her eyes and glared at the ceiling. “You’re an unfriendly one, aren’t you?”

Crimson Tiger stood up. “See you again.”

“Thanks for today. Next time, drinks are on me.”

“Yeah, so stay alive.”

Crimson Tiger strode out of the inn.

A moment after the door closed, Green Snake suddenly shouted, “Hey, do you really have a girlfriend?”

No answer came. She didn’t know whether he hadn’t heard or just didn’t want to answer.

Like a mirage, a masked man appeared before her. He had one eye and a deep scar over the other. 

It was Paa, her handler.

“We need to go too,” Paa said.

“Yeah, let’s go,” Green Snake replied, but contrary to her words, she refilled her empty cup. “After I finish this.”

For a while, she stared blankly at her cup. Paa didn’t nag at her and stood there in silence.

“...Hey, how many Green Snakes were there before me?”

Paa’s eyes wavered momentarily, but he didn’t answer.

Green Snake smiled bitterly. As expected, he won’t tell me. 

Downing her wine, she stood up. “Alright, let’s go. What’s the next mission?”



Translator’s Note: The “organization” Crimson Tiger refers to is the Radiant Hall, not the entire Association.


V1C2: The Asura's Eight Narakas

Two men met at the back door of the Mainland Bank’s Nanchang Branch.

“Alright, I’ll take care of it as always,” the branch manager Yang Seohong said, bowing politely.

Crimson Tiger nodded. “I’ll leave it in your capable hands, then.”

Crimson Tiger wore a different human skin mask this time, one that made him look much older. This mask was used exclusively for his banking transactions, and even Yeon was unaware of its existence.

“Please be assured. Your money is safe with us.”

“Very well. I’ll see you again next time.”

With that, Crimson Tiger turned and left.

When he was out of sight, the assistant branch manager, Im Chung, approached Yang Seohong. Trembling nervously, he held out five fingers. “I heard that he deposited this much today. Is it true?” he asked.

Yang Seohong nodded.

“And he asked you to transfer all that money... to that place again?”

“Yes.”

Im Chung gulped. Crimson Tiger was one of the Nanchang Branch’s biggest customers, though only Yang Seohong, Im Chung, and the bank’s security chief knew of his existence.

Interestingly, the amounts he deposited were never consistent. Sometimes, it was a small fortune, and other times, it was a pittance. Still, he made regular deposits, and the money was always transferred elsewhere. Its destination has changed, but for two years now its destination had always been the North Sea Branch.

“Who on earth is he sending it to?”

“Why don’t you go and ask him yourself?”

“Do you hate me that much? Do you want me to get killed?”

“Yes.”

“What?”

Yang Seohong snorted. “Yesterday, you gave flowers to my younger sister, didn’t you?”

“Urk!”

“You lecherous bastard... Do you want to die?” Yang Seohong curled his fingers and playfully mimicked an attempt to gouge out Im Chung’s eyes. The seriousness he had shown towards Crimson Tiger had completely evaporated.

Im Chung dodged backwards, protesting indignantly, “Just because I’m past the prime marriage age doesn’t mean I’m too old for romance!”

“Even if you were an innocent newborn, it’s a no! Absolutely not!”

“Why not? Are you looking down on me because I’m old? Hmph! Fine! I’ll run over to that man right now and ask him: ‘Who are you? An assassin? A thief? Where did you get all that money?’ Well? Should I really do that? Should I risk my precious life, this life full of regrets from never having held a woman’s hand, with only calluses on my fingers from a lifetime of accounting?”

“Hey, he just turned the corner. What are you waiting for?”

“Are you serious?”

“Hyung-nim! Your sister’s fabric shop is in a prime location, isn’t it? Hehehe.”

“What are you talking about all of a sudden?”

“I was just repeating the exact words you told me the other day when you were wasted. You even drooled as you laughed. And then! You gave my sister flowers the very next day.”

“......”

“Don’t you dare flirt with her! Or I might really hire that man!”

“...Fine.”

Even though Crimson Tiger was always polite and had never shown a hint of killing intent or revealed any noticeable aura, the two of them had always perceived him as a rather scary individual.

The reason was twofold: 1) his identity was a complete mystery, and 2) whenever Crimson Tiger came, the guard captain, a peak expert responsible for protecting tens of thousands of taels, would always become visibly tense for a reason he himself couldn’t explain.

“By the way, what kind of person is he really?”

“Who knows?”

“What if he turns out to be a wanted criminal? Won’t we get in trouble too?”

“Watch your mouth!”

Im Chung flinched.

Yang Seohong shook his head. After knowing Crimson Tiger for seven years, he understood that the man’s unwavering, almost excessive politeness had nothing to do with his personality. He simply wanted his money to be transferred safely.

As for who he was sending the money to? There was probably no one who wanted to know the answer more than Yang Seohong.

“Come on. Let’s get back to work.”

Yang Seohong pushed Im Chung indoors and followed him, then glanced back at the spot where Crimson Tiger had disappeared. The man was long gone, but the image of him walking away remained in his mind.

Judging from the amount of money he was always depositing, he was most definitely not someone with a normal job. As Im Chung said, he could be an assassin, a thief, a murderer... or perhaps something even more terrifying. And yet, after dealing with him for seven years, a kind of unspoken camaraderie had formed between them.

Well, in the end, it didn’t matter who he was. Yang Seohong simply prayed that the money he transferred every month wasn’t used for evil purposes.

[image: sep]


After changing his mask back to the one he used for work, Crimson Tiger went to the New Righteous Association Headquarters.

The Association Headquarters had nineteen gates in total, and the one he used was the very last, tucked away in the most secluded corner of the property.

Four martial artists stood guard there. 

Among them was a man named Choi, who greeted him casually, “This business trip was quite long, eh?”

“Yeah, it happens,” Crimson Tiger replied with a friendly smile. He outranked Choi, but they were close enough to call each other brothers.

His cover identity was the warehouse manager of the Twenty-Seventh Military Supply Depot, a seemingly insignificant post under the Association’s Supply Department, and his job was to purchase and supply weapons for the Mystery Pavilion’s martial artists. This gave him a good excuse to frequently be absent under the convenient guise of business trips.

It was an optimal position for a cover identity, though honestly, the cover job didn’t necessarily have to be within the Association. They simply wanted to keep Crimson Tiger close at all times.

“Did your work go well?”

“Yes. What about you? How’s everything going?”

“Nothing ever happens around here,” Choi replied, his voice laced with boredom.

He wasn’t wrong. The scenery here never changed. Friendly martial artists, who made one wonder if they could actually fend off real attackers, took turns guarding a gate that less than twenty people passed through every day.

Whenever he passed through, Crimson Tiger felt as if time had stopped. However, he didn’t mind the unchanging landscape. It had a soothing effect.

“Let’s have a drink sometime.”

“Sure.”

It was a greeting they always exchanged, even though Crimson Tiger had never actually followed through with it. After all, he didn’t like forming relationships with others, especially martial artists.

Crimson Tiger crossed a small garden and entered the supply depot. It had a modest courtyard, usually empty, but today it was piled high with goods.

Five or six shirtless men were moving the goods, and one of them ran over to him, grinning cheerfully. Despite his sturdy build, he had a very kind demeanor. His name was Gong Cheol, and he was the most senior of Crimson Tiger’s warehouse subordinates.

“Oh? You’re back, Captain,” Gong Cheol greeted.

For some reason, Gong Cheol never called him ‘Warehouse Manager’ but ‘Captain’.

“Did any problems arise while I was away?”

“Of course not.”

“What’s all this then?” Crimson Tiger gestured towards the piled-up goods.

“These are weapons sent from Hwang Ironworks,” Gong Cheol explained. “They met the delivery deadline, but those guys tried to pull something.”

“What do you mean, they ‘tried to pull something’?”

“Follow me.”

Gong Cheol led Crimson Tiger to a pile of weapons, including swords, daos, bows and arrows, and even various hidden weapons, placed right in front of the warehouse.

“Look at this,” he said, picking out several weapons from the pile.

Crimson Tiger examined them carefully. “These aren’t made by Hwang Ironworks.”

“Exactly. Cheap materials, shoddy workmanship... They definitely outsourced them from another smithy.”

“How many of these defective products are mixed in?”

“Nearly thirty percent are flawed, and as you can see, they include not only swords and daos, but also hidden weapons. Regardless of the quantity, it’s infuriating that they tried to deceive us.”

Crimson Tiger tilted his head, puzzled. Hwang Ironworks had been supplying weapons to the Association for a long time, and they had never done this before. Something was strange.

Gong Cheol frowned. “Should we drag those bastards here and beat them up?” he asked, half-jokingly and half-seriously.

Crimson Tiger shook his head. “Send word to Hwang Ironworks. Tell them to come see me.”

“Understood.”

“I’m going to rest a bit. I’ll leave it to you guys to finish up.”

Leaving the warehouse staff to their work, Crimson Tiger made his way to a small house not far from the warehouse. Officially, it was a residence provided for warehouse managers like himself, and although it was too small for a family, it was comfortable enough for a man living alone.

Since it had been empty for some time, it was full of dust. Nevertheless, Crimson Tiger decided to postpone the cleaning for now, throwing down his luggage and making a beeline for the backyard. He was so exhausted that he could fall asleep the moment his head touched a pillow, but he had something more important to do first.

In the backyard, he went down a hidden staircase that led underground to his secret training hall.

One of the reasons he had chosen this house was that it had once been used as the entrance to an underground warehouse, with a large area, high ceiling, and solid walls on all sides. A perfect space for martial arts training.

Thus, he had slowly and carefully transformed the underground storehouse into a secret training facility, making sure that even the Radiant Hall didn’t know of its existence. After all, he wanted this place to serve not only as a training hall, but also as a temporary shelter in case of an emergency. 

To that end, he’d stored various emergency supplies and weapons, long-lasting food supplies there, and installed a bamboo pipe that provided fresh water. He’d even prepared an escape route, just in case.

All in all, the renovations had cost him a lot of money and effort, but it was worth it. Here, he could train his martial arts without anyone watching.

Against a wall, there were dozens of identical, mass-produced swords lined up. Crimson Tiger picked up one of them at random.

He didn’t carry any special sword of his own. Due to the nature of his work, he had to avoid leaving unique traces. Moreover, he often had to infiltrate places unarmed.

As such, he strove to bring out the full potential of his swordsmanship no matter what weapon he wielded. At first, it was difficult, and he came dangerously close to death more times than he cared to admit. However, through relentless dedication and effort, he eventually became accustomed to it. Now, whether it was a cheap one-silver sword or an opponent’s prized blade, he could fight at his best.

Crimson Tiger began to practice his martial art, the Asura’s Eight Narakas, in earnest.

The Asura’s Eight Narakas was a sword style created by the Asura King Yama Cheon Danyang, a martial artist who belonged neither to the orthodox or unorthodox faction. Once celebrated as one of the ten greatest masters of the jianghu, he designed this technique to inflict the eight tortures of the Eight Hot Narakas upon his foes.[1]

Among the martial arts based on extreme yang qi, the Asura’s Eight Narakas was undoubtedly the most powerful, and coupled with Cheon Danyang’s might and fame, the martial art became known as one of the Eight Great Divine Arts of the murim.

As Crimson Tiger’s master, the third-generation successor of the Asura King Yama, had severed ties with the jianghu to live in seclusion, the Asura’s Eight Narakas was thought to be lost forever. Contrary to rumors, however, it had been passed down to him.

The Asura’s Eight Narakas consisted of eight techniques of increasing difficulty:

The First Naraka: The Sañjīva Blast.

The Second Naraka: The Kālasūtra Weave.

The Third Naraka: The Saṃghāta Edge.

The Fourth Naraka: The Raurava Screech.

The Fifth Naraka: The Mahāraurava Ruin.

The Sixth Naraka: The Tapana Blaze.

The Seventh Naraka: The Pratāpana Void.

The Eighth Naraka: The Call of Avīci.

Crimson Tiger began learning the martial art when he was just six years old. After years filled with relentless effort, marked by blood, sweat, and tears, he finally attained complete mastery by the end of last year.

And yet, he had never used it. Not even once.

When he first became one of the Twelve Phantoms, the martial art he reported to the organization was not the Asura’s Eight Narakas. He judged that if it became known he had mastered one of the Eight Divine Arts, it would cause a lot of trouble.

Thanks to that decision, no one knew about it, even his handler, Yeon. The swordsmanship he displayed in public were variations he had created based on the Asura’s Eight Narakas.

SWISH! SWOOSH!

Currently, Crimson Tiger wasn’t infusing qi into his swings, yet the sounds of the sword cutting through the air were exceptionally crisp. If he poured out his qi, even walls made of steel wouldn’t withstand it.

Every movement was executed with the utmost care. For martial arts, and all things really, a single proper drill was far more effective than ten hasty repetitions with poor form.

The Asura’s Eight Narakas was a practical sword style that focused on substance rather than form, aiming for the most efficient way to kill. It suited him perfectly, but it had one major drawback—the style was so brutally violent that any experienced master who saw it would immediately recognize it. For this reason, he had been hesitant to use it until now.

After finishing a round of swordsmanship practice, Crimson Tiger put down the weapon and removed his sweat-soaked clothes, revealing dozens of large and small scars all over his body. Some were the remnants of fatal injuries that had once threatened his life.

After taking a deep breath, he began to practice his second martial art, a barehanded art.

The floor trembled beneath his swift steps as the heavy whooshing of his fists filled the air. The rhythm continued—fist to elbow, palm to shoulder, knee to back. This was the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers, a close-combat grappling technique that relied on the entire body to overwhelm the enemy, rather than just hands and feet.

The Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers had been created by the Asura King Yama in his later years, almost as a way to stave off boredom. Despite its origins though, its power was anything but trivial. It was a pragmatic martial art, embodying the depth of the Asura King Yama’s unparalleled insights in martial arts.

Four years had passed since he began to devote himself to it, and he had only recently reached the intermediate stage, known as the Formless Realm. His goal was to achieve full mastery within a decade.

Even at its current level, the technique had saved him from several life-threatening situations, especially during that mission two years ago. Without it, he might not have survived.

Now, if he could perfect both the Asura’s Eight Narakas and the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers, no one in the jianghu would pose a threat to him.

The technique, swift yet dignified, steadily climbed to peak intensity.

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

The fierce punches repeatedly rent the air, making the iron wall in front of him tremble. With the spirit of a master, he dedicated himself to each and every movement, and his body was quickly drenched in sweat.

Eventually though, he also finished practicing the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers.

“Hoo...” Crimson Tiger exhaled slowly. 

Except when unavoidable due to missions, he never skipped training, not even for a day, keeping in mind the old saying: one more drop of sweat shed today, one less drop of blood lost tomorrow.

The reason he put so much effort into the basics because of his master’s teachings. For example, his master once said:


“Masters often say that being tied to techniques is foolish, and they’re not wrong. If we liken martial arts to a plant, techniques are the roots and stem, while their practical application forms the flowers and leaves. However, it’s crucial to remember that the idea of ‘not being bound by techniques’ applies only to those who have mastered them completely. After all, without a strong foundation to anchor the plant, there can be no flowers or leaves.”



Right now, Crimson Tiger still hadn’t fully mastered the practical applications of the Asura’s Eight Narakas, even though he had completely mastered its techniques. Had it not been for his master’s words, he might have become overconfident.


“One day you will achieve complete mastery of the techniques, but remember, that day is not the end, it is the beginning. To use a worldly analogy, achieving complete mastery is merely learning how to brew wine. Compared to someone who doesn’t know how to make wine at all, it’s a great and valuable thing. But how can all wines be equal? A foolish person will get drunk on improperly aged wine and brag about it to others. On the other hand, a wise person will begin a new journey with others who know how to brew, striving to create the best wine. Which is the path that you want to take?”



At the time, he didn’t understand the profound meaning behind his master’s words. After achieving complete mastery of the Asura’s Eight Narakas, however, he could now understand how insanely difficult it was to truly perfect a martial art. 

This was just the beginning.

Shaking off the lingering desire to see his master, Crimson Tiger plopped down on a bed in a corner of the training hall. It was harder and more uncomfortable than the bed in his house, but he felt more at ease here. It was the only place where he could truly rest comfortably.

Fatigue washed over him. For the past month, his workload had been unbearable, with one mission after another. It had been far too long since he’d had a proper night’s sleep. 

If only he could just rest for ten days like this...

With that thought, he fell into a deep sleep.

He dreamed of that day.

On a particularly bright and sunny morning, his master was out, and he was training in the courtyard when suddenly, she waltzed through the gates with the same innocent expression on her face as when they had first met.

Convinced they would never cross paths again, he was caught completely off guard.

“Were you training?” she asked casually, almost as if they were lovers who had spent the night together just yesterday, even though it had been a year since her abrupt disappearance.

“Yes,” he replied, trying to hide his surprise. Even so, his voice trembled slightly.

Many a time, he’d thought about seeking her out after she’d vanished with only a letter, but his pride always got in the way. Maybe he didn’t want to feel abandoned, or maybe he was just afraid to hear the truth about why she had left.

“Huh?”

As she slowly approached him, he saw something that made his heart skip a beat. 

An infant, wrapped in a silk cloth, lay in her arms.

He looked at the baby in disbelief. It was a baby girl, not yet a hundred days old, with distinct features. He didn’t have to ask whose child it was. He could tell just by looking.

She was his daughter.

His hands trembled, and his heart began to pound madly.

She carefully handed him the baby.

“Ahh, wait. Ack!” he squealed, awkwardly cradling the baby. It was his first time holding such a young infant. Terrified that his qi would flow out unconsciously, his legs felt wobbly.

“Isn’t she beautiful?” she asked.

He nodded blankly. The baby girl’s bright eyes were so clear and transparent, her nose sharp, her cheeks plump and soft, and her eyelashes incredibly long. 

Can a baby have eyelashes this long? he wondered.

She gazed at him calmly for a while, then said, “...I’m leaving.”

“What?”

As he stared at her in confusion, the baby suddenly wailed.

DING!

Crimson Tiger’s eyes shot open. A taut thread at his side was vibrating and making sounds. This was a signal that someone was right outside his house. He’d hidden very thin threads all over the vicinity so that he could be alerted whenever someone visited him.

“Phew,” he exhaled, getting out of bed. He threw on his shirt, strapped his sword to his belt, and touched a hidden mechanism at his side. 

The ceiling opened up smoothly, and with a single leap, he jumped onto the courtyard above, then walked to the front door.

As it turned out, the visitor was Yeon.

“Why are you here?” he asked, noting the position of the moon. It was around midnight.

“You have received orders to embark on an urgent mission.”

Crimson Tiger’s eyes narrowed slightly. He had just completed five missions in a row. Wasn’t it heartless of the organization to not even give him a day’s rest?

With an apologetic tone, Yeon added, “I’m sorry, but this really is urgent.”

“What is it?”

“It’s a support request from Rabbit.”

“Rabbit? You mean White Rabbit?”

White Rabbit’s original codename was Snow Rabbit, but she preferred to be called White Rabbit instead because she felt she looked good in white. Coincidentally, after Green Snake, he was assigned another mission to assist a damsel in distress.

“Yes, that’s right. Her.”

“Where is she?”

“She’s on an escort mission about a hundred kilometers from here.”

Crimson Tiger nodded silently.

“Will you refuse?” Yeon asked, even though she knew he couldn’t refuse. That was just how the organization worked.

Crimson Tiger smiled. Even though it was meaningless, it felt nice that Yeon always asked like this.

“No, I’ll do it. However, could I take a moment to wash up first?” he asked.

Yeon smiled pleasantly. “Of course.”

Crimson Tiger returned to his house. White Rabbit wouldn’t have asked for help unless it was urgent, yet he didn’t rush.

In the past, he would have bolted the moment she spoke, running until his lungs burned and his heart threatened to burst. Now, though, he felt differently. He had grown tired of living on the edge.

If the short time he took to wash up led to her death, then that was her fate. Conversely, if he ended up needing help and no one came, he was fine with that. He refused to live in constant anxiety any longer.

If he wasn’t a little bit detached, there was no way he could endure this crazy job.

SLOSH, SLOSH...

Listening to the faint sound of splashing water, Yeon gazed at the unusually bright moon, lost in thought.

“Aren’t you tired?” Crimson Tiger suddenly asked from inside the bathroom.

Still gazing at the moon, Yeon smiled slightly. “No,” she replied.

It was a lie. She had twice the workload of the other handlers because Crimson Tiger received twice as many missions.

Still, she never let it show. The day she did would be the day she quit this job. In her mind, sheer determination could see her through anything. Whether she succeeded or gave up was entirely up to her.

Some time later, Crimson Tiger stepped out of the bathroom in a fresh martial arts uniform, his hair still damp. 

Seeing a leaf fall right in front of him, he drew his sword.

SWISH! SWOOSH! SLASH!

After listening to the crisp, refreshing sound of Crimson Tiger’s slashes a few times, Yeon saw the leaf resting gently on the flat edge of his sword.

WHOOOOSH!

A gust of wind blew past, and the leaf split into four pieces and scattered into the air. It had already been sliced, but somehow it had retained its original shape.

With a clink, Crimson Tiger sheathed his sword. He had displayed his art as if to thank Yeon for waiting for him.

“Let’s go,” he said, moving to leave.

A pleasant fragrance wafted from him as he passed by Yeon, slightly easing her fatigue.

SHHHH...

Behind the two, the four pieces of the leaf fluttering in the wind split again into sixteen pieces and scattered, but only Crimson Tiger and the wind knew that secret.



Footnotes:

[1] Naraka is the term for “hell” in Indian religions, but the Buddhist Narakas differ from the Christian concept of hell in 3 ways: 1) beings are not sent to naraka as a result of divine punishment, they are born there as a result of bad karma accumulated in their previous lives. 2) The duration of a being’s stay in a naraka is not eternal, although it is usually incomprehensibly long. 3) there are many different types of naraka, the most well-known being the 8 hot and 8 cold narakas. 


V1C3: Standby Order

Jo Birang, the new recruit, entered the operations room, laden with documents. As his eyes fell on the topmost paper, he murmured, “He’s truly remarkable. Truly.”

All eyes turned to him.

“I’m speaking of Crimson Tiger,” he explained. “After vanquishing the Bloody Blade Trio, he rescued Green Snake and broke the enemy’s encirclement, escaping unharmed.”

Eom Baekyang chuckled. “You rascal, now do you finally understand?”

Crimson Tiger’s existence was a boon to the Radiant Hall. As long as they had him around, operations ran smoothly.

Glancing at Wang Sochan, Eom Baekyang asked, “Where is Crimson Tiger now?”

“He has departed.”

“He must be quite tired.”

“Indeed.”

“Increase his mission compensation.”

“Understood.”

Still standing at the entrance, Jo Birang voiced his concern. “I recognize his abilities, but I still think we have too little information on him.”

Propping his feet on the desk, Hong Sabaek asked, “Are you still harping on that? Just what are you so curious about?”

“I have more than a few questions about him, but most importantly, we know nothing about who he was or what he did before he became a Phantom.”

“Why are you so interested in that?”

“Of course, I’m curious. Crimson Tiger is our top agent. Isn’t it odd that we know so little about his past?”

“Ignorance is bliss, knowledge invites disaster. Do you know how that saying changes in the context of the jianghu?”

“No.”

“Know too little and you die. Know too much and you also die.”

“......” Jo Birang pouted.

Hong Sabaek gave him a sharp look. “What? You think I’m being ambiguous?”

Although Jo Birang didn’t nod, his expression betrayed his thoughts. With a stubborn look, he continued, “Okay, Senior. Let’s say we overlook his past because everyone has their own circumstances. Can you tell me why even the information about his martial arts is classified?”

“To prevent leaks to the Evil Coalition, obviously.”

“Isn’t that unlikely?”

“Why do you think it’s unlikely?”

Jo Birang’s eyes widened. “Huh?”

“For all we know, you could be a spy for the Evil Coalition,” Hong Sabaek accused.

“W-What did you say? I’m not a s-spy! Why are you suddenly accusing me of such a thing?” Jo Birang protested, his face turning pale and his eyes quivering.

Hong Sabaek eyed him with suspicion. “Why are you so agitated? It’s suspicious.”

“I-I... Ever since I was a child, my tongue twists and my body shivers whenever I’m falsely accused...”

“Good grief, you’ll pass out at this rate. Alright, alright, I believe you’re innocent,” Hong Sabaek relented.

Jo Birang breathed a sigh of relief.

Hong Sabaek’s playful expression vanished, replaced by a serious look. “Listen carefully, Junior. Our job is to keep the wheels of the organization turning. If a wheel breaks, we replace it. As long as it meets the specifications, we don’t care where the wheel was made or what it’s made of. Understand?”

“......” Jo Birang sulked like a rebellious child.

“Do you think I’m heartless?”

“...Yes.”

“Then you’ve come to the wrong place. If you want to live a kind life, go teach kids at a school or martial arts academy.”

“......”

“In this place, the end justifies the means. The only thing that matters is success or failure,” Hong Sabaek said coldly.

He had once been as passionate as Jo Birang, if not more so, and had cared deeply for the Twelve Phantoms. However, after losing many of them due to his own mistakes and misjudgments, he had changed. Now, he tried to avoid becoming emotionally attached to them.

And it wasn’t just him. All the senior staff here had undergone similar experiences and shared similar feelings.

Unaware of their past, Jo Birang insisted, “I think that’s wrong. The Twelve Phantoms aren’t expendable tools. They’re colleagues we should cherish. We’re not cold-blooded monsters with no feelings.”

Hong Sabaek didn’t answer. Wang Sochan hummed a melody. Eom Baekyang, who had been quietly listening in, pretended to be working.

A heavy silence filled the room, broken only when Im Yeongdal suddenly burst into the office in a panic.

With a serious expression, he approached Eom Baekyang and handed him a document. “A standby order has been issued for Agent Crimson Tiger. After completing his current mission, he must remain stationed at headquarters until further notice.”

Everyone froze in surprise.

“Who gave those orders? When did you hear about this?” Eom Baekyang demanded.

Im Yeongdal replied, “The Director issued it just now.”

“What’s going on? The Director usually entrusts practical affairs to me. This is unprecedented...” Eom Baekyang complained, examining the document.

“I’m going to see the Director!” he exclaimed, storming out of the operations room.

As he passed Jo Birang, he lightly smacked the back of his junior’s head.

BONK!

“You brat! Must be nice to be so optimistic!”
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“I heard you issued a standby order for Crimson Tiger,” Eom Baekyang said.

“That’s right,” Gu Yangseo, the Director of the Radiant Hall, replied nonchalantly, his eyes still fixed on the documents before him.

Gu Yangseo was a man of slender build and keen eyes. He had risen through the ranks through sheer determination and hard work, earning a reputation for his thoroughness and bluntness. Those who met him for the first time often found him a difficult man to deal with.

He and Eom Baekyang were close, comfortable enough to call each other brothers when they were alone. However, in public, Gu Yangseo maintained a professional front, his demeanor as sharp and cold as a knife.

Eom Baekyang approved of this approach. After all, unnecessary displays of familiarity often lead to complications, and ultimately, it was the subordinates who paid the price.

“Are you giving him a vacation?” Eom Baekyang asked, aware that Crimson Tiger had been severely overworked lately and badly needed rest.

Gu Yangseo shook his head. “Not exactly. I have a different assignment for him.”

“What is it?” Eom Baekyang asked, his eyes narrowing slightly at the phrase “a different assignment”. 

Finally, Gu Yangseo set his work aside and met Eom Baekyang’s gaze. “Are you curious?”

“Yes, I am,” Eom Baekyang replied, frowning. Gu Yangseo wasn’t one to beat around the bush like this. 

“You sure you won’t regret hearing this?”

A flicker of uncertainty ran through Eom Baekyang, but in the end, his curiosity won out. He wasn’t the type to back down out of fear. 

“Is it something that’ll get me killed?” he asked, half-joking.

Gu Yangseo chuckled. “No, nothing like that.”

“Then tell me.”

Gu Yangseo rose from his seat and walked to the window, gazing out in silence. “Who do you think will be the next successor?” he said in a low voice.

The question caught Eom Baekyang off guard.

The Association originally had seven potential successors, all direct disciples of the Martial God. However, after five years of bitter infighting, only two remained: the First Young Lord and the Third Young Lady. The others were either dead or missing.

For some reason no one understood, the Martial God Cheon Ahseong had simply watched as his disciples turned on each other, tacitly approving the bloody power struggle. Some speculated that a lifetime devoted to martial arts had instilled in him a belief in the survival of the fittest, a principle he now applied to the selection of his heir.

Eom Baekyang hesitated.

“Well?” Gu Yangseo pressed him again.

Eom Baekyang remained silent. This was a question that required careful consideration and an even more careful answer.

Without turning around, Gu Yangseo offered his own opinion. “Personally, I’m hoping that the First Young Lord prevails.”

Eom Baekyang gulped. This was a topic he avoided, even in the drunken revelry of a brothel. His heart was pounding in his chest, and a sense of foreboding washed over him.

“Not that I think the First Young Lord is a better leader,” Gu Yangseo clarified. “In terms of ability, the Third Young Lady is undoubtedly superior.”

“Then why do you support the First Young Lord?”

“Because the Third Young Lady’s leadership would cause numerous problems. Some believe that she would bring peace with the Evil Coalition, but they are mistaken.”

“Because she’s a woman?”

“Exactly. The Evil Coalition is a collection of vile individuals who view women as mere sexual playthings. Imagine their reaction to a woman leading the Association. It would be a devastating blow to their pride.”

Eom Baekyang had to admit that this was a valid concern.

Gu Yangseo’s gaze, fixed on the world outside, grew distant. “However, the real danger lies not with the Evil Coalition and their inferiority complexes, but with the Third Young Lady herself.”

“What do you mean?”

“To defy expectations, to break free from the constraints imposed on women, she will take drastic measures.”

“You can’t mean...”

Gu Yangseo nodded grimly. “She will strike first.”

Eom Baekyang was stunned. He had never even considered such a possibility.

Gu Yangseo continued calmly, “She will launch an attack on the Evil Coalition... and that will trigger an all-out war.”

A heavy silence fell over the room. A war between the New Righteous Association and the Evil Coalition would be catastrophic, a fight to the bitter end. It could even wipe out the entire jianghu.

Eom Baekyang considered the Third Young Lady. She was intelligent, ambitious, beautiful, and had the support of many young martial artists within the Association. She was also rumored to be more skilled in martial arts than the First Young Lord.

The First Young Lord, on the other hand, projected an air of calm stability. On the surface, he seemed untouched by political intrigue, yet his survival in the ruthless succession struggle hinted at a side he kept well concealed.

“Okay, but what does all this have to do with Crimson Tiger?” Eom Baekyang asked.

Gu Yangseo finally turned away from the window, his gaze settling on Eom Baekyang. “Let’s have a drink,” he said, retrieving a bottle of wine from a cabinet and activating a secret switch behind the wine bottle, revealing a hidden door that led to a secret, soundproofed room. 

Eom Baekyang realized that what he was about to hear was something extremely serious.

Inviting Eom Baekyang into the secret room, Gu Yangseo poured a drink for each of them, then finally said, “The First Young Lord has an illegitimate child.”

Eom Baekyang’s eyes widened. This was shocking news. The First Young Lord was unmarried. If it became known that he had a child out of wedlock, the Association would be shaken to its core. Moreover, the First Young Lord was currently engaged to the eldest daughter of Sin Paegeuk, the formidable Lord of Sword Heaven.

Sin Paegeuk was an extremely proud man. The existence of the First Young Lord’s illegitimate child would cause a scandal of epic proportions.

“If this goes public...”

“Indeed. The marriage will be called off, and Sword Heaven will abandon the First Young Lord.”

Eom Baekyang swallowed dryly. Sword Heaven was the First Young Lord’s strongest ally, and without their support, he was almost certain to lose the succession war.

“How did you find out about this?” Eom Baekyang asked in a strained voice.

Gu Yangseo could feel his friend’s agitation, but he remained calm. “The First Young Lord contacted me. He requested a secret meeting.”

“So you heard it directly from him?”

“Yes. He told me about a woman he met briefly in his younger days. Until recently, when he received a letter from her explaining everything, he did not know that she had given birth to his child. Unfortunately, she died of an illness shortly after sending the letter.”

“Are you sure that the child is his?” Eom Baekyang asked, then immediately realized how foolish his question was. If there was any doubt, they wouldn’t be having this conversation. The First Young Lord would have investigated the matter thoroughly.

“Did he ask you to protect the child?”

“......”

“Why isn’t he dealing with this himself?”

“He’s in a difficult situation right now.”

The ongoing power struggle with the Third Young Lady meant that both of them were under constant surveillance. Every move was reported to the other’s network of spies.

“Still...”

Something didn’t add up. The First Young Lord had many skilled martial artists at his disposal. It wasn’t impossible for the First Young Lord to discreetly send his own men to retrieve the child.

“Where is the child now?”

Gu Yangseo hesitated. Eom Baekyang prepared himself for another surprise, and he wasn’t disappointed.

“The Ironblood Nines.”

“What?” Eom Baekyang gasped. The Ironblood Nines were the elite fighting force of the Evil Coalition. “He joined the Ironblood Nines? Why?”

“He doesn’t know his father’s identity. He grew up in the Evil Coalition’s territory and became one of their martial artists.”

“Does the Pavilion Master know about this?”

“He... does not.”

Eom Baekyang gulped nervously. Although the Radiant Hall was an independent organization, it ultimately answered to the Mystery Pavilion.

He was suddenly reminded of the reason for the Radiant Hall’s existence. It was to prevent the concentration of power in the hands of the Mystery Pavilion Master, specifically to keep him from controlling the formidable force that was the Twelve Phantoms. The Radiant Hall Director acted as a restraint on the Pavilion Master’s authority.

Therefore, attempting anything without informing the Pavilion Master could have serious consequences.

“Why haven’t you reported this to him?”

“If the First Young Lord had wanted the Pavilion Master’s involvement, he would have approached him directly.”

“Damn it! Why are you telling me all this?”

“You said you wouldn’t regret hearing it, didn’t you?”

“......”

“I need your help.”

It was a frank confession. As Gu Yangseo had explained, he couldn’t mobilize the Twelve Phantoms without the Pavilion Master’s knowledge, especially not for a mission involving the Evil Coalition. Such actions required the Pavilion Master’s explicit approval.

Gu Yangseo’s voice took on a passionate tone. “Eom Baekyang, let’s see this through together.”

He was asking Eom Baekyang to make a decision, to stand with the First Young Lord. Eom Baekyang knew that he couldn’t refuse. After all, Gu Yangseo was the one who had appointed him as deputy director.

He sighed bitterly. He was a loyal subordinate. What would happen if he refused? Would he be demoted? Given the gravity of the situation, he might even be purged. 

He felt a surge of resentment at being dragged into this mess, but also gratitude for Gu Yangseo’s honesty.

Finally, he made his decision. “I trust you, Director. I’ll follow your lead.”

“Thank you.” 

The two men clasped hands tightly.

“Once we rescue the boy, where will we hide him? And why Crimson Tiger? His expertise is in assassinations and armed support. Wouldn’t Golden Horse or Drunken Monkey be better suited for a rescue mission... Wait...”

Suddenly, Eom Baekyang was struck by a chilling realization. He looked at Gu Yangseo, who was watching him intently, and his face paled. “You don’t mean...”

Gu Yangseo’s grip tightened, and he nodded slowly. “Our mission... is to kill him.”

[image: sep]


A modest gathering was underway at a secluded mansion nestled deep within the forest, far from the clamor of the city. In the pavilion of the rear garden, three men and one woman were thoroughly enjoying their drinks.

“Hahaha! No matter what you do, you’ll never be anything more than third-rate!” Yang Se’il, the eldest son of the Yang Clan, openly mocked the man across from him.

Gong Sincheol of the Gong Martial Arts Academy, the largest in the region, scratched his head with a sheepish grin. “It may not be as prestigious as your Yang Family Sword Art, but our Void Sword Style is quite renowned as well.”

“Oh, you mean that Void Sword Style your grandfather bought for a thousand taels?” Yang Se’il scoffed.

Gu Yongtak, the heir to a wealthy textile merchant, chuckled at the jibe.

Gong Sincheol flushed with shame, but he couldn’t openly express his anger. While the Gong Martial Arts Academy was well-known, it couldn’t hold a candle to the esteemed Yang Clan. Instead, he glared at the easier target, Gu Yongtak, as if he wanted to devour him whole.

Sensing the shift in mood, Gu Yongtak quickly poured wine into Gong Sincheol’s cup. Since both of them were essentially at the mercy of Yang Se’il’s whims, Gong Sincheol’s anger quickly subsided with that simple gesture.

Yang Se’il’s reasons for maintaining friendships with these two were simple: Gu Yongtak had deep pockets, and Gong Sincheol was an easy target for bullying.

However, even Yang Se’il wouldn’t dare to cross one person—Sin Chohui, the only woman present.

“What do you think, Miss Sin?” Yang Se’il asked with an ingratiating smile.

Sin Chohui set her wine cup down. “He’s a third-rate coward, and you’re a third-rate scumbag,” she said bluntly.

Yang Se’il burst into laughter. “Hahaha! Right, you’re absolutely correct!”

There was a reason for his uncharacteristic subservience. Sin Chohui was the second daughter of Sin Paegeuk, the Lord of Sword Heaven, the most powerful of the Association’s Three Heavens. Moreover, Sin Yeongyeong, the Lord of Sword Heaven’s eldest daughter and Sin Chohui’s older sister, was betrothed to the First Young Lord, and once the marriage was finalized, Sword Heaven’s influence would grow even stronger. 

On the other hand, Sin Chohui hadn’t always associated with the likes of Yang Se’il. Her rebellious streak only emerged after her elder sister Sin Yeongyeong’s engagement to the First Young Lord.

Yang Se’il, eager to appease Sin Chohui, said, “Once the First Young Lord becomes the official successor of the Association, Sword Heaven will become the Jianghu Heaven.”

“And isn’t Miss Yeongyeong, the First Young Lord’s fiancée, known for her beauty and virtue? He’s a lucky man...” Gu Yongtak chimed in.

CRASH!

Sin Chohui hurled her wine bottle at Gu Yongtak, startling him.

“What do you know, blabbering like that?” she snapped.

“I-I was just saying that Miss Yeongyeong is...”

“Shut up and drink!”

“Yes, Miss Sin.”

Downing her wine in one gulp, Sin Chohui muttered, “You’re all fools. My sister isn’t as nice a person as you think.”

The three men naturally assumed she was jealous. It was understandable, considering that the First Young Lord had a strong chance of inheriting the Association. 

None of them noticed that her bloodshot eyes held a rage that went beyond mere sibling rivalry.

“...You know nothing,” she repeated, her voice low and menacing.

Just then, middle-aged man approached her. He was Jin Hong, her head bodyguard. 

“Are you alright, Miss Sin?” Jin Hong asked.

“I’m fine. Leave me alone,” Sin Chohui snapped, clearly irritated.

Jin Hong bowed slightly and retreated. “As you wish. Please try not to overindulge in alcohol.”

As Jin Hong returned to his post, a woman in a white martial arts uniform approached him. She was a new recruit who had joined recently.

“I need to speak with you,” she said.

“What is it?”

“This place is dangerous.”

Jin Hong blinked, confused. “What are you talking about?”

His bewilderment was understandable. A rookie was warning him, a seasoned bodyguard with twenty years of experience, of danger he hadn’t even sensed.

“This place is dangerous,” the woman repeated calmly.

“And why do you say that?” Jin Hong asked, studying her closely. “Hmm... You’re Baek Ah, aren’t you?”

He remembered her name, even though she was a recent addition to their ranks. After all, his first impression of her had not been positive. She was a classic example of someone hired because of powerful connections, and he had been instructed to keep an eye on her. The job of a bodyguard wasn’t an easy one, and even strong men struggled with it. He had expected her to quit within a month or two, but today she was actually taking the initiative.

Contrary to Jin Hong’s assumptions, though, the woman was actually White Rabbit of the Twelve Phantoms, and she was only using Baek Ah as an alias for this mission.

White Rabbit glanced around, her voice barely above a whisper. “I sense killing intent.”

“Killing intent?” Jin Hong’s head snapped up, his eyes scanning their surroundings.

He possessed the unique intuition of a bodyguard, and when assassins were near, a tingling sensation would wash over him. However, even after some time, he felt nothing. Still, he couldn’t completely dismiss White Rabbit’s warning. 

“Where? Where did you sense something amiss?” he asked.

“The assassin isn’t here yet,” White Rabbit replied.

Jin Hong stared at her, bewildered. “What?”

“I’ve had a bad feeling for days now.”

“A bad feeling?”

“You may not believe me, but you have to trust me on this,” White Rabbit insisted.

Jin Hong studied her for a moment, then gestured to Gwak, a bodyguard standing a short distance away. He was the most experienced and skilled member of their team.

“What is it, Jin Hong?”

“Take some men and scout the perimeter.”

“Understood.”

Gwak glanced curiously at White Rabbit and Jin Hong before withdrawing. He did not like the idea of acting on the whims of a newcomer, but he obeyed the order without question, gathering a few subordinates and disappearing into the night.

“Satisfied?” Jin Hong asked White Rabbit, a hint of annoyance in his voice. He felt he had shown her more consideration than a newcomer deserved, especially since he suspected she might have powerful connections. Such deference would have been unthinkable for an ordinary rookie.

However, White Rabbit’s response surprised him. “That’s not enough.”

“What?”

“We need to leave. Now.”

Jin Hong’s expression hardened. “Based solely on your hunch?”

“Yes.”

White Rabbit had been experiencing a growing sense of unease for days. She had called it a killing intent, but it was more like a premonition, a sense of impending doom. This was one of her innate abilities, and this particular premonition was stronger than any she had ever experienced. She had even called for support from the Radiant Hall because of it. 

And today, that feeling of dread had reached its peak.

“If your intuition is so keen, then find the assassin,” Jin Hong sneered.

Ignoring the mockery in his voice, White Rabbit replied earnestly, “By the time we find the assassin, it will be too late.”

Her seriousness was so intense that Jin Hong wondered if she had lost her mind.

Just then, Gwak and his men returned from their patrol. From a distance, he raised his hand to give the all-clear signal.

White Rabbit wasn’t surprised. Her premonition was growing stronger by the minute, so she didn’t expect them to find anything. 

Anxiety gnawed at her. 

“I need to speak with Miss Sin,” she suddenly declared, striding towards Sin Chohui.

“Wait!” Jin Hong called out, alarmed, but White Rabbit had already reached Sin Chohui.

“Miss Sin, we need to leave now,” she said urgently.

Sin Chohui responded with an annoyed frown. “Sure, after I finish these drinks. Who are you, anyway?”

“I’m your bodyguard.”

Yang Se’il, who was seated beside Sin Chohui, gave White Rabbit a lascivious look. “Now that you mention it, I don’t remember ever seeing you before. What’s your name?”

White Rabbit didn’t bother acknowledging Yang Se’il. “This place is dangerous,” she repeated to Sin Chohui, her voice firm.

Yang Se’il bristled at being ignored.

Sin Chohui snorted and emptied her glass. “Life is dangerous, and with these three dogs practically drooling over me, I agree that this place is particularly dangerous. So yes, I suppose I could use your protection.”

“Please, let’s go now.”

“Why are you ruining the mood?” Sin Chohui whined.

“I’ll drag you out by force if necessary.”

“What?” Sin Chohui’s playful demeanor vanished, replaced by a scowl.

Yang Se’il jumped to his feet. “How dare a mere bodyguard speak to Miss Sin like that!”

White Rabbit glared at him coldly. “Stay out of this,” she warned.

Yang Se’il glanced at Sin Chohui, seeking her approval, and she snorted and glared at White Rabbit, as if granting him permission to put her in her place.

“Have you gone mad?” Yang Se’il snarled, raising his hand to strike White Rabbit.

TAP TAP TAP!

In the blink of an eye, White Rabbit struck his acupoints, sealing them. Yang Se’il froze, his hand raised in the air and his face turning crimson. 

“Release me this instant, or...” he sputtered.

TAP!

White Rabbit sealed his mute acupoint to shut him up.

Jin Hong shouted in outrage, “What do you think you’re doing?!”

This was a disaster. He should have stopped her, but he hadn’t imagined that she would go this far. Although not as powerful as Sword Heaven, Yang Se’il was the heir of the Yang Clan, a force to be reckoned with. This incident could have serious repercussions for Jin Hong.

Realizing that she didn’t have time to argue, White Rabbit calmly explained, “I am a special agent sent by the Association to protect Miss Sin.”

Both Jin Hong and Sin Chohui stared at her, stunned.

“The Association?” Sin Chohui asked eagerly. “Who sent you? Was it the First Young Lord? Tell me!”

Now that her true identity had been revealed, White Rabbit’s demeanor changed. “I wasn’t hired by your father, so show me some respect.”

“Hmph! And what if I refuse?”

White Rabbit’s expression hardened.

It wasn’t because of Sin Chohui’s insolence.

She slowly turned around. On a wall about ten meters away stood a masked man with folded arms. Sensing the dark and destructive aura that only a true martial master could possess, White Rabbit gulped nervously.

“Defy me, and you’ll be torn limb from limb,” the masked man said, his voice devoid of any warmth, his eyes cold and menacing. “You’d be wise to listen to that woman... it might buy you an extra fifteen minutes of life.”

“Enemy attack!” Jin Hong roared. “Stop him! Subdue that man!”

The bodyguards near the wall drew their swords as the masked man effortlessly leaped down. As they swarmed him from all sides, their blades flashing, he calmly drew his own sword.

CLANG!

The first bodyguard to reach him had both his sword and chest cleaved in half with a single slash.

The masked man’s swordsmanship was a whirlwind of speed, precision, and devastating power. Whether it was weapons, bodies, skills, even the guards’ fierce loyalty—nothing could withstand his onslaught.

SWISH! SWOOSH!

Each stroke of his blade was punctuated by screams of terror and pain. The bodyguards fell like dominoes, as if a seasoned veteran was playing with children. He was an opponent far out of their league. They didn’t even have time to consider retreating before the last bodyguard, Gwak, was felled by a blinding flash of steel.

THUD!

Gwak’s severed head rolled across the ground, coming to a stop at Jin Hong’s feet.

“...No!”

Jin Hong was paralyzed with shock. These were his comrades, men he had been joking with just moments ago. His body shivered, and the blood in his veins turned to ice.

Although they were considered a step below the elite Inner Garden guards, they were still protectors of Sword Heaven. The masked man’s ability to slaughter them so easily was a testament to his formidable skill.

Just then, White Rabbit’s calm voice cut through the carnage. “I can’t protect you all. You’re on your own now.”

Jin Hong turned to see her unsealing Yang Se’il’s pressure points. The sight jolted him back to the present.

Helping Sin Chohui to her feet, White Rabbit shoved her behind Jin Hong. “Stay close,” she instructed.

Gong Sincheol, his face contorted with fear, began to back away.

“No! Don’t run!” White Rabbit cried.

Unfortunately, Gong Sincheol’s fear overwhelmed his reason and he turned and fled towards the door, screaming, “Aaaah! Save me!”

SWISH! THUD!

Gong Sincheol’s head exploded in a gruesome splatter, while his body crumpled to the ground. The masked man had casually flicked a stone with deadly accuracy and force.

“Ahhhh!” Gu Yongtak shrieked, pissing his pants.

Beside him, Yang Se’il trembled like a leaf caught in a storm.

Sin Chohui, to her credit, showed more courage. She grabbed Jin Hong’s arm, her voice filled with panic as she urged, “Kill him! Kill that man! Kill...”

Her voice trailed off. Jin Hong’s arm, usually a source of strength and reassurance, was trembling uncontrollably.

Terror washed over her. Her former arrogance forgotten, she turned to White Rabbit and apologized, “I’m sorry. Please, save me.”

SHING!

White Rabbit didn’t answer. She simply drew her sword and stepped forward, sending a telepathic message to Jin Hong.

[When the fighting starts, take her and run. Don’t look back.]

It was the only viable option. The premonition of doom still weighed heavily on her.

WHOOSH! SWOOSH!

White Rabbit’s sword moved like lightning, targeting the masked man’s vital points.

CLANG!

As the sound of clashing steel echoed through the pavilion, Jin Hong seized Sin Chohui’s hand and ran.

“Not so fast!” the masked man snarled.

His sword became a blur of motion.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

White Rabbit parried each of his ten lightning-fast thrusts, but she was driven backward. It wasn’t just the speed, his blows were getting heavier with each attack. And as the distance between them increased...

BOOM!

A wave of enhanced qi erupted from the masked man’s free hand, striking the wall next to the fleeing duo.

CRASH!

As the wall crumbled, Jin Hong threw himself over Sin Chohui to shield her from the falling debris, but a boulder hit his leg, breaking it.

“Run, Young Miss!” he screamed.

“Take another step, and I’ll turn you to dust!” the masked man roared, his voice filled with murderous intent.

Frightened, Sin Chohui’s legs gave way, and she collapsed to her knees.

“No! Young Miss! Please, run!” Jin Hong pleaded, his voice thick with despair.

Nevertheless, frozen by fear, Sin Chohui couldn’t move. Tears welled up in her eyes as she looked at White Rabbit. “You bragged about being from the Association! Save me! Kill him!”

However, White Rabbit wasn’t listening. She was staring at her own trembling sword. The recoil from the previous clash had nearly shattered her wrist. The difference in her and her opponent’s inner qi was too vast.

As proof, the ability to demolish a wall several meters away with a single strike was beyond the comprehension of most martial artists. The masked man was a true master.

Still, White Rabbit didn’t despair. A peculiar expression crossed her face as the oppressive premonition that had haunted her for days began to subside. Considering the masked man’s escalating bloodlust, that was weird.

WHOOOOSH!

The masked man’s sword was a whirlwind of motion, a blur of deadly intent.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

White Rabbit met his attack with renewed vigor, her spirits lifted by the receding sense of doom. She poured all her strength into her sword.

Their exchange was a dance of death, a mesmerizing spectacle of skill and power.

Jin Hong watched the battle, his mouth agape. He had not realized that they were both such formidable fighters. Sadly, White Rabbit was steadily losing ground. She was simply outmatched in terms of inner qi, technique, and experience.

SPURT!

Blood gushed from a deep gash on White Rabbit’s shoulder.

THUD!

The masked man’s kick sent her flying backward.

CRASH!

She collided with a pillar supporting the pavilion bridge, the impact splintering the wood.

“Kyaaaah!” White Rabbit cried out in agony, her face ashen. Feeling as if her organs were rupturing, she vomited blood.

The masked man showed no satisfaction with his victory. It was only a matter of course for him. Glancing coldly at Sin Chohui, he declared, “You have less than five minutes left to live.”

Sin Chohui trembled, her face pale with terror.

The masked man slowly approached White Rabbit. “You’re quite skilled for a woman. It’s a shame to waste such talent, but it can’t be helped.”

White Rabbit, who had been staring blankly at the blood she had coughed up, slowly raised her head. To the masked man’s surprise, she was smiling. 

“I feel much better now,” she said.

The masked man assumed she had given up. “Sometimes, death is a blessing. Don’t blame me. Go peacefully.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“What?”

“The premonition... the sense of impending doom... it’s completely gone.”

The masked man stared at her, baffled. Finally, his expression hardened. “You’re insane!” he snarled.

He raised his sword to deliver the final blow, but a low voice rang out from behind him.

“If that woman wasn’t insane, she wouldn’t still be alive.”

The masked man’s sword halted abruptly in midair, and he slowly turned his head to face the new arrival.

Crimson Tiger stepped into the pavilion. Noticing the fallen White Rabbit, he gave a light nod. “Long time no see, Rabbit.”

White Rabbit’s face brightened instantly. “Ah! It’s you!”

It had been two years since they last met.

Crimson Tiger looked at the masked man, his expression cold and resolute. “If your sword is only meant for killing women, then go ahead. If not, why don’t you face me?”

The masked man smirked faintly. “Of course, my sword not that kind of sword. However, it’s also not one that will be swayed by such a shallow ploy.”

Their eyes met, and both men recognized a worthy opponent.

“What’s your relationship with that woman?” the masked man asked, nodding toward White Rabbit.

“We’re colleagues.”

“You seem rather close for just colleagues.”

“I’d feel bad if she died like this, but that’s about it. I’d probably forget about her in a few days. It would be nice to save her, but if I can’t, so be it. If you’re going to kill her, just do it. Maybe it’s better to fight without worrying about a hostage.”

The masked man narrowed his eyes. “You’re serious.”

SHING!

Crimson Tiger drew his sword. “Well, are you going to leave her lying on the ground? The men I know usually prefer to lay their women on beds.”

The taunt struck a nerve. The masked man sheathed his sword and glanced down at White Rabbit. “Consider yourself lucky,” he said coldly. “Your life has been extended, but only for a moment. I’ll be right back to tear out that sharp tongue of yours.”

White Rabbit merely smiled faintly.

The masked man turned towards Crimson Tiger, his eyes burning with a murderous rage unlike anything he had displayed before. “Arrogant fool! I’ll crush you!” he bellowed, launching himself at Crimson Tiger with explosive speed.

Crimson Tiger tightened his grip on his sword and met the masked man’s charge with unwavering resolve.

SWISH!

The masked man’s blade flashed in the sunlight, aimed at Crimson Tiger’s face. Crimson Tiger twisted his body, narrowly avoiding the blow, but not completely. The sword grazed his cheek, and in that fleeting moment, Crimson Tiger saw his own reflection in the polished steel.

His eyes widened with a mix of tension and focus. He was clearly on edge, every muscle coiled in anticipation. The blade’s chilling proximity revealed just how skilled his opponent was. Even the slightest mistake would cost him his life.

Having narrowly avoided the attack, Crimson Tiger retaliated with lightning speed, thrusting his sword at the masked man’s neck.

CLANG!

The masked man deflected the blow and stumbled back. He touched his neck gingerly. Had he been a fraction slower, his head would have been separated from his body. A chill ran down his spine.

“Impressive!” he exclaimed, surprised by Crimson Tiger’s speed and power.

Both martial artists moved with astonishing speed, their sword techniques sharp and lethal. Their skills were so evenly matched that they had to remain alert at all times. Falling into habits created patterns, and any hint of predictability could mean death.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

Their swords clashed in a flurry of blows, each aimed at a vital point.

CLANG! SCRAPE! SWISH!

Sparks flew, accompanied by the chilling screech of metal on metal. Crimson Tiger’s sword was a roaring beast, while the masked man’s was a viper, poised to strike.

The onlookers watched with bated breath, each exchange sending shivers down their spines. Every move seemed lethal, and before they could comprehend how one attack was blocked, another would unfold.

After a fierce exchange, the two separated once more.

Crimson Tiger’s breath came in ragged gasps, his sword arm trembling.

“Damn it!” the masked man growled, narrowing his eyes. Glancing down at his hand, he saw that his palm was sliced open.

Enraged, he lunged forward, his sword aimed at Crimson Tiger’s heart, but Crimson Tiger deflected the blow and closed the distance between them.

BAM!

His fist connected with the masked man’s solar plexus.

CRACK!

The masked man’s sword hilt slammed into Crimson Tiger’s fist. As his left hand faltered, Crimson Tiger twisted his body, his sword flashing.

SWOOSH!

Blood sprayed from the masked man’s face.

SPURT!

Simultaneously, Crimson Tiger’s side was sliced open.

CLANG!

Their swords met in a final clash, and both men leaped back, using the recoil to create distance. 

Half of the masked man’s mask was torn, revealing a bloodied cheek, but he casually wiped the blood away with his hand.

Crimson Tiger, meanwhile, sealed several of his acupoints to staunch the bleeding from his wounds.

“Who the hell are you?” the masked man asked, his voice tinged with surprise. The arrogance was gone from his eyes. He seemed to have forgotten about White Rabbit and the others, and was now completely focused on Crimson Tiger.

“Does it matter?” Crimson Tiger replied calmly. “We’re both just following orders.”

For a moment, the masked man’s eyes flickered as if he were about to argue, but instead he gritted his teeth and lunged forward, repeating his earlier move.

Just as Crimson Tiger braced himself for a strike to the face, however, the masked man hurled his sword towards him.

Crimson Tiger dodged with all his might.

THWOCK!

The sword grazed his shoulder, tearing flesh and drawing blood, but it wasn’t over.

The masked man landed and thrust his fist forward.

BOOM!

An immense wave of qi surged towards Crimson Tiger like a tsunami. Throwing the sword had been a feint, this was the true attack.

Crimson Tiger raised his left palm, channeling his protective qi to block the attack.

CRASH!

Still, the impact sent him flying backwards, crashing through a door and into the building.

The masked man followed him relentlessly.

BAM!

Crimson Tiger slammed against the corridor wall like a rag doll.

The masked man, having closed the distance in an instant, smiled triumphantly. “It’s over...” he began, but his eyes widened as he saw the fierce determination in Crimson Tiger’s eyes. “What?”

Crimson Tiger lunged forward, his sword spinning with terrifying speed. Startled, the masked man instinctively unleashed a wave of qi.

BOOM!

The qi wave and the spinning sword collided.

“Aaaargh!” the masked man screamed as the whirlwind of sword qi tore through his defenses, shredding his arm.

THUD!

The sickening sound of flesh being pierced echoed through the halls, followed by an eerie silence.

The two men stood frozen. Crimson Tiger’s sword had pierced the masked man’s chest, pinning him to the wall.

Dark red blood trickled from the masked man’s lips as he asked weakly, “What... was that?”

“The Kālasūtra Weave,” Crimson Tiger replied. He had deliberately let the masked man’s qi wave hit him, absorbing the impact with his protective qi and letting the momentum send him flying instead of resisting. 

This tactic had lulled his opponent into a false sense of security.

In addition, he had refrained from using the Asura’s Eight Narakas throughout the fight, ensuring that the masked man would not anticipate the technique.

Then, at the crucial moment when the masked man let his guard down, the rush of impending victory clouding his judgment, Crimson Tiger seized the opening and countered with the Kālasūtra Weave, the second stance of the Asura’s Eight Narakas.

Loosened by the impact, masked man’s mask slipped from his face, revealing a middle-aged man with a distinctive crescent-shaped scar on his cheek.

“You... Could it be? Why are you...?” Crimson Tiger gasped, his eyes widening in recognition.

There was only one person in the jianghu with such skill and that particular scar—the Wandering Soul, a master martial artist who roamed freely between the orthodox and unorthodox factions. 

Who recruited him? It must be someone with considerable clout or strength...

“I have... a shameless request...” the Wandering Soul rasped, his eyes filled with a deep sadness. “Had I known someone like you was guarding the target... I would have concealed my scar...”

Reaching into his chest pocket with trembling hands, he pulled out a Roaring Thunder Bomb.

Crimson Tiger’s eyes widened, and he swiftly grasped the Wandering Soul’s hand. He could have easily taken the bomb away, but the man’s eyes pleaded with him to let go.

...I understand. He wants to erase all evidence that he was here. He’s afraid that if his identity is revealed, Sword Heaven’s wrath will extend to his loved ones.

After a moment of silent contemplation, Crimson Tiger nodded. The Wandering Soul alone was the one at fault. His family and friends were innocent.

The Wandering Soul smiled faintly. “...Thank you.”

“...Farewell,” Crimson Tiger whispered, then leaped out the window.

He glanced back to see the Roaring Thunder Bomb slipping from the Wandering Soul’s grasp. Before it even hit the floor, the man was already dead.

Crimson Tiger landed about ten meters away, and then...

BOOM!

A massive explosion ripped through the building.

Crimson Tiger didn’t look back as he walked back to the pavilion.

When everyone saw that he was safe, they breathed a collective sigh of relief.

Jin Hong, still seated on the ground, bowed his head in gratitude. “Sir, could you please protect the young miss until reinforcements arrive from headquarters?”

“Of course.” Crimson Tiger nodded, then turned to White Rabbit, his eyes filled with concern. “Are you alright?”

“I’ll manage.”

“That’s good to hear. Has it been two years?”

“Exactly two years and four months, to be precise.”

“Has it really been that long?”

“Thanks for arriving just in time.”

“Don’t mention it.”

White Rabbit gazed at Crimson Tiger. Was it because of the human skin mask he wore? He hadn’t aged a day in two years.

When they first met, she had been drawn to him. She had allowed herself a brief moment of fantasy, then firmly pushed those feelings aside.

Was love a luxury? If it were, she could have indulged in it a hundred, a thousand times over. No, love was more than a luxury; it was a weakness, a fatal poison. Both she and Crimson Tiger lived in a dangerous world, a world of shadows and secrets. She didn’t have the confidence to love someone in that world, nor to ask anyone to love her.

Sin Chohui approached them, her earlier fear seemingly forgotten. “Are you really from the Association? Who sent you?” she demanded.

Her audacity was astounding. She seemed to have completely forgotten the terror she had experienced just moments ago.

Crimson Tiger turned to White Rabbit, pity in his eyes. “You’ve had a tough time.”

Sin Chohui bristled. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“...She lacks self-awareness, too.”

Sin Chohui bit her lip, then, as if conceding defeat, she said, “Fine, thank you for saving me. Happy now? So, tell me.”

Crimson Tiger shook his head. “You misunderstand.”

“What?”

“The first thing you should do is mourn those who died protecting you.”

Sin Chohui’s gaze fell upon the bodies of her slain bodyguards scattered across the courtyard. On the spur of the moment, she had forgotten about them. Even she realized how callous it seemed, but she hadn’t meant to disregard their sacrifice. 

She had simply been so consumed by her own concerns that it completely slipped her mind. Because she absolutely had to know. Whether it really was the First Young Lord who had sent White Tiger and Crimson Rabbit to rescue her.

She glared at Crimson Tiger, but quickly bowed her head. The man scared her, and she resented him for it. Unconsciously, words that betrayed her true feelings spilled out of her mouth.

“You’re just a swordsman!”

Crimson Tiger looked at her calmly. “Yes, that’s correct. Now, if you don’t mind, I have other matters to tend to.”

Tears welled up in Sin Chohui’s eyes. More than any insult, the instant dismissal stung her pride. “You don’t understand anything!” she cried, sobbing as she ran towards Jin Hong.

White Rabbit smiled. “Since when did you develop the strange hobby of making girls cry?”

Crimson Tiger chuckled. “I was merely stating a fact.”

“She’s still immature.”

“That’s just an excuse. If no one disciplines her and she stays a spoiled brat, she’ll grow up to be a villainess.”

White Rabbit laughed. “So, are you going to steer her towards the righteous path?”

“I don’t care enough for that,” Crimson Tiger said bluntly, then abruptly changed the subject as if to prove his point. “Anyway, doesn’t this whole situation strike you as odd?”

“What do you mean?”

“This bodyguard mission... did the request come through your handler?”

“Yes, of course. Why?”

It was strange. Why was Sin Chohui the target and not Sin Yeongyeong? The fact that a master like the Wandering Soul had been hired suggested that it was somehow related to the First Young Lord’s marriage. Could it be a conspiracy to disrupt the wedding?

At that moment, a group of people entered the mansion. It was Sin Yeongyeong, Sin Chohui’s older sister, followed closely by a retinue of Sword Heaven’s martial artists.

“Chohui, are you alright?” Sin Yeongyeong cried, rushing to embrace her younger sister. “I was so worried. You can’t imagine how frantic I was when I heard about the attack. I’m so relieved you’re safe.”

Although tears were streaming down Sin Yeongyeong’s face, Sin Chohui discreetly shrank back, looking uncomfortable and awkward in her sister’s presence.

The Sword Heaven martial artists began to collect the bodies of the fallen guards. Yang Se’il and Gu Yongtak, who had miraculously survived, sat dazed in a corner.

After hearing a brief account of the events from Jin Hong, Sin Yeongyeong approached Crimson Tiger and White Rabbit.

“I’ve been informed of what transpired here. I don’t know how to repay you for saving my sister’s life,” she said, bowing her head respectfully.

As rumored, she was the very picture of virtue. Her intelligence and kindness were evident, and her demeanor inspired trust and goodwill. 

Of course, not everyone was susceptible to her charms.

“We were just doing our job,” White Rabbit said, her tone polite yet distant.

Crimson Tiger remained silent. He didn’t trust Sin Yeongyeong. Even though she wasn’t wearing a mask like him, his instincts told him that she was hiding her true self.

Sin Yeongyeong, sensing the awkwardness, glanced at White Rabbit.

“He’s not very sociable, so please don’t take it personally,” White Rabbit explained with a smile.

“Oh, I understand.” Sin Yeongyeong smiled at Crimson Tiger.

He nodded curtly.

Taking out two envelopes from her shirt pocket, she said, “This is a small token of our gratitude.”

White Rabbit was flustered by the unexpected reward. She looked at Crimson Tiger, wondering how to politely decline, but to her shock and dismay, he accepted the envelopes without hesitation.

“Thank you!” he said eagerly, in stark contrast to his earlier aloofness.

Sin Yeongyeong smiled faintly.

The hint of mockery in Sin Yeongyeong’s expression irritated White Rabbit, but she hid her feelings. “I’m fine, thank you,” she said, politely declining the reward.

“It’s nothing much, really. Just enough for a meal.”

“I don’t need it.”

Crimson Tiger smoothly reached out and took White Rabbit’s envelope. “I’ll buy her a meal instead. Is that acceptable?” he asked Sin Yeongyeong.

“Of course,” Sin Yeongyeong replied with a pleased expression. She likely thought that giving the reward to Crimson Tiger was just as good as handing it directly to White Rabbit. Smiling, she said, “Well then, we have much to attend to today, so we’ll take our leave. We’ll formally invite you to Sword Heaven another time.”

With that, Sin Yeongyeong and her retinue departed.

Sin Chohui, trailing weakly behind her sister, glanced back at Crimson Tiger and stuck her tongue out at him. In moments like these, she was unmistakably a child.

Crimson Tiger deliberately turned away. He could sense the shadow of death looming over the young lady. Ever since accepting this mission, he had been repeating a mantra to himself: I can’t save everyone, I can’t save everyone.

This incident was merely the tip of the iceberg. Trying to really save Sin Chohui could have unforeseen and dangerous consequences.

“Who could be behind this?” White Rabbit wondered aloud. She, too, had many unanswered questions.

“Someone else can answer that.”

“Who?”

“The person who sent you here.”

“...!”

Someone influential within the Radiant Hall had sent White Rabbit on this mission. Not only did this mean that they knew Sin Chohui was in danger, it also implied that they knew the identity of her enemy.

White Rabbit’s expression turned serious. “Should I investigate?”

Crimson Tiger observed her for a moment, then said calmly, “May I offer you some advice?”

“Sure.”

“Don’t look into this matter. Ever.”

Since White Rabbit had revealed her identity, her mission to protect Sin Chohui was over. If the mission was extended, another Phantom would take over.

After a moment of silence, White Rabbit smiled. “I understand. Thank you.”

Crimson Tiger sincerely hoped she would heed his warning.

“This woman certainly knows how to spend money,” he remarked, pulling out the envelope he had received earlier. Inside were three promissory notes, each worth a thousand taels. Even considering the fact that he had saved his sister’s life, it was a generous reward.

He handed White Rabbit her share, but she shook her head.

“I really don’t need it.”

Crimson Tiger pressed the envelope into her hand. “Take it. Is your life worth so little that you can’t even pocket a tip after doing such dangerous work?”

“What?” White Rabbit’s eyes widened. She had never thought of it that way.

“If it bothers you that much, then use it for a good cause. Also... don’t die before we meet again.”

Without another word, Crimson Tiger left.

White Rabbit appreciated his sincerity. Even though it was a casual remark, knowing that someone cared about her well-being made her feel warm inside. Plus, since it was Crimson Tiger, it made her feel... even better.

SWOOSH!

A masked man appeared in front of her. It was Yoo, her handler, who always wore a gentle smile on his face.

He produced a small vial of healing ointment from his pocket and handed it to her, saying, “Apply this before your injuries get worse.”

“Thank you.”

White Rabbit looked at the ointment, then at the envelope of money. 

Swords, money, and wounds...

That was the bleak summary of her life.

Yoo watched her for a moment, then muttered, “You would be wise to heed his advice.”

White Rabbit narrowed her eyes. She couldn’t tell if it was a warning or an expression of concern.

“Go get some rest,” Yoo added, his gentle smile unwavering.


V1C4: The Master of the Mystery Pavilion

“You’re planning to eliminate the Ironblood Commander?” the Mystery Pavilion Master Yagong asked, his voice a deep baritone that never wavered, regardless of his mood. 

“Yes, and I intend to assign the task to Crimson Tiger,” Gu Yangseo replied, irritated at his superior’s habit of forcing him to constantly decipher his true intentions.

Yagong nodded, his eyes still fixed on the documents before him. “That would be best.”

Gu Yangseo carefully observed his superior. The Ironblood Commander was the leader of the Ironblood Nines, but killing him was merely a pretext. His true objective was to eliminate the First Young Lord’s illegitimate child who had joined the Ironblood Nines.

However, deploying their most elite agent, Crimson Tiger, to kill an ordinary member of the Ironblood Nines was out of the question. Without revealing the existence of the First Young Lord’s child, there was no justifiable reason for such a senseless action.

Targeting their commander, on the other hand, was a different matter. They could simply finish off the First Young Lord’s child in the process of pursuing the Ironblood Commander. 

Of course, the need to make everything look like an accident would render this mission far more challenging than a simple assassination.

If that wasn’t enough, there was another complication—the unique organizational structure of the Ironblood Nines. 

Upon joining the Nines, members abandoned their former identities, had their pasts erased and were assigned to one of eleven 9-man squads with a new name.

That meant that the First Young Lord’s child was hidden among those ninety-nine individuals, and eliminating him was either a matter of annihilating the entire Ironblood Nines or infiltrating them to uncover his new identity.

This was a high-stakes operation, one that only Crimson Tiger could handle.

Coincidentally, there was an open recruitment for the Ironblood Nines scheduled for the following month. That was their only chance to smuggle in Crimson Tiger, and considering the travel time, he needed to secure approval for the mission within the next two weeks.

Approval that had to come from the Mystery Pavilion Master, Yagong.

After all, missions involving the Evil Coalition were outside the Radiant Hall’s jurisdiction. They required the explicit approval of the Mystery Pavilion Master, who then had to report to the Chairman of the Association.

“What are the chances of success?”

“Eighty percent.”

“That’s quite high.”

“It’s Crimson Tiger, after all.”

Yagong finally looked up, his sharp gaze piercing Gu Yangseo. 

Gu Yangseo met his gaze without flinching. If Yagong was a century-old imoogi[1] seeking to ascend to the heavens, then he was a viper, coiled and ready to strike.

“Why the sudden need to eliminate the Ironblood Commander?”

“We’ve received new intel.”

“What kind of intel?”

“The Evil Coalition is planning to have the Ironblood Nines assassinate key figures on our side.”

“Which key figures?”

“We don’t know yet.”

“......” Yagong narrowed his eyes slightly.

Sensing the man’s suspicion, Gu Yangseo did his best to maintain his composure.

“The Ironblood Nines, not the Ten Evils? Are you sure?” Yagong asked.

Gu Yangseo nodded. “Yes, sir.”

Until now, the Evil Coalition’s assassinations had been carried out by the Ten Evils, individuals similar in status and ability to the Twelve Phantoms. The Ten Evils operated in secrecy, while the Ironblood Nines were the public face of the Evil Coalition’s military might.

“This is a new development, so we need to be prepared.”

“How reliable is this information?”

“Fifty percent.”

“Fifty percent? That’s pretty low.”

“However, if it’s accurate, the consequences will be severe.”

“Hmm...”

Gu Yangseo suppressed his nervousness. He had, of course, fabricated this information. With such high stakes, the Pavilion Master’s approval was practically guaranteed, and if things went sideways, well, he’d deliberately set the reliability of the information at fifty percent to give himself a way out.

“Is something bothering you?” he asked, feeling slightly impatient.

However, instead of answering the question, Yagong asked, “No, but... have you heard the news that the Sword Seeking Pavilion has made contact with the Third Young Lady? What are your thoughts on that?”

The Sword Seeking Pavilion, along with the Mystery Pavilion, formed the ‘two pavilions’ of the Association. True to its name, the Sword Seeking Pavilion focused on researching and advancing the art of swordsmanship. It had started out as a modest martial arts academy, but over time it had grown into a formidable force rivaling the Mystery Pavilion. 

Gu Yangseo’s eyebrow twitched. This was another thing he disliked about Yagong. The man never shared his own thoughts first. Instead, he insisted on hearing others’ opinions, only to quietly take credit for good ideas and openly ridicule anything he found unworthy.

Well, he understood this behavior to a certain extent. Given the nature of his work, he too seldom revealed his true intentions. 

Still, there were exceptions. He confided in those he truly trusted, which was why he had been completely honest with Eom Baekyang, his deputy.

His superior, Yagong, on the other hand, had never really opened up to him, leading Gu Yangseo to conclude that Yagong did not trust him. This realization became his main reason for taking matters into his own hands.

As for why he had cast his lot with the First Young Lord, it was because the First Young Lord had a keen eye for people, and he had correctly recognized the friction between him and Yagong. Nevertheless, it remained to be seen whether this ship would sail smoothly or crash into the rocks. 

The important thing was that there was no turning back.

Gu Yangseo decided to focus on the positives. If the First Young Lord rose to become the successor, he would inherit the role of Mystery Pavilion Master, while Eom Baekyang would be promoted to Radiant Hall Director. With their combined influence, they could easily crush Yagong’s authority. It felt like a gamble worth making.

Hiding his true intentions, Gu Yangseo replied calmly, “If the First Young Lord marries the Lord of Sword Heaven’s daughter, he will gain control of Sword Heaven. That would give him a decisive advantage in the succession war. The Third Young Lady’s dealings with the Sword Seeking Pavilion is probably her way of retaliating, but regardless of the reasons, it’s a fact that she’s chosen them over us.”

Yagong frowned. The First Young Lord’s engagement to Sin Yeongyeong had indeed created tension within the Association.

“If the Third Young Lady and the Sword Seeking Pavilion joins forces, we’ll need a counterstrategy,” Gu Yangseo added.

“Such as?”

“We’ll need to secure the First Young Lord’s support.”

Gu Yangseo’s mention of the First Young Lord was a calculated move. He was fully aware that although Yagong appeared neutral on the surface, he strongly favored the Third Young Lady. In contrast, Gu Yangseo stood firmly behind the First Young Lord and had no intention of hiding his allegiance. He would show his loyalty plainly and without hesitation.

“The Mystery Pavilion will remain politically neutral as always,” Yagong stated firmly.

“Of course.”

“Do you understand the consequences if the Mystery Pavilion were to become embroiled in these political struggles?”

“......”

“It would destabilize the entire Association. Remember that.”

“I will.”

“Let’s conclude our discussion for today.”

“When can I expect your approval for Crimson Tiger’s deployment?”

“I’ll review it and let you know.”

“Given the urgency, I request a speedy decision,” Gu Yangseo emphasized, getting slightly impatient.

“Got it. You may leave now.”

Gu Yangseo bowed and left the office.

Yagong stared blankly at the empty doorway for a good long while.

“What do you think?” he suddenly whispered.

A man clad in all black, his face completely obscured by white bandages, emerged from the shadows, his pale and enigmatic presence giving off a disquieting aura. He was Milyeong, one of Yagong’s most trusted confidants.

“Something is definitely amiss,” Milyeong replied. “The First Young Lord and the Ironblood Nines... it feels like there’s a connection between them that we aren’t aware of.”

“It does seem rather sudden, doesn’t it?” Yagong remarked. 

In reality, he already knew about Gu Yangseo’s secret meeting with the First Young Lord, although he did not manage to find out the details of their conversation. Still, there was no doubt that Gu Yangseo’s request for permission to eliminate the Ironblood Commander had something to do with it.

Despite his suspicions, though, Yagong refrained from confronting Gu Yangseo. Raising the man’s guard too soon would only backfire and make him more vigilant.

“Should we investigate the source of the intel on the Ironblood Nines?” Milyeong offered.

Yagong shook his head. “No, it’s meaningless. If Director Gu fabricated all that, you can be sure he’s covered his tracks.”

Both he and Gu Yangseo were shrewd, meticulous strategists. An investigation would be a complete waste of time.

Yagong tapped his fingers on his desk, a habit he had when deep in thought. “Hmm... Why this sudden urgency to eliminate the Ironblood Commander?”

Milyeong matched his breathing to the rhythm of Yagong’s finger movements, allowing his master to concentrate more effectively. To Yagong, only this level of consideration constituted true loyalty. Someone like Gu Yangseo, with his hidden motives, was untrustworthy and therefore expendable.

“Could it be an order from the First Young Lord?” Yagong wondered out loud.

Regardless of the reason, dispatching Crimson Tiger virtually guaranteed the success of the mission. However, the thought of the First Young Lord and the Radiant Hall Director achieving their goals was unbearable. He had to find a way to foil their schemes.

“Could you buy me some time, sir?” Milyeong suddenly asked. 

“How much time are we talking about?” 

“Give me two weeks. I will find the connection between this mission and the First Young Lord.” 

“Two weeks...” Yagong hesitated. Delaying the approval for such a long time was risky, especially if Gu Yangseo had other plans in motion. In the end, however, he conceded, “...Fine. I’ll see to it.”

“Thank you.”

“Be careful. The First Young Lord is cunning, and Gu Yangseo even more so.”

“I will.”

With a nod, Milyeong vanished as stealthily as he had appeared.

Yagong leaned back in his chair. Through the window, he could see Gu Yangseo walking in the distance.

His gaze turned icy. 

“Just because he thinks he’s found a strong backer, he’s stepping out of line.”

Yagong snapped his fingers twice, and another man stepped out of the shadows. 

This figure wearing a bamboo hat was Ganghae. If Milyeong was his right hand, then Ganghae was his left.

“You heard all that?”

“Yes.”

“Where’s Crimson Tiger now?”

“He just returned from a mission and is currently resting at headquarters.”

“I need you to keep him occupied for two weeks... Can you do it?”

“Uh...” Ganghae, who usually brimmed with confidence, hesitated.

“I’m not asking you to directly interfere with Crimson Tiger. If we provoke him, we’ll regret it. Just distract him somehow,” Yagong cautioned.

“...Understood.” Ganghae mulled over the task, his expression turning pensive. After a moment, a sly smile crept across his lips. “Do you still share the occasional drink with Captain Gong of the Inquisition, sir?”

Yagong nodded.

“Well then...”

“It’s been a while since we last met. I should arrange a meeting with him,” Yagong said with a smile. He immediately grasped what his subordinate was suggesting. Ganghae hoped he would use his connections to sway Captain Gong.

Ganghae grinned confidently. “Leave the rest to me. Crimson Tiger won’t be leaving headquarters for the next two weeks.”
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RATTLE, RATTLE!

A carriage rattled along a dim lit road, carrying a single passenger—Crimson Tiger. Such luxuries were usually reserved for long journeys between regions or urgent situations, but the Radiant Hall had covered the expense as a gesture of goodwill, recognizing their top agent’s tireless efforts and giving him a chance to rest and recover before his next mission.

Crimson Tiger stared out the window, his mind drifting to Sin Chohui and the events that had just transpired.

Countless missions had taught him that the most brutal conflicts were those driven by the thirst for authority. Fueled by the belief that power could absolve all sins, these feuds were more than just vicious, they dug into the darkest depths of human cruelty, a grim reminder of the lengths to which humans would stoop to for dominance.

He renewed his vow to steer clear of such entanglements. 

Truthfully, there had always been other paths he could have taken, paths that did not force him to confront the ugliest sides of human nature. For example, he could have used his skills to protect the wealth of some rich merchant and earned just as much money.

Still, he didn’t choose that. Because this was the path he absolutely had to walk.

The coachman, perhaps sensing his passenger’s somber mood, asked tentatively, “Do you have any children?”

Crimson Tiger didn’t reply.

The coachman chuckled awkwardly, “Haha, I suppose you don’t have any. Well, I have two sons. They used to be quite a handful, but after I married off the eldest, he finally settled down. The youngest, though... he’s still the same. Sigh, I want to marry him off quickly and then go on a honeymoon with my wife, hahaha.”

Crimson Tiger smiled faintly.

“If you have a woman you like, you should hurry up and marry her! Bachelors can’t save money on their own. Since ancient times, men have always been impulsive fools...”

Crimson Tiger listened absently to the coachman’s chatter, his gaze drifting back to the scenery rushing past the window. For some reason, it brought back memories of a day long ago.
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“So, what are you going to do?” Master asked calmly from his seat in the corner of the room.

I couldn’t answer.

From the next room, the baby’s cries rang out briefly before fading away. Shortly after ‘she’ departed, Master had quickly arranged for a woman from the village to come and breastfeed the baby.

‘She’ had simply handed me the baby and left, and once again, I failed to stop her. This time, however, it wasn’t pride that held me back, but overwhelming confusion. 

The moment I held the child, all rational thought escaped my mind. All I could see was the baby.

Even now, my thoughts were consumed by the child, not the woman who had left her with me. Why had she given birth alone? Why had she left the child with me? Where had she gone? These were all important questions, but...

“I’ll raise the child,” I finally said, my voice barely above a whisper.

Master sighed softly, averting his eyes as if he couldn’t bring himself to look at me. His disciple, still unmarried and scarcely more than a boy, now had to shoulder the burden of caring for a child.

He must have been disappointed.

I first met Master when I was six years old. That summer, a plague had swept through the land, decimating entire villages. Like many others, my parents succumbed to the disease, but I didn’t have time to grieve.

I was too young, and hunger gnawed at me more than sorrow.

The authorities tried to care for the orphans, but their resources were stretched thin. Eventually, we were neglected. Some of us became beggars, some starved to death, and some were taken in by strangers. 

As for me? I ended up wandering aimlessly in the streets. The nearby towns, still reeling from the plague, couldn’t afford to take me in.

How long could a six-year-old survive alone? I spent three days wandering in a daze, scavenging for scraps in the trash. 

It was on the fourth day that I met Master.

Looking back, I now realize that I was on the verge of death. To this day, I remember that encounter vividly, not because I have a good memory, but because it was the day my life changed forever.

After watching me rummage through the garbage for a long time, Master had suddenly asked, “Will you come with me?”

If I had run away then, what would have become of me? I don’t even want to think about that.

Anyway, back then, I just nodded without thinking. As long as this stranger was willing to give me food, I didn’t care about anything else.

“Let’s go.”

Master’s voice was cold and emotionless, but his hand was warm.

Many years later, I asked Master why he had taken me in. 

“You were rummaging through a garbage bin,” Master replied. “Although you weren’t tall or strong enough to open the heavy wooden lid, you stood on your tiptoes and kept trying, never giving up. I liked that attitude of yours.”

I couldn’t believe my ears. He adopted me because of my relentless determination to open a garbage bin?

I’m still not sure if that was the real reason, but in any case, from that day on, I became Master’s disciple.

Master was an introverted man who never spoke of his past or his family. I could only assume that his reclusive lifestyle, despite having mastered the Asura’s Eight Narakas, was somehow related to his history.

Later, when my training began in earnest, I misunderstood Master for the longest time. He was so strict that I resented him and thought he was terrible, inhuman, and cruel. Once, I even tried to run away, wondering if I was actually his enemy’s child.

Looking back, I’m just glad I stuck it out.

Just then, the door next to me opened, and the village woman emerged with the baby. 

“I’ve finished feeding her,” she said.

With trembling hands, I carefully took the baby, who looked up at me with bright, curious eyes.

“Thank you,” Master said to the woman.

“It was no trouble at all, Great Master.”

The villagers had always held Master in high esteem, and after he single-handedly defeated a group of bandits a few years ago, they started calling him Great Master. By extension, despite my young age, some of them had even taken to calling me Little Master.

Master retrieved a bundle of cured leather from the storeroom and handed it to the woman. “Take this. It might be useful,” he said.

“Thank you, but this is too valuable! I can’t possibly accept this.”

“Please, just accept it. It’s just taking up space in the storeroom.”

“Oh, you’re too kind. Well, since I can’t accept this for free, I suppose I’ll just continue to nurse the baby while I still can.”

“Would you do that for us?”

“Of course. She’s adorable, and she looks just like Little Master.”

I blushed furiously, embarrassed, but also incredibly happy.

“Then, I’ll be back in two hours.”

“Why two hours?”

The woman laughed. “Babies need to be fed seven or eight times a day. They don’t just eat three meals like us adults.”

“Oh! I didn’t know that.”

“Well, now you do. See you later.” 

Smiling pleasantly, the village woman left.

“Let me hold her,” Master demanded, gently taking the baby from my arms.

I had expected the baby to cry, intimidated by Master’s stern appearance, but to my surprise, the baby smiled.

“She’s smiling as if she recognizes me!”

A rare smile appeared on Master’s lips as he gazed at the baby with an unexpected tenderness.

“Disciple, do you believe you have what it takes to raise her?”

“...No, I don’t.”

“Then you understand the difficulties that lie ahead.”

“Yes, I do, but I’m determined to keep her anyway. Please, Master, grant me your permission.”

I had no experience raising a child, only a vague idea that it would be difficult. Still, I couldn’t bear the thought of entrusting my daughter to someone else.

“Then it’s settled.”

“What?”

“We’ll raise her together.”

“Master?”

Master beamed. “Even if we have to beg for milk, we’ll raise her together.”

I was shocked speechless. I never expected him to agree so readily.

“Master!”

I bowed deeply. Maybe it was because he hadn’t scolded me, or maybe it was the relief of not having to raise the child alone, but tears welled up in my eyes and poured down my cheeks.

“Hmph, if you had suggested giving the child away, I would have been furious,” Master said. “That’s not a decision you should make without first trying your hardest to care for her. I can’t say for sure if this is the best choice for the girl, but as long as you’re committed to raising her with all your heart, it’s definitely not the worst.”

“I’ll do my best. No matter what it takes, I will raise her well,” I swore.

Master helped me to my feet. Like the day we first met, his hand was warm and reassuring.

“Look over there,” he said, gesturing toward the cliff behind our small house. 

Long scars, resembling the claw marks of a giant bird, stretched across its surface. Though they seemed impossible for a human to create, they were actually the result of our training.

“If we can do that to a cliff, surely we can take care of one baby, right? Hahaha!”

Master’s laughter filled me with a newfound confidence. 

Yes, we’ll raise this child well.

At that time, we had no clue what we were getting ourselves into.

Taking care of a baby turned out to be a whole lot harder than destroying a cliff.
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CLATTER, CLATTER!

The carriage lurched violently, jolting Crimson Tiger from his memories.

“Ah, my apologies!” the coachman called out.

“No worries.”

“We’re almost there.”

Crimson Tiger looked out the window. Ahead lay the city, its countless twinkling streetlamps giving it the appearance of a sleepless beast. The grand building that served as the New Righteous Association’s headquarters towered over the skyline, yet for some reason, the light spilling from its windows felt cold and predatory tonight.

“Please drop me off here,” Crimson Tiger told the coachman, suddenly remembering someone he wanted to see.

Two hours later, Crimson Tiger stood shirtless on the top floor of the Autumn Moon Palace, gazing at the bustling scene down below. Under the dazzling lanterns, courtesans with painted faces charmed their customers with practiced ease, filling the air with the sounds of laughter, music, and drunken chatter.

Among the crowd were men who squandered their hard-earned wages in a single night, aging courtesans who masked the passage of time with makeup, wealthy merchants with more money than they knew what to do with, naive young men experiencing the pleasures of the flesh for the first time, and bandits celebrating their latest haul.

Crimson Tiger watched them all in silence.

Suddenly, an ordinary-looking man passing by looked up, perhaps to admire the night sky, and their eyes met.

The man grinned and waved, his eyes half-closed as if in a drunken stupor.

Crimson Tiger’s instincts flared, and his entire body tensed. He had caught a hint of something unsettling and provocative in the man’s gaze. Almost without thinking, his hand drifted toward the sword resting against the window.

“When did you wake up?” a woman suddenly asked from behind him.

Crimson Tiger turned to see the woman who had been lying on the bed now sitting upright, her upper body exposed.

Noticing his eyes fixate on her full, pale breasts, a sight of breathtaking beauty, she quickly grabbed the blanket and pulled it over herself.

“Just now,” Crimson Tiger replied simply.

He glanced back out the window, but the man was gone. Still, he couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that the man had deliberately sought him out.

“You seem troubled tonight,” the woman observed.

“......”

“Whatever it is, try to forget about it,” she said, smiling.

Crimson Tiger’s tense muscles relaxed. Her smile had that effect on him.

He had met her two years ago. It had been a chance encounter, a twist of fate.

The mission two years earlier had been the most difficult of his career, leaving him hanging inches from death. At that time, it was she who had saved him and nursed him back to health.

Then, as if it was always meant to be, they soon spent their first night together.

She had long legs, a slender waist, perfectly shaped breasts, and deep, captivating eyes. Perhaps that was why, despite his initial intention to keep things casual, he hadn’t ended their relationship.

Still, despite being together for two years, the only things he knew about her was that her name was Gahwa, and that she was the young manager of the Autumn Moon Palace.

Whenever he wanted to see her, he would come to the Autumn Moon Palace and wait in a designated room. Most of the time, she would show up eventually, sometimes quickly, sometimes after a long wait. Of course, there were times she couldn’t come at all, but he never complained or questioned her, he simply left.

It was all a deliberate effort to maintain distance, to prevent their relationship from deepening beyond the physical. 

Again and again, he told himself that that she was nothing more than a fleeting distraction. Every time he hesitated to end things, he reassured himself that a little indulgence was only fair given the harsh life he led as one of the Twelve Phantoms.

Or perhaps... it was a way to defy ‘that woman’ who had left him.

See, I’m doing just fine without you.

I can easily score myself a pretty girlfriend.

Did you think I’d be alone and lonely forever?

To his relief, she never complained about their arrangement and always greeted him with a smile.

Being too mysterious tended to backfire, so he had told her that he was a warehouse manager for the Association, believing that was safer for both of them.

The only person who knew about their relationship was... Yeon.

At first, he had tried to keep it a secret from her. If his handler had been a man, it wouldn’t have mattered, but he felt uncomfortable talking about such things with a woman. In the end, though, he’d given up trying to hide it. He trusted Yeon to understand, and true enough, she never mentioned it.

Sometimes, he wondered why a woman like her, with her beauty and intelligence, would settle for a relationship with a simple warehouse manager, but he never asked. It was enough that they could meet occasionally and share a passionate night.

Whenever he saw her, he reminded himself that even if she were taken hostage, he wouldn’t let his emotions cloud his judgment. He would steel his heart in advance. 

It was a selfish thought, and he always felt a pang of guilt when he looked at her. 

This was... a cowardly kind of love.

“Hey, shall we break up?” she suddenly asked.

Crimson Tiger was shocked speechless.

“There’s someone you can’t forget, isn’t there?”

“...!”

She rested her cheek on the white blanket, her clear eyes searching his. “You seem like someone who’s afraid of happiness.”

Even though he thought it was only natural for her to think that way, he couldn’t help feeling a pang of guilt.

“Do you know why I slept with you?” she asked.

Every once in a while, just like now, she would say things so blunt they seemed out of character. Try as she might to act like a carefree courtesan, her occasional words and actions revealed the grace of a noble upbringing.

...Just why was a woman like her running a brothel?

Crimson Tiger blinked in confusion. “Why?”

“Do you remember the first time we met?”

Of course he did. It was the day he had sustained the worst injuries of his career.

Frowning slightly, she continued, “I had never seen so much blood in my life. Frankly, it was terrifying. I seriously thought you were dead, but then you opened your eyes. Do you remember the first thing you said to me?”

“No.”

“You asked for water. While lying in a pool of your own blood.”

“Did I?”

He had no recollection of that.

“Usually, in that situation, people beg to be saved, don’t they?”

“I must have been thirsty.”

She smiled knowingly. “I know you’re not an ordinary warehouse manager.”

“You give me too much credit. I’m just an ordinary man.” Crimson Tiger picked up his shirt and put it on. He was afraid to continue this conversation, afraid of where it might lead. “I should go now.”

“Okay.”

Crimson Tiger walked out of the room without acknowledging her suggestion to break up. He had been planning to end things for some time, but hearing her bring it up first had thrown him completely off his game.

After he left, she sat on the bed for a long time, lost in thought.

Finally, someone entered the room. It was a woman who looked identical to her. If Crimson Tiger had seen this, he would have been dumbfounded.

“He’s gone,” the woman who entered said, bowing respectfully.

She smiled and nodded. “Thank you. Please continue to manage things here.”

“Yes, Madam.”

The woman who had just entered was the true owner of the Autumn Moon Palace, Gahwa. After exchanging a few words with her impostor, she graciously left the room.

The fake Gahwa rose from the bed, revealing her naked body in all its glory. Her skin was ravishingly gorgeous, her figure flawless. Any man would have been enthralled by her, but the only man who had ever seen her like this was Crimson Tiger.

Standing in front of the mirror, her face began to change, and within moments, she had transformed into someone else entirely.

Only one martial art could achieve such a miraculous transformation: The Thousand Transformations Hundred Faces Art.

This martial art, once famed as the signature technique of the Phantom Thief Yeo Gonggong, allowed the user to temporarily change their face and body. At first, the transformation process was slow and deliberate, but after reaching 120% mastery, it was almost instantaneous. Clearly, this woman had reached the pinnacle of her art.

The woman Crimson Tiger knew as Gahwa was undeniably beautiful, but her true face was even more so. While her cold, intelligent aura exuded a captivating charm that made her seem unapproachable and untouchable, at the same time, her gentle features betrayed just the faintest hint of vulnerability.

If Gahwa was a beauty, then this woman was the most beautiful woman in the world. 

Suddenly, a masked woman in martial arts attire appeared behind her, radiating the sharp, focused aura of a finely honed blade. Dressing her master with practiced and respectful movements, she asked, “How long do you intend to continue dating him?”

Instead of answering, the woman responded with a question of her own.

“Do you know what he really said that day?” she asked, her tone somber in stark contrast to her usual playful lilt.

“Didn’t you say that he asked you for water?”

The woman shook her head. “That was a lie.”

“Then what did he say?”

“He begged me to save him, clutching my hand tightly as he pleaded for dear life. His body was burning with fever, and he had lost so much blood that a normal person would already be dead. Even so, he clung desperately to life, insisting that he couldn’t die, not yet. I can still vividly recall the desperation in his eyes as he pledged to do anything for me as long as I saved him. Of course, he remembers nothing of it now.”

“I see. Why did you lie to him?”

“Because the words ‘please save me’... don’t suit him at all.”

The masked woman completed her task, draping her master in an intricately embroidered dress. 

Once fully clothed, she seemed to become a different person. Her stunning beauty, which usually attracted everyone’s attention, now carried a commanding presence that made it difficult for anyone to look her in the eye.

“So... why did you save him?” the masked woman asked.

“I was curious. From the severity of his injuries, he really should have died, yet he clung to life by sheer force of will. I wanted to know why.”

“And did you find out?”

The woman smiled faintly. “Yes, I did.”

She walked slowly towards the window, pausing at the spot where Crimson Tiger had stood earlier.

“And the day I discovered his secret was the day I fell hopelessly in love with him,” she whispered.

The masked woman stood silently behind her.

“How are things progressing?” she asked, looking down at the chaotic alley below still alive with drunken revelry.

“The First Young Lord met with the Radiant Hall Director.”

“Then I suppose he’ll be given a mission.”

“That’s right. The Radiant Hall Director has asked for approval, and the Mystery Pavilion Master has already started looking into the First Young Lord.”

“And this is only the beginning...”

She gazed up at the night sky, her eyes twinkling in place of the stars obscured by the city’s dazzling lights.

“...I wonder if he’ll survive this? This dirty, disgusting game?”



Footnotes:

[1] Imoogi: Korean lesser dragon, or giant serpent/snake that aspires to become a full-fledged dragon. 


V1C5: A Series of Unfortunate Coincidences

Three days had passed since Crimson Tiger’s return. All missions involving him had been canceled, and no new assignments came his way. It felt strange, but he suspected the organization was giving him a break after consecutive missions.

Thanks to this, he could finally enjoy some leisure time.

Leaving the warehouse work to Gong Cheol, he went to his secret training hall.

SWISH! SWISH! SWISH!

From the far end of the training hall, Crimson Tiger threw three throwing knives with precision. Whizzing through the air like arrows, they struck a wooden board mounted on the wall in a perfectly straight line, with almost identical spacing between them.

During missions, knife throwing was the skill he used most often after swordsmanship and hand-to-hand combat, as it was the easiest and simplest way to quickly eliminate distant enemies.

Unlike swordsmanship and close combat, Crimson Tiger had never received proper training in knife throwing arts. He had started using them intuitively based on his experiences in real combat, and had now reached the level where he could incapacitate three enemies simultaneously.

Still, compared to true hidden weapons masters, his skill was sorely lacking. The top experts were said to be able to throw up to twelve knives at once, but he could only manage three for now.

Well, since this was just a backup martial art for emergencies, it was probably sufficient.

Crimson Tiger walked to the wooden board and pulled out the embedded throwing knives one by one. On closer inspection, the wooden board bore the marks from thousands of knives.

He recalled his master’s words.


“There are all kinds of martial artists in this world. Some learn diverse martial arts to adapt to different situations, while others focus on perfecting a single technique. It’s hard to say which is better, because at the end of the day, martial arts is not about the method, it’s about the practitioner.”

“I’ve only trained in the Asura’s Eight Narakas all my life, but I don’t want you to follow that path. Once the sword feels comfortable in your hand, I think you should practice the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers and then the knife throwing arts. If you can master all three, you will achieve absolute dominion over short, mid and long-ranged combat.”



Crimson Tiger placed unwavering trust in his master’s guidance. For short-range hand-to-hand combat, he relied on the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers to overpower opponents. For mid-range combat, his swordsmanship, the Asura’s Eight Narakas, enabled him to stab targets up to ten meters away using sword qi. Last but not least, his knife throwing arts extended his range to over thirty meters for long-range strikes.

As his master said, once he perfected those three arts, he would be able to eliminate anything he set his mind on within his immediate vicinity.

He opened a box sitting beside him, revealing hundreds of throwing knives, all crafted by Hwang Ironworks. He had specifically requested and purchased two crates of these. Even though the knives weren’t top of the line, the quality was undeniably high, so he didn’t really mind. What really mattered was having a large supply of identical throwing knives.

As with swordsmanship, once a practitioner reached a certain level of mastery, they would be able to adapt to any type of throwing knife. For now, however, consistency was key, and using identical knives helped him achieve better accuracy.

Missions often left him no chance to retrieve his weapons, so he had already gone through one box. He hoped to get past the novice stage of knife throwing arts before he exhausted the rest.

Crimson Tiger resumed practicing.

SWISH! SWISH! SWISH!

This time, the throwing knives still went exactly where he wanted them to, embedded vertically in a row. It was time to increase the intensity of the training.

People may betray you, but practice never does, he repeated Instructor Hwang’s favorite quote to himself, even as he threw the knives faster and harder with each repetition.

His body soon became drenched in sweat.

DING! DING!

Suddenly, the alarm thread he’d set on one side began to vibrate. Manipulating the mechanism to open the secret entrance, Crimson Tiger jumped out and rushed to his front door.

He found Gong Cheol waiting for him in his front yard.

“Were you training again today?” Gong Cheol asked, noticing that his supervisor was drenched in sweat.

Crimson Tiger nodded.

Gong Cheol exclaimed with exaggerated admiration, “You really are incredibly hardworking.”

“Not really. Martial arts is just a way to pass the time.”

Gong Cheol shook his head. Every time he visited, Crimson Tiger was immersed in training, a display of diligence that was truly admirable.

Of course, he didn’t believe that Crimson Tiger knew any extraordinary martial arts like the legendary Asura’s Eight Narakas. The man was probably just practicing some family specialties, chasing unfulfilled childhood dreams of becoming a martial master. 

After all, no one with formidable martial arts skills would be toiling away as a mere warehouse manager, right?

From Gong Cheol’s expression, Crimson Tiger could guess what he was thinking, and it was for this reason that he didn’t bother to hide the fact that he often practiced martial arts. Being open about his training not only made his daily life easier, it also made others naturally deduce that his skills were third-rate.

“What brings you here today?” he asked.

“We received a reply from Hwang Ironworks. They wish to meet you at Yang Su’s Inn.”

“Got it. Wait a minute while I change my clothes.”

“Certainly.”

Crimson Tiger went into the house.

Meanwhile, Gong Cheol wandered around the yard, admiring the surroundings. “Ever the clean and tidy one, eh?”

Everything was spotless and well organized. The furniture was meticulously arranged, the freshly laundered clothes were carefully hung on the clothesline, and not a single fallen leaf tainted the scenery. Most impressively, the firewood was chopped and stacked so precisely that it was hard to imagine how a human could have done it.

Gong Cheol shouted toward the house, “Hey, ‘fess up. You’re hiding a woman in there, aren’t you?”

There was no answer. Either Crimson Tiger hadn’t heard him, or he was deliberately ignoring him.

“Our poor Captain, easing his loneliness like this.”

Gong Cheol shook his head. Even if the Association Chairman was going to visit his house, he doubted that he could tidy it up this much. Compared to this, his place was literally a beggar’s den.

When Crimson Tiger finally reappeared, Gong Cheol chided him, “If the water is too clear, fish can’t live in it.

“What on earth are you talking about?”

“Don’t you know it’s not good for a man to be too clean and tidy? If women see this, they’ll be put off and suspect you of keeping a mistress.”

Crimson Tiger chuckled. “What makes you think I don’t have a woman?”

“Do you?”

“Of course I do.”

Gong Cheol smirked. “Fine, let’s say you do. She must be the goddess of housekeeping, right?”

Crimson Tiger smiled wryly at Gong Cheol’s unwavering certainty that he was single. Moments like these always made him question whether he truly came across as someone so far removed from the ladies.

The two walked side by side toward the warehouse.

“By the way, I was introduced to a woman yesterday,” Gong Cheol suddenly remarked.

Crimson Tiger raised an eyebrow. “And?”

“Sigh...”

“You didn’t like her?”

“Quite the opposite. She was exactly my type.”

“Isn’t that good news?”

“No, it’s a problem. Seeing her filled me with panic. Even though I’ve been working for several years, I haven’t managed to save up a single tael. Sigh...”

Crimson Tiger chuckled. Gong Cheol was known for his easygoing personality and generous spirit. Despite his age, he still spent money freely, often joining his subordinates’ late-night gatherings and treating them to drinks. Although this made him very popular, it also meant that he was perpetually broke.

“Did she say she didn’t like you because you’re poor?”

“What kind of woman says that on a first date, huh? Hmph, you claim to have a girlfriend, but you don’t seem to know much about women, do you? In any case, she didn’t say anything... but isn’t it natural for her to dislike poor guys?”

Crimson Tiger smiled. Gong Cheol’s love was so pure and innocent.

Nevertheless, since Gong Cheol wasn’t just any guy, but the one in charge of the warehouse work, Crimson Tiger thought he should give him a word of advice.

“Money is not the most important thing.”

“If you’re planning to comfort me by saying stuff like ‘it’s what’s inside that counts’, just stop right there. Women these days don’t think that way. They care about looks, money, talent, and even height.”

“Is that woman like that?”

“I don’t think so... but who knows? Besides, even is she isn’t that kind of person, it doesn’t change the fact that I need money to settle down.”

“I see. It’s not really money that you’re fixated on. What you want is to reassure her that you’ll be a good husband. In that case, all you have to do is show her that you can do it if you try.”

“......” Gong Cheol pouted.

“The real problem is... can you actually do it?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Once you’re married, can you head straight home after work? Can you limit your late-night drinking sessions from ten times a week to just once? Can you give up going to brothels entirely? Are you really capable of doing all that? You?”

“......” Gong Cheol hesitated.

“The biggest hurdle in your relationship with her is not your financial woes, but your hedonistic lifestyle.”

“Hedonistic? That’s harsh,” Gong Cheol protested, sulking.

“Would you prefer the word ‘self-indulgent’ then?”

“Tsk. How do you know so much when you’re not even married?”

Crimson Tiger gave Gong Cheol a playful smack on the back of the head. “Give it up. You’re just not cut out for marriage. Save a poor woman the suffering and stay single forever, okay? Anyway, the warehouse is just up ahead, so I’ll be going now. I’ll check on you when I get back, so finish your work and go straight home, you hear me?”

As they talked, they reached the warehouse, and Crimson Tiger bade Gong Cheol goodbye. Still, he could hear Gong Cheol grumbling behind him. 

It would be great if he gives up drinking in a fit of rage, but who knows if that’ll ever happen?

Smiling faintly, Crimson Tiger began to make his way towards Yang Su’s inn. However, just as he took a step forward, ‘she’ suddenly popped into his mind.

Why did she leave? Was it because I had no job security? What did she truly want? Was I so angry at her for leaving that I missed something obvious?
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Fifteen minutes later, Crimson Tiger stepped into Yang Su’s Inn, an establishment named after its owner. Since it offered a quiet atmosphere, decent food, and the comfort of not being too crowded, he was a regular customer.

Upon seeing Crimson Tiger, Yang Su greeted warmly, “Long time no see! Just got back from another business trip?”

“Yes. How have you been?”

“Same old. What can I get you? The usual?”

“I’m meeting someone today, so I’ll order later.”

“All right, then.”

Yang Su retreated to a table across the room. He liked Crimson Tiger. Even though the man was a mere warehouse chief, he was still a martial artist of the Association, yet he never put on any airs.

From his years of managing the inn, Yang Su had come to understand one truth: The most troublesome guests weren’t the martial masters or the third-rate rabble, but the ones in between. The true masters always remained calm, while the weak treaded carefully. The problems started when some fool decided he knew how to handle a sword.

In Yang Su’s eyes, Crimson Tiger belonged to that middle category. He carried a sword, lacked exceptional skills, and held a relatively high position as a warehouse manager in the Association. It was the perfect setup for arrogance, but surprisingly, Crimson Tiger was a polite and humble fellow.

Crimson Tiger glanced toward the kitchen. A stranger was cooking. Curious, he asked, “Where’s Chef Min?”

Yang Su sighed deeply, “He told me that he wanted to resign.”

“Why?”

“Remember Min’s son? A kid named Chusam.”

“Yes.”

“That kid joined the Savage Beast Gang.”

“What’s the Savage Beast Gang?”

“You don’t know the Savage Beast Gang? Well, I guess you wouldn’t, always being away on business trips.”

According to Yang Su, the Savage Beast Gang was a newly formed mafia syndicate that was rapidly expanding by ousting existing rivals. They extorted money from brothels and shops under the guise of protection fees, engaged in all sorts of shady deals, and were ruthless enough to commit murder.

“Isn’t Chusam too young to join a gang?”

“He’s fifteen. Not really that young, but not quite an adult either. Anyway, Min is going crazy trying to get the kid back from them. They’re demanding compensation from him.”

“Compensation? How much?”

“Five hundred taels.”

Crimson Tiger’s eyes widened at the ridiculous sum.

“They’re absolutely despicable. They know Min’s a hard worker, so they’re trying to bleed him of all his life savings. He managed to save about three hundred taels for his retirement, but that’s still not enough, so he’s currently running around borrowing money from whoever he can. I lent him fifty taels myself. How could I refuse when a kid’s in trouble? Regardless, he told me that he’s leaving this town as soon as he gets Chusam back. Ahh, to hell with this damned world!”

Yang Su let out a long sigh. Unable to hold back any longer, he strode into the kitchen, poured himself a generous cup of wine, and downed it in one go. As someone who normally never touched alcohol during business hours, this was a testament to how deeply frustrated and furious he felt.

“What’s worse is that we can’t report it to the authorities. If we do, they’ll just kick off a mess of investigations and make things worse. You know how cunning those mafia bastards can be. There are even rumors floating around that some officials are taking bribes from them. In the end, we’d only end up facing retaliation.”

Yang Su slumped back down in front of Crimson Tiger. “We can’t ask the Association for help, either. To completely wipe them out, we’d need someone really high up to take action, but we don’t have those kinds of connections...”

Suddenly, Yang Su realized who he was talking to. “Wait. You don’t happen to know anyone, do you?” he asked cautiously.

“What do you mean?”

“...Never mind.” Yang Su sighed again. How could Crimson Tiger not understand his question? The man was acting dumb on purpose.

Crimson Tiger furrowed his brows. Although he felt sorry for Yang Su and Chef Min, he couldn’t readily offer his help. The organization was extremely sensitive about anything that could divulge the identities of the Twelve Phantoms, so if he caused trouble outside of missions, he would likely face harsh punishment.

Just then, the man Crimson Tiger had been waiting for arrived. It was Hwang Subeom of Hwang Ironworks, a young man who had devoted himself to mastering the family trade under his father, Old Master Hwang’s, guidance.

Yang Su quickly stood up. “Welcome! I’ll take your order, and then leave you to your conversation.”

Crimson Tiger ordered a few simple dishes and drinks, while Hwang Subeom fidgeted in his seat with a guilty look on his face.

“It’s been a while,” Crimson Tiger began.

“Yes.”

“I’m sure you know why I requested this meeting, right?”

Hwang Subeom nodded solemnly.

“We’ve been doing business for more than a year or two, so I can understand if a few defective products slip through. This time, though, you’ve gone too far.”

“I have no excuses,” Hwang Subeom apologized, hanging his head deeply. He was genuinely sorry.

The drinks and side dishes arrived, and Crimson Tiger poured wine into their cups.

“Drink up.”

The two emptied their cups.

“Okay, what’s going on? This isn’t something we can overlook, so tell me the whole truth.”

Crimson Tiger was curious. Hwang Ironworks had a reputation for consistency and excellence, so it wasn’t like them to send defective products. There had to be some kind of extenuating circumstances behind this.

“I swear, we didn’t do it on purpose. Around a month ago, someone approached us and mentioned that they also operated a smithy. They asked if we could provide them with subcontracting work, but naturally, we refused.”

“Go on.”

“No matter how many times we turned them away, they kept coming back to harass us. We soon discovered they were backed by a new mafia syndicate, the Savage Beast Gang, but after that, things started to escalate. Throughout the whole of the last month, our employees were robbed on the streets, or their homes broken into and set on fire. In total, seven people were injured.”

Crimson Tiger sighed. Even though Hwang Ironworks was a renowned smithy with a long tradition, there was no way they could deal with a mafia syndicate on their own.

“You should have informed us,” he said.

“We had no evidence to confirm it was their doing, so we chose to prioritize dealing with the immediate crisis. To start, we informed them that the workers’ injuries had left us short-handed and we needed their assistance to meet our delivery deadlines. In truth, though, we never planned to deliver their inferior goods to our customers. With that in mind, we pushed ourselves to the limit, working ourselves to the bone to scrape together the bare minimum we needed.”

“And then?”

“During the packaging process, they found out about what we did and threatened one of our people into mixing in the defective products they had made. His family was held hostage, so he had no choice. We only found out later.”

Crimson Tiger nodded in understanding. The Savage Beast Gang’s goal wasn’t to take on subcontracted work, but to completely destroy Hwang Ironworks’ reputation and usurp their place in the market. Although about ten forges supplied weapons to the gang, Hwang Ironworks had a significant share of the market. Thus, simply seizing their business was enough to reap a substantial profit.

“I’m so sorry. We should have informed you about our troubles right from the start. Trying to resolve everything ourselves was a mistake. We were fools,” Hwang Subeom sobbed. He had been so frustrated lately that he hadn’t been able to sleep or taste his food.

“I see.” Crimson Tiger thought for a moment, then continued, “Leave the Savage Beast Gang to us, and send us the correct order this time.”

“Understood. Thank you so much.”

After repeatedly expressing his thanks, Hwang Subeom left.

Yang Su quietly brought Crimson Tiger a dish he hadn’t ordered. “Erm, now that things have come to this, you guys at the Association will take action, right? I’d like to ask a favor of you. Please make sure that Min doesn’t get involved, and keep an eye out for that rascal Chusam.”

From the beginning, he had no interest in the mafia’s schemes. His job was simply to report the situation between Hwang Ironworks and the Savage Beast Gang to the higher-ups, and then leave the final decision to them. Asking them to address Chef Min’s problem separately was out of the question. That was not how the organization worked.

The only way he could help Chef Min was to step in personally, but he couldn’t risk that.

In the end, Crimson Tiger quietly left the inn, feeling a twinge of guilt for not helping Yang Su because of his self-interest.

Deep down, he found himself repeating the same words he had whispered while working on Sin Chohui’s case. 

I can’t save everyone. I can’t save everyone.

He tried to rationalize that it was for the best, but the feeling of running away from reality was always bitter.
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It was getting dark outside, but Crimson Tiger wanted another drink, so he headed to his favorite food stand. Although it was quite far from Yang Su’s Inn, where he was known to publicly frequent, it was a place he sometimes visited when he wanted to drink alone. Besides, the good-natured owner always gave him a warm bowl of soup on the house. 

“I haven’t seen you for a while,” the owner remarked, bringing over a generous bowl of soup as usual. 

“Yeah.”

“Well then, enjoy your meal.”

The good thing about this owner was that he didn’t bother his customers with conversation. Yang Su was a good person, but he talked a little too much. Well, both types had their pros and cons. Some days, Crimson Tiger wanted to drink quietly, and other days, he wanted to chat.

For a brief moment, he thought about going to the Autumn Moon Palace, but ultimately decided against it. Her suggestion to break up a few days ago kept coming back to him, and he agreed that maybe it really was time to part ways for good.

He emptied his cup again, only to notice a little girl staring at him at the far end of the stand. Though he couldn’t remember her name, he knew she was the owner’s daughter since he often saw her playing next to her father.

“Come here,” Crimson Tiger beckoned, smiling gently.

Perhaps recognizing him as a familiar face she had seen occasionally, the girl ran over.

Crimson Tiger handed her a coin. “Here, go buy yourself something tasty with this.”

The girl bowed happily in thanks.

The owner waved his hand, saying, “You’ll spoil the child that way.” 

Despite his words, however, he smiled contentedly.

SWISH! CRASH!

A wine bottle suddenly hurtled through the air, crashing to the ground at Crimson Tiger’s feet. Thankfully, he managed to scoop up the girl just in time, sparing her from harm.

“Hey, owner!” a sharp-faced thug brandishing a gleaming dao shouted. 

Behind him were two more men, a big brute and a nervous young boy whom Crimson Tiger recognized as Chef Min’s son, Chusam.

Crimson Tiger sighed inwardly. When he had no interest in the Savage Beast Gang, they stayed out of sight. The moment he began to pay attention to them, however, they became a constant nuisance.

“Hey! You motherfucker! Get over here right now!” the thug yelled.

Startled, the owner scurried over. “Yes, sir?”

“You think I’m a joke?”

“No, sir.”

“Then what’s this? Who gave you permission to open your shop? Didn’t I make it clear that you’re not allowed to do business without paying the protection fees?”

“But I can’t pay you unless I open my shop...”

SMACK! 

The thug slapped the owner mercilessly on the cheek. “Did you think I was joking? Do I look like a pushover you can appease with your pathetic excuses?”

The owner hung his head, weighed down by the grim reality. Merchants had to pay protection money to the local mafia every month. However, since the Savage Beast Gang had taken over, the fees had skyrocketed, leaving many struggling to keep up. They made it clear that anyone who could not pay would be forced to shut down. 

Closing his shop wasn’t an option for him, though. He was already barely making ends meet.

Meanwhile, the big brute glared at Crimson Tiger. “This is Savage Beast Gang business. If you don’t wanna get hurt, hurry up and get the fuck out of my sight!”

Crimson Tiger retreated backwards timidly, keeping a firm grip on the girl. 

Seeing his frightened appearance, the three gangsters completely dismissed him.

The thug grabbed some side dishes and took a bite, only to spit it out immediately. “Ptui! Ptui! You dare to sell this crap for money? Are your taste buds defective? Maybe I should cut off that worthless tongue of yours right now!”

It was an unfounded complaint. 

“I’ll make it again,” the owner pleaded, but the thug raised his fist.

WHAM!

Instead of throwing a punch, though, the thug unleashed a brutal roundhouse kick on the owner, sending him sprawling to the ground. “What do you mean, you’ll make it again? You want me to eat this garbage? Do I look that stupid? Do you seriously think I don’t know that you’re trying to poison my food to get revenge on me?”

“Hey, since we brought him along, why don’t we have the new kid do some training,” the big brute suggested.

Dragging the owner back to his feet, the thug called out to Chusam, “Hey, you, come here! Show him how scary our people are!”

Chusam approached hesitantly, careful not to meet the owner’s eyes. The two of them knew each other. “...Please give us the money,” he mumbled.

WHACK!

The thug mercilessly kicked Chusam, also sending him tumbling. “You fucking idiot! Are you asking your daddy for pocket money? Can’t you even get something so simple right? Get up right now and do this properly!”

Chusam scrambled to his feet, tears brimming in his eyes. He never imagined the Savage Beast Gang would be like this. From the outside, they seemed so cool. They strutted around with weapons, spent money freely, drank as much as they wanted, and always had women trailing after them.

When he finally joined them, though, the reality was nothing like he had pictured. For days, all he had done was wring blood and tears out of helpless commoners.

“Do you think that bastard will listen if you just talk? You have to do it like this!”

WHACK! TWHACK!

The thug threw punches at the owner’s face, swinging wildly to the left and right. Blood soon gushed from the owner’s broken nose.

“You dumb punk, hit him like this! Like this! Stylishly! With force!” 

SMACK! BAM! WHACK!

Unable to endure the raining punches, the owner screamed and collapsed, writhing in pain.

“Now, you try!”

“...I can’t do it,” Chusam said weakly, hanging his head.

THWACK! 

The thug mercilessly slapped the back of Chusam’s head. “Oh look, this stupid son of a bitch’s gonna cry. Fine, cry all you want, you big baby. Fucking useless bastard!”

“WAAAH!”

Suddenly, the girl in Crimson Tiger’s arms screamed and burst into tears, unable to hold back her terror any longer.

The thug glanced at Crimson Tiger. “Huh? You’re still here?”

Crimson Tiger glanced at them briefly, then at the owner who was crouched on the ground, clutching his face. He really didn’t want to get involved. Helping without taking full responsibility for the repercussions would only cause more suffering to the father and daughter pair.

It’s just a bad day for the owner. Dead men can’t pay them, so they won’t kill him. I’ll just leave when they’ve finished rampaging...

Crimson Tiger’s thoughts came to an abrupt stop. The thug was reaching for the girl. 

Touching a child was a crime he could never forgive.

“Let me have that girl. Even though she’s young, her breasts are already budding, and her eyes are really pretty...”

SNAP!

Crimson Tiger grabbed the thug’s approaching wrist.

“What the fuck? Let me go!” the thug roared, furious.

Crimson Tiger obediently did as he was told and let go. Stroking the girl’s head, he comforted, “Your father’s cooking is really tasty. If I could, I would come here every day.” 

When the girl calmed down a little, he sealed her sleep acupoint, and the girl fell asleep gently. Then, still holding the child, he approached the thug.

“You should at least know why you’re going to die. Just now, you crossed the line from human to savage beast.”

Feeling a bad premonition, the thug swung his dao wildly. “You bastard! What are you...”

THUD! 

Lunging forward with the ferocity of a tiger, Crimson Tiger landed a knifehand strike to the back of the thug’s neck. The impact sent the man flying through the air before he crashed to the ground.

There was no life in his eyes. He was dead. One blow was all it took.

The color drained from the big brute’s face. He had crossed the wrong man. Stumbling backward, he raised his hands and begged, “I was wrong! Please spare me!”

Crimson Tiger walked slowly up to him and whispered in his ear, “Shh! Save those words for the King of Hell!” 

SMACK! 

Once again, Crimson Tiger delivered a precise strike to his opponent’s neck. 

The massive brute let out a strangled scream, then crumpled to the floor. To the casual observer, it might have looked like he had simply tripped and fallen, but in reality, he had also died from a single, fatal blow.

“Was that life glamorous?” Crimson Tiger asked coldly.

Chusam shook his head vigorously, his face streaked with tears.

“Go. Your father is waiting for you.”

Bawling, Chusam ran off. 

Crimson Tiger sighed. There were many more things he wanted to say to the boy, but it was more important to first quell Chef Min’s worries and reunite him with his son.

Crimson Tiger handed the girl over to the half-dazed owner. Thankfully, the man remained relatively calm, likely because he assumed the two men had only fainted. If he knew they were dead, he might have passed out on the spot.

“Are you all right?” Crimson Tiger asked.

“Thanks to you, I am.”

“Sorry that I couldn’t help you sooner.”

“N-No, it’s not your fault...” The man’s voice faltered, his words catching in his throat. It was unfair, and he was furious, but he suppressed his resentment. He needed to endure. For the sake of the child in his arms, he had to pull himself together.

“Can’t anyone take care of your child while you work?”

“No.”

“The Association runs a childcare facility. I’ll inform them in advance, so please visit them tomorrow. Don’t worry about the money, I’ll take care of it.”

“Thank you.”

Crimson Tiger rose to his feet. He couldn’t tell if the man would leave or stay. Perhaps he would hesitate, worried about stirring up trouble, or perhaps he would find the courage to accept his offer. Either way, this was as far as Crimson Tiger could help.

Oh, wait. There’s one more thing.

Dragging the corpses of the ruffians with both hands, Crimson Tiger whispered, “Don’t worry about the aftermath either. I’ll make sure they won’t go after you.”
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After disposing of the bodies in a secluded spot, Crimson Tiger changed his mask and headed to the Savage Beast Gang’s base. 

After killing those two earlier, he couldn’t simply walk away. Now that he’d made his move, he had to finish the job properly. After all, no matter how well he hid the bodies, someone would eventually investigate the disappearance of their comrades and discover that the food stand was their last known location.

Still, he didn’t intend to kill all the gang members. Only the leaders interested him. He didn’t know how many they had, but he was sure that one glance would be enough to identify them. 

After all, gangsters were parasites, sucking the life out of the commoners. No matter how many he killed, more would soon take their place. For now, just killing the leaders would suffice to keep things quiet for a while.

Having made up his mind, Crimson Tiger felt no regret or hesitation. 

He vaulted over the wall and landed silently in the courtyard. It was eerily quiet. The most surprising thing of all, however, was the stench of freshly spilled blood carried on the wind.

Crimson Tiger hid behind a tree. Something had happened to the Savage Beast Gang. For a moment, he hesitated, wondering if he should turn back, but ultimately decided to scout out the area first.

Slowly, he made his way toward the building.

RUSTLE...

Standing at the building’s entrance, he silently drew his sword and cautiously opened the door. To his alarm, it was unlocked.

CREAK!

As the door opened, the foul, metallic stench of blood immediately pierced his nose. A dozen corpses littered the hallway. Some had died with their blades drawn, while others hadn’t even had a chance to grab their weapons.

Crimson Tiger cut open a corpse’s shirt to inspect its wounds. The killing blow bore the mark of clean and masterful swordsmanship, unmistakably the work of a single individual. Moreover, the man had been dead for only a few minutes at the most.

Could it all have been a trap to lure me here? The series of unfortunate coincidences all involving the Savage Beast Gang reeks of conspiracy... 

Various ominous thoughts crossed his mind, but he remained calm. What was done was done. For now, the best he could do was respond as calmly as possible.

CREAK...

Crimson Tiger opened a door off the corridor, only to be greeted by a pile of female corpses. Judging by their heavy makeup, they weren’t women of the jianghu, but rather courtesans or slaves who had been brought in.

His gaze turned cold.

Heading into the kitchen, he found the bodies of even more women. This time, however, they were middle-aged ladies, probably cooks and cleaners.

The monster who came here before me massacred everyone, even women who didn’t know martial arts. How cruel!

Crimson Tiger walked slowly down the corridor, checking each room one by one, but the further he went, the more corpses he found. 

His head ached from the sickening smell of blood.

Despite having killed so many people, the culprit had showed no excitement whatsoever. The wounds on the corpses told the story clearly. He had swung his sword calmly and methodically, as if he was merely hunting or playing a game. This was no battle against enemies; it was a one-sided massacre.

No matter how strong a martial artist was, it wasn’t something a sane person could do. Sure, a normal, if ruthless, person might be okay with cutting down one or two defenseless individuals, perhaps even three. However, killing ten, twenty, or even thirty people who couldn’t fight back was only possible for someone consumed by madness.

Crimson Tiger turned the corner of the hallway.

Just then, a door at the far end opened, and a man stepped out.

“Huh?” The man flinched when he saw Crimson Tiger, but a smirk quickly followed. “I didn’t expect you to show up this quickly.”

He recognized this man. He was the drunkard he had locked eyes with while looking out of the window at the Autumn Moon Palace. Just like that day, the man’s eyes were only half open.

“What a shame. I wanted to set the stage nicely for your arrival,” the man lamented, sticking out his tongue and licking the blood from his lips.

He threw what he was holding onto the ground. It was the head of the Savage Beast Gang Leader.

Crimson Tiger could sense the man’s insatiable desire for slaughter. Even after slaughtering all these people, he was still thirsty for blood.

Our meeting that day wasn’t a coincidence. He was investigating me. Everything that happened today was carefully orchestrated.

Crimson Tiger whispered, “Why did you kill so many innocents? They didn’t need to die.”

The man’s small eyes curved like a crescent moon, and his guileless smile carried a chilly madness as he said, “When those who shouldn’t die end up dead...it’s because there’s a reason for it.”

SHING!

As soon as he finished speaking, the man suddenly thrust his sword, sending a sharp sword qi flying diagonally toward Crimson Tiger.

Ignoring the sword qi and letting it graze his arm, Crimson Tiger ran along the walls, charging toward the man.

The man met his attack.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

In the middle of the corridor, their swords clashed again and again. Both swordsmen were fast, accurate, and powerful. 

In a flash, they switched positions. Crimson Tiger now stood where the man had been moments before.

Crimson Tiger felt a tingling in his wrist. His opponent’s qi was no less profound than his own.

In contrast, blood flowed from the man’s forearm. 

“As expected, you’re really strong,” he remarked, licking his wound.

Crimson Tiger frowned. Although the madman was formidable, he had refrained from using the Asura’s Eight Narakas to avoid killing him.

I’ll capture him alive and find out who’s pulling the strings!

He took a threatening step forward.

“Not today!” the man laughed, jumping backward and firing a hidden weapon from his sleeve.

SWISH! SWISH!

The instant Crimson Tiger spotted a black, cylindrical metal object riddled with tiny holes, he instinctively swung his sword at the wall to the side. As two large gashes appeared on the wood...

BOOM! 

A loud explosion erupted from the object in the man’s hand.

CRASH!

At the same time, Crimson Tiger broke through the wall and jumped into a room.

PITTER PATTER!

With a sound like pouring rain, a hundred steel needles exploded down the corridor.

CLATTER!

The needles embedded themselves in the corridor wall, having narrowly missed Crimson Tiger.

A shiver ran down Crimson Tiger’s spine. The hidden weapon the man had fired was the Hundred Needle Launcher. If memory served him correctly, those needles were coated with a toxin so potent that even the slightest graze would be fatal within seconds. Among the many hidden weapons in the jianghu, it was one of the most terrifying.

Crimson Tiger rolled on the floor and sprang up, jumping back into the hallway and sending a wave of sword qi toward the man’s direction.

CRASH!

He intended to close the distance and subdue the man with the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers, but he was no longer there. Instead, there was a hole in the ceiling.

Crimson Tiger immediately gave chase, leaping through the hole and onto the roof of the building, but the man was already a dot in the distance.

He’s incredibly skilled at movement arts, at least as good as the handlers.

Crimson Tiger ground his teeth in regret. The man was truly an unpleasant opponent, one he should have eliminated instead of trying to capture.

Is there any way I can track him down? Wait...

A sudden thought struck him, and he plunged into the darkness.
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An hour later, two people gathered in a nearby forest. Yeon was crouching in a freshly dug grave, examining something, while Crimson Tiger stood with his arms folded, silently watching her.

After a while, Yeon emerged from the pit, shaking her head. “There are no traces left here, either.”

Crimson Tiger nodded.

Right now, they were at the spot where he had buried the food stand ruffians. Just as he had feared, by the time they got there, the bodies had already been removed.

“I’ll go back to the Savage Beast Gang and deal with the bodies there first,” Yeon said.

Crimson Tiger shook his head. “No, just leave it as it is.”

“What?”

Since the man knew his identity, Crimson Tiger had initially thought that this was a plot by the organization. However, the more he thought about it, the less sense it made. If the organization wanted to eliminate him, there was no need or reason to use such a method.

Yeon’s attitude supported his assumption. There was nothing fake about her surprise and concern. Clearly, this wasn’t something orchestrated by the organization.

If this is a trap meant for me, then what’s their goal? To frame me for the Savage Beast Gang incident? I’m wearing a mask, for heaven’s sake. How could they pin it on me without any evidence?

Besides, the organization won’t just stand by and let me be falsely accused. They’ll find a way to bail me out. 

Then why? Who?

Yeon sighed, “This was obviously a conspiracy to frame you, Crimson Tiger. I’ll take care of the corpses. There’s still time before dawn.”

“No, it’s because this is a conspiracy that we should leave them as they are.”

“What?”

“Don’t worry, I know what I’m doing.”

“Understood. I’ll report this to the higher-ups.”

A chilly breeze swept through the space between them. Even though spring was approaching, the air remained bitterly cold.

“I’m quite sure... that all will be revealed tomorrow.”


V1C6: False Accusation

The next morning, Crimson Tiger arrived at work punctually as usual. Entering a small office next to the warehouse, barely big enough for three or four people, he took a seat and began to catch up on his huge backlog of paperwork.

Outside, Gong Cheol’s loud voice echoed, “Just what the fuck did you guys get up to last night to be dragging your feet like this?”

Crimson Tiger paused his work and glanced out the window. Gong Cheol and his subordinates were unloading newly arrived goods.

“Who’s the one who held on till the end Didn’t you say there are only two kinds of people in this world? Those who leave early while drinking and those who stick with their friends till the end!”

Gong Cheol grabbed the fellow by the collar and shook him. “Keep it down, you damn fool! What if the Captain hears you?”

He glanced nervously toward the office, only to meet Crimson Tiger’s eyes.

Crimson Tiger laughed loudly, “I heard everything!”

“It’s a conspiracy! I’m being framed!” Gong Cheol protested.

Crimson Tiger chuckled and turned back to his work.

As he glanced at the documents, the events of last night abruptly resurfaced in his mind, especially the squinty-eyed man’s unsettling killing intent.

He’s as crazy as it gets, but his skill is real. No ordinary person can hire and control a mad serial killer like that.

CLICK.

The office door opened, and Gong Cheol entered, dusting himself off. 

“Hahaha, those guys, what kind of prank was that?” he mumbled apologetically, looking guilty for going out drinking again after being firmly warned. “Anyway, we’ve unloaded the latest shipment from Hwang Ironworks.”

“Is the quality of the weapons up to standard this time?” Crimson Tiger asked.

“Yes, and...” Leaning closer, Gong Cheol smiled furtively and whispered, “They sent two extra boxes of brand-new swords as an apology for the previous incident. How should we handle it?”

Crimson Tiger nodded. Only items listed in the official documents could be stored in the warehouse, so depending on how the extra goods were managed, they could be classified as a gift or a bribe.

He answered without hesitation, “Donate a value equivalent to the price of one box to the Association’s childcare facility under my name, and share the rest with the guys. I’ll leave the distribution to you. Treat it as this year’s bonus pay.”

“Haha, understood. I’ll take care of it!” Gong Cheol exclaimed, beaming. This was the answer he was hoping for.

He really liked this aspect of Crimson Tiger. The man never deliberately engaged in corruption, though he didn’t refuse willingly offered gifts and bribes either. His greed was moderate, and he always made sure there was no ambiguity. He was open about his share, keeping half for himself and distributing the remaining half among his subordinates.

Gong Cheol turned to leave, when something strange about Crimson Tiger’s words suddenly struck him. “Wait. Why the childcare facility of all places? Gasp! No way? Did you kidnap a child because you couldn’t bear the loneliness?”

“Stop saying nonsense and just do as I say. You’re going to go drinking again now that you’ve got some extra cash, aren’t you?”

“Absolutely not.”

“As if.”

“I’m going to buy a dress for that woman. Something light and silky, since spring is coming.”

“Buy it before you go drinking.”

“I told you I’m not going drinking!”

“Shut up and just buy it first!”

“...Fine. Oh, by the way, I heard that those Savage Beast gangsters were completely wiped out.”

Crimson Tiger raised an eyebrow, feigning surprise. “Really?”

“Yeah. Still, whoever did it is insanely cruel. It’s one thing to kill those bastards who deserved to die a hundred times over, but the perpetrator also murdered the helpless women who cooked for them.”

“That’s terrible!”

“Everyone’s talking about it now. Even the authorities have asked the Association for help. It doesn’t seem like it’s a turf war among the mafia, so I think there’s something fishy about this...”

Gong Cheol paused mid-sentence. Crimson Tiger was gazing out the window, his expression grim. Following his gaze, Gong Cheol saw a group of martial artists storming into the courtyard.

“Everyone, move aside!” they shouted threateningly.

“That uniform... Aren’t those guys from the Inquisition? Did they find out that we accepted a bribe? But we haven’t even sold the extra swords yet!” Gong Cheol exclaimed, terrified.

Kicking open the office door, an Inquisition officer flashed his badge and demanded menacingly, “Which one of you is Warehouse Manager Lim Ho?”

“That’s me,” Crimson Tiger replied. Lim Ho was the alias he used in his position as warehouse manager.

“You’re under arrest,” the officer declared.

Two of his subordinates quickly rushed in apprehended Crimson Tiger.
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Rushing into the Radiant Hall office, Hong Sabaek reported, “The Savage Beast Gang was annihilated last night.”

“So what?” Deputy Director Eom Baekyang asked irritably. He had heard of the Savage Beast Gang, but as far as he was concerned, they had no connection to his department.

“Well... Crimson Tiger was there.”

“What do you mean, he was there? Give me the details.”

“Last night, Crimson Tiger infiltrated their headquarters, but by then, they had already been massacred by a third party.”

“Where did you get this information from? Is it trustworthy?”

“Crimson Tiger informed us through his handler.”

“As long as he didn’t kill them himself, there shouldn’t be any problems. But... why would he go there?”

“It’s because of his cover job, the warehouse business. The Savage Beast Gang blackmailed Hwang Ironworks, our weapons supplier, into including defective goods in their shipment, and he went there to settle the matter with them.”

Since Crimson Tiger had omitted the incident with the father and daughter at the food stall to avoid implicating them, neither Yeon nor the Radiant Hall knew anything about it.

“Oh, then that’s fine,” Eom Baekyang said dismissively. Even if Crimson Tiger had a grudge against the Wild Beast Gang, he wasn’t someone who would murder innocents. 

“By the way, whose doing is it?” he asked. He didn’t think that the identity of the culprit was a big deal, but it wasn’t something that should be ignored either.

“We don’t know yet.”

“Send a few guys to investigate.”

“Understood.”

CLANK, WHIRR...

Suddenly, the message mechanism in the wall sprang to life, spinning until it settled on a picture of a tiger.

SWISH!

A rolled-up scroll shot out from the hole next to the image. Im Yeongdal caught it and began reading the report.

“Uh... Deputy Director? Crimson Tiger has just been arrested by the Inquisition,” he sputtered in disbelief.

Eom Baekyang jumped up from his seat. “What!?”

CLANK, WHIRR...

The mechanism moved again, this time stopping at the character “盟 (Association)”.

SWISH!

Another rolled-up scroll came down through a hole.

Im Yeongdal quickly grabbed it and skimmed through it. “Holy shit! The Inquisition is sending an investigation team after us too! They’re storming the first floor lobby right now!”

Everyone immediately sprang to their feet. 

Wang Sochan rushed to manipulate a hidden mechanism in the wall.

WHIRR...

The wall with the map rotated, revealing a new wall with a completely different map.

THUMP THUMP THUMP!

Hong Sabaek stomped three times on the floor under his desk.

CLANK!

A secret compartment under the floor opened and he threw in all the classified documents relating to the Twelve Phantoms. Then, stomping twice on the adjacent floor, he closed the compartment.

The mechanism seemed simple, but it was one that would not activate unless one got the location of the switch and the timing exactly right.

Meanwhile, the newcomer Jo Birang, panicked. “What about me? What should I do?” he squealed.

“Stop breathing!” Hong Sabaek snapped.

SWISH!

Another report arrived through the messaging mechanism.

“They’ve reached the third floor. They’ll be here any moment!” Im Yeongdal warned, throwing the reports into a brazier in one wall.

Eom Baekyang frowned. The Savage Beast Gang incident, Crimson Tiger’s arrest, and now a surprise inspection? Something feels off.

BAM!

The office door burst open, and a group of martial artists poured into the Radiant Hall’s main office. 

Holding up his badge, the leader shouted, “This is a special inspection! Stop what you’re doing immediately and back away from your desks!”

The Radiant Hall’s strategists obediently raised their hands and stepped back, while the Inquisition officers surrounded them.

Within the Inquisition, there were inspection officers and enforcement officers. The ones who had arrested Crimson Tiger were the enforcement officers, while the ones who had stormed into the Radiant Hall were the inspection officers.

Because of the nature of their work, the Inquisition officers were higher ranking than most, but because the Radiant Hall and the Mystery Pavilion were directly supervised by the Chairman, they remained oblivious to the true nature of the Radiant Hall.

Third Inspection Commander Son Baegin marched into the office behind his subordinates. “Long time no see!” he greeted.

“Indeed. Have you been well?” Eom Baekyang greeted back, smiling bitterly. He and Son Baegin weren’t close, but they were acquainted.

“Where’s Director Gu?”

“Our director is always busy,” Eom Baekyang replied, his tone carrying a subtle hint that their supposedly hardworking superior was actually often slacking off. “What brings you here despite your busy schedule?”

Glancing around, Son Baegin scoffed. Half-eaten snacks littered the desks, obscene books of naked women were openly displayed on top of documents, and some desks were completely empty. No one seemed even remotely busy.

He was all too familiar with the incompetence and laziness of the Radiant Hall. Their annual performance evaluations were among the worst in the Association. In his eyes, the members of Radiant Hall were nothing more than parasites, a total waste of time and money.

“Do you know a man named Lim Ho?”

“Lim Ho? Who’s that?”

“Warehouse Manager Lim Ho.”

“Ah, I know him. Why are you looking for him?”

“Hand over all documents related to him. We will also confiscate all internal records concerning the Twenty-Seventh Military Supply Depot.”

“Is that it? What’s going on? Why did you barge in here all of a sudden?”

“Last night, a mafia syndicate called the Savage Beast Gang was annihilated.”

“So?”

“We’ve received information that a man named Lim Ho is involved in that incident.”

“That’s impossible.”

Flipping through a document, Hong Sabaek chimed in, “He’s on a business trip.”

Son Baegin frowned. “Hmph! If that’s true, then who on earth did we just arrest? Don’t you even know that your subordinate has returned from his trip? Listen, Deputy Director Eom, let’s not waste time. We’ve already detained the criminal.”

“Criminal? Have you already confirmed his guilt?”

“We have strong evidence that he’s the culprit.”

“Even so, you can’t call him a criminal yet. He’s innocent until proven guilty, isn’t he?”

Son Baegin clicked his tongue in disdain. He had a lot of work to do and Eom Baekyang’s constant nitpicking was beginning to annoy him. 

However, he suppressed his rising anger. Eom Baekyang might be a terrible person, but he was still a deputy director. The difference in rank meant that Son Baegin couldn’t treat him too roughly.

“Fine. Just think of it as me choosing the wrong vocabulary.”

“The wrong vocabulary? You bastard! Do you really want me to hit you?”

Son Baegin’s expression hardened. “You. What did you just say?” 

Eom Baekyang shouted, “What kind of nonsense is this? Barging in here without a shred of evidence? And now you’re saying you’ll confiscate our internal documents just because you’re the Inquisition? Hey, you! Do you want to die by my hand? Do you think I’m a joke because I’m always smiling? Back in my day...”

Seeing Eom Baekyang getting excited and starting to rant, Hong Sabaek rushed to calm him down. “I’m sorry. Our deputy director is still hungover...”

Eom Baekyang grabbed Hong Sabaek by the collar and shook him. “What do you mean, I’m hungover? Let go of me, you bastard! I told you to grab the opponent if a fight starts, but you grab me instead? What if that bastard ambushes me? Are you trying to get me killed? You damn punk, you’re after my position, aren’t you?”

Watching the two scuffle, Son Baegin shook his head in disbelief. “It’s just as they say. The Radiant Hall is nothing more than a gathering of scum. What a pathetic sight.”

Eom Baekyang shouted, “What? Scum? You son of a bitch! What did you just say? Hey, how old are you?”

Son Baegin hollered back, “Shut up! Even if the Savage Beast Gang is a mafia syndicate, innocent women and children were killed! This is no ordinary murder case! Do you want to spend some time in jail, huh? If you say one more word, I’ll throw you in the prisons along with the perp!”

Eom Baekyang flinched, seemingly intimidated by Son Baegin’s fierce aura.

Seizing the opportunity, Son Baegin gave the order. “Gather every document on that guy Lim Ho and everyone working at that warehouse. Don’t miss a single one. If anyone tries to obstruct you, no matter their rank, arrest them all!”

The officers rushed in and began confiscating documents. No one dared to stop them. When they were finished, Son Baegin turned to leave.

“If Lim Ho is convicted, you won’t be spared either,” he warned, before storming out the door.

When they were gone, the cowering expression on Eom Baekyang’s face disappeared. Reverting to his true self, he asked, “Someone’s scheming against us, aren’t they?”

“Yes. Definitely,” Hong Sabaek replied.

“First, we need to find out where Crimson Tiger was taken,” Eom Baekyang commanded.

“I’m on it,” Im Yeongdal said, drafting the commands to mobilize the spies.

Eom Baekyang’s expression was grim. It might have been a coincidence. Crimson Tiger could have been involved in a murder case by chance, with no connection to the First Young Lord’s mission. Still, it felt far too unlikely to dismiss this mess as mere happenstance.

“It’s suspicious. No matter how Crimson Tiger is involved in this, the inspectors arrived too early,” Hong Sabaek whispered. “It feels like someone is deliberately targeting us.”

Only they and the highest ranking leaders of the Association knew the cover identities of the Twelve Phantoms. Naturally, they had to tread carefully.

Eom Baekyang silently regarded Hong Sabaek and the other Radiant Hall strategists. They all wore similar expressions on their faces.

“We should operate under the assumption that they’re targeting Crimson Tiger, not Lim Ho,” Im Yeongdal suggested.

Eom Baekyang nodded. There might be smarter men somewhere in the Central Plains, but he trusted these men more than anyone else.

Except for the newcomer Jo Birang, the rest had worked alongside him for at least five years. Hong Sabaek, in particular, had been by his side for over a decade. These were the men who had acted as his hands and feet.

Even so, he couldn’t tell them about the First Young Lord’s orders. If he could share the full story, they would definitely be able to respond more effectively. 

The thought left him with a lingering sense of regret.

“Mobilize our entire spy network! We need to get to the bottom of this case!”
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The interrogator’s fierce gaze bore into Crimson Tiger, striving to intimidate the man seated across from him. 

Crimson Tiger’s acupoints were sealed, preventing him from using qi, while iron shackles bound his wrists and ankles. He could easily unseal his acupoints if he wanted, and the shackles would crumble like tofu under his strength. However, this was not the right time to escape by force.

“Why did you go to the Savage Beast Gang headquarters?”

“I didn’t go there.”

“There are witnesses.”

“That’s impossible. They must have mistaken me for someone else.”

“The witness identified you precisely.”

“That’s a lie. Let me meet them.”

“Why? So you can kill them too?”

“......”

“Why did you go to the Savage Beast Gang headquarters? To seek revenge?”

“I didn’t go there.”

“Denying it won’t help you, it will only extend your time here indefinitely.”

Just then, the door opened, and Son Baegin entered.

“You said you didn’t know about the Savage Beast Gang?”

“Yes.”

“And that you’ve never met them?”

“Yes.”

“Lies. All lies,” Son Baegin sneered coldly, annoyed at Crimson Tiger’s curt replies. 

He snapped his fingers, and the Inquisition officers brought in two people—the father and daughter pair who ran the food stand. 

Crimson Tiger sighed inwardly. When the bodies of the thugs he had dealt with at the food stall had disappeared, he suspected something like this would happen.

Seeing the child clinging to her father’s hand, looking utterly frightened and on the verge of tears, he smiled warmly at her. On the inside, however, he was furious.

What good was a child’s testimony? It was clear that she had been brought here only to put pressure on her father. Well, that was simply how the organization worked. As long as the outcome was favorable, the methods were irrelevant.

Glaring intimidatingly at the stall owner, Son Baegin snarled, “You saw that man last night, didn’t you? If you dare lie to us, prepare to spend the rest of your life rotting in prison!”

Despite the threatening atmosphere, the stall owner hesitated, afraid to bring harm to his savior.

Crimson Tiger consoled gently, “Just tell them the truth. I’m innocent, so it’s okay.”

“Shut up!” Son Baegin roared.

Crimson Tiger gave the stall owner a reassuring look.

At Son Baegin’s insistence, the stallholder finally admitted meekly, “This gentleman visited my stall last night.”

“Continue.”

“He stopped some men from the Savage Beast Gang who were causing trouble.”

“How?”

“Well... he knocked them out by striking their necks with his hand.”

“He knocked them out by striking their necks with his hand? What do you mean?”

Crimson Tiger scoffed. The Inquisition was desperate to find a connection between him and the massacre, but how was a testimony about a food stand scuffle related to him being at the Savage Beast headquarters?

“I didn’t see clearly.”

“Hmm... So he possesses incredible martial arts skills, is that it?”

“It’s not that. I mean, it was dark, so I couldn’t see...”

“Enough. What happened next?”

“He dragged away the unconscious men. That’s all I know.”

Having finished his testimony, the stall owner hung his head in guilt.

Son Baegin grinned wickedly at Crimson Tiger. “Hmph! Will you still deny it after this?”

At that moment, a officer hurried in and whispered something into Son Baegin’s ear. 

“Really?” Son Baegin asked, before hastily leaving the room. 

Meanwhile, the officer moved to escort the father and daughter away.

“Please take good care of your child,” Crimson Tiger said to the stall owner.

The stall owner bowed his head deeply, and his daughter waved at Crimson Tiger. Despite her young age, she seemed to understand that he was helping her and her father.

Over the child’s innocent face, another face overlapped.

At that moment, he recalled his Master’s words.
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I brought my ear close to the baby’s face.

“I can hear her breathing,” Master said, though he stood at the end of the veranda, his back turned to me as he worked on something. I had tiptoed silently toward him, but to his ears, my footsteps probably sounded like thunder.

“Of course you can,” I chucked awkwardly. “You can hear the breathing of a thief sneaking into the house, so how can you not hear a baby’s breathing?”

“You’d be surprised. She sleeps so soundly and quietly.”

I walked away from the bed and sat cross-legged on the veranda, but not even five minutes later, I returned to the baby’s side.

“I was worried that the blanket was covering her face.”

“As if that would happen.”

“Do you think she’s cold?”

“Sigh... If you’re going to be so damned paranoid, why not just tie her up? After all, she might fly away when you’re not looking!”

Grinning sheepishly, I quietly sat down on the veranda and gazed at the baby in silence. I had already been living with her for ten days, but it still didn’t feel real. With the help of a village woman, we somehow managed to keep her fed, and she slept most of the day.

Simply watching her gentle breathing filled my heart with peace.

“Is it normal for babies to sleep this much?”

“Probably. Also, why did you sleep outside last night?”

“Well... I was afraid that I would accidentally toss and turn in bed.”

I didn’t have any bad sleeping habits, but the thought that I might accidentally roll onto my daughter terrified me so much that I found sleeping at the edge of a cliff more comfortable than sleeping beside her.

“Sorry, Master. I didn’t know I’d be so high-strung,” I apologized. In front of Master, who had been a bachelor all his life, it felt rude to act so thoughtlessly.

Master’s hands froze. 

“...It’s fine. All parents are like that in front of their child,” he whispered.

There was a distant longing in his voice, but I didn’t dare ask him about it.

Without turning around, Master asked, “By the way, aren’t you going to name your daughter?”

“Well, I did think about that, but...”

I had thought about it for a few days, but since I knew nothing about naming, the conclusion was obvious—nothing came to mind.

“Want me to name her for you?”

“A-Are you really okay with that?”

“How much would you pay me for it?”

Master glanced at me and smirked. Lately, he had been smiling so often that it was hard to get used to.

I looked back at the baby, feeling like I could sit and watch her all day long. My heart had never raced with such joy before, and every time the village woman told me how much my daughter looked like me, I almost fainted with happiness.

How long did I stare at the child like that?

“Are you worried?”

I lifted my head to find Master looking at me. “What do you mean?” 

“It’s written all over your face, you know.”

I must have unconsciously tensed up. Although having a child was a good thing, I simply couldn’t shake off my worries. 

Could I raise this child well?

I also had a dream that I hadn’t told Master yet. After I completed the Asura’s Eight Narakas, I wanted to roam the jianghu freely, staying when I wanted to stay and leaving when I wanted to leave. I didn’t want to cut ties with the mundane world and live like Master, and I knew he wouldn’t force that on me.

But could I still achieve that dream?

I knew it wasn’t right to have such selfish thoughts in front of the child. I couldn’t bring myself to tell Master, and yet I couldn’t get those doubts out of my mind.

“Don’t worry, the child will grow up well.”

“Uh huh.”

“...Alright, it’s done.”

Master stood up and walked toward me, carrying a small basket woven from bamboo. He placed a soft mat inside, then gently laid the baby down in it. 

It was a cradle for the baby!

“You can’t just keep staring at the child’s face forever, can you? But you also can’t leave her alone on the bed, so I made this for you. Now, come with me. It’s time to get back to your training,” he said, picking up the cradle and walking to the backyard.

Our training ground was the spacious backyard with the cliff behind it. Among the marks carved into the cliff, the ones up to fifteen meters high were left by me, and the terrifying ones up to sixty meters high were left by Master. Seeing them always filled me with awe and made me wonder if I could ever achieve something so extraordinary that I couldn’t even muster the courage to be jealous.

Master placed the cradle on the old stump where he always sat.

“Huh? Isn’t that your spot, Master?” I asked, flustered.

Master chuckled warmly, “This spot has good fengshui. I know because I’ve sat here many times. Besides, after spending twenty years polishing it smooth with my backside, where else could you find a better seat? From now on, this will be the little one’s spot.”

He placed a small stool in front of the stump and sat down in front of the baby in case I made a mistake while training.

“It’s just the two of us, so what can we do? We can only take care of her like this while you train.”

The smile on his normally stern face was so warm.

I was so moved that I that I didn’t know what to say, so I knelt down on the spot. “Master.”

Master looked back at the baby. “Let’s watch your father’s clumsy martial arts together, like a grandfather and granddaughter, okay?”

The baby, who had woken up at some point, smiled beautifully as if she understood Master’s words.

“Hahaha! Alright, show us what you’ve got, baby’s father.”

I drew my sword.

The truth was, I had been stuck at the Fifth Naraka for two years, and I still didn’t know why I couldn’t go beyond it. After every training session Master would tell me that my body was too heavy and stiff. That was it. No matter how lightly I tried to move, even when I felt that my swings were too light, Master always shook his head.

SWISH! SWOOSH! WHOOSH!

My sword moved through the air as if dancing. From the First Naraka to the Fourth, I executed them all in one breath. Then came the dreaded Fifth Naraka...but today, my concentration was unusually bad. How could I train properly when all I could think of was to finish quickly and run to see the baby? I wanted to hold her so, so badly.

Only a small part of me tried just a little bit harder, fearing that Master might notice I was distracted.

...Meh, it’s fine even if I get scolded. I don’t care.

I swung my sword carelessly, nowhere near having full control over my movements. Then, after completing the Fifth Naraka, I scratched my head and looked at Master apologetically.

“Good!”

I hung my head. ‘Good’ was what Master usually said right before he scolded me severely.

“From tomorrow onwards, I’ll teach you the Sixth Naraka!”

“Huh?” I widened my eyes in disbelief.

“The Fifth is fine as it is.”

I was happy but also bewildered. “Master! But...why? Wasn’t I especially terrible today?” 

“Were you distracted?” Master asked calmly.

“Yes,” I admitted.

Master smiled. “Do you know why you couldn’t complete the Fifth for so long?”

“No.”

“It was because you were too eager to do well.”

“I had a feeling it was like that, so I’ve tried to empty my mind many times.”

I still didn’t understand. How many times had I tried to clear my mind in the past two years? Why was it only okay now?

“That still counts as a conscious effort.”

“...!”

“Just now, for a brief moment, you experienced something like a state of selflessness. That’s not something anyone can achieve with conscious effort. It was only possible because of the countless repetitions in your usual training. To be honest, your body had already surpassed the realm of the Fifth some time ago, but you were held back by your own stress and anxiety.”

“You knew that all along?”

“Of course.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“While teaching you, I also learned and realized many things. Traditionally, teaching is conducted using two approaches: lecturing or giving the student a challenge to overcome. You’re a smart child, so I could have explained it to you. However, I believe you’ll feel a much greater sense of accomplishment if you overcome it yourself. Therefore, even if it takes more time, I think this approach is the right one.”

I stared at Master silently. In relationships between people, there is always some kind of catalyst. A catalyst for meeting, and a catalyst for parting. At times, you find yourselves growing closer all of a sudden. Other times, you drift apart as if you were strangers. Sometimes, you come to a sudden realization about the other person or about the relationship itself.

It was only after the baby arrived that I realized I had preconceived notions about Master. I had believed him to be cold and unfeeling, when in fact he was someone with a very warm heart. Looking back, Master had always been kind. Nothing had changed about him. The only difference was how I had regarded him.

Today was the first gift the baby gave me—a truly special day.

However, it wasn’t over yet.

Master had prepared a gift for me too.

“I’ve thought of a name for the baby,” he said.

“What is it?”

“How about Seohyeon? Seo (徐) meaning ‘tranquil,’ and Hyeon (炫) meaning ‘brilliant.’”

“Seohyeon, Seohyeon... I love it! I love it so much.” 

Overjoyed, I ran over and lifted my baby daughter high up in the air.

“From now on, your name is Seohyeon... and since your daddy’s name is Kwon Kangho, that makes you Kwon Seohyeon! Hahaha!”

With the clear, cloudless sky behind her, Kwon Seohyeon giggled happily.
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“Lim Ho!”

A booming voice snapped Crimson Tiger out of his reverie. The blue sky faded away, replaced by the dreary gray walls of the interrogation room.

Son Baegin re-entered the room, a triumphant expression on his face. “We’ve found the corpses of those two Savage Beast gang members you killed.”

As expected, Crimson Tiger thought, but he flatly denied the accusations against him again, claiming, “I just knocked them unconscious and let them go. I don’t know what happened after that.”

Son Baegin narrowed his eyes. “Are you still refusing to confess?”

“I did not kill them. They were probably killed by the same culprits who annihilated the Savage Beast Gang,” Crimson Tiger declared confidently, knowing that there was no evidence on the corpses of those gang members that would prove he had killed them. Assassination was his specialty, after all.

“Hmph! Deny it all you want, but you’re finished now.” 

Son Baegin turned to leave.

Before he could walk away, however, Crimson Tiger suddenly asked, “Do you have any children?”

“So what if I don’t?”

“I thought so. If you did, you wouldn’t have dragged that child all the way in here earlier.”

“What?”

“Please don’t do that again.”

Son Baegin glared at Crimson Tiger as if he wanted to devour him. What gives a mere warehouse manager accused of murder such confidence? Argh, everything and everyone related to the Radiant Hall is infuriating!

“You’ll confess soon enough,” he snarled.

Leaving the interrogation room, Son Baegin met the Vice Captain of the Inquisition, Ha Jin.

“He’s an unlucky bastard, but he’s not responsible for the massacre,” Son Baegin said.

He was well informed about the Savage Beast Gang. There were several skilled swordsmen in their ranks, not just common thugs. For an ordinary warehouse manager to be able to annihilate them was inconceivable, but more importantly, Lim Ho had no motive.

He’d only treated the man like a criminal because of orders from above.

“It doesn’t matter. Just pressure him so hard that he can’t even breathe and keep him locked up for about fifteen days,” Ha Jin replied.

The Inquisition sometimes knowingly arrested innocent people. Unless someone completely committed to avoiding even a trace of corruption became the Captain of the Inquisition, the problem was inevitable.

Every day, dozens of reports flooded in—pleas to address injustices, demands for action, requests for intervention, and complaints about the perceived unfairness of the Inquisition’s decisions. Such was the nature of the Inquisition.

“Where did the orders come from?”

Ha Jin shrugged, saying he didn’t know either.

Son Baegin was startled. The fact that the Vice Captain didn’t know meant the orders came from very high up.

Glancing back, he looked at Lim Ho through the small window in the iron door.

Just what the hell did that guy do? Did he have an affair with the captain’s wife or something?


V1C7: The First Young Lord

The moment he heard the report, Gu Yangseo knew things had gone wrong. “Crimson Tiger has been arrested?”

Eom Baekyang summarized the situation and offered his opinion. “It’s possible that Crimson Tiger’s arrest has nothing to do with our true identities, but there are too many strange things about this case. Unless the Inquisition guys are stupid, there’s no way they would believe that a mere warehouse manager wiped out the Savage Beast Gang. Someone must be pressuring them.”

Gu Yangseo nodded in agreement. The timing of the Inquisition’s raid on the Radiant Hall, coinciding with his absence, was proof enough. Had he been present, he would have done whatever it took to send Son Baegin and his Inquisition minions packing. 

The Inquisition, rigid as they were, could not possibly have acted with such precise timing on their own. Someone else was definitely pulling the strings.

“Did Crimson Tiger resist arrest?”

“No, and he was arrested only as Lim Ho.”

“So, we can leave him be for the time being?”

“Well, it’s Crimson Tiger. He can take care of himself.”

Gu Yangseo nodded. As Eom Baekyang said, he wasn’t worried about Crimson Tiger. That man was not someone the Inquisition officers could control. To put it bluntly, he was skilled enough to escape on his own if things got complicated.

“At least their objective isn’t to eliminate Crimson Tiger. Furthermore, knowing Crimson Tiger, even if he did annihilate the Savage Beast Gang, which is unlikely, he wouldn’t have left any evidence. Ultimately, the Inquisition only has circumstantial evidence. They can’t really do anything to indict him,” Eom Baekyang added.

“Then the mastermind’s goal must be to buy time.”

“Yes, that much is certain.”

“Yagong, that bastard!” Gu Yangseo slammed his hand on the table in frustration. Luckily, he was in the Director’s office located next to the operations room, which was surprisingly soundproof even though the scenery outside was clearly visible through the window.

Eom Baekyang fell silent. The Mystery Pavilion Master’s name hung in the air, a chilling reminder that he was no longer just a bystander, but a player caught in the intricate web of a power struggle.

“Hoo... He must have caught wind of our plan somehow,” Gu Yangseo muttered, his voice regaining its composure.

The delays from the Mystery Pavilion should have been a clear warning sign, but still, he’d clung to a glimmer of hope. After all, this was a major operation against the Evil Coalition, aimed at eliminating the Ironblood Commander. It wasn’t unreasonable that approval would take time. 

Now though, he was certain. Yagong had definitely picked up on something.

How much does he know?

He couldn’t know about the First Young Lord’s illegitimate child yet. If he did, he wouldn’t have wasted time on Crimson Tiger; he would have gone straight for the child while feigning ignorance.

Gu Yangseo’s mind raced. He knew Yagong’s abilities better than anyone else. If the man was determined to dig, the secret would be unearthed, no matter how deep the First Young Lord had buried it.

They had to eliminate the child before that happened.

After that, it wouldn’t matter even if Yagong found out. No one would believe him, and he wouldn’t be able to act rashly for fear of the backlash from such a dirty accusation.

Gu Yangseo’s furrowed brow stirred up a wave of unease in Eom Baekyang. He understood the messy nature of power struggles very well, even if such matters were beyond his realm of expertise. 

He was a scholar, not a predator like the Director or the Pavilion Master. Those two would fight relentlessly, even to their own detriment, just to defend their authority.

His current position as Deputy Director suited him just fine. He was perfectly content with staying there, or possibly snagging the Director’s seat for a handful of years if luck was with him, and then he’d retire peacefully. 

Whether the First Young Lord or the Third Young Lady succeeded the throne, or whether the Association Chairman used Rejuvenation to rule for another century - none of that mattered to him as long as his paycheck arrived on time.

At forty-five, he was past the age of lofty ambitions. It was time to focus on a comfortable retirement, not get tangled up in someone else’s web of schemes.

Unfortunately, life rarely went according to plan. Having joined forces with Gu Yangseo, and lacking the wit or courage to betray him, he had no choice but to give his all.

“How about meeting with the Captain of the Inquisition?” he suggested.

Gu Yangseo shook his head. “It’s too late. The Captain won’t meet me now that the Pavilion Master has presumably bought him over.” 

The connection between the Captain of the Inquisition and the Mystery Pavilion Master was no secret to him. For the captain, arresting a lowly warehouse manager and detaining him for a few days was nothing more than a routine job.

“How much time do we have?”

“Not much. Crimson Tiger has to get there in time for the Ironblood Nines’ recruitment test.”

“Is there any chance he can complete this mission without infiltrating the Nines?”

Eom Baekyang shook his head. “Not likely. The worst-case scenario would be a full-scale massacre, but that would create political problems. Besides, there’s no guarantee that the First Young Lord’s child wouldn’t escape.”

“True.”

“So, what’s the plan now?”

“...I need to meet with the First Young Lord again,” Gu Yangseo concluded after thinking for a while.
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Construction was in full swing. Dozens of workers carried stones and sand, the air filled with the rhythmic ringing of hammers.

Among them, one man stood out. With a towel wrapped around his head and shabby clothes, he didn’t quite fit in with the surrounding muscular workers. He appeared to be in his thirties, but his age was hard to pinpoint—old at first glance, yet young at second.

Despite his ordinary physique, he carried heavy loads with ease. Even now, he was moving a large log with a middle-aged partner, a task that required more skill than it seemed and was usually assigned only to experienced workers.

After moving the log, the two men sat on it and wiped away their sweat. 

Song, the middle-aged man, complained loudly, “It’s not like we’re building our own houses. Let’s take a break.”

The team leader in the distance glanced at them for a moment and then looked away, tacitly approving their break.

“By the way, I haven’t seen you around lately. Where have you been?” Song asked.

“I had some troubles at home.”

“Hoho, I see. So, is everything alright now?”

The man shook his head. “It’s not something that can be easily resolved.”

“Well, it’s right to prioritize your family. After all, ‘all’s well as long as the family’s happy’, right? That’s how it’s always been. Work only goes well when the family is at peace.”

The man smiled faintly.

Actually, Song didn’t know much about the man. Usually, they didn’t rehire workers if they quit after a few days, but even though this man only came to work occasionally, he was allowed to keep his job. 

The man either knew the team leader or had paid a hefty bribe, and personally, he leaned towards the latter. If he knew the team leader, they would occasionally have a conversation, but the team leader never went near this man. Whether he was working or resting, the team leader didn’t interfere at all.

“Do you have children?” the man suddenly asked.

Song burst into laughter, “Why do you ask?”

The man smiled instead of answering. He always had that smile when he found it difficult to answer. It was a smile that put people at ease.

“I had one, but my wife took the child with her when she left home ten years ago.”

“Do you miss them?”

Song shook his head and let out a long sigh. “I’ve gotten over it. At first, during holidays or birthdays, I really missed them like crazy, but after two, three years, I found I could bear it. That’s how life is, I guess. Time heals all wounds.”

Then the man, looking down at the ground, asked a little feebly, “Is that really true?”

“Of course. No one can fight against time.”

Just then, the team leader approached them. “You have a visitor,” he told the man.

“I’ll be back,” the man told Song.

“Okay.”

The man followed the team leader to the back of the construction site.

Gu Yangseo, dressed as a worker, was standing there, holding a shovel instead of a sword.

“Sir,” Gu Yangseo greeted respectfully.

“Welcome to the site, Director Gu,” the man replied casually.

In reality, the man was Baek Museong, the First Young Lord of the New Righteous Association.

Gu Yangseo always thought that the description “extraordinary in the ordinary” fit the First Young Lord perfectly. Depending on the observer, he could appear gentle and soft, or barely approachable, but all would agree that he possessed a hidden depth to him.

“I didn’t expect you to visit me here,” Baek Museong said, smiling. “I sometimes come here when my mind is troubled. All kinds of distracting thoughts disappear when I work up a sweat. Apologies for any inconvenience caused, Director Gu.”

“It’s no inconvenience at all, in fact, it feels good to be out of uniform for a change.”

“Anyway, what brings you here, Director?”

“I need your help, Young Lord.”

Baek Museong led Gu Yangseo over to the side, where they sat on a pile of logs. Gu Yangseo looked around carefully, afraid of being overheard, but Baek Museong reassured, “Don’t worry. No one will hear us here.”

Relieved, Gu Yangseo explained the situation.

“So you’re saying that you need to send this martial artist called Crimson Tiger on the mission, but the Mystery Pavilion Master won’t give his approval?” Baek Museong clarified.

“That’s right.”

Technically, this was Gu Yangseo’s problem to solve, but he was short on time. He needed immediate approval to infiltrate the Ironblood Nines.

“It seems that the Mysterious Pavilion has somehow gotten wind of our collaboration.”

“They must have guessed something after learning that I met with you, Young Lord.”

Baek Museong frowned. “That secret hasn’t leaked out, has it?”

“Absolutely not,” Gu Yangseo assured.

“Phew!”

“Still, they’ll be digging into this matter even as we speak,” Gu Yangseo warned.

“Probably.” Baek Museong shrugged unconcernedly.

Gu Yangseo admired his confidence. To lead a massive organization like the Association, one needed that level of boldness. Those who let themselves be influenced by petty concerns were not qualified to be the successor.

“Since they found out that I’m working with you, the Radiant Hall Director, why don’t we just make it public?” Baek Museong suggested.

“What do you mean?”

“Let’s make it so that I’m the one who gave the order.”

“What do you mean?” Gu Yangseo asked, puzzled. The First Young Lord wasn’t allowed to command the Twelve Phantoms. There were only three people with the authority to command them: the Radiant Hall Director, the Mystery Pavilion Master, and the Association Master, whose orders took absolute precedence over the other two.

“There is one way I can give an order to the Twelve Phantoms.”

“What is it?”

“Do you know? Our organization has many useless laws and regulations.”

Gu Yangseo nodded. Just the Radiant Hall alone was subject to hundreds of rules regarding its operations. How many more would there be for the entire Association?

“Have you heard of the Minor Heavenly Order?”

“What is that?”

“It’s a special authority given only to us disciples of the Chairman. We can give one, and only one order to any organization within the Association, and that organization must carry it out. However, it can only be used once every three years. It’s a kind of privilege for us.”

“There was such a thing? Why didn’t I know about it?”

“Well, that’s because no one has used it so far, and not many people even know that such a rule exists.”

“Who made this rule?”

“I did, seven years ago.”

Gu Yangseo’s jaw dropped in shock, but when he saw Baek Museong’s calm expression, he knew it wasn’t a joke. He seriously made such a law seven years ago?

“How did you get this rule passed?” he asked.

“Shall I tell you a secret of our Association?”

“What is it?”

“It’s easy to create any rule as long as you attach one condition to it.”

“What condition?”

“That the order can be canceled or withdrawn at any time by order of the Association Chairman, hahaha.”

By adding that clause, the First Young Lord had easily received authorization to establish the Minor Heavenly Order. Of course, he couldn’t do it by himself, but all he had to do was bribe or blackmail the lawmakers.

“Want to know another secret? There are countless such wacky clauses in our Association’s rules, but surprisingly, the Chairman has never, ever interfered in the Association’s affairs. That’s just the kind of person he is. Haha.”

“So you’re going to use that order?”

“That’s right. I’ll use the Minor Heavenly Order to send Crimson Tiger on the mission, and by the time the Mystery Pavilion Master finds out about it, it would be too late to rescind it, right?”

Gu Yangseo nodded. The First Young Lord was right. While the Mystery Pavilion Master might initially arrest him for the unauthorized mission, the Minor Heavenly Order would ultimately exempt him from blame. Essentially, his role was to buy time, and the First Young Lord’s involvement would justify any delayed explanation.

Meanwhile, Crimson Tiger would complete the mission. 

“That’s a great idea!” he exclaimed.

Baek Museong smiled. “I’ll take care of the paperwork and secretly deliver the written order, so go back and proceed with the plan.”

“Understood.”

Gu Yangseo left with a much brighter expression.

When he was gone, Baek Museong leaned against the wall. “I want to rest for a while. Don’t let anyone in.”

“Yes... Wait. No, I cannot obey that order,” a disembodied voice replied.

Jin Chung, Baek Museong’s most trusted subordinate, materialized out of nowhere. He was a man in his late twenties, with a solid presence, well-honed martial skills, and unwavering loyalty.

“Will you really give the order?” Jin Chung asked, his voice trembling with emotion.

“Didn’t you hear the conversation?”

Jin Chung raised his hand, and dozens of first-rate masters, each with sharp, alert eyes, descended around them like rain.

“Secure the perimeter, then withdraw.”

“Yes, sir.”

The men scattered at Jin Chung’s command, and soon, the workers’ voices nearby faded into silence. 

Jin Chung spread out his qi, scanning their surroundings to confirm that no one was hidden nearby. When he was certain that they would not be overheard, he said, “If Crimson Tiger is the one who carries out the order... that child will die. That man never fails a mission.”

“Yes, I’ve heard he is quite skilled,” Baek Museong replied coolly, as if discussing a stranger.

“Your son will die! Your own flesh and blood!”

“If he dies, then that is his fate.”

“It is not fate, Young Lord. You will be his murderer,” Jin Chung rebuked. Although it was rude of him to speak to his master like that, he was willing to die for telling the truth.

“Is that so?” Baek Museong turned around.

Jin Chung met his gaze. I can see the pain in his eyes, so why?

“Are you truly going to assassinate your own son?” he hissed.

Baek Museong looked at the sky, his expression filled with a deep-seated resentment. “I am ready to live as my son’s murderer.”

Jin Chung fell to his knees. “Please reconsider, Young Lord.”

Baek Museong’s mouth twitched. “What else am I supposed to do? Leave him alone? Hide him away? Or should I reveal him openly? Should I declare to the world, ‘This child is mine! He is my blood! Protect him!’?”

“I don’t know!” Jin Chung shouted. “But please, I beg you, reconsider your decision!”

“No.”

“Young Lord!”

Baek Museong roared angrily, “My relationship with her was so fleeting and so long ago that I can barely remember her name, yet now she tells me that she gave birth to my child? Only now? Damn it! If she wanted to contact me, why didn’t she do it earlier? Do you know what I had to do to get to where I am now?! I killed the children who looked up to me and called me Senior Brother! So? Why is it okay to kill them, but not my own child? Tell me!”

“Because he is your son!” Jin Chung insisted, his voice thick with emotion.

“SILENCE!” Baek Museong roared, punching the air.

BOOM!

With a tremendous roar, the pile of logs nearby was sent flying.

“Jin Chung! Do you want to die too?”

“I’d rather you kill me than watch you ruin yourself.”

“Jin Chung!”

“Kill me. I will accompany your son on his journey to the afterlife so that he won’t be alone.”

“You...!” Baek Museong roared. An immense wave of energy erupted from his body, and a whirlwind whipped around them.

Tears streamed down Jin Chung’s face as he braced himself against the wind which threatened to rip him apart. “Kill me! I will tell him what kind of person you are, Young Lord! Please, let me do it!”

Baek Museong’s clenched fists trembled violently. “Why are you doing this? You’ve never even seen the child’s face, have you?”

“I’m not doing this for him!”

“Then who are you doing it for?”

“It’s for you, Young Lord!” Jin Chung cried, his eyes bloodshot.

The wind swirling around them subsided, and Baek Museong loosened his clenched fists.

“Young Lord!” Jin Chung slammed his head against the ground.

THUD! THUD! THUD!

Blood splattered from Jin Chung’s forehead, but he didn’t care. He knew Baek Museong better than anyone else. The man would surely regret this decision later. It would torment him for the rest of his life, until the day he died.

This was different from killing his fellow disciples in a succession battle. That was a war, and it was either kill or be killed. 

This was the murder of his own child.

The First Young Lord was a great man, but he wasn’t ruthless enough to bear the guilt of killing his own flesh and blood. Therefore, if he could prevent it by dying, Jin Chung was willing to give up his life.

There must be another way. If the First Young Lord is destined to become the Association Chairman, then there’s got to be another way. There must be a solution that doesn’t involve killing his own child!

“Stand up.” Baek Museong whispered, his tone deep and subdued.

Jin Chung rose to his feet.

“I know what you’re worried about,” Baek Museong said gently.

“Young Lord.”

Suddenly, Baek Museong pulled Jin Chung into a tight embrace.

“Young Lord!”

Baek Museong’s body quivered. “I will never regret today’s decision.”

His feelings resonated with Jin Chung.

The two slowly separated, their complex gazes meeting in the air.

“Can you really do that?” Jin Chung knew it was a pointless question, but he asked it anyway. He wanted to hear it, even if it was just this once.

“Yes, I can.”

Jin Chung saw a firm resolve in Baek Museong’s eyes. To dissuade him further now would be an act of insubordination.

He let out a long sigh. Yes, perhaps the First Young Lord was more resilient than he thought. It was impossible for him to know everything about him. Jin Chung consoled himself with this thought. He had given all the advice he could.

“I understand. I will never speak of this again. I have been disloyal. Please punish me for it.”

“Jin Chung, look over there.”

The Association’s buildings were visible in the distance.

Baek Museong’s eyes burned with a fiery intensity. “This is a path I walk even if it means killing my own child. Now, I have a reason to seize this place for myself. No matter what.”
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SPLISH! SPASH!

Water flowed from the watering can’s long spout as Yagong watered the plants in his office. Two days had passed since Baek Museong and Gu Yangseo held their secret meeting at the construction site.

TAK, TAK...

The sound of footsteps approaching rang from outside.

“It’s me, sir.”

“Come in.”

Ganghae, the subordinate of Yagong who had orchestrated Crimson Tiger’s arrest, entered the office.

“Good work.”

“You’re too kind.”

“How did the Radiant Hall react?”

“They’re quiet for now, but I’m sure Director Gu will try to get Crimson Tiger out somehow.”

“He will, indeed.”

Yagong smiled. Gu Yangseo would definitely try to free Crimson Tiger, but it wouldn’t be easy with the Captain of the Inquisition on his side.

“You didn’t leave any traces, did you?”

“Don’t worry, Hyeoru took care of that.”

Yagong’s hand paused. Hyeoru was the most dangerous of the blades he kept hidden. He was more of a murderous fiend than a subordinate, and so brutal and uncontrollable that Yagong refrained from using him as much as possible. Still, Yagong couldn’t abandon him, simply because he was that strong.

Ganghae continued, “Hyeoru is the only person among us who can escape from Crimson Tiger. The strongest Phantom is not someone to be handled lightly.”

Yagong nodded and resumed watering his plants. “Well, since the results were good, I’ll overlook your decision for now.”

“By the way, have you received any news from Milyeong yet?”

Yagong shook his head. There was still no news from Milyeong, who had been sent to investigate the connection between the First Young Lord and this order.

Still, he wasn’t worried. He trusted Milyeong more than anyone else. If anyone could do it, it was him. If he couldn’t, then there was no point in sending someone else.

“We’ll hear from him soon,” he remarked.

Just then, another one of his subordinates entered the office. 

“Sir, we’ve received contact from the spy we planted near the First Young Lord,” he reported.

“What is it?”

“The First Young Lord is trying to use the Minor Heavenly Order.”

“He’s what?!”

CLATTER!

The porcelain watering can slipped from Yagong’s hand and shattered on the floor.

Ganghae blinked in surprise. “The Minor Heavenly Order? What in the world is the Minor Heavenly Order?”

Even Ganghae didn’t know about it, but Yagong knew exactly what the Minor Heavenly Order was. It was a rule established within the Association seven years ago that gave the Chairman’s disciples the authority to issue a single, absolute order to any department within the Association, an order that had to be obeyed unconditionally. However, this authority came with one crucial condition: it could be revoked by the Chairman at any time.

He walked to his desk and slumped in his chair.

“He’s using the Minor Heavenly Order for this?”

The Minor Heavenly Order was a formal rule that meant nothing if unused, but once invoked, it held immense power.

The First Young Lord is using one of his trump cards. Is this mission that important to him? Why?

Yagong leaned back in his chair. His intuition as a strategist was beginning to stir. He had anticipated that the First Young Lord and Gu Yangseo wouldn’t take this lying down and had expected them to use various methods to get Crimson Tiger out, but the Minor Heavenly Order? Why would the First Young Lord go to such lengths to kill the Ironblood Commander?

In any case, if this mission succeeded, Gu Yangseo’s position would be completely solidified. 

What would Gu Yangseo ask from the First Young Lord as a reward? There can only be one thing. He wants my position.

If the mission succeed, then Yagong’s alliance with the Third Young Lady wasn’t strong enough to stop the First Young Lord from promoting Gu Yangseo. 

This was a fight with his own neck on the line, and the situation was unfolding very unfavorably.

Yagong’s eyes flashed. “He’s cornering me.”

Suddenly, he stopped nervously tapping his hand on the desk. Rummaging through the documents piled on his desk, he found the one Gu Yangseo had submitted earlier.

“He said he was planning on having Crimson Tiger infiltrate the Ironblood Nines, right? That he needed to get him into their upcoming entrance exam. That’s why he asked for an expedited approval.”

“That’s right, sir.”

“But does Crimson Tiger really need to join the Ironblood Nines to kill the Ironblood Commander?”

“It would be easier if he joined, but I don’t think it’s absolutely necessary.”

“Right? And yet, Gu Yangseo was so desperate to get him enlisted?”

Something smelled fishy. For some reason, Yagong felt that if he could just prevent Crimson Tiger from infiltrating the Ironblood Nines, he could ruin this whole conspiracy. 

And to do that... he had to make a drastic move.

Yagong’s eyes gleamed. “Alright, if you want to fight dirty... I’ll gladly play along.”

“What are you going to do, sir?”

“First, we will secure Gu Yangseo.”

Ganghae thought he had misheard. “Sir? Do you mean...?”

“Send Chilrang to kidnap him, but under no circumstances must he be killed!”

The reason they couldn’t kill Gu Yangseo was because of the special relationship between the Mystery Pavilion Master and the Radiant Hall Director. 

The Radiant Hall was created to prevent the concentration of power, so if one of them went missing or died, a special investigation would be launched by order of the Association Chairman, so this wasn’t something that could be stopped using his connections to the Inquisition Captain.

The problem was, if no perpetrator was found, then the remaining person would also lose his job because the organization would rather replace both directors than leave any doubts. 

That was why neither he nor Gu Yangseo would ever engage in a conflict that could result in either of their deaths.

“Will the Radiant Hall just sit back and do nothing? Won’t they go into emergency mode and report it to the Association Chairman?”

Yagong shook his head. “No, they won’t. They’ll know that I orchestrated it.”

Ganghae swallowed dryly. This conflict had escalated beyond a simple war of nerves; it had become a battle with the necks of the Mystery Pavilion Master and the Radiant Hall Director on the line.

“Confine Gu Yangseo for exactly five days. We must prevent the Minor Heavenly Order from being issued at all costs. Five days. We just need to stall them for five days!”


V1C8: Emergency Escape

“I really, really didn’t want to say this, but...”

Gu Yangseo truly didn’t want to say what he was about to. Truly. He was just trying his luck.

“...Did you do this knowing who I really am?”

He always had his breakfast at this inn. Having lived alone for over fifty years, home-cooked food was a pipe dream, and even summoning the energy to go out for a meal like this wasn’t easy. Still, he always tried his best not to skip breakfast.

Today was no different. He had his meal at the inn as usual. The only difference was that his food had been laced with Qi Dispersing Poison, a poison that blocked the use of qi for a short time. 

And as if that wasn’t bad enough, he’d only realized he’d been poisoned when he left the inn and was forcibly shoved into a carriage.

Now, he was being dragged off in a windowless carriage, with no way of knowing where he was being taken.

The masked man sitting across from Gu Yangseo remained silent, but Gu Yangseo could tell that he was no common thug. His bodyguards had been dealt with swiftly and quietly before his abduction, indicating a precise and disciplined operation carried out by well-trained experts.

Deciding that he had nothing to lose, he decided to probe the guy a little.

“If you release me now, I’ll let this go,” he offered.

The masked man finally spoke, replying, “Just do as you’re told, and nothing bad will happen.”

Gu Yangseo put on the air of a bombastic, ordinary official. “Do you want money? I can give you as much as you want.” 

The masked man did not respond further, nor did he act rudely.

Gu Yangseo narrowed his eyes. 

He’s very disciplined. That means... this must be the Pavilion Master’s doing! 

He recalled Yagong’s sly, unreadable expression. He was capable of such a thing. No, he was the only one capable of this.

Damn it! To think he’d actually kidnap me?

Moreover, there was another piece of evidence that pointed to Yagong—the fact that the mastermind was going to the trouble of kidnapping him when it would have been much easier simply to murder him with a lethal poison.

Well, since they couldn’t command Crimson Tiger without his approval even with the Minor Heavenly Order, Yagong would probably keep him locked up for a few days.

Gu Yangseo frowned. He couldn’t publicize this kidnapping. Yagong wouldn’t leave any evidence, and accusing him without proof would only complicate matters. Additionally, just the fact that the First Young Lord was a co-conspirator prevented him from revealing this to the world.

Right now, the only person he could trust was Deputy Director Eom Baekyang. He could only hope that his accomplice would act quickly and wisely.

After an hour, the carriage finally stopped. 

Gu Yangseo, still blindfolded, didn’t resist as he was led out. A short walk later, he heard a large gate creak open. They were taking him into an estate. A little further in, they opened a smaller door, probably a building door. After that, he walked down a winding hallway and then down some stairs.

CLANK!

An iron door opened, and he was ushered inside. 

Only then did the masked kidnapper remove the blindfold. 

Peeping over the kidnapper’s shoulder, Gu Yangseo saw countless more masked men.

Fuck! This is bad.

Escaping on his own was impossible. Even if he could use his inner arts, he wasn’t skilled enough to take on so many enemies.

“Don’t do anything stupid. Just stay quiet,” the kidnapper warned.

Gu Yangseo calmly replied, “I guess the one who hired you didn’t tell you who I am?”

The masked man didn’t answer, but his eyes said that his true identity wasn’t important.

Gu Yangseo nonchalantly lay down on the bed in the corner. “Well, I guess you guys only care about the money. Hmph. You’ll regret not knowing who I am.”

CLANK!

The masked man slammed the iron door shut, making his answer loud and clear.
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Eom Baekyang paced restlessly around the operations room. “Any news on the Director yet?”

Gu Yangseo was often late for work, but never this late. It was already an hour past his usual arrival time. Given the recent circumstances, Eom Baekyang’s concern was only natural.

CLANK, WHIRR...

Just then, the mechanism on the wall activated and rotated, stopping at the character for “Association.”

SWOOSH!

Im Yeongdal grabbed and read the new report. “...Huh? Uhh... WHAT THE HELL!?”

His reaction put everyone on edge.

“What is it?” Eom Baekyang shouted.

Im Yeongdal narrowed his eyes, his expression grave. “The Director’s bodyguards... they were found unconscious in an alleyway.”

Eom Baekyang shot up from his seat. “What?”

“As of this morning, the Radiant Hall will enter a state of emergency,” Hong Sabaek said, quickly drafting an order declaring a state of emergency within the Radiant Hall.

During an emergency, the Twelve Phantoms would cease all missions and return, the Radiant Hall would operate under emergency protocols, and a report was sent immediately to alert the Mystery Pavilion Master and the Association Chairman about the contingency.

Hong Sabaek handed the completed document to Eom Baekyang for his signature. 

Receiving the order, Eom Baekyang fell silent for a moment.

“Deputy Director?”

“Wait a minute!” Eom Baekyang reconsidered whether this situation warranted declaring a state of emergency. “You said the bodyguard warriors were found unconscious, not dead, right?”

“Yes, none of them are dead.”

Eom Baekyang clenched his fists. He had a hunch that this was the Mystery Pavilion Master’s doing. If it were an outside job, the bodyguards would most certainly have been killed.

Everyone stared at Eom Baekyang with puzzled faces, but his silence and grave expression made them hesitate to speak.

Finally, Eom Baekyang looked at his coworkers. “We’ll hold off on declaring a state of emergency for now.”

Hong Sabaek quickly exchanged glances with Im Yeongdal and Wang Sochan. This was no ordinary matter. The kidnapping of the Radiant Hall Director was a situation that obviously warranted a state of emergency.

Turning to Hong Sabaek, Eom Baekyang asked, “You trust me, right?”

“Let’s say I do.”

“Then let’s postpone it for now.”

“Hey... You didn’t do this, did you, Deputy Director? You know, to get promoted to Director?”

“If I did, it would have been good for you too.”

“Why?”

“Because I was thinking of making you the new Deputy Director.”

“Damn it! That’s a shame.”

The two men looked at each other and chuckled. Hong Sabaek trusted Eom Baekyang. If he said to postpone, there had to be a reason. 

Hong Sabaek took back the order and tossed it into the brazier.

“Is this really okay?” Jo Birang asked, looking terrified.

Eom Baekyang snorted. “What are you talking about? The real surprise hasn’t even started yet. Everyone, listen up!”

The four strategists listened attentively.

Surveying them, Eom Baekyang said in a low voice, “Sometimes in life, you have to bend the rules a little bit. It happens very rarely, but today is one of those days. If you blab about anything I say from now onwards, you’ll be the one who suffers the most when things escalate later on. So if anyone questions you, tell them that I forced you to do it. Understand?”

The three veterans immediately nodded, and Jo Birang also went with the flow. Everyone watched Eom Baekyang with tense expressions, waiting for his orders.

“Send an order to Crimson Tiger. Tell him to escape from that filthy place.”

“Huh? Is that okay? The Inquisition is involved!” Jo Birang exclaimed.

The veterans were just as surprised, but they didn’t show it.

Eom Baekyang walked over to Jo Birang. “What else should we do, huh? Leave him in there? Would you rather go on a mission yourself? Personally rescue the Director?”

“N-No, sir.”

THWACK!

Eom Baekyang slapped the back of Jo Birang’s head, then shouted, “Let’s show those Mystery Pavilion guys exactly who they messed with!”
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After several days, the Inquisition finally gave up interrogating Crimson Tiger. Son Baegin no longer showed up, and although two officers continued taking turns questioning him, it was clear that they were only doing it as a formality.

For all intents and purposes, it seemed that they had given up on extracting a confession from him. He was even given meals regularly and allowed to sleep for a couple of hours.

More importantly, it was weird that the organization still hadn’t made any contact with him.

Still, Crimson Tiger wasn’t worried. Dealing with such things was the organization’s responsibility, and frankly, compared to his usual missions, being imprisoned was literally a vacation.

“Why did you go to the Savage Beast Headquarters?” an officer asked in a deadpan voice.

Crimson Tiger laughed helplessly.

“What weapon did you use to kill them?”

“......”

The officer continued to ask questions without waiting for an answer, as if he was just reciting items from a list. It didn’t actually matter whether Crimson Tiger answered or not, so he just stayed silent and waited until the officer was done.

Just then, someone shouted from outside the prison. “Food’s here!”

“Has it been that long already?” The officer rose from his seat, looking more pleased about mealtime than about getting a confession from Crimson Tiger.

He opened the door, and the server handed him a tray with a bowl of soup, rice, and a few simple side dishes.

The officer took the tray and placed it in front of Crimson Tiger. “Here, eat this. I’ll be back later for the rest of the interrogation!”

The officer left to enjoy his own meal.

Picking up his chopsticks, Crimson Tiger’s eyes gleamed. There was a side dish of black beans today, but among the black beans, he spotted red beans. He stirred the beans with his chopsticks.

Two red beans in total.

This was a secret order from the organization, used when one was taken hostage or captured. One red bean signified maintaining the status quo, two signified an emergency escape, and three signified eliminating everyone involved before escaping.

Also, there was no way these red beans were mixed in by chance. Upon closer inspection, the beans had subtle, unique markings that were difficult to notice unless one knew what to look out for.

After confirming the markings on both, Crimson Tiger ate the red beans first. 

He didn’t understand why the Radiant Hall was asking him to escape on his own instead of rescuing him, but it suggested that something serious must have happened.

Anyway, since the order had been given, he had to go as soon as possible.

Releasing his sealed acupoints, Crimson Tiger looked down at his hands and feet. They were bound with long shackles that he could easily break by channeling his qi, but now was not a good time. He needed to wait for the officer to return from his meal break so that he could steal the keys.

While he waited, he ate heartily. Whenever he was on a mission, he had to have a good meal every time he could, because unexpected situations could leave him starving for days.

About an hour later, the officer returned.

Crimson Tiger whispered, “To be honest, the reason I went to the Savage Beast Headquarters yesterday was...”

The surprised officer unconsciously stepped closer to listen. “Was what?”

WHACK!

Crimson Tiger struck the officer’s neck with his palm, and the officer collapsed, unconscious. Quickly, he searched the officer’s pockets, retrieving the keys from the officer’s waist and unlocking the shackles. After that, he put his ear to the door to confirm that there was no presence nearby, before opening the locked door and stepping out.

Interrogation rooms lined both sides of the corridor, but the Inquisition hadn’t bothered to station martial artists to guard the hallway. In the distance, he could see a thick barred gate, and behind it, two guards were chatting with their backs facing him.

Crimson Tiger strode toward them confidently. Perhaps thinking he was the officer, they didn’t turn around.

Only when Crimson Tiger got close did one of them look back.

THUD!

He collapsed, unconscious. Startled, the other man glanced at his partner...

THUD!

He, too, fell to the ground. Neither of them knew what had hit them.

Crimson Tiger glanced at the stairs next to the fallen men. After confirming that there was no one else nearby, Crimson Tiger extended his hand and concentrated.

WHIZZ!

A key hanging on a wall in the distance flew through the barred gate and into his hand. 

Crimson Tiger heaved a sigh of relief. Telekinesis required a lot of qi, and at his current level, he could only move light objects. Well, even that was a remarkable achievement for a martial artist.

Unlocking the gates, he left the prison. Before heading up the stairs though, he searched the pockets of the unconscious martial artists and stole a few coins.

When he was done, he extended his qi senses to scout out the area ahead of him. Two guards stood at the top of the stairs.

SWOOSH!

Crimson Tiger leaped up more than ten steps in a single bound and rushed at the guards.

THUMP! THUMP!

Before they could even reach for their swords, both guards collapsed, struck in the side and jaw. Since Crimson Tiger hadn’t used his assassination skills, they had only fainted.

Crimson Tiger cautiously walked down the hallway. The moment he detected a guard coming down the stairs on the opposite side, he threw one of the coins he had stolen.

THUD!

Another guard collapsed.

Crimson Tiger retrieved the coin from the floor as he passed the fallen guard. Although it seemed simple, he had trained for a long time to use coins as hidden weapons, and even then, controlling his strength to only knock his opponent out was difficult.

Regardless, coin tossing was an excellent technique. His opponents never knew how they were defeated as it happened too quickly, and even if he forgot the coin, no one would ever suspect it was the murder weapon.

Crimson Tiger ran up another floor, only to encounter two more guards coming down from above. While they were too shocked to react, Crimson Tiger leapt into the air and struck.

THUD! THUD!

He left the men leaning against the stairwell wall and continued going up until finally, he reached the ground floor. 

More than ten martial artists were bustling about in the ground-floor hallway, but ironically, because there were so many people, no one paid attention to Crimson Tiger.

“Good work.”

“Have a good day!”

He even exchanged greetings with the door guards as he strolled out of the Inquisition building like he owned it.

In the blink of an eye, the entire escape had proceeded without a hitch.

Crimson Tiger casually climbed over the outer wall of the Association.

Several seconds later, a commotion finally erupted behind him. Emergency bells rang continuously, and guards could be heard running about shouting.

Walking along the forest path, Crimson Tiger sighed. Now that ‘Lim Ho’ had become a jailbreaker and fugitive, he would no longer be able to continue working as a warehouse manager. Of course, the guards he had defeated would probably think that he had help, but still.

Suddenly, Yeon appeared before Crimson Tiger, wearing a bamboo hat pulled low over her face instead of a mask.

Crimson Tiger asked, “What in the world happened?”

“You must be surprised, right?” Yeon replied.

Crimson Tiger nodded.

“Something urgent has come up that requires your attention.”

Unlike usual, Yeon didn’t hand him any written orders. This meant that it was an unofficial operation.

“I’ll help with this mission as well,” Yeon added.

That was also unprecedented. Handlers never took part in missions. 

Taking a deep breath, Crimson Tiger asked, “So? What do I have to do?”

“We need to rescue someone who’s been kidnapped.”

“Who?”

“Our Director.”

Crimson Tiger gaped in shock. This was far more serious than he had imagined. Now he understood why he was ordered to escape the Inquisition.

Given the gravity of the situation, he felt uneasy, but at the same time, he was also relieved that Yeon and the organization wasn’t hiding information from him this time.

“Where is he?” he asked.

Yeon shook her head and shrugged.

“Do you know who kidnapped him?”

“No.”

Crimson Tiger narrowed his eyes. “When was he kidnapped?”

“This morning.”

“Let’s go.”

“Where to?”

“The place where he was last seen. We’ll start our investigation there.”

Crimson Tiger strode off, and a short while later, they arrived at the inn where Gu Yangseo had his breakfast.

“He always has breakfast here?”

“Yes. He would eat here and then walk to the Radiant Hall. Four bodyguards always accompanied him.”

“Only four?”

“Yes, he deliberately avoided having more bodyguards than the four provided to all Directors.”

Crimson Tiger nodded. This was likely a decision the Director had made to avoid attracting attention, which could be more dangerous than a lack of bodyguards. “How good is the Director at martial arts?” he asked.

“Not useless, but not exactly outstanding either... Considering his work and the fact that he hasn’t used martial arts for a long time, I’d say he’s somewhere between first-rate and second-rate.”

“Were all the bodyguards killed?”

“No, they were just knocked out and their acupoints sealed. We found them unconscious in the alley behind the inn.”

“No one was killed?”

Crimson Tiger blinked in surprise. Typically, when kidnapping a high profile person, the kidnappers would eliminate the bodyguards to avoid leaving witnesses and potential pursuers. Yet, the Director’s bodyguards were left alive?

This was definitely not the work of the Evil Coalition. Rather... it was looking more and more like an inside job by someone within the Association.

Sighing, Crimson Tiger slowly surveyed the inn’s surroundings. The fact that the bodyguard warriors were found here meant that the incident took place here, but there were no signs of a struggle anywhere.

Either the kidnappers were far superior to the bodyguard warriors in skill, or they had meticulously planned this in advance, or both. Moreover, if it was planned, then the kidnappers were very familiar with the Director’s habits and daily routines.

Crimson Tiger thought about the routes the Director could take from the inn to the Association. There were two options: a slightly longer but bustling road, and a shortcut that was secluded and less traveled.

“Which route does he usually take to work?”

“I understand he always took the shortcut.”

Crimson Tiger tilted his head. “That’s strange.”

“What is?”

“If they were going to ambush him, why do it here? It would have been much better to do it on that secluded path.”

“...I see.”

After a moment of thought, Crimson Tiger looked towards the inn with a knowing expression, and Yeon followed him.

The back door was open. As they entered, a young man was squatting in the backyard, trimming vegetables. 

“You’re not supposed to come here. The entrance is on the other side,” the young man said without looking up.

Crimson Tiger ignored him and approached.

“I told you, the entrance is...” The young man looked up, irritated, but as Crimson Tiger’s presence pressed down upon him, his voice trailed off.

“How many cooks are there here?” Crimson Tiger demanded coldly.

“Four.”

Crimson Tiger observed the young man for a moment. “Do you know Master Gu? The man who comes for breakfast every morning?”

“No,” the young man answered quickly, but Crimson Tiger could sense surprise and fear in his voice.

Crimson Tiger strode over and sat down in front of him. “You don’t know? You don’t know the man who comes for breakfast every single day?”

“That’s... I haven’t worked here for long.”

Crimson Tiger silently glared at the young man, but he didn’t dare to meet his eyes.

“I don’t know. I really don’t know...”

“Why did you do it?” Crimson Tiger whispered.

“Huh?”

“Why did you poison the food? How much were you paid?”

The young man’s face paled. “W-What are you talking about?”

The young man immediately tried to stand up, but Crimson Tiger roughly grabbed his shoulder, exuding enough killing intent to bring an ordinary person to their knees.

Yeon watched the whole situation quietly. She knew that Crimson Tiger never bullied ordinary civilians, so judging by his actions, he must be sure of the young man’s guilt.

Sure enough, in the end, the young man crumbled under Crimson Tiger’s killing intent. 

“I was wrong! They threatened to kill my family if I didn’t do as they said. I was scared. Please forgive me!” he confessed, terrified.

Crimson Tiger nodded. The fact that the crime happened in the inn suggested that poison might have been used, and the fact that the bodyguards were left alive indicated an intention to be discreet, so he had guessed that the Director had been poisoned and abducted, but now he was certain.

Still, it wouldn’t be easy to infiltrate the kitchen with four cooks and secretly carry out the plan. They would have to subdue the cooks, and whether they were killed or left alive, things would inevitably get complicated. Their best option was to bribe or blackmail one of the employees.

Crimson Tiger put himself in the kidnapper’s shoes. If he were them, he would definitely have approached this naive young man, and it seemed like he got it right the first time.

Well, even if this young man wasn’t the accomplice, he was prepared to interrogate all the cooks. 

“Who hired you?” he asked.

The young man trembled with fear and burst into tears. “It was a man I’d never seen before. Ordinary looking. About thirty years old. He gave me some powder and told me to put it in the food. The bodyguards usually drank tea while waiting for the director to finish his meal... and he told me to put it in their tea too... Sob... I was wrong. I was afraid that they would kill my family! Please forgive me!”

Crimson Tiger shook his head. By now, it was obvious that the kidnappers were experts. The man who hired him would have been disguised, so there was no point in pressing the young man any further. The information wouldn’t be useful.

Just then, a middle-aged cook came out. “What’s going on here?”

“Just asking for directions,” Crimson Tiger said indifferently, before leaving the backyard.

He and Yeon returned to the front of the inn.

“They must have had a carriage waiting nearby,” Crimson Tiger reasoned. “Most likely a stolen one, with the windows covered in black cloth. The driver would be a man in his thirties, quiet, and not carrying any weapons. When the carriage left, it would have maintained a consistent speed, likely trying not to attract attention.”

“With this information, I’m sure we can find something,” Yeon said, inwardly admiring Crimson Tiger’s impressive powers of deduction.

Having only seen him fight, this was the first time she had witnessed him using his brain. She felt like she had discovered a whole new side of him.

“Is there anything else you need?” she asked.

“Get me a sword and a box of throwing knives,” Crimson Tiger replied calmly.


V1C9: Rescue Mission

Three hours later, Crimson Tiger and Yeon stood on a mountain slope. Far below, a manor was visible. 

“How did you know he was here?” Crimson Tiger asked. 

“I searched for and tracked a carriage matching your description, sir,” Yeon replied. 

“Even so, it can’t have been easy to find exactly where it went.”

“Indeed. I could only tell the general direction, so I tracked one more thing.”

“What?”

“I searched the records for every messenger pigeon leaving the Association. Hundreds of messages are sent out every day, so it’s impossible to go through them all unless one plans ahead, but...” Yeon’s voice trailed off. 

Crimson Tiger finished her sentence, “There aren’t that many messages being sent in the direction the carriage was headed”. 

“That’s right. I checked all the letters going in this direction and found this place,” Yeon confirmed. 

Crimson Tiger raised an eyebrow, genuinely impressed. This investigation couldn’t have progressed without assuming insider involvement from the very beginning. It seemed that much like him, the Radiant Hall had come to the conclusion that someone within the Association was behind the kidnapping.

He didn’t ask who had sent the message. It wasn’t information he needed to complete his mission, and the organization wouldn’t easily tell him anyway.

He turned his attention to the manor and asked, “How many kidnappers are there?”

“Between five and ten. I couldn’t infiltrate too deeply for fear of being discovered,” Yeon replied.

“Got it. Leave the rest to me.”

Crimson Tiger put on a mask and dashed down the hill with light movements and silent footsteps, approaching the manor as carefully as possible. If there were only five to ten kidnappers, then it suggested that the kidnappers were a small but elite group. Still, to him, their strength was not so much of a concern as the possibility of them killing the hostage.

Soon, he reached the wall of the manor. Putting his ear against the wall, he extended his senses.

Around ten meters away, he could hear the sound of someone’s breathing. If they were that close, then the moment he jumped over the wall, he had to subdue the enemy at once.

Taking a deep breath, Crimson Tiger leaped into the air. As expected, there was a man standing ten meters from the wall. 

Landing inside the manor, he sprinted toward the man like a lightning bolt.

Startled, the man turned around and drew his sword, but...

SWISH! THWACK!

Crimson Tiger caught him as he fell backward, killed by a throwing knife to the neck. Looking around the courtyard, he found a large tree and hid the corpse behind it.

The man’s reaction was indeed fast. If his strength was anything to go by, then the enemy group was composed of first-rate masters.

Crimson Tiger continued his search. There were two more people outside the manor. One on the roof, and another behind the building.

He decided to go for the one on the roof first. Jumping up, he grabbed the edge of the roof and peeked over it. A masked man stood there with his back turned.

WHOOSH!

The man suddenly spun around, staring straight in Crimson Tiger’s direction. Fortunately, Crimson Tiger barely managed to hide himself on a ledge under the roof.

The man scanned the part of the roof where Crimson Tiger was hidden, making sure no one was there, then turned back.

Crimson Tiger sighed inwardly with relief. These men are too skilled to be wasted standing guard in a place like this! They’re probably professional mercenaries, and really good ones at that. Judging by their killing intent, their main job should be fighting and assassination.

Once he was certain that the masked man was looking away again, he climbed onto the roof silently, prepared to attack and kill the man in one strike... when he heard the sound of the building door opening and a short whistle.

The man on the roof casually raised his hand in greeting.

Crimson Tiger’s heart raced. A third person was now patrolling the courtyard. With this many people, it was only a matter of time before the corpse behind the tree was discovered.

SHIING!

Sensing a presence behind him, the masked man on the roof spun around, drew his sword, and slashed in one smooth motion, as if to punish the foolish assailant who had dared attack him from behind.

He had once cut down someone who had attacked him from behind like this, and the surprised look in the man’s eyes as he counterattacked in a flash was still vivid in his memory.

Unfortunately, this time was different.

SPLURT!

Before his sword was fully out of its sheath, a cold chill pierced his chest.

The man could only watch blankly as the enemy who had stabbed him kicked off his chest and leapt into the air.

From start to end, the enemy never bothered making eye contact with him.

He could have at least have looked at me triumphantly... No way!

Even though he had been defeated, the man didn’t want to die so easily. Like a panorama flashing before his eyes just before death, the surrounding scene unfolded in slow motion.

Seeing his attacker was making a beeline for his colleague, he whistled loudly to alert him.

His colleague, a much stronger man than himself, turned around, drawing his sword.

Unfortunately, the man flying towards him was too fast.

Why is only that guy so fast?

Everything was unfolding in slow motion, except for the man who had stabbed him.

At this rate, his colleague’s neck would be cut off.

No! Why is that idiot trying to protect his chest when the man’s aiming for his neck? It’s so obvious!

He wanted to shout, but no sound came out, and his vision faded to black permanently. The last sight he saw was his colleague’s head falling to the ground.

The two men had died almost simultaneously.

SWOOSH!

Crimson Tiger immediately ran to the left side of the building, where the last kidnapper was. Although the third man should have heard the disturbance, for some reason, he didn’t show himself.

He’s a cautious man, but I can’t give him any more time to think. I need to finish him off before he shouts and alerts his colleagues inside the building!

The moment Crimson Tiger turned the corner...

SWISH!

He turned his head just as a sword grazed his face, then grabbed the kidnapper’s wrist before he could aim for his neck. Pivoting on one foot and rotating his body strangely, he dislocated the man’s wrist.

CRACK!

Before the man could scream, Crimson Tiger reached out and covered his mouth from behind him.

CRACK!

The next moment, he broke the man’s neck.

Crimson Tiger let out the breath he had been holding. From the time he ambushed the man on the roof till now, he had breathed exactly twice.

Nevertheless, he had no time to rest. Originally, he had intended to infiltrate through the roof, but there was no time for that now. If anyone inside had sensed the scuffle, the hostage would be in danger.

Crimson Tiger opened the door and silently walked down the long, quiet corridor. Soon, he saw stairs leading up to the second floor and down to the basement.

He chose to go down into the basement. Although not always the case, most prisons were located in the basement because it was more difficult to escape. Even if there wasn’t a prison, given the kidnapper’s experience, it was likely that they would have locked the Director in the basement.
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“Just how long are you planning to keep me locked up?” Gu Yangseo boldly complained, confident that his kidnappers had no interest in killing him.

The masked man who had kidnapped him visited every hour to check on his condition, but rarely said anything, so Gu Yangseo wondered if he could provoke the man and perhaps get some information out of him.

“Well, I guess a well-trained dog doesn’t bark without its master’s orders,” he taunted.

The masked kidnapper, who was about to leave, paused. “You previously said that we would regret not knowing who you are.”

“I did,” Gu Yangseo confirmed.

“We know that you’re a Director of the New Righteous Association.”

Gu Yangseo pretended to be surprised. “How dare you do this despite knowing that?!” he whined loudly.

“You’re nothing but a rotten and corrupt man. Don’t use the word ‘dare’ so carelessly.”

Oh? Gu Yangseo’s eyes lit up. Judging from the man’s words, he didn’t seem to know anything more than the Radiant Hall’s surface-level information. Well, he probably wouldn’t have taken on this job if he knew, and Yagong wouldn’t have told him his true identity anyway.

“Did the one who hired you say that? That I’m rotten and corrupt? If you have anything but shit in your head, think about it. How clean can the one who orders this kind of thing be?”

“It doesn’t matter. We simply do what we are paid for.”

“How much did you get? I’ll give you double... no, triple.”

The masked kidnapper chuckled. “Do you know what’s most important in this business? Skill? Of course, that’s important, but more important than that is credibility. If you don’t have the skills, you can still easily live as a third-rate mercenary, just with lower pay. However, the moment you lose credibility, you can’t do this job anymore. That’s why, never mind triple, it’s useless even if you give me a hundred times more money.”

“Damn it! If I survive this, I’ll have to hire you guys too,” Gu Yangseo joked.

The masked kidnapper sneered. “Well, we’re very expensive, but we definitely give you your money’s worth.”

Still laughing, he opened the prison door.

SPLURT!

A sword pierced his chest.

There was no killing intent, no sound of wind even. If there had been, he wouldn’t have been defeated so easily.

As he looked as his masked killer, the kidnapper’s eyes widened in shock and disbelief. Like himself, the opponent had eyes that never wavered even when killing a person, but he didn’t feel like a mercenary or assassin.

He slowly turned his head to look at Gu Yangseo.

Gu Yangseo grinned. “Now that’s a man who definitely gives you your money’s worth, though he’s more expensive than all of you combined.”

SHIING!

Crimson Tiger pulled out his sword, and the man collapsed, blood pouring out from the hole in his chest. He was the last of the kidnappers.

“So you’re Crimson Tiger!” Gu Yangseo exclaimed. His job was simply to give out orders and relay messages, so this was his first time meeting Crimson Tiger, but he recognized the man at once.

Crimson Tiger nodded. His first impression of Gu Yangseo was of a cunning fox who he wouldn’t want as either an enemy or a friend, especially in this conspiracy-ridden jianghu.

Gu Yangseo asked eagerly, “You came knowing who I am, right?”

“Yes, sir,” Crimson Tiger replied politely. First impressions aside, the Radiant Hall Director was his superior.

Gu Yangseo smiled. As opposed to Crimson Tiger first impression of him, his first impression of Crimson Tiger was a good one, especially his martial prowess. As expected, Crimson Tiger was the only agent who could successfully carry out the First Young Lord’s mission and pave the way for both of their successes.

“Thank you for all the missions you’ve completed so far,” he said.

Crimson Tiger replied plainly, “I was just doing my job.”

“And thank you for saving me.”

“You’re welcome. Please go up first. My handler is waiting for you upstairs, and several reinforcements will be arriving soon,” Crimson Tiger said.

“What about you?”

“There’s something I need to check.”

“Alright, I’ll do that.”

As instructed, Gu Yangseo left the building.

Once he was alone, Crimson Tiger took off the kidnapper’s mask. He was a middle-aged man with sharp features, but he didn’t recognize the face, so he took off the man’s shirt next.

They’re the Seven Wolves!

When he saw a wolf tattooed on the man’s shoulder, he immediately understood the identity of the kidnappers. The Seven Wolves were a famous band of mercenaries, known for being both trustworthy and skilled, and they were said to all have wolf tattoos.

Crimson Tiger quickly searched the kidnapper’s pockets, but found nothing that could be a clue about who gave the order.

He frowned. A nagging feeling told him that a power struggle was taking place between the leaders of the Association, and it would be bad for him to be dragged along blindly or get too deeply involved.

From now on, he had to keep his wits about him and judge everything coldly.

Just then, Yeon came down the stairs.

“Thank you for your work,” she said.

“......” Crimson Tiger smiled, but said nothing.

Yeon added, “The reward for this mission will be added to the next mission.”

Crimson Tiger sighed. I thought so. Since this doesn’t appear to be an official mission, there’s a good chance that the money comes from out of the Director’s pocket, too.

“You will receive new orders soon. Please wait at the safe house until then. Don’t go back to your job at the warehouse,” Yeon instructed, handing Crimson Tiger a piece of paper.

Crimson Tiger checked the contents and handed the paper back to Yeon. The location of the safe house where he was to wait was written on it.

Damn it, I wonder if my days as a warehouse manager are over now. Gong Cheol will be sad that I left without a word.

Yeon bowed politely. “I’ll see you again in the evening.”

Just as she turned around, Crimson Tiger asked, “Want to grab a drink?”

Yeon smiled weakly, a faint gleam in her eyes betraying how badly she wanted to accept Crimson Tiger’s offer. Still, she couldn’t agree if she wanted to maintain their current relationship.

Making sure that Crimson Tiger couldn’t see the expression on her face, she replied as always, “Next time.”
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“Thank heavens you’re safe,” Eom Baekyang sincerely congratulated Gu Yangseo on his return.

Gu Yangseo firmly clasped Eom Baekyang’s hands. “No, thank you. Good job arranging my rescue.”

Eom Baekyang had handled the incident exactly as he would have done in his situation, even guiding the Inquisition into concluding that this incident was a provocation by the Ironblood Nines.

This result worked out perfectly for him and his allies. Not only did he now have a valid reason to go after the Ironblood Nines, but even his bodyguards had a good excuse for failing to prevent the kidnapping.

Gu Yangseo said to his subordinates, “Can you cover the sky with the palm of your hand? Even if you can, you can’t always live looking up at the sky, can you? Sometimes, you need to keep your heads down.”

Everyone instantly understood the true meaning behind his metaphor—to look away and pretend they didn’t know anything.

“Well, I will definitely repay you for saving me.”

“In the form of a performance bonus, I presume?” Hong Sabaek asked playfully.

Gu Yangseo grinned. “Of course! Look forward to it.”

Hong Sabaek, Im Yeongdal, and Wang Sochan had no intention of reporting their director’s kidnapping to the higher-ups, and they had already missed the window of opportunity anyway. They were still curious about the details, but no one dared ask about it.

Gu Yangseo might be smiling because he was in a good mood now, but compared to Eom Baekyang, he wasn’t one for jokes. They didn’t want to needlessly get on the Director’s bad side.

“But...!” Jo Birang began to protest, but Hong Sabaek ruthlessly smacked him on the back of the head.

“Alright! Let’s get wasted today!” Im Yeongdal shouted, dragging Jo Birang out of the office by the ear.

With the four gone to celebrate, Gu Yangseo and Eom Baekyang were the only ones left in the office.

“Don’t worry about the kids. They know what they’re doing,” Eom Baekyang said.

Gu Yangseo nodded. He also trusted his subordinates.

The two sat facing each other across the desk.

Eom Baekyang remarked, “I never thought they would kidnap you in broad daylight.”

“This is nothing to the Pavilion Master. He will stop at nothing to prevent me from organizing this mission. ”

“But resorting to kidnapping?”

“That’s how important it is to him. Anyway, this squabble between me and him is merely a proxy war between the First Young Lord and the Third Young Lady. We should just enjoy it,” Gu Yangseo laughed.

He was not at all angry about being kidnapped, and would not hesitate to do the same to his foes.

“What do we do now?” Eom Baekyang asked nervously.

As Gu Yangseo said, this ‘squabble’ was a power struggle, a battle of wits, and a game of nerves all at the same time. It was a game-like fight, but with lives at stake, where one could lose their head at any moment even while laughing gleefully. 

Deep down, he didn’t want to take part in this mess at all, but it was too late.

“What else? They’ve picked a fight, so we have to fight back,” Gu Yangseo replied casually, taking out an envelope from his pocket and handing it over to Eom Baekyang. “I received this from the First Young Lord before I got kidnapped.”

“What’s this...” Eom Baekyang’s eyes widened. “Wait, is this the Minor Heavenly Order you told me about before?”

Gu Yangseo nodded. “That’s right.”

“Are you going to command Crimson Tiger using this?”

“Yes, so we don’t have to worry about getting the Pavilion Master’s approval anymore. We can issue the command to send Crimson Tiger out right away.”

“Understood.”

“Also...” Gu Yangseo activated the mechanism on the wall, opened the safe that appeared, and took out a book. “Give this to Crimson Tiger. It will be essential for this mission.”

Eom Baekyang blinked in astonishment. “Where did you get this?”

“The First Young Lord gave it to me.”

“Crimson Tiger will be pleased.”

BAM!

Suddenly, Hong Sabaek ran into the office. “Director! The Pavilion Master is summoning you!”

Eom Baekyang frowned. “Shameless son of a bitch.”

On the other hand, Gu Yangseo smiled. “That’s the Pavilion Master for you. Don’t forget who we’re dealing with.”
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“You’ve arrived? Congratulations on returning safely,” Yagong greeted as Gu Yangseo entered his office. As usual, he did not take his eyes off his work.

“Thank you for your concern.”

“So, the Ironblood Nines was behind it?”

“We haven’t found any definite evidence yet, but we’re looking into it.”

“Well, whoever is behind it, at least you managed to get away. Not that you’re someone who would be easily silenced just like that, haha.”

“Hahaha,” Gu Yangseo laughed, but deep down, he was disgusted. Still, at least at this moment, he was the winner of this little kidnapping game. “Why did you call for me?” he asked.

Yagong held out a document. “Take this. I’ve approved the mission to assassinate the Ironblood Commander.”

“Yes?” Gu Yangseo’s expression hardened.

Damn it!

He could have commanded the operation without Yagong’s approval, but the man was one step ahead of him.

He could read Yagong’s mind. If the mission was going to be issued regardless, then Yagong intended to be involved in everything and receive frequent reports on the mission’s progress.

With just one simple move, the Minor Heavenly Order had been rendered useless.

Truly, Yagong was a sinister serpent who remained still when poked with a stick, but the moment you turned around, he would open his mouth wide and lunge at you.

“Thank you,” Gu Yangseo said, trying his best to suppress his anger.

“Judging from this kidnapping incident, it seems that your claim that the Ironblood Nines were planning to assassinate the key figures of the Association was true.”

Gu Yangseo retorted slyly, “Yes, and now that they know how incompetent I am, they won’t come after me anymore. You’re the one who needs to be careful now, Pavilion Master.”

The two men locked gazes. Amidst the tension, both of them laughed at the same time.

“I’ll report the results to you later. If this is all, I’ll take my leave now.” Gu Yangseo bowed his head politely, then left the office.

When Gu Yangseo was gone, Yagong’s smile crumpled, and he tried his best to suppress the anger that made him want to flip his desk.

WHOOSH!

Appearing out of thin air, Ganghae asked, “Are you going to approve the operation as is?”

“I don’t have a choice. If the order is going to be given no matter what, then it’s better to keep it under our control. Anyway, we still have time. Even Crimson Tiger can’t kill the Ironblood Commander overnight. In the meantime, as long as Milyeong can only dig out the First Young Lord’s secret, we can still win this. Oh, and send a message to the Third Young Lady. I wish to meet her.”

Yagong had faith in Milyeong. If Gu Yangseo had taken the First Young Lord’s side, he also had to firmly take the Third Young Lady’s side.

There was a time for everything. If one moved too early, they would be taken advantage of, and if one was too late, they would be discarded. It seemed that Gu Yangseo had judged that the time to show his fangs was right now, so he had to move before he was left too far behind.

“By the way, did Crimson Tiger really kill all of the Seven Wolves?” he asked.

Ganghae nodded. “Yes. Not a single one survived.”

Yagong shook his head. “He really is a monster.”

“That’s exactly why... we must never lose Crimson Tiger to the Radiant Hall Director.”

Yagong nodded gravely. For some time now, he had badly wanted to make Crimson Tiger his own subordinate. It would be perfect if he could persuade him into revealing the truth about this mission, but even if the agent didn’t know anything, having his loyalty was enough.

“How can I get him on my side?” he asked.

Ganghae answered without delay, “At the end of the day, he’s a martial artist, and all martial artists like the same thing.”

“You mean... are you saying we should give him that?”

Ganghae nodded. “One can’t achieve great results without bold investment. However, you should be patient for now. It is not yet the time to use that.”


V1C10: The Night Before the Mission

After rescuing the Director, Crimson Tiger stayed at the safe house as instructed until finally, a visitor came knocking.

“You’re still up, right?”

It was Yeon’s voice. Getting up, Crimson Tiger walked out of the house, where he found Yeon standing in a corner of the yard, looking apologetic for disturbing him so late at night.

Ironically, while he, the one who had been arrested and imprisoned by the Inquisition, looked well rested, Yeon appeared weary and haggard, with bloodshot eyes as if she hadn’t slept in days.

For a moment, he briefly wondered what her life as a handler was like.

“Did you have dinner?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Wait here for a while.” Crimson Tiger walked back indoors, and soon returned with a steaming cup of tea. “Here, have some tea. It’ll help you relax.”

Yeon’s eyes widened, flustered by the unexpected hospitality.

Crimson Tiger pointed to a large rock in the yard. “Shall we sit down over there?”

The two sat down side by side.

“Thank you,” Yeon whispered. Turning her face away from Crimson Tiger, she removed her mask, blew on the hot tea and took a sip.

Crimson Tiger glanced at her silently. Was her back always this small? No, have I ever been this close to her? Probably not, since I’m the one who’s always keeping her at a distance.

At the same time, Yeon savored her tea slowly, also in deep thought. I wonder if this is the first and last time he’ll ever treat me like this. After all, in our line of work, we can never be sure if we’ll survive another day.

Looking down, she could see the moon reflected in her teacup.

When I finish the tea, this moon will disappear too.

That was why she left a little bit in the cup.

Putting her mask back on, she turned around and said brightly, “The tea was delicious!”

“I’m glad.” Crimson Tiger forced a faint smile, suddenly feeling a little guilty for his usual indifference. “Anyway, my next mission’s been decided, right?”

“...Yes,” Yeon said gravely. She hesitantly pulled the mission file out of her shirt pocket and handed it to him.

Crimson Tiger’s heart sank. Just her expression and that moment’s pause was enough to tell him this wasn’t an ordinary mission. He read the mission details slowly and carefully, then returned the document to Yeon.

“You know what it says, right?” he asked.

Officially, handlers like Yeon were not supposed to know anything about the Phantoms’ work. However, since they were the ones acting as intermediaries between the Phantoms and Radiant Hall, they ended up being exposed to many operational details.

Smiling, Yeon took the mission file back and flipped through it again. She knew what Crimson Tiger meant. This was the most difficult, dangerous mission he had received since the one two years ago... No, it might be even worse.

“You’ve been ordered to assassinate the Ironblood Commander,” she said.

Crimson Tiger nodded, but honestly, he was bewildered. The Ironblood Commander was a famous figure, to the point where even Choi, who guarded the nineteenth gate of the Association, and the truant Gong Cheol had heard of him. The Ironblood Nines were simply that notorious.

Furthermore, this mission was most definitely connected to the earlier rescue operation. At first glance, it seemed like the Ironblood Nines were behind the Radiant Hall Director’s kidnapping, and this mission was retaliation for it, but he knew that wasn’t the case. 

There was no way the Evil Coalition would hire the Seven Wolves to kidnap the Radiant Hall Director.

In that case, there was only one answer—there was more to this mission than it appeared.

As usual, Yeon asked, “Will you refuse this mission?”

Crimson Tiger chuckled softly and shook his head. I wonder what the consequences would be if I refused a mission this important?

“When do we depart?”

“Six hours from now, right before daybreak, but there’s a problem.”

“A problem?”

Yeon shuffled her feet uncomfortably, but just as she opened her mouth to answer, Crimson Tiger shushed her and stared past the door into the darkness outside. 

Someone was approaching the safe house.

As the person came into view, Crimson Tiger’s eyes flickered in recognition. That’s... Deputy Director Eom Baekyang.

“Oho! I’m surprised you remember me,” Eom Baekyang exclaimed, noting the look in Crimson Tiger’s eyes.

Seven years ago, the two had met when Crimson Tiger had first joined the Twelve Phantoms. Since all communication was handled through the handlers though, until now, that was the first and last time they had seen each other.

“If you want to survive in the jianghu for a long time, you need to have a good memory,” Crimson Tiger remarked.

Eom Baekyang chuckled, then turned to Yeon. “Please leave us for a moment. I wish to speak with Agent Crimson Tiger in private.”

“Yes, sir.” Yeon bowed and left.

Eom Baekyang studied Crimson Tiger carefully, feeling an unexpected surge of emotion. It was hard to believe that seven years had already passed since they had started working together.

Back then, he hadn’t expected Crimson Tiger to last this long. Like most of the Twelve Phantoms, Crimson Tiger just had a fierce, detached air about him, but nothing else particularly memorable, except for one thing.

During their first meeting, when he had asked Crimson Tiger why he applied to be one of the Twelve Phantoms, the man had replied that it was because he needed a lot of money. 

Nevertheless, it wasn’t this answer that he found memorable, but the fact that back then, he had a hunch that Crimson Tiger was lying.

Ever since then, he occasionally wondered what had given him that impression, but now, seeing Crimson Tiger again, he understood why.

This man’s eyes were way too clear for a mere money grubber.

Crimson Tiger eyed Eom Baekyang warily. Although he didn’t say anything, it was obvious from his expression that he wanted to know why Eom Baekyang was here in person.

He couldn’t rule out the possibility that this was an ambush, that Eom Baekyang had come to eliminate him. However, as far as he could tell, there were no assassins or bodyguards hidden nearby.

Seemingly reading Crimson Tiger’s thoughts, Eom Baekyang chuckled. “Relax. I’m not stupid enough to come here in person just to kill you.”

It was a joke meant to lighten the mood, but Crimson Tiger didn’t find it funny.

Eom Baekyang cleared his throat awkwardly. “Fine, I’ll get to the point. You received a mission, right?”

“Yes.”

“The assassination of the Ironblood Commander.”

Crimson Tiger nodded.

“Actually, there’s one hidden mission that wasn’t written down in the official documents.”

“What is it?” Crimson Tiger narrowed his eyes. Now things are getting serious.

Eom Baekyang lowered his voice. “We need you to kill one more person.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know.”

“What?” Crimson Tiger’s eyebrow twitched in disbelief. Judging by Eom Baekyang’s serious expression though, he wasn’t joking. Forcing himself to calm down, he said, “Please explain what you mean.”

“You know about how when martial artists join the Ironblood Nines, they have to abandon their original names and are given new code names? Because of that, we don’t know what the target is currently known by, only that his birth name was Baek Soeun.”

Crimson Tiger nodded, but he was still baffled. I can understand why the Association would want to kill the Ironblood Commander, but why on earth would they go after a low-ranked member? Just who is Baek Soeun really?

Eom Baekyang continued, “Anyway, to find out who Baek Soeun is, you’ll need to officially join the Ironblood Nines.”

Crimson Tiger’s face hardened. The mission had just become twice as difficult. Killing a leader and a subordinate from the same organization was much harder than killing two people from different organizations. The moment one of them died, the organization was bound to take action.

Regardless, his biggest problem with the mission was the secrecy of it all.

“Why is Baek Soeun’s assassination not part of the official mission request?” he asked.

“Because the mission to kill Baek Soeun is unofficial. No one else must know about his existence,” Eom Baekyang replied.

“......” After a brief silence, Crimson Tiger sighed softly. “The real target of this mission is Baek Soeun, isn’t it? The Ironblood Commander is just a bonus.”

Eom Baekyang nodded silently.

Crimson Tiger sighed even more deeply. He had a feeling that all the recent incidents were tied to this mission, and he desperately wanted to get out of it.

“Can I refuse this mission?” he asked.

“No,” Eom Baekyang replied firmly.

“What if I refuse anyway?”

“Betrayal by any of the Twelve Phantoms is punishable by death. We have no choice. It would be costly to kill you, but we would succeed eventually.”

Crimson Tiger closed his eyes. Eom Baekyang was right. He couldn’t fight the massive organization that was the New Righteous Association alone. Maybe, if he was incredibly lucky, he could escape and live in hiding, but that wasn’t an option for him.

There was a reason he needed to remain here no matter what.

Fixing Eom Baekyang with a piercing stare, he asked, “Why me?”

“Because you’re the only one who can do it.”

“There’s a problem.”

“What is it?”

“To infiltrate the Ironblood Nines, I’ll have to take off my human skin mask.”

“Indeed. Human skin masks don’t work there, and they also do a thorough background check.”

“I don’t want to reveal my real face,” Crimson Tiger insisted firmly. This was probably the problem that Yeon wanted to mention earlier. She knew he hated showing his real face.

Eom Baekyang nodded. “I know, so I prepared this for you.”

He pulled a thin booklet from his pocket, entitled “The Thousand Transformations Hundred Faces Art”.

Crimson Tiger’s eyes widened. This was a priceless martial art that all secret agents dreamed of learning. If one mastered this technique, they could instantly transform into a different person, even someone they had just met.

It was a martial art said to be extinct, yet here it was.

Also, although he didn’t know it, this was the very same technique that the woman he’d slept with earlier used to change her face and voice.

“It’ll take a long time to achieve complete mastery, but all you need right now is one other face,” Eom Baekyang added.

Crimson Tiger’s heart sank. He was being given this priceless martial art just for the sake of this mission, but the mission itself wasn’t what concerned him the most.

The problem was what happened after. He was afraid of the cleanup. Surely, the mastermind would want to erase everyone who knew about the secret target.

Seeing Crimson Tiger’s expression, Eom Baekyang pleaded, “I know what you’re thinking, but please trust us this time.”

“You’re wrong. Even if you died and reincarnated, someone like you will never know what goes on in my mind.”

Crimson Tiger sighed again and tucked the manual into his shirt pocket. If he was already chosen, then there was nothing he could do about it. He was well aware of the organization’s true hypocritical nature beneath its righteous facade.

“You can keep that manual. Think of it as a special bonus for this mission,” Eom Baekyang said, before taking out yet another envelope from his pocket and handing it to Crimson Tiger.

Inside were three promissory notes for ten thousand silver each, for a total of thirty thousand.

“If you succeed, your reward for this mission... well, you’ll be breaking your own record.”

As Eom Baekyang said, this was the highest reward ever offered for a mission, even more than the ridiculously dangerous one from two years ago, and that didn’t even include the value of the martial arts manual.

“Your handler will give you a new identity to use when applying to the Ironblood Nines. They won’t be able to discover your true identity, but you must learn every detail of your new persona. Even if you’re half asleep, you must be able to answer any question about it.”

Crimson Tiger nodded silently.

“I’m sorry, but we won’t be able to offer you any kind of support. From infiltration to escape, this is a solo mission. As always, your life and success depend entirely on you and your handler.”

“Okay.”

“One more thing! Don’t tell your handler about the secret mission.”

Crimson Tiger nodded gravely. Just who is this Baek Soeun that I have to deceive Yeon as well?

Eom Baekyang rose from his seat. As he was about to leave, he glanced back. “Do you remember the day we first met?” he suddenly asked.

Crimson Tiger nodded.

“Do you remember what you said? That you joined the Twelve Phantoms to earn money? Has that changed?”

“No.”

“Why are you so obsessed with money?”

Crimson Tiger didn’t answer.

Seeing that he was unwilling to talk, Eom Baekyang apologized, “I’m sorry, that was rude of me. I will be praying for your success. Goodbye.”

He stepped out and vanished into the darkness.

Crimson Tiger looked up at the sky.

Only the faint rushing sound of a creek in the distance disturbed the tranquility of the moonlit night.

The serene atmosphere overlapped with one from long ago, dragging Crimson Tiger down into memory lane.
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SPLASH!

“The ears! Careful with the ears!” I shouted, panicking.

Giggling, the woman bathing Seohyeon teased, “Hyeon, your father’s soooo worried that your little baby ears will get filled with water.”

I immediately protested, “That’s not...”

The woman nonchalantly flipped Seohyeon over.

“Whoa!”

My heart was pounding like crazy. Despite knowing that she was a skilled caretaker who had raised four children of her own, every one of her movements seemed dangerous to me, especially after a comment she had made the last time she had bathed the baby.


“It’s fine if some water gets in her ears.”



Honestly, that was like a bolt from the blue to me. Water in Seohyeon’s ears? In those tiny little ears? Was the woman going to use Samadhi True Fire to dry them or something?

Anyway, almost eight months have passed since we began taking care of Seohyeon. Under the combined efforts of Master, me, and the women in town, she was growing rapidly and healthily.

Still, I didn’t dare to bathe her myself.

“Ahh! C-Careful...”

As if she found my reactions amusing, the woman splashed even more water on the baby.

Just then, Master came in, grabbed my ear and dragged me outside.

“OWWWWWW!”

“You worthless idiot!”

“But Seohyeon’s ears almost got completely submerged!”

“Anyone listening to you talk would think she was about to be captured by water demons!” the woman laughed from inside the bathroom.

Master shook his head helplessly.

The truth was, he was the one who was always by Seohyeon’s side. 

Moreover, now that she could crawl and roll, she wouldn’t stay still in her cradle, so he had already made two bigger cradles.

Interestingly, whenever he made something for Seohyeon, he was always smiling broadly.

“By the way, what’s this?” I asked, pointing to a roll of treated bear leather on a table.

“I’m planning to make Seohyeon some shoes. It’s getting cold, and...”

I gaped at Master in disbelief. Seohyeon couldn’t even walk yet, and even if she could, I wasn’t about to let her go outside in the cold.

Well, judging by how he was absolutely obsessed with making stuff for Seohyeon lately, when he was finished with the shoes, he would probably make her a matching fur coat.

Whatever. As long as he was enjoying himself.

Just then, the woman came outside, carrying Seohyeon. “Our little Seohyeon is truly loved by her father and grandfather.”

Smiling, I took Seohyeon from her, and the baby grinned at me, feeling delighted after a bath.

I never imagined a child could bring me such happiness. 

I smiled back at her. “I’ll never scold this child! I’ll raise her to be the most spoiled brat ever!”

“Hohoho!” Master laughed.

It was then.

“Papa, papa!”

Shocked, I blinked. “Did you hear that? She just said ‘papa’! She called me papa!”

Maybe she wasn’t actually calling me. Maybe it was just random baby babble. However, it definitely sounded like ‘papa’ to me.

The woman humored me, “Oh, you’re right! Congratulations, sir.”

I grinned from ear to ear. “Yes, that’s right. I’m your papa. Hahahaha!”
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The moon slipped behind a veil of clouds, and the happy faces and bright laughter faded away.

Crimson Tiger stood alone in the darkened courtyard, watching Yeon slowly approach from the shadows beyond the gate.

“This mission will be very difficult,” Yeon remarked.

Crimson Tiger slowly drew his sword from its scabbard. Gazing at the glinting blade, he said calmly, “Have I ever had an easy mission before?”

Yeon felt her heart ache. She could tell from Crimson Tiger’s words how badly he wanted to refuse this mission.

“It doesn’t matter how hard it is. Even if I was ordered to destroy the world, I would do it.”

“Why?”

Yeon didn’t say it out loud, but confusion was evident in her eyes. Why? Why are you so desperate?

The clouds drifted by, and moonlight once again lit up the surroundings.

Crimson Tiger stared dazedly at his reflection on the surface of the sword. In the dim light, his piercing eyes resembled those of a tiger.

“As long as I still have a reason to live, I will never fail!”


V2C1: Ingenuity

A carriage rattled along a quiet country road. The middle-aged coachman, tasked with ferrying the Association’s personnel, yawned frequently, though he managed the carriage with practiced skill.

He spent most of his day on the coachman’s seat, so he always looked forward to driving talkative martial artists. Although their boasts tended to sound the same—for some reason, literally everyone had once been driven to the edge of a cliff while fighting seventeen Evil Coalition martial artists alone—but even so, listening to tales of tough battles and chewing on spirit beast cores made the days go by faster, and the destination feel closer.

Of course, not every day turned out that way. He often transported taciturn martial artists who hardly spoke at all too.

Nevertheless, he had never met a martial artist quite like the one behind him right now.

The coachman glanced over his shoulder. The small window between his seat and the carriage interior was shut.

This is so weird.

He shook his head. Actually, this martial artist was more impressive than weird... because he not shown himself or left the carriage for ten whole days. 

The coachman wondered what he ate and how he survived without taking a shit. Moreover, due to this customer’s refusal to leave the carriage, he hadn’t been able to rest at an inn either. Most nights, he just parked in roadside clearings and made camp... for himself only. 

Several times, he wanted to complain about the inconvenience, yet the mood was never right... because every time he thought about it, he would hear screams of pain or sickly moans from inside the carriage.

Whenever he asked the man if he was all right, however, the response he got was always the same: “Yes, I’m fine.”

By now, he had given up trying to unravel the mystery. Instead, he drove onward at full speed like someone possessed. They were nearly at their destination, and the earlier this bizarre ghost driving ordeal ended, the better.

Anyway, the person inside the creaking carriage was none other than Crimson Tiger.

He had hung a small bronze mirror on the carriage’s interior wall, and it now revealed his true face, one he had never shown anyone at the Association.

Unlike his Phantom persona, his eyes were gentle and his features kind. He wasn’t especially handsome, yet still pleasant to look at.

How long has it been? I can hardly recognize my own face.

Gazing at the bronze mirror, Crimson Tiger circulated his qi in line with the Thousand Transformations Hundred Faces Art. Little by little, his features began to shift.

Fortunately, unlike the past ten days, he neither screamed nor made any strange moans.

As it turned out, the Thousand Transformations Hundred Faces Art was not easy to master. After ten days of effort, he had only managed to create one new face. At least, as Eom Baekyang had pointed out, he didn’t need a hundred different faces for this mission, so this was enough. These ten days of grueling training had been worth it.

Seeing the handsome face of a man in his early twenties in the mirror, Crimson Tiger smiled in satisfaction. This stage of achievement was something most martial artists would never reach in a mere ten days. However, having fully mastered the Asura’s Eight Narakas, his strong martial arts foundation allowed him to pick up new skills at a remarkable pace.

He still couldn’t alter his appearance in a flash, but he could shift it into this new guise in about five minutes. Also, since he had pulled off one successful transformation, adopting another person’s face was possible as long as he studied their features carefully.

For the first time in days, Crimson Tiger asked the coachman, “How much farther?”

“We’ll arrive in around three hours.”

“Understood.”

Crimson Tiger thought his voice sounded a bit too deep for his youthful appearance, but there was nothing he could do about it. Changing his voice was too challenging.

Anyway, by now, he had realized that the manual for the Thousand Transformations Hundred Faces Art was well worth taking on this mission. It was a martial art whose value could not be measured in mere gold.

Still, it was too risky to carry such a text around, so he had memorized it and then burned it. All he needed now was time to refine his technique.

Then again, he wondered if he would ever truly need a hundred faces, and whether a life requiring that many disguises could ever be a happy one.

Crimson Tiger believed that it was not. If he had the freedom to choose, he would rather use his real face all the time.

“Let’s take a short break,” the coachman suggested.

“Understood.”

They stopped at a small clearing to let the horses rest, and the coachman dashed into the trees to relieve himself.

Crimson Tiger spoke softly to the air outside the carriage. “Yeon, are you there?”

“Yes,” Yeon replied.

“...Do you want to come in for a bit?” Crimson Tiger asked, blinking in confusion. Is she perched on the carriage roof, riding a horse, or using movement arts?

Normally, Yeon would have refused close contact with him because of the regulations, but this time, she popped open the carriage door and stepped inside.

Her mouth fell open in surprise.

“Wow! You look so much younger!”

“Does it suit me?”

“You look so handsome. Like a noble young master. No, you could even pass as a teenager.”

“Don’t I look too weak?”

“Hm, now that you mention it... if you made your eyes a little bit narrower...”

“I can’t do that yet.”

Laughing, Yeon eyed Crimson Tiger curiously, clearly fascinated by his transformation.

Crimson Tiger allowed her to take a closer look. He knew that she must have guessed that this was not the work of a simple human skin mask, but she never asked what martial art he used. 

Her ability to suppress her curiosity is one of her best qualities.

Noticing that Yeon’s ears were flushed, likely from the cold, he asked concernedly, “Did you run here with your movement arts, or were you hanging onto the carriage roof?”

Yeon flashed a cheeky grin. “That’s a trade secret. Anyway, why did you call for me?”

“Tell me everything you know about the Ironblood Nines,” Crimson Tiger said. While he had studied the basic information, he still wanted to compare it with Yeon’s personal opinion.

“Everything I know, you already know.”

“Tell me anyway.”

“All right. The Ironblood Nines form the elite assault force that the Evil Coalition has been nurturing. Altogether, there are a hundred members, split into eleven squads. Each squad has nine men, which adds up to ninety-nine, plus the Ironblood Commander to reach one hundred. Of those eleven squads, the First Squad that backs up the Ironblood Commander is the absolute cream of the crop.”

“Continue.”

“The Ironblood Nines hold a test once a year to replace any vacancies. Their open recruitment is a kind of show of strength.”

“What about those who take the test?”

“First, they impose an age limit of fifteen to thirty-five, which helps them select younger and more capable fighters. If candidates are too old, they often become independent or rebellious. Statistics also show that about half the participants are from the Evil Coalition, while the other half come from unorthodox sects outside the Coalition. 

“The test is notoriously dangerous, and it claims many lives each year. More than a hundred die annually, yet the number of applicants only continues to rise.”

Crimson Tiger nodded. This approach was a clever way to appeal to a martial artist’s appetite for risk. Somehow, the more life-threatening it was, the more determined they were to attempt it. This was especially true for those from unorthodox backgrounds, who tended to be bolder and more competitive than orthodox martial artists.

“How strong is the Ironblood Commander?”

“As far as we know, he’s among the top thirty martial artists in the Evil Coalition, but that information isn’t certain.”

“What about compared to me?”

“It won’t be too difficult for you to assassinate him. However, in a direct confrontation, or if you were attacked first...”

“You’re not sure?”

“To be honest, I think it would be a hard fight.”

Crimson Tiger took Yeon’s words seriously. She was the one person outside of his circle who understood his martial arts the most, so he believed her assessment. Of course, she didn’t know the full extent of his abilities, but she must have realized that he had more than a few hidden techniques and taken them into account.

“What’s the competition like for the test?”

“It will be intense, but I doubt you’ll have any trouble passing. The real problem begins once you’re officially recruited. Since the Ironblood Nines is one of the Evil Coalition’s main forces, their countermeasures against infiltration are top-notch.

“Anyway, the test itself spans several days, similar to a training camp. As you should already know, I’ve signed you up under the name Yang Hyeon. 

“According to the information we received, Yang Hyeon is twenty-five years old, and his master, Sa Bigeom, from whom he inherited the Swift Sword Flurry, passed away seven years ago. The Swift Sword Flurry is similar to your own swift sword style, and I trust you’ve reviewed the martial arts manual, right?”

“I should be able to mimic it,” Crimson Tiger replied confidently. With the Thousand Transformations Hundred Faces Art, he felt reassured. No matter what methods the Coalition employed, they would never discover his altered face. This was arguably the greatest disguise art of all time.

“Then you’re more or less good to go. Sa Bigeom was a hermit who never ventured out into the murim, so nobody will recognize his sword style. A decent approximation should suffice.”

“What happened to the real Yang Hyeon?”

“He died two years ago. We’ve been saving his identity information for future use.”

As expected of the ever-prepared Mystery Pavilion. They keep a supply of false identities for when they’re needed. Nodding, Crimson Tiger asked, “What about you?”

“We have an operations base near their headquarters, disguised as a bookstore. I’ll stay there on standby. Once you go inside, though, it will be impossible for me to reach out to you.”

“So I’ll be on my own for a while?” Crimson Tiger teased.

Yeon gave him a faint smile, though Crimson Tiger felt a strange emptiness at the idea of her absence.

Just then, the coachman’s footsteps sounded in the distance.

“I should get going,” Yeon whispered, preparing to exit the carriage.

Crimson Tiger held her back. “It’ll be difficult to keep up. You can ride in here with me.”

“That’s against the rules, but I appreciate the thought,” Yeon said with a small smile, then hopped out of the carriage.

Crimson Tiger’s lips curved into a gentle smile. He was the one who truly felt grateful.

“I’m departing now,” the coachman announced.

The carriage started moving again.

“...Yang Hyeon.” Crimson Tiger murmured the name several times before opening the document detailing his false identity, a mild sense of tension creeping in.

He would have to live as Yang Hyeon for quite some time, but although he was an expert in assassinations and support missions, he had little experience in infiltration. Even when he had to disguise himself, he never stayed undercover for long.

He inhaled deeply to steady his nerves, recalling his master’s words.


“Do you know what matters most in learning martial arts? Breathing. Proper breathing leads to proper movement. This doesn’t just apply to martial arts. Whenever you begin something new, the first step is to calm your heart and take a deep breath. Even if you feel fearful or confused, start by taking that single breath. It will show you the road you must walk and the duty you must fulfill.”



Indeed, breathing was paramount. It steadied his heart, and once his heart was steady, new thoughts and ideas would emerge on their own.

An hour after Yeon had left, the carriage arrived at its destination, and Crimson Tiger stepped out.

Immediately, the coachman stumbled back and landed on his butt, gaping in surprise. “Who are you?” he blurted out.

Crimson Tiger smiled. His transformation appeared to be a total success. “Don’t panic. I’m just wearing a human skin mask,” he assured.

“Ah! Oh, right.”

“Thank you for all your hard work. Stay safe on the trip home.”

Crimson Tiger gave the coachman a tip of five taels as compensation for the unsettling ordeal he had been forced to endure over the past ten days.

The coachman instantly broke into a wide grin, though he continued to stare at Crimson Tiger, clearly intrigued.

Crimson Tiger’s smile widened. The coachman’s reaction confirmed just how astounding the Thousand Transformations Hundred Faces Art was.

The carriage trundled away, leaving Crimson Tiger finally alone.

He gazed in silence at the distant road. From this point onward, he stood on Evil Coalition soil.
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A tense atmosphere permeated the Radiant Hall as everyone held their breath, staring silently but intently at the wall with the message mechanism. 

Looking restless, Eom Baekyang poured himself a cup of cold tea and gulped it down.

The cause of this tension was a rescue request from Black Sheep. Like Green Snake, who had escaped earlier, Black Sheep had infiltrated the Evil Coalition for espionage purposes, but his identity had also been compromised.

Rescue missions for Phantoms were not always assigned to fellow Phantoms. In this case, the closest Vanguard Regiment, made up of fearless and experienced warriors who fought on the front lines of conflict with the Evil Coalition, had been dispatched.

Typically, the closer a branch was to the Evil Coalition’s territory, the more formidable its martial artists were. As such, the martial artists sent to save the day were the very finest of the Vanguard Regiment—comprising three squads of ten warriors each.

Everyone waited with breathless anticipation. An update should be arriving soon.

“Looks like the Radiant Hall is doomed to misfortune this year,” Im Yeongdal grumbled.

“Hey! There’s power in words. Don’t jinx us,” Hong Sabaek snapped.

“It’s still true.”

“And a fortune teller told me yesterday that we’re doomed and everyone will be killed, starting with someone named Im.”

“Alright, alright. I take it back.”

Eom Baekyang, who had been pacing agitatedly, sank into a chair and let out a long sigh. It was not the Radiant Hall that was cursed, it was him. Ever since he got involved in the succession war between the First Young Lord and the Third Young Lady, he had felt as if disaster was following him wherever he went.

Suddenly, the wall mechanism whirred and stopped at the image of a sheep.

“Black Sheep has failed to rendezvous with the Vanguard Regiment and has veered off to the west,” Im Yeongdal recited.

“What?” Eom Baekyang sprang to his feet. “Give me the full report.”

“The Vanguard Regiment never showed up at the rendezvous point.”

“Damn it! What’s going on here? Contact the Vanguard Regiment again. Who the hell is chasing him?”

It made no sense. Black Sheep was more than capable of handling the average pursuer, so why had it come to this?

The mechanism rotated once more, this time landing on the word ‘Association’.

Im Yeongdal’s face darkened as he read the message.

Eom Baekyang held back his anxiety. “What is it?” he asked, trying to remain as calm as he could.

Im Yeongdal replied solemnly, “We’ve lost contact with the Vanguard Regiment.”

“They couldn’t have been wiped out, could they?”

“I’m afraid so.”

Eom Baekyang slammed his fist on the desk. “Damn it!”

He walked over to the map on the wall. The flags were arranged in a ring around the Association’s domain, but none were close enough to save Black Sheep.

Strangely, there were only eleven flags. As Crimson Tiger’s current mission was highly classified, only him and the director had been briefed, so there was no marker for him in the main office.

Gu Yangseo knocked on the wall. Glancing back, Eom Baekyang saw Gu Yangseo motioning for him to come inside.

“Contact the Vanguard Regiment again. Send a handler to Black Sheep’s next rendezvous point!” Eom Baekyang shouted, then strode into the director’s office.

Like the main office, the director’s office also had a device for incoming updates, and its dial rested on a picture of a tiger. It would remain there until Crimson Tiger completed his mission.

“I just received a message that Crimson Tiger has entered the Evil Coalition’s territory.”

“Phew! He’s just in time.”

Gu Yangseo smiled. Tomorrow, the entrance test for the Ironblood Nines would begin. There had been some obstacles, but nevertheless, they had managed to send Crimson Tiger to the destination on time.

Although it was unfortunate that Yagong had meddled at the last moment, it did not matter now. The only reports Yagong would receive concerned the Ironblood Commander’s assassination. Even Crimson Tiger’s handler knew nothing about Baek Soeun.

Eom Baekyang conveyed the status in the office. “Black Sheep couldn’t link up with the Vanguard Regiment.”

“Is that so?” Gu Yangseo replied absentmindedly.

Eom Baekyang gnawed at his lip, aware that his boss was not truly paying attention. Right now, Gu Yangseo cared about nothing except Crimson Tiger’s mission.

However, at the moment, Crimson Tiger was the nearest to Black Sheep and the only one who stood a chance of rescuing him. If they dispatched him, though, he would most definitely miss the Ironblood Nines’ exam.

He knew that Gu Yangseo would probably not allow it, but still, Eom Baekyang could not overlook Black Sheep’s predicament.

“Regarding Black Sheep...”

Gu Yangseo fixed Eom Baekyang with a hard stare, silently warning him not to lose sight of the larger objective.

“Fine, I’ll just send him additional forces from the Vanguard Regiment,” Eom Baekyang conceded.

Gu Yangseo nodded, as though that was the logical response.

Eom Baekyang sighed to himself. He understood Gu Yangseo’s stance. It was only natural, since everything hinged on the success of this endeavor.

He glanced toward the tiger image on the wall.

You do your best, too.
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The place where the exam would take place was overflowing with martial artists. All the pubs, restaurants, and inns were full, and the streets were lined with all kinds of merchants.

Crimson Tiger weaved through the crowd. On the surface, it was no different from a street in the Association’s territory. There were hopeless newcomers, mid-level martial artists who seemed quite capable, old masters whose glares alone could make others cower, handsome young men, and beautiful swordswomen.

Still, Crimson Tiger knew. Although the people here looked the same, they had completely different sensibilities, having been raised with opposing values and morals.

For one, they were filled with the same hatred for the Association as the Association’s members had for the Evil Coalition. To them, the Association was the root of all evil.

Anyway, right now, all of their faces were filled with excitement. The Ironblood Nines’ exam dangerous for the applicants, but a festive event for the spectators. Everyone was talking about who would die and who would be selected.

Crimson Tiger entered a crowded inn. Interestingly enough, all the guests here were martial artists armed to the teeth.

A waiter scurried over. “My apologies, food is still available, but our rooms are fully booked.”

“I have a reservation.”

“Ah, is that so? May I have your name?”

“Yang Hyeon.”

The waiter flipped through the guest book. “Yang Hyeon, Yang Hyeon... Ah, here it is. Please follow me.”

The waiter led Crimson Tiger to a small room with only a bed and a table, but at least there was a window that let in sunlight, making it less stuffy.

“How would you like dinner served?”

“Let me know when it’s ready. I’ll eat at the restaurant downstairs.”

“Understood. We have a lot of orders, so it’ll take about an hour.”

As the waiter left, Crimson Tiger unpacked his bags. The first things he pulled out were a brown leather holster and a small wooden case. When he opened the case, twenty throwing knives were neatly stacked inside.

Crimson Tiger skillfully took out the throwing knives and placed them in the holster. The twenty throwing knives were placed crisscross, both above and below. Then, he strapped the leather holster across his chest.

Since he used it often, it felt like a part of him. Besides, the holster wasn’t just for throwing knives. It was made of tough and sturdy leather, and in combination with the metal throwing knives, it also served as chest armor.

SWOOSH!

Several throwing knives flew from his hand, lining up perfectly along the window frame.

Satisfied, he next took out a flat case the size of his palm and opened it to reveal five thin medicine tubes. There was a general antidote, a hemostat, wound healing balm, and qi recovery medicine. They were all one-use medicines, but they could save his life in an emergency.

He slipped the case into a specialized pouch on the inner side of the holster.

The other items he brought were everyday items, such as a change of clothes, some money, and dried rations in case of an emergency. For the sake of convenience, he put them in a leather satchel. 

Last but not least, he strapped a sword to his waist.

These were the list of items that he always carried with him on missions.

Crimson Tiger walked over to the window, pulled out the throwing knives, and looked out. The street was still swarming with people. He would see these faces again tomorrow at the exam.

His first goal was to pass the exam and infiltrate the Ironblood Nines, but passing wasn’t really the issue. It was more important that he didn’t let the Coalition find out about his abilities or his true identity while he was here.

Crimson Tiger stood in front of a small bronze mirror on one of the walls. He could feel the tension in the unfamiliar face. While moderate tension wasn’t bad, he couldn’t stay this stiff.

He tried to relax his expression by smiling brightly. 

“Nice to meet you! I’m Yang Hyeon,” he said politely, practicing his tone of speech.

Unsatisfied, he changed his tone.

“A pleasure to meet you. My name is Yang Hyeon.”

Just like that, he practiced different voice tones, both gentle and rough. Through various expressions and tones, the Yang Hyeon in the mirror slowly began to develop his own personality.

When he finished practicing, Crimson Tiger’s expression hardened again. 

He knew the harsh reality he faced. Killing Baek Soeun wasn’t the end of this mission. The moment he succeeded in killing him, he would be given a new mission.

Not a mission from the Radiant Hall, but a mission given by fate. A mission where the only objective was survival.

Just then, he heard the waiter calling from outside the room, “Sir, your meal is ready downstairs.”

“Got it.”

Crimson Tiger took his sword and went to the inn’s restaurant to see a meal laid out neatly on a corner table. 

The place was noisy, and everyone was talking about tomorrow’s exam. The two men sitting at the table next to Crimson Tiger seemed to be examinees as well, and they were in the middle of a conversation.

“I heard that over a hundred people died in last year’s exam. Could that be true?”

“Isn’t that an exaggeration? Surely a hundred wouldn’t die.”

“Even the Illusion Dragon of Henan said that he almost died. It’s not just a rumor.”

“The Illusion Dragon of Henan? Isn’t he the most famous rising star in Henan?”

“He said that he’d survived by sheer luck, and that he’ll never take the Ironblood Nines’ exam again.”

“Still...” The man hesitated. He couldn’t believe his acquaintance’s words easily. 

There were too many exaggerated stories about the Ironblood Nines’ exam. Some said that they made the candidates jump off fifty-foot cliffs, while others said that they herded them all into one place and made them fight to the death.

Those who spread the rumors were usually those who failed. Those who passed disappeared from the jianghu, so naturally, everyone assumed that those who failed had blown things out of proportion.

As a result, very few believed that hundreds died during the exam.

“Is what you’re saying really true? Damn, I feel like I’ve lost all my confidence. If even the Illusion Dragon of Henan failed the exam, then...”

“Still, imagine what kind of fame you’d get if you passed such an exam.”

“I guess we just have to pray for good luck. Here, have a drink.”

Crimson Tiger ate in silence as he listened to their conversation. He knew that the rumors weren’t exaggerated. Sometimes, infamy established authority, and the worse the infamy, the greater the authority. That was the path the Ironblood Nines had chosen, and it was also the principle behind the Evil Coalition’s rule.

There were other conversations, but most of them were similar to the one between the two men. There was no reason to eavesdrop any longer.

After finishing his meal, Crimson Tiger stood up.

“Did you enjoy your meal?” the waiter who came to clear the plates asked.

Crimson Tiger handed him a coin. “I’m going to rest until tomorrow, so don’t wake me up.”

“Of course.”

Leaving the smiling waiter, Crimson Tiger went back to his room, planning to get a good night’s sleep. Starting tomorrow, he would have several tiring days ahead of him. Although many of his competitors were wandering around the inn, hoping to gather useful information, he doubted that he would get anything useful out of them.

Getting a good night’s rest was the best course of action.
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The next day, martial artists from across the land gathered in front of the Evil Coalition’s Lake Chao Branch, which served as the first location for the Ironblood Nines’ exam.

Every martial artist, from teenagers to men in their thirties, had strained but determined expressions on their faces. Their numbers were overwhelming, easily exceeding a thousand at a glance.

Crimson Tiger stood silently among them, avoiding eye contact and doing his best not to attract attention.

Five large sheets of paper were pinned to the wall of the building. Each sheet was labeled with a number from one to five, and each examinee’s name was written alongside an assigned number.

Everyone rushed to check their number. One man cheered because he had drawn a number he liked. Those stuck with number one looked uncomfortable, and those with the last number scowled. 

Well, people being people, no one liked being first or last.

Crimson Tiger was number twelve on the third sheet.

DING! DING!

A pair of bell chimes echoed from inside the building, signaling the start of the exam.

The commotion in the crowd ceased, and the door opened at the appointed time.

About thirty examiners stepped out, each wearing an intimidating mask. Their gazes were sharp and fearless, undaunted by the thousands of martial artists gathered before them.

Behind them, several helpers arranged five tables at the entrance. Five examiners then took their seats.

“Line up according to your number!” one of the examiners shouted.

The examinees lined up in numerical order, with Crimson Tiger standing twelfth in the third row.

“Show us your exam pass and identity tag!”

Starting from the front, they began to verify each person’s identity with meticulous precision.

As one of the examiners pored over the documents, he suddenly asked, “What was the name of the dog you raised when you were seven?”

“What?” The man in question looked stunned, as if he couldn’t remember.

“Disqualified! Next!” the examiner declared icily.

For a moment, the man blinked in confusion, then he roared, “What kind of crap is this! There’s nothing suspicious about my identity!”

SLAM!

The very next moment, he was sent flying backwards.

Glaring down at the man sprawled on the ground, the examiner who had delivered the blow said sternly, “It doesn’t matter if you’re the real one or not. We don’t want people with bad memories!”

Everyone froze in shock, and a ripple of unrest spread through the crowd.

Just then, a man in his forties stepped forward from behind the examiners. He was Wol Seongcheon, the head of the examiners and the person in charge of this exam.

“Listen up. The Association bastards have recently taken their espionage to new heights, so we’re going to be stricter this year. Keep that in mind,” he declared.

The Evil Coalition had already done background checks on the candidates and prepared questions that only the real person could answer.

Crimson Tiger’s face turned grim. This was unexpected. Based on the previous question, he couldn’t succeed just by memorizing Yang Hyeon’s profile. Right from the beginning, he had run into a huge roadblock.

At least he wasn’t alone. Many others wore equally troubled looks.

Just then, a youth in the adjacent line caught Crimson Tiger’s attention. His confident eyes, languid smile, and expensive garments marked him as a descendant of a prestigious clan.

Crimson Tiger sensed that the young man already knew what he was going to be asked about.

Noticing Crimson Tiger’s stare, the young man barked rudely, “Do you have any business with me?”

“No.” Crimson Tiger quickly averted his eyes, pretending to be intimidated.

Of course, he had expected this kind of situation. Wherever power was involved, corruption was inevitable.

Anyhow, those who failed these surprise questions were disqualified one by one. Everyone’s identity was thoroughly scrutinized, but only about one in three could recall details from the distant past like the name of their neighbor or the largest martial arts academy in their hometown.

The screening dragged on, and finally, it was Crimson Tiger’s turn.

“What was the name of the woman you dated when you were fifteen?”

As expected, Crimson Tiger had no way of knowing that.

“Disqua... Ugh!”

Before the examiner could finish talking, Crimson Tiger delivered a vicious kick to his face, sending him crashing to the ground with a scream.

Everyone gaped at him in astonishment.

The examiners behind him brandished their swords and edged closer.

“What do you think you’re doing?”

Crimson Tiger scowled. “Just thinking about that bitch pisses me off!”

Grinding his teeth, he picked up his profile from the desk, stuffed it into his mouth, chewed and swallowed it.

“Even the memory of that slut’s name makes me want to tear her to pieces.”

The examiner stared at Crimson Tiger in disbelief. “This bastard...”

“Her name was Hong Mae,” Crimson Tiger suddenly said.

Flabbergasted, the examiner looked at the fallen examiner, but the examiner shook his head. He had been hit before checking the answer, and Crimson Tiger had already devoured his own profile.

The instructor glared at Crimson Tiger. “Arrest that madman!”

The other examiners prepared to rush forward, when Wol Seongcheon burst into laughter.

“Hahahaha! Aren’t you quite the witty one, youngster?”

Crimson Tiger shrugged. “I get really riled up by things others consider petty sometimes.”

“Is that sarcasm I hear? Hahaha!” Laughing heartily, Wol Seongcheon shouted at the examiners, “Let him pass!”

“Understood.”

Crimson Tiger smiled inwardly. His spontaneous improvisation had worked. He had hoped to avoid attention, but there was no other way. He couldn’t fail right from the start.

Infusing his voice with inner qi, Wol Seongcheon addressed the crowd, “However, only one person gets lucky. From now on, I’ll behead anyone who tries to pull the same stunt!”

Several people who planned to imitate Crimson Tiger’s tactic frowned.

The identity checks continued, and more were disqualified at the entrance than were allowed in. With the massive turnout, however, more than three hundred still made it through the main gates.

Luck played a large part, and many of those rejected were more skilled than those who passed, but at least the screening process was thorough.

The examiners didn’t care. They only needed to select four this year. If they needed dozens of new members, they might have taken a different approach, but there were still enough martial experts left. Besides, it was no exaggeration to say that luck was a part of one’s skill. 

In the end, the three hundred who had passed the first stage gathered in a vast training ground.

The examiners stepped forward and handed out some forms. It was a written contract stating that the Evil Coalition would not be held responsible if the candidates were to die during the exam.

The atmosphere grew somber as each person signed, putting their lives on the line.

Some boasted that a man should bet his life on his future, but most anxiously awaited the next stage.

When the last signature was in place, the examiners collected the forms.

Wol Seongcheon stepped onto the dueling platform, and around thirty examiners filed in behind him. Scanning the crowd, who seemed to be holding their breath, he announced calmly, “As you know, the Ironblood Nines’ exam is on a different level from ordinary exams. You all know that, right?”

“Yes, sir!”

“Do you know how many died taking the exam last year? Exactly ninety-nine. I guarantee that this year’s exam will be even more dangerous.”

Everyone gulped.

Wol Seongcheon gestured toward the exit. “It’s not too late! Those who want to leave, leave now!”

Of course, nobody chose to leave.

“Leaving now doesn’t make you a coward. I’m giving you a chance. A chance to stay alive.”

Still, not a single person moved. The crowd mentality was in full effect, and it was no simple matter to step forward in this atmosphere.

Wol Seongcheon sneered. “You fearless fools.”

He motioned with his hand, and the door they had come through slammed shut, an unspoken sign that there was no turning back now.

The atmosphere tensed.

“First, I’ll cut your numbers down by exactly half,” Wol Seongcheon stated ominously, then left the platform and entered the building behind it, the examiners following him without a word.

Everyone blinked in confusion, unsure of what was happening.

When the anxious crowd began to murmur, Crimson Tiger suddenly sensed danger.

SWOOSH! SWOOSH! SWOOSH!

Black iron poles sprang up from the ground, and hidden weapons poured out. It was a mechanism designed to launch hidden weapons. Not training weapons, but real, deadly ones.

“Argh!”

“Dodge!”

Those closest to the poles fell, struck by the hidden weapons. Since no one was expecting a real attack, the casualties skyrocketed quickly.

Fortunately, the martial artists soon regained their senses and scattered in all directions. All this time, hidden weapons swarmed in from all sides, and those who could not dodge them went down.

Crimson Tiger calmly deflected the incoming projectiles with his sword. In truth, the hidden weapons themselves were not his main concern. The deadliest aspect of such weapons was the element of surprise, but these particular projectiles came at a set speed and followed predictable paths.

The real danger came from the panicked martial artists running around, swinging their swords around wildly.

“Argh!” A frantic man lunged at Crimson Tiger with his weapon raised.

Crimson Tiger easily sidestepped the attack. The man behind him struck the attacker down, only to be hit by a hidden weapon moments later.

It was pandemonium.

Crimson Tiger sensed the gazes from the second floor of the building. Wol Seongcheon and the examiners were watching them. There was no need for him to stand out too much, but he shouldn’t pretend to be weak either. Moderation was the key.

Just then, Crimson Tiger caught sight of the noble young man from earlier. He was swatting away the hidden weapons with impressive composure, confirming that he possessed real skill.

A few others who had regained their wits also parried calmly, although a few were hit by the projectiles deflected by others. Most of these incidents were accidents, but not all of them.

Looking around, Crimson Tiger noticed something unexpected. A man was knocking the hidden weapons aside so that each one buried itself in another candidate’s body. Strangely, no one else seemed to have noticed what he was doing.

“Argh!”

Suddenly, the man turned around as if he felt Crimson Tiger’s gaze. Their eyes locked, and the man grinned.

That grin told Crimson Tiger all he needed to know. This man was not eliminating rivals out of necessity. He killed for pleasure.

He reminded Crimson Tiger of the one who had destroyed the Savage Beast Gang, although this man’s martial prowess was clearly inferior. If he trained hard though, he would probably grow into that kind of monster.

Crimson Tiger wanted to nip the potential serial killer in the bud, but regretfully, he couldn’t do anything that would draw too much attention right now.

Seeing Crimson Tiger’s calm demeanor, the man flicked a hidden weapon at him. Crimson Tiger tilted his head and easily dodged it.

The man laughed even louder.

Crimson Tiger turned away, deciding that it was unwise to continue inviting the attention of a madman like that.

Just then, someone said to him, “That’s Eum Sagwon, a disciple of One Slash Ten Kills Pung Yang. He’s notorious for being both cocky and cruel.”

The speaker was a man who looked about the same age as Crimson Tiger, with a friendly, approachable smile.

“Oh, and I’m Soh Bung. Nice to meet you!” Soh Bung said, casually deflecting a hidden weapon. 

From the way he greeted Crimson Tiger casually while the hidden weapons were still flying everywhere, he possesed impressive martial arts skills for his age, well above the noble young man.

Crimson Tiger gave him a questioning look.

Soh Bung smiled. “I saw you at the entrance. I really admired your wit. Ah! Watch out!”

Soh Bung sprang up and knocked aside a hidden weapon aimed at Crimson Tiger’s back.

“You don’t need to thank me.”

“......” Crimson Tiger walked away without a word, not offering any thanks as told.

Watching him go, Soh Bung laughed. “This is what makes you so charming.”

Crimson Tiger replied by flicking a hidden weapon at Soh Bung.

“Ouch!” Soh Bung pretended to cry out, though he easily deflected the attack.

Soon the mechanism reached its maximum output, spitting out hidden weapons in a frenzy. Their speed increased and the number of projectiles doubled. 

However, no one was taken down by them. The martial artists who couldn’t withstand the onslaught had already been eliminated.

Finally, the mechanism clattered to a halt.

The sight was horrifying. More than fifty people were dead, and about a hundred were wounded.

The examiners came out of the building.

Stepping back up the platform, Wol Seongcheon announced, “Those who shed even a single drop of blood, leave now!”

The main gate opened again, and the helpers came in to take out the corpses. No one dared question the rules of the exam, not after they had all signed the contract. All anyone could do was feel sorry for the dead.

The injured clutched their wounds and made their way out, counting themselves lucky to be alive.

About a hundred and fifty people were left.

“A little better, but the stench remains.” Wol Seongcheon scoffed and looked around. “Let’s move on to the next garbage dump!”


V2C2: The Ten Evils

Before taking the second exam, the candidates were given another chance to give up, but no one quit since everyone had made it through the first round safely.

“Everyone, line up in rows of ten!”

Following the instructor’s order, they all formed rows of ten. Then, ten instructors appeared on the opposite side.

“If you endure for twenty seconds, you pass.”

The examinees’ expressions hardened. It was clear that this was not going to be a simple duel. Lasting twenty seconds meant that anyone who failed to hold out that long could end up dead.

The instructors radiated a strong killing intent.

“First row, step forward!”

The ten people at the very front stepped forward, their faces tense.

One of them raised a hand. Upon closer inspection, Crimson Tiger realized it was that cruel bastard who killed people for fun, Eum Sagwon.

“What is it?” Wol Seongcheon asked.

Crimson Tiger observed him carefully. Judging by the way Wol Seongcheon looked at Eum Sagwon, it was clear he already knew about him. Considering the young man’s master was a famous unorthodox expert, it wasn’t surprising.

With a sinister grin, Eum Sagwon asked, “Is it okay if I kill the instructor?”

The instructors simultaneously unleashed their killing intent, but Eum Sagwon looked utterly relaxed.

Wol Seongcheon replied, “Of course! Especially since you’ve provoked them, you’ll have to do your best to survive.”

“Of course.”

“If that’s all, let’s begin!” an instructor to the side shouted.

The ten duels began simultaneously. Calling them duels was an understatement, as they were quite literally duels to the death.

Everyone, not only Crimson Tiger but also those waiting their turn, watched Eum Sagwon fight.

SWISH! SWISH! SWISH! SWISH!

The instructor’s sword relentlessly targeted Eum Sagwon’s neck, but Eum Sagwon dodged it with ease.

Watching Eum Sagwon’s movements, Crimson Tiger immediately grasped his level. He was definitely talented for his age. It was no wonder he was so arrogant. As far as he could tell, the young master, Soh Bung, and Eum Sagwon were all around the same level.

The first nineteen seconds passed quickly.

STAB!

“Ahh!” the instructor screamed as his sword was snatched and he was stabbed in the neck with it. As he died, he crumpled to the ground.

Eum Sagwon had deliberately killed the instructor on the twentieth second.

The instructors ground their teeth at their comrade’s death, but Eum Sagwon didn’t care. Rather, he seemed to be enjoying himself.

“He’s so arrogant because he trusts his master,” Soh Bung whispered from behind Crimson Tiger, who had been pretending not to notice him.

Crimson Tiger wanted to ask Soh Bung why he was acting so friendly, but he said nothing. He had a feeling that if he paid attention to the guy, Soh Bung would never stop talking.

The first duel ended. Other than the instructor who had faced Eum Sagwon, two examinees died.

“Next!”

The instructors were replaced, and the duels continued.

One after another, examinees were disqualified. Even if they didn’t die, if they were injured, they failed. Some examinees tried to endure to the very end, only to lose their lives.

The instructors were merciless. While they didn’t actively try to kill, they also didn’t care if their opponent died. Of course, some of the instructors were injured. Still, they remained unfazed and calmly continued the duels.

Finally, it was Crimson Tiger’s turn.

The instructor grinned coldly at Crimson Tiger.

CLANG! CLANG!

Crimson Tiger decided to hide his true skills. Rather than endure for twenty seconds, it would be better to win with a surprise attack.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

He blocked the instructor’s initial attack and regulated his strength so that he seemed evenly matched to the instructor.

SWISH!

Crimson Tiger flicked his sword at the instructor’s shoulder. It was a feint.

“Don’t even try!” the instructor shouted and twisted to dodge.

Crimson Tiger’s sword suddenly bent at an unnatural angle.

SPLURT!

Crimson Tiger’s sword pierced the instructor’s arm.

“Keuk!” The instructor screamed and dropped his sword. It had happened too quickly.

The instructor gaped at him, dumbfounded, before looking at the blood dripping from his wound. The transition from feint to real attack had been so smooth and precise that he couldn’t dodge.

Wol Seongcheon, who had noticed Crimson Tiger at the entrance and had been observing him, approached. “You’re quite skilled,” he remarked.

“I need to be at least this skilled to join the Ironblood Nines,” Crimson Tiger replied, deliberately acting arrogant.

“Let’s see how long your luck lasts, then,” Wol Seongcheon said plainly, turning away. Just another brat who’s overestimating himself...

Seeing Wol Seongcheon’s disappointed expression, Crimson Tiger smiled. His gamble had succeeded.

And so, Crimson Tiger passed the second exam.
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The reeds parted, revealing a man’s face. His eyes darted left and right, then he slipped back into the reeds.

RUSTLE, RUSTLE...

The man crept forward through the reeds. He moved cautiously, sometimes as slow as a snail, sometimes as fast as a snake. Despite his absolute confidence in his ability to escape, however, he had been unable to shake off his pursuer for the past few days.

This man on the run was Black Sheep, one of the Twelve Phantoms who, along with Green Snake, specialized in espionage. As one would expect from his area of expertise, he excelled at stealth.

This time, though, his pursuer was relentless. No matter how hard Black Sheep tried to shake him, the man followed him like a shadow, even preventing him from meeting the Vanguard Squad at the rendezvous point.

Still, Black Sheep didn’t give up hope. Even though there was a high probability that something had happened to the Vanguard Squad, he desperately prayed that they were merely running late.

After all, if the Vanguard Squad had been killed or captured, that meant there was more than one pursuer. If, by chance, his pursuer was the one who had delayed them, then his situation was dire. And if his pursuer was strong enough to kill them... then he was as good as dead.

In any case, right now, Black Sheep was running out of options. He had crucial information to deliver to the Association. Information that had to be relayed no matter the cost. Therefore, even if it was against the rules of noninterference, he had asked his handler for help.

Before obtaining this information, he had thought that Green Snake was merely unlucky. Although a woman, he had heard that her skills were extraordinary, and as a fellow espionage specialist, he had always been a bit curious about her.

...Except she hadn’t actually been unlucky.

RUSTLE, RUSTLE...

Almost there.

Beyond the reeds was a river. The small ferry dock there was where Black Sheep was supposed to meet his handler, Yin, though it was uncertain if Yin would show up.

Still, he had no one else to turn to.

Suddenly, he froze. Pressing his ear to the ground, his face twisted into a grimace. The arrogant gait that no longer bothered to hide, the terrifying relentlessness... it was the man who had been tracking him.

Fuck! He caught up to me!

Black Sheep did his best to conceal his presence.

SWOOSH!

His pursuer landed among the reeds, a dozen paces away.

Although Black Sheep couldn’t see him, he could sense the man scanning his surroundings. Holding his breath, he didn’t move, and neither did his pursuer.

Time dragged on.

CRACK, CRACK.

The sound of reeds parting reached Black Sheep’s ears. His pursuer had started moving.

Please! Please go the other way! he prayed desperately.

The sound of the footsteps faded into the distance.

Yes, just go.

Black Sheep slowly relaxed.

THUD!

The ground tremored faintly. Black Sheep’s eyes widened, and he kicked off the ground.

He’s found me!

Black Sheep scrambled forward like a madman, just as sword qi sliced through the spot where he had been moments before, slicing through the reeds cleanly and scattering them everywhere.

Black Sheep ran as fast as his legs could carry him. Now that he had been discovered, there was no point in creeping through the reeds.

A sharp gust of wind and something whizzed past his ear. His pursuer, a masked man, was closing in on him.

Black Sheep twisted his body, and a wave of sword qi grazed his feet.

SPURT!

Blood sprayed from Black Sheep’s left arm.

What he had thought was a single wave of sword qi was actually two waves. If he hadn’t twisted his body at the last second, his arm would have been cut off.

As he emerged from the reeds, Black Sheep’s face lit up with relief. In the distance, he saw a masked man standing by the river. It was his handler, Yin.

Skidding to a halt and turning to face his pursuer, he shouted, “Go tell them! There’s a traitor in the Radiant Hall! Hurry! Get out of here!”

This was the information he had to deliver. Information that was worth dying for.

He trusted in Yin’s unparalleled movement arts. As long as he could buy his handler some time, Yin would definitely be able to escape.

His pursuer stopped a few steps away and slowly walked out into the open.

An ominous shiver ran down Black Sheep’s spine, followed by a sense of foreboding from behind him.

Black Sheep glanced back. His eyes widened in shock.

“Yin!”

Yin still stood by the river, and then...

THUD!

He collapsed.

Black Sheep’s heart sank. “...Yin!”

Only now did Black Sheep notice a second masked man standing behind Yin, blood dripping from his sword.

Yin’s blood.

In his desperation, he had been too slow to notice that Yin was already dead.

This is the end, Black Sheep thought as the two masked men closed in on him from both sides. The one who had killed Yin exuded an even stronger aura than his pursuer. He couldn’t possibly defeat either of them, let alone both.

A strange calm settled over him.

Looking at the man who had been following him, he taunted, “You persistent dogshit! Did you stalk me by the scent of my pussy or something?”

For a moment, the man’s eyes narrowed, but his face quickly broke into a broad grin at the thought that his mission was as good as accomplished. “Just consider yourself unlucky!”

Black Sheep tightened his grip on his sword and spun around to face Yin’s killer. At first, he wanted to take his pursuer down with him, but at the last moment, he changed his mind. He would avenge Yin.

All three men lunged simultaneously.

There was the whoosh of the wind, the clang of metal, the tear of flesh... and then silence.

The three stood in a line, with Black Sheep sandwiched in the middle. Two swords pierced through his body, one through his chest, one through his back.

THUD!

Black Sheep’s sword fell to the ground, blood gurgling from his mouth. He had only grazed his pursuer’s arm.

Damn it, what a pity...

He had wanted to take at least one arm to avenge Yin. After all, if he hadn’t made that stupid request, Yin would still be alive.

We’ll meet soon... I’ll apologize to you then.

Gathering the last of his strength, Black Sheep spat, “...The Ten Evils?”

Yin’s murderer nodded slightly. “Slayer!”

“Bloodchaser!” the man behind him said.

Finally, Black Sheep understood. Like Crimson Tiger, Slayer specialized in assassination, while Bloodchaser was a master tracker. With the two of them working together, he never stood a chance of escaping.

“Be glad... that I’m the sheep, not the... tiger...” Black Sheep whispered as his head slumped forward, followed by his body.

Wiping the blood from his sword, Bloodchaser said, “Long time no see, Slayer.”

Slayer, a man of few words, nodded expressionlessly in acknowledgement.

“Is it okay with you if I make the report?” Bloodchaser asked.

Slayer nodded again. He was widely regarded as the strongest among the Ten Evils, along with another man called Wraith. Black Sheep was beneath his notice.

“The tiger, huh?” he mumbled to himself, releasing his killing intent as a strange sense of rivalry consumed him.
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A middle-aged man in scholar’s garb gazed out the window. He was Head Strategist Jongri Mun, a man who held the complete trust of the Coalition Leader.

His eyes were distant, not focused on the scenery outside. Before he knew it, his mind drifted back to the memory of that unforgettable day... a memory he desperately wanted to erase. However, no matter how hard he tried to forget it, it kept coming back to haunt him like an obstinate wart.

That day... he had been drinking in the inner sector of the Evil Coalition’s headquarters.

A boisterous laugh had echoed from next to him.

“Hahahaha! Did you really tell the Coalition Leader that Cheon Ahseong was stronger than him? Really? Hahahaha!” the Heaven-Destroying Corps Commander Hwan Akso roared with laughter, clutching his stomach.

The Heaven-Destroying Corps, a force consisting of three thousand elite warriors, was one of the three most powerful forces in the Evil Coalition alongside the Blood Asura Corps and the Ironblood Nines.

Most importantly, the arrogant, domineering, and belligerent Hwan Akso was the most vocal advocate for war against the New Righteous Association.

“So? What did the Coalition Leader say?”

“He said that I didn’t know his true strength yet.”

“Hahahaha! He must have been so pissed!”

Although he joked about it now, Jongri Mun had been deadly serious back then. After all, it was a conclusion he had reached after years of careful analysis.

Cheon Ahseong’s martial arts had surpassed the highest levels known to man, reaching the realm of the Martial God. Dozens of assassins had been sent to kill him, but none returned alive.

The only fortunate thing was that Cheon Ahseong did not covet power. He was solely focused on reaching the pinnacle of martial arts.

Even the New Righteous Association wasn’t founded by him. Moved by their respect for him, his followers had established and managed it for him.

This was both a strength and a weakness of the Association.

Jongri Mun felt restless. He constantly worried that Cheon Ahseong might break through some barrier and enter a new realm. Any change in the man’s martial arts would inevitably cause a massive shift in the delicate balance between the Association and the Coalition.

“I need to go pee,” Hwan Akso said suddenly, rising to his feet, but his legs wobbled and he swayed slightly.

Having drunk quite a bit, he seemed to have forgotten to dispel the effects of alcohol with his inner qi.

“Are you sure you’re alright?” Jongri Mun asked.

It was a pointless question.

“Of course I’m fine. Even if I’m drunk, I could still take on a hundred, a thousand of those Association bastards and throw them all down the pit latrine.”

Thinking back, why had he asked if Hwan Akso was alright? Of course he was fine. Would a master like that ever fall in an outhouse?

But why oh why did Hwan Akso have to answer like that?

Fate was a cruel mistress.

Not only did Hwan Akso never return from the outhouse, when Jongri Mun went to look for him, he found Hwan Akso dead, his corpse thrown down the pit latrine, just as he’d said he’d do to the Association bastards.

Apparently, an assassin had ambushed Hwan Akso in the outhouse.

Just like that, the Heaven-Destroying Corps Commander was assassinated in the heart of the Evil Coalition’s headquarters. And as if the murder wasn’t bad enough... the assassin had slipped through three layers of security and escaped.

The entire Coalition spiraled into chaos. Countless people were killed or demoted because of the incident.

In the end, they had concluded that the assassin was one of the Twelve Phantoms. Orders were given to find and execute him, but Jongri Mun rescinded that order.

They could have killed all of the Twelve Phantoms, because one of them was bound to be the culprit. However, Jongri Mun still desperately tried to dissuade the Coalition Leader.

He’d argued that they had to stay calm, that revenge had to be exacted differently. He’d said that when one lost a game of chess, one should hate the opponent, not mere pawns like the Twelve Phantoms. He’d asserted that he had good reasons for keeping the Twelve Phantoms alive.

Finally, although not as significant as the Heaven-Destroying Corps Commander, the successful assassination of the Association’s Vanguard Squad Commander quelled the Coalition Leader’s anger and desire for vengeance.

KNOCK, KNOCK, KNOCK!

Suddenly, someone knocked on his door, snapping Jongri Mun out of his reverie.

“Come in.”

Giyeong, a sharp-faced middle-aged man and the strategist in charge of managing the Ten Evils, entered the office.

Technically, the Ten Evils were an independent group within the Evil Coalition who answered only to the Coalition Leader, but in practice, they were managed by Jongri Mun.

This was evidence of just how much the Coalition Leader trusted his Head Strategist.

“What’s the situation?”

“Slayer and Bloodchaser have killed him.”

Jongri Mun smiled triumphantly. “With this, we’ve eliminated all the Association spies in Headquarters. Well done!”

Giyeong pulled a sealed letter from his pocket. “We’ve received another message from him.”

Jongri Mun’s eyes lit up. It was a message from Enigma,[1] one of the Ten Evils and the spy they had planted in the Radiant Hall.

This was the real reason why Jongri Mun had insisted on keeping the Twelve Phantoms alive two years ago. It had taken seven years to successfully plant the Enigma in the Radiant Hall, and far longer if they included the preparation time.

He had held back from killing the Twelve Phantoms all for this. In order to avenge Hwan Akso, they would need to completely expose the Twelve Phantoms and deal them a severe blow.

In fact, Enigma had given him a rough idea of the person who had killed Hwan Akso. Among the Twelve Phantoms, only two were capable of infiltrating the Coalition’s headquarters for such a mission: Crimson Tiger and Flying Dragon.

Still, he had given up on killing them for now. It made no sense to risk losing everything just for revenge.

Jongri Mun read the letter from Enigma. “...What? Crimson Tiger applied to join the Ironblood Nines?”

“Yes, he took the entrance exam.”

“What’s his goal?”

“It’s a special operation, so even Enigma couldn’t find out too many details.”

“Those bastards!” Jongri Mun frowned. 

“We suspect he may be planning to assassinate the Ironblood Commander, but we don’t have any hard evidence.”

“Has the Ironblood Nines taken on any special missions lately?”

“Not that I know of. Just the usual.”

“Why now of all times?”

“We’ll need to analyze it, but it’s probably impossible to figure out their motives.”

Jongri Mun nodded. “Do you know who he infiltrated as?”

“No, but he’ll definitely be among those who pass.”

“I suppose so. What do you suggest we do?”

“Normally, we should inform the Ironblood Commander, but...” Giyeong glanced at Jongri Mun.

As expected, Jongri Mun shook his head. He did not have a good relationship with the Ironblood Commander.

“...In that case, we’ll take care of it ourselves.”

“How?”

Giyeong grinned slyly. “I had one of the Ten Evils infiltrate the Ironblood Nines’ entrance exam. The moment Crimson Tiger’s identity is revealed, he’s dead.”



Footnotes:

[1] Enigma: Enigma’s codename in Korean is Milyeong-gak, which is very similar to Yagong’s aide Milyeong. Are they the same person, though? :p 


V2C3: The Labyrinth

After the second test was completed, food was served. The remaining one hundred candidates were all smiles, relieved to have cleared another hurdle.

Considering that there were about a thousand candidates at the beginning of the exam, this meant that nine hundred highly skilled unorthodox martial artists had been eliminated in just half a day. Those who had failed to pass the first test but survived were the lucky ones. Of those who failed the second test, many had died, and the rest were severely injured.

“Hahaha! I just knew you would pass too!” Soh Bung laughed casually, strolling over to Crimson Tiger’s table with his food tray.

That’s my line, Crimson Tiger wanted to say, but he held himself back. Of all the candidates, he was most wary of Soh Bung. From experience, reckless troublemakers like Eum Sagwon weren’t much of a threat. Those who smiled cordially while stabbing someone with a hidden dagger were far more dangerous.

Suddenly, Soh Bung put his bowl back down on the table, scowling. “Yuck. This tastes like shit.”

As he had said, the food was truly terrible. The watery soup and dry rice seemed like a warning of the hardships to come.

Crimson Tiger nodded, but ate in silence despite the appalling taste. During his training to become one of the Twelve Phantoms, there were times when he went without food altogether. He had even once survived on water alone for ten days in a desert where there was nothing to hunt. Compared to that, this was a lavish feast.

Besides, it was wiser to eat well whenever possible. Hunger tended to make people careless and emotional.

Seeing Crimson Tiger slurping his soup, Soh Bung grimaced. “Woah! How can you swallow that?”

“I have cheap tastes.”

“You don’t look like that sort.”

He’s right. Crimson Tiger winced inwardly, struck by the sudden realization that he had unconsciously slipped up. The face he wore right now belonged to someone who had lived a rather privileged life, so he needed to adjust his behavior accordingly.

“Do you want to eat mine too?” Soh Bung asked, pushing his tray forward.

Fortunately, he seemed oblivious to Crimson Tiger’s blunder.

“I’ll pass,” Crimson Tiger replied, shaking his head.

“......” Soh Bung paused for a moment, then took his tray back.

Crimson Tiger’s eyes flickered. He doesn’t look like a noble, but he acts exactly like one. Meanwhile, I’m the exact opposite. How ironic.

“...Anyway, I’m surprised that so many people passed,” Soh Bung grumbled, glancing around. He counted exactly ninety-seven people left. Eighty-five men and twelve women.

Crimson Tiger nodded. He had already examined all the candidates. It was an old habit. 

When surrounded by too many people, most would gloss over the details, but he never allowed himself to do that. Procrastination almost always led to regret later, so the more difficult and annoying the situation, the more meticulous he became.

Among the candidates, four individuals caught his attention. The first two were, naturally, the vicious Eum Sagwon and the suspicious Soh Bung.

The third was the young master he had noticed during the first exam. While he didn’t act particularly suspicious, his martial prowess clearly stood out.

The last was a woman with dark skin, fierce eyes, and a whip sword wrapped around her waist. She sat quietly in a corner, and judging from her aura, she was definitely hiding her true strength.

There were a few other exceptional individuals as well, but nowhere near as much as these four. They seemed to be about equal in strength, but he couldn’t be sure if any of them were hiding their abilities like he was.

CRASH!

Suddenly, the sound of a porcelain bowl shattering echoed across the hall.

Eum Sagwon had kicked a man’s bowl, deliberately picking a fight, but even then, no one stepped up to stop him or berate him.

That fueled his arrogance.

Before he could open his mouth, however, Soh Bung exclaimed, “What the fuck was that for?”

“Who was that?!” Eum Sagwon whirled around, and his gaze ultimately landed on Crimson Tiger. Remembering that this was the man who had irritated him during the earlier tests, he swaggered over.

“I don’t think I can eat this stuff...” Soh Bung mumbled as he sneakily snuck away.

As soon as Eum Sagwon reached Crimson Tiger, he kicked his bowl without a word, sending it flying and smashing it to pieces.

“Fufufu...” Eum Sagwon sneered at Crimson Tiger, as if asking if he would tolerate this.

Crimson Tiger slowly stood up, and Eum Sagwon glared at him as if ready to devour him. Everyone immediately turned to watch them, their curiosity piqued, but Crimson Tiger simply walked over to another table in silence.

“Coward,” Eum Sagwon snarled, narrowing his eyes.

Crimson Tiger took a seat at the woman’s table. Their eyes met, and her slight smile contained a hint of interest.

Though fleeting, Eum Sagwon did not miss that exchange. “Heh. Have you two fallen in love?” he teased, strutting over to the woman, eager to make a scene.

Crimson Tiger didn’t bother stopping the psycho. There was no need for him to worry about the woman. Even though she and Eum Sagwon gave off similar levels of aura, he was quite sure that if they fought, the woman would win.

“What’s your name?” Eum Sagwon demanded, standing in front of the woman. 

“......” The woman said nothing.

Eum Sagwon grinned. This was the reaction he had been waiting for. Slowly raising his foot as if threatening to kick the woman in the head, he warned, “I know just how to deal with uncooperative bitches like you.”

The woman stared at Crimson Tiger, her eyes asking if he really wouldn’t help her, but neither he nor anyone else made a move to intervene.

Rather, Crimson Tiger turned away, pretending to panic while secretly preparing himself to take action. If things escalated, he might have to save Eum Sagwon.

Right as Eum Sagwon’s foot was about to touch the woman’s face...

“Stop!”

Eum Sagwon lowered his foot and spun around. “Who’s yapping now?”

The young master stepped forward. “Me.”

“......” Eum Sagwon hesitated. There was something about this young master that warranted caution. Was it his dignified manner?

“Eum Sagwon. A fool who’s riding on his master’s fame.”

Eum Sagwon scowled. “How dare you insult my Master, pretty boy? Do you want to die?”

The young master chuckled. “As if One Slash Ten Kills is all that great!”

Eum Sagwon lunged at him, and the two men began trading blows.

POW! POW! POW! POW! POW! BAM!

After about thirty exchanges, the young master’s fist slammed into Eum Sagwon’s jaw.

Eum Sagwon was sent rolling across the floor, but he quickly jumped back to his feet. Since there was no qi in that punch, his jaw wasn’t broken.

“Who the hell are you?” he asked cautiously. He was vicious and cruel, but he wasn’t stupid enough to pick a fight with someone stronger than himself.

“Yong Hajin,” the young master replied.

Eum Sagwon’s eyes immediately widened in shock, and many others in the hall gasped.

“Yong Hajin? The son of the Bloody Asura Commander, Yong Cheonse?”

Although there were several prodigies named Yong Hajin in the vast jianghu, only one person could defeat Eum Sagwon so quickly.

“Indeed. I am that Yong Hajin.”

“Why are you here?” Eum Sagwon asked, baffled. Yong Cheonse was more famous than his own master, and rumors claimed that Yong Hajin was a rising young prodigy. He had no reason to join the Ironblood Nines. Whether it was connections or skill, he should have gone to the Bloody Asura Corps instead.

“Like my father, I do not wish to take the easy way out in life,” Yong Hajin declared resolutely.

Eum Sagwon gritted his teeth. He was only here because he had been sold out by his master, who had accidentally murdered a captain of the Evil Coalition. Unable to tolerate his master’s attempt to reconcile with the Coalition by handing him over, he was now lashing out in defiance. 

“So you’re saying that joining the Ironblood Nines is the hard way for you? What a joke,” he scoffed.

“Everyone who joins the Ironblood Nines leaves their past behind. Don’t you know that?” Yong Hajin argued.

“Do you seriously think your father’s influence won’t affect anything, you privileged brat?”

Yong Hajin released a hint of killing intent. “Take that back. Before I tear apart that filthy mouth of yours.”

Sneering, Eum Sagwon rubbed his jaw, then shot a death glare at Crimson Tiger and the woman. “Shut up, you have no right to order anyone around. Fufufu!”

Struck by a sudden realization, the crowd’s admiration for Yong Hajin quickly turned to disappointment. Only four people would pass this exam, and now one spot was all but guaranteed to go to Yong Hajin, given his skills and background.

Ignoring Eum Sagwon, Yong Hajin approached the woman. “Are you alright?”

The woman nodded. “Thank you.”

Yong Hajin turned to Crimson Tiger next. “Hey, why didn’t you help her?”

“I’m not confident of winning against Eum Sagwon.”

“I thought you were quite impressive during the background checks, but you only use your wits for your own benefit, huh?” Yong Hajin leered, annoyed.

Whether it was Crimson Tiger’s nonchalance or the way the woman continued to gaze at Crimson Tiger despite the fact that he had basically just ditched her, all of it got on his nerves.

It was a mistake to intervene. He should have just left them alone.

Even so, leaving quietly now was too embarrassing. Turning to the watching crowd, Yong Hajin shouted, “We may be competitors, but we’re also allies who must fight the Association together! Let’s at least show each other some basic respect!”

Several people applauded in agreement.

Finally feeling somewhat appeased, Yong Hajin returned to his seat.

Meanwhile, Soh Bung quietly slipped back beside Crimson Tiger. “I think she likes you,” he whispered.

“What do you mean?”

Soh Bung tilted his chin toward the woman, who had been staring at Crimson Tiger the whole time.

Noticing the attention, she quickly looked away.

Soh Bung narrowed his eyes. “Hmm... Women really do seem to fall for bad boys.”

“Are you calling me a bad boy?”

“Of course.” Soh Bung nodded toward Yong Hajin. “Just look at the face of that poor fool who lost the cockfight.”

“......” Crimson Tiger stiffened. For a moment, he almost joked that he wasn’t a cock, but a tiger. 

He had dropped his guard and nearly revealed too much. If Soh Bung had approached him on purpose, then he was far shrewder than he appeared.

“You’re mistaken. I’m just a coward,” he finally replied.

“Cowards never admit they’re cowards. That’s what makes them cowards.”

“Then what kind of person are you?”

Soh Bung grinned. “I’m a real man overflowing with hidden charms.”

Crimson Tiger shook his head. Even now, he still couldn’t get a good read on Soh Bung.

Just then, an examiner announced, “End of meal!”

Most of the candidates had already eaten, and those who hadn’t were too distracted by the commotion to care about the terrible food anyway.

Wol Seongcheon entered the hall and gave them another chance to withdraw. The tests had claimed dozens of lives already, proving that this offer was no mere formality, but still no one backed down.

Seeing their determination, Wol Seongcheon, who had been treating them like trash, finally changed his tone. “As you know, the Ironblood Nines are the pride of our organization. Once you become a part of it, you’ll gain wealth and fame. Do your best until the very end.”

While the Ironblood Nines took on some of the most dangerous missions in the Coalition, their ordinary members were treated better than the captains of most other groups. Moreover, the current era was a peaceful one, making life in the Nines safer than it would be during wartime.

“Alright, let’s move.”

Everyone stood and walked outside, where about twenty wagons were waiting. Two instructors sat on each driver’s bench.

“Everyone, get in!”

Crimson Tiger climbed into one of the wagons, followed by Soh Bung, the woman, an evilly grinning Eum Sagwon, and Yong Hajin. Soh Bung and the woman sat beside Crimson Tiger, Eum Sagwon sat across from them, and Yong Hajin took the last seat next to Eum Sagwon. 

The wagon set off.

For a long time, no one spoke.

Unable to bear the tension, Soh Bung broke the silence. “Since we all got on the same wagon, how about we get to know each other? I’m Soh Bung.”

“Bang Soso,” the woman said without hesitation, though she seemed to be talking to Crimson Tiger rather than Soh Bung.

Yong Hajin frowned in irritation. Although he wasn’t particularly attracted to Bang Soso, he didn’t like the way she kept staring at Crimson Tiger.

Similarly, Eum Sagwon traced a finger across his neck while staring at Crimson Tiger.

“I’m Yang Hyeon,” Crimson Tiger said, narrowing his eyes.

It seemed that Eum Sagwon had decided to kill him, but the madman wasn’t the only one he had to watch out for. First of all, there were only two people with known backgrounds on the wagon: Yong Hajin and Eum Sagwon. Although he couldn’t trust them, it was at least possible to find some information about them.

Soh Bung and Bang Soso, on the other hand, were complete mysteries. 

He couldn’t afford to let his guard down at any time. Spies and backstabbers were everywhere.

“You don’t belong here,” Eum Sagwon said suddenly.

Crimson Tiger glanced at him.

“You pretend to be harmless, but your eyes are different,” Eum Sagwon continued.

Soh Bung chimed in, “Yes, compared to all the passionate people here, he looks kind of detached, doesn’t he?”

“Hey, who’s your master?” Eum Sagwon asked coldly.

Crimson Tiger remained silent.

“...I’ll find out eventually.”

Crimson Tiger scoffed inwardly. The Mystery Pavilion wouldn’t give him a traceable identity, so it didn’t matter how hard this madman tried. He wouldn’t find anything.

Soh Bung sighed, “I heard they’ll choose four people this time... So even if four of us here pass, one will end up being kicked out, huh?”

Eum Sagwon sneered. “Dream on!”

Soh Bung looked at Eum Sagwon, then at Yong Hajin, then at Bang Soso, and lastly at Crimson Tiger.

“Sigh, I really doubt I’ll make it.”

Crimson Tiger disagreed, but said nothing. He felt that Soh Bung had the best chance, followed by Bang Soso, then Yong Hajin. Despite acting tough, Eum Sagwon was actually the least likely to pass.

It was intriguing. There were only five of them here, yet they were all strong contenders.

Is it really just a coincidence?

A faint uneasiness weighed on his mind.

After about an hour of travel, when night had fallen, the wagons came to a halt at the base of a mountain.

“Everyone, get out!” Wol Seongcheon shouted. “There are exactly twenty Ascension Flags hidden on that mountain. If you return here with a flag, you pass. There are no other rules. Begin!”

The next test, in which only one in five could pass, began.
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A bloody battle raged in the murky gloom. The flags gave everyone a motive, and the obscurity of darkness brought out their hidden malevolence.

Some flags were easy to find, while others were hidden in hard-to-reach places, like at the top of a giant tree.

Needless to say, heated fights broke out over the easily found flags. All of the remaining candidates had come this far at the expense of many others, so they had no qualms about killing each other.

Despite the intermittent screaming in the distance, Crimson Tiger strolled leisurely through the forest. The surroundings were pitch black, but he could clearly distinguish the objects around him.

Halfway up the mountain, he found a flag. As he approached the flag, however, a vague figure appeared from the opposite direction.

Crimson Tiger squinted his eyes to make out the person’s features, and as the moon emerged from behind the clouds, he realized that it was Yong Hajin.

“Fancy meeting you here,” Yong Hajin greeted with a smile.

Did he follow me on purpose? Crimson Tiger wondered, aware that Yong Hajin didn’t have a favorable impression of him because of Bang Soso.

He took a step forward, making it clear that he had no intention of giving up the flag. He didn’t want to stay in this accursed place, where people exchanged pleasantries and then swung their swords at each other without hesitation, any longer than absolutely necessary.

Although he had gone through far more hellish training than this in the past, at least it didn’t involve stabbing his comrades in the back. The way the Evil Coalition conducted the tests did not sit well with him.

He wanted to get this over with as quickly as possible.

“Greed breeds disaster. Find another flag while I’m still being nice,” Yong Hajin warned, approaching Crimson Tiger slowly.

Soon, the two men stood close enough to touch each other’s swords, with the flag between them.

“You will regret being stubborn,” Yong Hajin added icily.

Crimson Tiger shrugged. “I’m lazy.”

“Then shall I help you fix that bad habit of yours?”

Yong Hajin unsheathed his sword, and Crimson Tiger followed suit, drawing his sword with exactly half the speed and strength of his true abilities. This was the level of skill that Crimson Tiger had set for Yang Hyeon.

CLANG! CLANG!

Crimson Tiger parried Yong Hajin’s sword, then used the momentum to thrust his own blade at the young master’s chest. Yong Hajin immediately blocked, but the unexpected weight behind the blow sent him stumbling backward.

“Not bad,” Yong Hajin remarked, even though his wrist ached as if it were about to break. Still, he refused to admit that Crimson Tiger was much more than just ‘not bad.’

Crimson Tiger’s response to Yong Hajin’s comment was simply to press the attack. Unable to withstand the intense pressure, Yong Hajin took several steps back to create some distance, but to his surprise, Crimson Tiger promptly abandoned his offensive and instead grabbed the flag.

Killing intent surged in Yong Hajin’s eyes. “You’re asking to be killed!” he shouted, lunging forward once more.

This time, his swings were much faster, and he no longer pulled his punches, unleashing his most deadly techniques.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

Sparks flew, lighting up the darkness as the two men’s swords clashed. 

After about twenty exchanges, Yong Hajin found himself gritting his teeth. He had expected Crimson Tiger to be somewhat skilled, but not to the extent that he would struggle to win.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

As time passed, Yong Hajin grew more and more anxious. No matter how he struck, Crimson Tiger always deflected his attacks smoothly and perfectly.

Finally, the two combatants paused and fell back to catch their breaths. 

Yong Hajin’s face contorted in pain. His arm felt as if it were about to fall off.

“Let’s finish the duel later. At this rate, there won’t be any other flags left to find,” he said, glaring at Crimson Tiger. 

He was forced to acknowledge Crimson Tiger’s strength. No matter who ultimately won, the battle would surely take a long time. However, if he was eliminated here, he would have to face his father’s wrath.

It would be more efficient to just find another flag before the time limit.

“One day, you will bow down to me,” he declared, reluctantly disappearing into the darkness.

Crimson Tiger chuckled. “At least he’s not a complete idiot.”

He quickly descended the mountain amid the sounds of clashing weapons. As he approached the base of the mountain, though, he paused. Beyond the bushes in front of him, someone was exuding an intense killing intent.

He stepped cautiously through the bushes, only to witness Eum Sagwon stab a man in the side, search his body, and take his flag.

Eum Sagwon looked up. His eyes met Crimson Tiger’s, and he grinned darkly. 

Crimson Tiger immediately understood Eum Sagwon’s intention. Judging from the fact that the madman’s clothes were drenched in blood and several flags were sticking out of his pockets, he was hiding here to ambush anyone with a flag.

The lunatic wasn’t just aiming to pass the test. He was thoroughly enjoying this opportunity for sanctioned murder.

“Fufu, you’ve walked right into my trap.” Eum Sagwon chuckled as he approached Crimson Tiger.

Crimson Tiger focused all his senses and scanned his surroundings. When he had confirmed that there was no one else around, he calmly walked towards Eum Sagwon.

Eum Sagwon scoffed. “I will fillet you like a fish!”

Crimson Tiger sighed inwardly, annoyed by the baseless resentment. It seemed that Eum Sagwon was the type who couldn’t control his anger and took it out on random people.

Lunging forward, Eum Sagwon unleashed his ultimate technique at lightning speed. Three consecutive slashes targeted Crimson Tiger’s vitals faster than the eye could see, but Crimson Tiger effortlessly dodged the deadly blows by swaying his body from side to side.

“W-What?” Eum Sagwon gasped, dumbstruck. His master had once dodged his attacks in similar fashion, but Crimson Tiger’s movements were so fluid and natural that his mind blanked out.

SWOOSH! SWISH! WHOOSH!

This time, it was Crimson Tiger’s sword that sliced through the air three times. No longer bothering to hide his skill, Crimson Tiger’s first strike severed Eum Sagwon’s arm, the second cleaved him at the waist, and the third pierced his heart. 

Unbelievably, each wound was inflicted with a different style of swordsmanship.

Eum Sagwon was already dead, but Crimson Tiger didn’t stop attacking. Before Eum Sagwon’s corpse could even hit the ground, he quickly pulled out throwing knives from his chest holster and ruthlessly stabbed Eum Sagwon’s right chest in rapid succession, then punched him in the forehead.

CRACK!

Eum Sagwon’s skull shattered, and the corpse finally crumpled to the ground.

Crimson Tiger carefully inspected his handiwork. Right now, Eum Sagwon’s body was covered in wounds that looked like they were inflicted by five different people. Even if the examiners examined the body later, they would never think that these wounds were the work of a single person.

Nodding in satisfaction, he searched Eum Sagwon’s body and discovered six flags. 

He ambushed and killed six people here.

“...Be thankful that I even left your corpse intact,” Crimson Tiger spat in disgust, scattering the flags randomly and walking away.
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The results of the third test were announced at daybreak. There were more casualties than expected. Out of the hundred people who went up the mountain, forty had lost their lives, and more than twenty were injured.

Naturally, Eum Sagwon was among the dead.

“Eum Sagwon is dead? Just who killed him?” Soh Bung asked incredulously.

Going by his lackadaisical attitude, one might think that he hadn’t even gotten close to a flag, but he had managed to get one. In addition, Bang Soso and Yong Hajin had also secured flags.

Crimson Tiger pretended not to notice Yong Hajin glaring at him and focused on Wol Seongcheon and the examiners, who appeared quite flustered by Eum Sagwon’s death. 

It must be because of his master, Pung Yang.

Eun Sagwon’s master, Pung Yang, was known to be violent and hot-tempered. There was no way that man would let the death of his disciple go unpunished.

Wol Seongcheon sighed, shaking his head. This is a mess.

He carefully examined Eum Sagwon’s corpse. Judging from the many wounds on the madman’s body, he had died from a gang attack. Considering what Eum Sagwon had done, it was likely that several people with a grudge against him had ambushed him. He only had himself to blame for his death.

Wol Seongcheon looked at the remaining forty candidates with a grim expression. The culprits must be among them, but he couldn’t make a special case out of Eum Sagwon’s death.

“We will continue with the final test tomorrow, so rest well today. Good work, everyone.”

A small cheer went up from the candidates who had obtained flags. 

Those who failed had to return home immediately, but at least they were alive. Except for the four who would be chosen, no one knew how many of the final twenty would survive the last test.

“All those who passed, follow me!”

An examiner led the twenty passing candidates to a campsite at the foot of the mountain.

Walking side by side, Soh Bung glanced at Crimson Tiger. “Was it you?”

“What do you mean?”

“Eum Sagwon. Did you kill him?”

Crimson Tiger shook his head firmly. “I didn’t even run into him.”

“Hmm...” Soh Bung stared at him suspiciously.

“You did it, didn’t you?” Crimson Tiger asked.

Soh Bung jumped back. “How could I?! Why are you accusing an innocent man?”

“How does it feel to be falsely accused?”

“Not great, hahaha.” Soh Bung burst into laughter.

Crimson Tiger shook his head. Soh Bung was an unpredictable character. 

Meanwhile, he could sense Yong Hajin and Bang Soso following behind him. Although no one had decided on it, they naturally formed a group.

“This year is fucked. Even if we pass the test, we’re in deep shit,” Soh Bung remarked.

“What do you mean?” Yong Hajin asked.

“Do you think Eum Sagwon’s master, Pung Yang, will just let this go? He’s famous for his arrogance. Do you think he will just ignore the fact that his disciple was ganged up on and killed? No, he will definitely try to avenge his disciple. Then who will be the target? The examiners? No way! No matter how brazen Pung Yang is, he won’t dare confront the Evil Coalition directly.”

“Are you saying that he’ll try to take revenge on the four people who pass this exam?” Crimson Tiger asked.

Soh Bung nodded. “Wouldn’t he assume the culprit is among them? He’ll think that only those with their level of skill could have killed his disciple.”

Yong Hajin and Bang Soso nodded in agreement. Soh Bung’s words made sense.

Only Crimson Tiger disagreed. “I think the opposite.”

“What?”

“If we don’t get chosen this time, we will die.”

The three exchanged puzzled looks, not understanding what Crimson Tiger meant.

“What makes you think Pung Yang can do whatever he wants to new recruits of the Ironblood Nines? The Nines will definitely protect its new members. That’s why, in the end, the target of Pung Yang’s wrath will be those who fail this test, especially if he is as petty and narrow-minded as the rumors say.”

“Oh! You’re right. I wasn’t thinking straight.” Soh Bung clapped his hands in admiration, then clutched his head in despair. “Gasp! Then we have to pass! Well, it would be great if the four of us passed together.”

Yong Hajin scoffed, but he glanced at Bang Soso out of the corner of his eye. Normally, he wouldn’t even spare a glance for someone with her looks, but he was jealous because she seemed to be interested in Crimson Tiger. It made him feel inferior. 

As if that wasn’t bad enough, Crimson Tiger was the one who had snatched his flag.

“Tomorrow is the final test! Get plenty of rest until then!” the examiner shouted.
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“HAAAAH! YAH!”

Powerful shouts echoed across the training ground as more than twenty men and women swung their swords in unison. Even their smallest movements revealed that they were first-rate masters, yet they swung their swords without using any qi. 

This strength and endurance training had been going on for three hours without a single break. Sweat poured from the trainees’ bodies like rain, and their legs wobbled as if they were about to keel over.

Yet, no one fell. The trainees simply gritted their teeth, their eyes burning with fierce determination. After all, this was the training ground for the Twelve Phantoms.

A short, muscular middle-aged man stood in front of the group. He was Instructor Hwang, the head instructor for the Twelve Phantoms.

“Faint and you die! Give up and you also die!” Instructor Hwang shouted.

The grunts of effort grew louder.

“The Association is spending a fortune to train you, so you better not turn out to be half-baked weaklings! You are all martial arts masters, so you should know this better than anyone else. You know how terrifying those who wield sword qi and enhanced sword qi are. Out there, you will face such people every day. If you can’t even survive this level of training, you’re already dead. You will be brutally murdered, your corpses riddled with wounds. So don’t die in shame, die training here instead!”

The trainees clenched their jaws at Instructor Hwang’s harsh words.

“Humans may betray you, but training never will! Remember, in the end, the only one who can save you is yourself!”

“Yes, sir!” The trainees shouted determinedly.

Just then, another instructor ran up behind Instructor Hwang and whispered gravely, “We’ve just received word from the Association.”

Instructor Hwang froze. The Association only ever requested one thing from him. “Who was it this time?” he asked grievously.

“Black Sheep.”

Instructor Hwang sighed and looked at the trainees. After observing each and every one of them, he shouted, “Today’s training ends here!”

The twenty or so trainees collapsed in unison.

Instructor Hwang turned back to the instructor who had given him the report. “Send Number Three to my office.”

Several minutes later, Number Three entered Instructor Hwang’s office. Reeking of sweat, he saluted energetically. “You called for me, Instructor?”

“Have a seat.”

“I’m fine!”

“Sit down. That’s an order.”

Number Three nervously sat down across from Instructor Hwang. He rarely summoned trainees, so it must be about something important.

“Why did you apply to join the Twelve Phantoms?”

“I thought it was a challenge that every man should attempt at least once.”

“Not for the money?”

“That’s part of it, but... for me, it’s more about testing my limits.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes.”

Instructor Hwang fell silent for a while. “Myeongwoo,” he suddenly said.

Number Three’s eyes widened in shock. Myeongwoo was his real name, but this was the first time he had heard it since coming to the training center. Struck by a flash of realization, he gasped, “No way...”

Instructor Hwang nodded. “From this moment on, you are one of the Twelve Phantoms.”

“Wow!” Myeongwoo’s face glowed with excitement.

Instructor Hwang, in contrast, looked grim. Years ago, he had sent the recently deceased Black Sheep off in exactly the same way, but the memory was as vivid as if it had happened only yesterday.

That boy had been just as happy as Myeongwoo was now.

“Your new codename is Black Sheep, the eighth of the twelve zodiac animals.”

“B-Black Sheep!”

The Twelve Phantoms were masters in all fields, though each specialized in something unique. Assassination, espionage, security, infiltration, and rescue were just a few examples.

Whenever one of the Phantoms died, Instructor Hwang would select a replacement trainee with similar abilities. In terms of martial arts, Myeongwoo wasn’t the best, but Black Sheep’s specialty was espionage.

Considering Myeongwoo’s quick wit, astuteness, and expertise in movement and stealth, he was the most suitable person for the role of Black Sheep.

Instructor Hwang retrieved a bottle of liquor and two cups from a shelf to the side. He filled one cup for Myeongwoo, then the other for himself. “You’ve worked hard,” he praised.

“No, Instructor. You’re the one who has worked hard,” Myeongwoo replied sincerely.

Everyone resented Instructor Hwang because of the harsh training, but no one truly hated him. It was impossible to hate someone who treated you with utmost sincerity.

“Today will be the last time you see me,” Instructor Hwang said.

Myeongwoo looked at Instructor Hwang with gratitude. Simple words of thanks were not enough. He was, without a doubt, a remarkable instructor.

Instructor Hwang looked down at his cup wistfully. “A long time ago, someone told me he wanted to join the Twelve Phantoms because he needed money. Not only is that guy still alive, he’s also the Phantom who has survived the longest. Do you know why I’m telling you this?”

“No.”

“Don’t romanticize this job.”

“......”

“And don’t devote yourself entirely to it.”

That was all Instructor Hwang had to say. When he first started this job, he used to rant about loyalty and justice, sometimes even honor, to newly promoted Phantoms.

Now, he didn’t know. What was the meaning in saying all that when he was basically sending them off to their deaths? 

...Maybe it was time he retired.

“Farewell, Myeongwoo. Instructor Yong will tell you the rest.” Instructor Hwang emptied his cup in a toast.

Myeongwoo finished his as well and stood up. When he was about to leave, he spun around and bowed deeply. “I’m sorry, but I decided to devote myself to my work. That’s why I’ve endured until now.”

Instructor Hwang nodded and smiled brightly. “Then just remember this: No matter what, don’t you dare die on me!”
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The next morning, twenty people stood before a large building for the final stage of the entrance exam.

Wol Seongcheon once again gave them a chance to withdraw, but no one stepped forward. This was the final hurdle. Four people would be chosen, and there were twenty examinees. The chance of success was now only one in five.

“Enter this building, find the exit, and escape. There’s only one rule: You’re not allowed to break through the walls. If you try that, it’s an automatic fail. Got it?”

Everyone nodded, but the tension in the air was palpable. As this was the final stage, they expected unimaginable dangers ahead.

“Enter one at a time, keeping your distance. The first four to pass will be chosen, so it is advantageous to enter early. However, it’s also more dangerous to enter early. The choice is yours.”

Crimson Tiger nodded. Once again, the content of the test reflected the unchanging intention of the organizers. Luck was also a part of skill, and they wanted to select martial artists who could overcome all odds.

Someone bravely stepped forward, and the others followed, forming a line. With a slight delay between each person, they entered the building one at a time.

Crimson Tiger was the tenth in line.

When it was finally his turn to enter the building, he was greeted by a narrow corridor illuminated by dim red lamps, giving it an eerie atmosphere. Strange geometric shapes, unrecognizable characters, and bizarre paintings, such as those of naked women dancing and monsters devouring people, adorned the walls.

He advanced slowly, but the deeper he went, the more serious his expression became. Something was wrong, and it wasn’t just the eerie wall murals. The room itself radiated a mysterious energy, an energy that excited people...

Alarmed, Crimson Tiger focused on his sense of smell. 

Bewitching Essence!

In small doses, Bewitching Essence acted as a potent aphrodisiac, but in large doses, it caused mental paralysis, hallucinations, and eventually madness.

So this is the reason why entering early is dangerous!

Crimson Tiger drew his sword. By now, it was obvious that he was trapped in a labyrinth as complex as a spider’s web. At every fork, he subtly marked his chosen route on the floor with his blade.

He walked for what seemed like forever, but never came across any dead ends or exits. The interior of the building was much larger and more complex than he had imagined. This place had probably been built especially for this test.

“Ugh...”

Hearing a faint whimper in the distance, Crimson Tiger slowly moved toward the source of the sound. 

The man who had entered first was squatting in a corner, drooling and looking dazed. The moment he saw Crimson Tiger, however, he shrieked, “No! Stay away from me!”

Crimson Tiger shook his head and continued to approach the man. Since the Bewitching Essence caused hallucinations, he probably looked like a hideous monster in the man’s eyes.

“I said stay away!” Panicking, the man drew his sword and charged.

In one smooth motion, Crimson Tiger kicked the man’s legs to knock him off balance, grabbed his wrist, and threw the man over his shoulder.

The man spun around in the air before crashing to the floor. The impact knocked him unconscious. 

Better to be out cold than wallow in madness.

Suddenly Crimson Tiger froze. He could still hear moans echoing from all directions, but his instincts were screaming, warning him of imminent danger.

Sensing someone shooting toward him at breakneck speed, he immediately wheeled around and ran back the way he came. There was no need to confirm what it was.

Spying a corner up ahead, he dove to the side without slowing down.

SIZZLE!

A dark liquid splattered against the wall behind him. A moment later, smoke started rising from the wall, accompanied by a foul smell.

Crimson Tiger rolled on the floor and sprang back to his feet. The way the wall sizzled and dissolved told him everything he needed to know. The liquid was a highly corrosive chemical, potent enough that even its fumes were likely deadly.

Before he could catch his breath, though, a trapdoor in the ceiling above him opened with a clang and someone swooped down, thrusting a sharp sword at him.

Crimson Tiger thew himself to the side, dodging the ambush, and at the same time, he kicked his attacker mercilessly. 

The assassin quickly blocked Crimson Tiger’s kick with his blade, but he was thrown back. 

Crimson Tiger observed his opponent. The assassin had long, flowing hair and wore a disturbingly real demonic mask. Blood trickled down the mask, producing a chilling sight.

How elaborate. If someone under the influence of Bewitching Essence saw it, I’m sure they’d mistake him for a ghost.

The assassin lunged at him again, and their swords clashed, sending sparks flying. Crimson Tiger leaned forward and to the side, allowing the assassin’s sword to graze his ear, then delivered a powerful punch to the man’s solar plexus.

The assassin crumpled to the floor, and Crimson Tiger removed his mask. As expected, he was one of the examiners.

Crimson Tiger calmly searched the examiner’s pockets, ignoring the screams all around him. He found hidden weapons, medicine, money, and finally a small, round bronze coin.

Crimson Tiger’s eyes sparkled, and his gaze shifted to the ceiling trapdoor from which the examiner had jumped. The door was closed now, but there was a small hole in the middle, a hole exactly the same size as the bronze coin.

Crimson Tiger jumped up and pushed the bronze coin into the hole.

CLANG! SWISH! SWISH! SWISH! SWISH!

The ceiling door opened, and dozens of needles shot out from inside. Fortunately, Crimson Tiger had already dodged to the side, having detected the subtle vibrations that were characteristic of such trap mechanisms when he inserted the coin.

He leaped through the trapdoor, and as he climbed inside, the door closed automatically. It was a space just big enough for one person to hide in.

Crimson Tiger took out a throwing knife and carefully examined the ceiling. He didn’t dare touch the walls for fear that they might be covered in poison.

Before long, he found a trigger to open another door. He activated it with the knife, and a hatch leading to the rooftop opened.

He warily jumped onto the roof, only to be greeted by applause from behind. Turning around, he saw Wol Seongcheon and some of the examiners clapping.

Yong Hajin stood in the distance. It seemed that he had found the escape route on the roof even before Crimson Tiger.

That cheating bastard knew the solution to this stage beforehand.

Crimson Tiger was confident in his deduction. With Yong Hajin’s skill and experience, it was impossible for him to pass this stage.

The key to the labyrinth was that there was no exit. More specifically, there were no normal exits.

When ordinary people get lost in a maze, they usually focused only on not getting lost. They would make use of various techniques, such as markings on the walls and floors, or turning in only one direction, in order to avoid returning to the same place.

Worse, the corridors were saturated with Bewitching Essence, traps were hidden everywhere, and there were surprise attacks by masked figures. 

With no time to think deeply, the candidates would simply wander around endlessly, trying to find a nonexistent exit.

Suddenly, a trapdoor opened with a clang, and someone crawled up.

It was Bang Soso. She was exhausted and blood was dripping from her injured arm, but she had passed.

Wol Seongcheon and the examiners applauded, but Yong Hajin frowned. He wanted to tell Bang Soso that he was the first one out, not Crimson Tiger, but now wasn’t the right time.

Several minutes later, the final successful candidate emerged.

“Wow! This maze is crazy!” Soh Bung complained, groaning dramatically.

Crimson Tiger narrowed his eyes. Soh Bung didn’t even have a single scratch on him. He already knew that Soh Bung was no ordinary person, but this test was not easy even for seasoned masters.

Wol Seongcheon, who was applauding, was also greatly surprised.

Aren’t there a lot of talented guys this year?

This final test was constructed and administered for the first time this year, so they hadn’t expected anyone to complete the stage in such a short time. In fact, they had planned to give the candidates clues by gradually disabling the traps over time. First, they would neutralize the Bewitching Essence, then the corrosive acid traps, then...

Well, there was no need for that now. All four successful candidates had cleared the test without any hints.

“Let’s go down,” Wol Seongcheon said, jumping down from the roof.

The four candidates followed him.

Wol Seongcheon gestured to one of his assistants. “End the test.”

The assistant operated a device on the side, and the examiners climbed onto the roof one by one. After confirming that all their colleagues had escaped, the assistant activated the device again.

The building rocked violently, and a chorus of anguished screams erupted from within. Every deadly trap had sprung to life at once, leaving no one inside alive.

Crimson Tiger frowned, resisting the temptation to cut down all these unhinged fiends. Even for the unorthodox, this was going too far.

He had a feeling that many more people had been sacrificed than the ninety-nine they had announced last year. Unless the families of the victims gathered in one place, no one would ever know exactly how many had died.

“No one will know who passed the exam now,” Wol Seongcheon said smugly, as if this was all for their benefit.

Yong Hajin smiled, while Soh Bung made a fuss about how cruel it was. Bang Soso was unfazed.

As Soh Bung had said, four out of the five in the wagon really did pass. Coincidentally, they were all people who had formed connections with Crimson Tiger during the exam.

Wait, is this really just a coincidence?

Suddenly, his master’s voice echoed in his mind.


“There are no coincidences in the jianghu, only inevitabilities disguised as coincidences. If something seems too good to be true, draw your sword immediately.”



Crimson Tiger tensed. There was definitely something fishy going on here.

Wol Seongcheon and the other examiners lined up in front of the four passing candidates and bowed respectfully. The moment they passed, their status became higher than that of ordinary examiners.

““Congratulations!”” they shouted in unison.

Grinning, Soh Bung said to Crimson Tiger, “I look forward to working with you, bad boy.”

“Likewise,” Crimson Tiger replied, smiling brightly.

Yes, you should look forward to it indeed. If you can’t dispel my doubts, I’ll have no choice but to kill you myself.


V2C4: The Ironblood Nines

Spotting Jo Birang poring over a pile of documents, Eom Baekyang asked, “What are you doing?”

“Ah, I’m analyzing past operations.”

“What for? Did I tell you to do that? If I did, it was because I was drunk, my bad.”

“No, sir. I’m not doing this because you asked me to do it.”

“...Are your seniors bullying you?”

Eom Baekyang glanced at the other Radiant Hall employees. Hong Sabaek was dozing off, Im Yeongdal was peeling potatoes, and Wang Sochan was cleaning his nails with a throwing knife.

“No, that’s not it either.”

“Then why?”

“It’s only right that I learn what operations were carried out and how. We need to learn from the mistakes of the past so that we can plan better in the future.”

“That makes sense, but isn’t it too much of a hassle?”

“Not at all,” Jo Birang replied seriously. “The reason I applied for this job was to restore the justice and chivalry that has been sorely lacking in the current jianghu...”

Eom Baekyang clamped a hand over Jo Birang’s mouth. “Okay, that’s enough! Fine, you can keep upholding justice in the jianghu. Just do it quietly, and don’t ever talk to me about it again!”

Cringing, Eom Baekyang started to walk away, but he suddenly turned around and smacked Jo Birang on the back of the head.

“Why did you hit me?!” Jo Birang yelped.

“Because I’m glad that someone like you is working under me!”

“Ah, thank you!”

Leaving an even more motivated Jo Birang behind, Eom Baekyang entered the Director’s office. Eager for news on Crimson Tiger’s mission, Gu Yangseo was spending a lot more time in his office than he usually did.

“If that new guy was in charge, we’d all shrivel up from overwork...” Eom Baekyang muttered under his breath.

Gu Yangseo chuckled, “Haha!”

“I’ve assigned a new Black Sheep as of today.”

“Give him light missions for now. He needs time to adjust.”

“Understood.”

“Any idea what the previous one was trying to report?”

Eom Baekyang shook his head. “No, he was killed before he could hand over the info.”

If the previous Black Sheep had even asked his handler for help, he must have uncovered something vital, but the clues he left were far too scarce.

“Keep investigating.”

“Yes, sir.”

Gu Yangseo lowered his voice. “By the way, Crimson Tiger successfully infiltrated the Ironblood Nines.”

“Is that so?” Eom Baekyang nodded, unsurprised. That man truly was extraordinary.

Gu Yangseo stared out the window in a daze. “No matter what, this special operation must remain secret to the very end.”

“Don’t worry,” Eom Baekyang reassured, sensing his boss’s unease. “Crimson Tiger will do just fine.”
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At the same time, thousands of miles away, a similar conversation was taking place.

“The Ten Evils have successfully infiltrated the Ironblood Nines,” Giyeong reported.

Jongri Mun nodded with satisfaction.

“Also, we’ve figured out who the spy is,” Giyeong added, his eyes gleaming darkly.

“Already?”

“Yes, our analysis shows it’s almost certainly him.”

“Who?”

“A guy named Yang Hyeon. If you give me permission, I’ll eliminate him immediately.”

Jongri Mun stroked his chin in contemplation. Even though Giyeong had correctly identified Crimson Tiger, he hesitated to have him executed immediately.

“Hmm... is he really here to kill the Ironblood Commander?”

No matter how much he thought about it, Jongri Mun couldn’t understand why the Association would target the Ironblood Commander now of all times. Just as he would never deploy the strongest members of the Ten Evils without a good reason, the Association was no different.

Two years ago, the Association had targeted the Heaven-Destroying Corps Commander, Hwan Akso, because of his strong advocacy of war. If he wasn’t eliminated, there was a good chance that he would have sparked chaos across the murim.

On the contrary, it didn’t make sense to assassinate the Ironblood Commander, who wasn’t actively messing with politics.

There must be another reason I don’t know about.

“Is something bothering you?” Giyeong asked.

“What do you think?” Jongri Mun looked at Giyeong intently. He was uncomfortable with this whole business, but he had nothing concrete to speculate on yet. “Can you figure out his objective?”

“Does it matter? He’s already a fish in a net. Still... wouldn’t the Ironblood Commander be displeased if he found out about this later?”

Everything, from Crimson Tiger’s infiltration to the deployment of the Ten Evils, was done without the Ironblood Commander’s knowledge.

“Of course, he would be,” Jongri Mun chuckled.

Normally, he should have informed the Ironblood Commander. Even if Crimson Tiger was a fish in a net, he was a ferocious shark who had once escaped from a triple-layered net. Also, if the Ironblood Commander was indeed murdered, he would have to take full responsibility.

Nevertheless, Jongri Mun had no intention of letting the Ironblood Commander in on this just yet.

He had his reasons. First of all, unlike his loyal subordinate Giyeong, the Ironblood Commander was his political competitor. 

Of course, he wasn’t so blinded by personal feelings that he wanted Crimson Tiger to slay the Ironblood Commander.

The Ironblood Commander was simply too prideful. The moment he heard about Crimson Tiger, he would want to deal with the man independently, even if it cost the Coalition valuable intel that they could use against the Association.

That was not what Jongri Mun wanted. He was determined to uncover the purpose behind Crimson Tiger’s infiltration and dispel that uneasy feeling.

“This is an investigation we started, so we’ll be the ones to finish it,” he concluded.

“Understood.”

“By the way, if there’s an emergency, can the Evil you sent defeat him alone?”

Giyeong smirked. “Did I say I only sent one in?”
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The carriage halted before a pair of enormous iron gates. This was the main entrance to the Evil Coalition’s headquarters, a towering castle that even movement arts masters found impossible to climb.

Next to the gates stood a large guardhouse, with about thirty guards stationed around it. Interestingly, all of the guards had an extraordinary glint in their eyes, showing that they were expert martial artists, far removed from ordinary gatekeepers.

“Everyone, get off! We’re here!”

The four new members of the Ironblood Nines stepped down from the carriage.

Yong Hajin introduced the guardsmen proudly, saying, “These fine men are the warriors of the Suicide Squad, the pride of our Evil Coalition. They are the elite defenders who protect the Coalition with their lives.”

The Guard Captain Ju Dal, leader of the main entrance gatekeepers, stepped forward. The instructor who had escorted the four new recruits handed him a document, which Ju Dal reviewed carefully.

“...New recruits of the Ironblood Nines, I see,” Ju Dal remarked. Turning toward Crimson Tiger, he said, “Come with me one at a time. You first.”

Crimson Tiger obediently followed Ju Dal toward the guardhouse, and four Suicide Squad martial artists trailed behind him.

Inside the guardhouse, an old man approached Crimson Tiger. “Don’t move,” he instructed, slowly touching Crimson Tiger’s face.

Crimson Tiger played along. He’s checking if I’m wearing a human skin mask or using a martial art that changes my appearance. He must be an expert in this field.

Fortunately, since the Thousand Transformations Hundred Faces Art was a top-tier disguise technique, the old man found nothing out of the ordinary despite his discerning eye and experience.

The old man nodded to Ju Dal. “This one’s clear.”

Ju Dal led Crimson Tiger back to the carriage. One by one, the other three were examined as well, but after observing them for days, Crimson Tiger already knew that none of them were wearing human skin masks. He couldn’t tell if they were using disguise arts, though.

Finally, when all four candidates passed inspection, Ju Dal relaxed and clasped his hands together in greeting. “Congratulations on joining the Ironblood Nines. I hope you will all work hard for the Evil Coalition.”

The Suicide Squad martial artists behind him bowed in unison.

Smiling proudly, Yong Hajin accepted the greetings on behalf of the group. “Thank you for the welcome. We will do our best!”

The four of them climbed back aboard the carriage.

“Open the gate!”

With a rumble, the iron gates slowly swung open like a giant beast opening its huge maw, and the carriage drove through.

Crimson Tiger narrowed his eyes as he peered out the window. He had finally stepped into the Evil Coalition headquarters. Now, the real mission had begun.

Even after entering headquarters, the carriage continued to travel for a long time.

“Wow, this place is huge!” Soh Bung gasped, gazing around with the excitement of a child. “ Hey, Yong Hajin. You must have been here many times, right?”

Yong Hajin shook his head. “I often came here when I was young... but this is my first time in recent years.”

“That’s unexpected.”

“My father is a man of principles,” Yong Hajin replied firmly, but a shadow clouded his face. His relationship with his father had soured a long time ago.

The Bloody Asura Commander Yong Cheonse was known for both his ruthless methods and his impartiality. Unlike most Evil Coalition martial artists, he valued moral integrity... and to keep up that moral integrity, he had sacrificed even his son.

Yong Hajin found his father’s decision to send him to the Ironblood Nines instead of letting him start as a common soldier in the Bloody Asura Corps both selfish and frustrating. Worse, his father hadn’t even given him any hints about the Ironblood Nines’ exam, despite the high fatality rate.

In the end, it was the bootlickers who wanted to gain his father’s favor who gave him the answers to the background check and the solution to the final stage of the exam.

Soh Bung looked at Crimson Tiger and Bang Soso. “This is also the first time for both of you, right?”

Crimson Tiger nodded. His mission two years ago had taken place in the deepest part of the Evil Coalition Headquarters, but after that incident, the locations of the Coalition’s important buildings, internal security, and traps had been completely reorganized. In that sense, this was kind of his first time here.

“I don’t know if I should say this, but you really don’t seem to fit in with the rest of us,” Soh Bung remarked.

“......” Crimson Tiger ignored Soh Bung and stared blankly out the carriage window.

“Why do you think so?” Bang Soso asked on Crimson Tiger’s behalf.

“Doesn’t he have a different aura from us small fries? Like he’s destined for greater things.”

Bang Soso nodded in agreement.

Crimson Tiger remained silent, pretending not to have heard the conversation. She can’t have failed to sense Yong Hajin’s animosity, yet she’s still insisting on provoking him? I can’t tell if she’s intentionally doing this to sabotage me or if she’s just naturally airheaded.

Yong Hajin scowled. All his life, he had always been the main character, the center of attention. People around him were always curious about him and listened to his words. Whenever he spoke, they praised him and envied him.

However, the conversation now revolved around Crimson Tiger, leaving Yong Hajin feeling completely alienated and powerless, like a total nobody. For the first time in his life, he was... jealous.

Just you wait. I’ll squash your arrogant face beneath my feet!

Fighting to suppress his irritation, Yong Hajin said curtly, “You shouldn’t judge a person by appearances.”

Crimson Tiger inwardly agreed, but from the dismissive expressions on Soh Bung and Bang Soso’s faces, he was the only one who took Yong Hajin’s words seriously.

Just then, the carriage stopped.

“Please disembark and report to that building over there,” the escort instructor said.

The four of them got out of the carriage. They had arrived at the headquarters of the Ironblood Nines, known as the Ironblood Garrison. Symbolically, iron was used to construct the central building.

The instructor who had escorted them thus far turned back, leaving them alone. Now, the four of them were officially warriors of the Ironblood Nines.

They walked toward the central building as instructed. As they crossed the training ground, the martial artists of the Ironblood Nines, busy with their individual training, cast interested glances their way.

When they finally entered the building, a martial artist from the Ironblood Nines greeted them. “Come with me,” he said, leading them to a waiting room at the end of a first-floor corridor.

“Wait here for a while,” he said, then left.

“It’s finally starting. Fufufu!” Yong Hajin laughed leisurely. After spending some time here, Father will surely request my transfer to the Bloody Asura Corps.

Soh Bung whispered to Crimson Tiger, “I hope we end up in the same squad.”

“What do you like so much about that guy? Do you have a thing for men?” Yong Hajin snapped coldly.

Soh Bung chuckled, “Friendship between men beats shallow love. Oh, yes, indeed.”

Yong Hajin scoffed. “I doubt that friendship is pure.”

“Only those who are pure can recognize true friendship.”

At that moment, a middle-aged martial artist entered and set down four large leather pouches on the floor. “Welcome to the Ironblood Nines. I am First Nine,” he said, placing extra emphasis on the word ‘First.’

Since the strongest martial artists in the Ironblood Nines belonged to the First Squad, it was only natural for him to be proud of his rank.

So they really do drop their names and use only their assigned numbers, Crimson Tiger mused.

First Nine looked over the four newcomers carefully. “I have heard that your performance this year was outstanding, but do not think that those petty skills will work here. Do not be rude to your seniors, and always stay humble. Understand?”

“Yes, sir!” the four responded in unison.

“Who is Yong Hajin?”

“Me!”

“Is your father the Bloody Asura Commander?”

“Yes, he is.”

First Nine then handed a leather pouch to Yong Hajin. “Don’t expect any special treatment.”

“I’m prepared,” Yong Hajin replied, but scoffed inwardly. Will you really be able to resist giving me special treatment?

Despite his dislike for his father, he was determined to exploit his old man to his advantage as much as he could.

First Nine then gave a leather pouch to Bang Soso. “Women get no special treatment here either. Understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

Next, he handed a pouch to Soh Bung. “If you keep grinning stupidly like that, sooner or later someone will get annoyed enough to break all your bones. Keep that in mind.”

“Understood!”

Finally, First Nine handed a leather pouch to Crimson Tiger. “So, I guess this makes you Yang Hyeon?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I hear you are quite cunning.”

“I just got lucky.”

“That’s the spirit. Always be humble like that.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

First Nine stepped back and addressed the group, “Soon, a senior from your assigned squad will come to pick you up, so wait here quietly for them. Also, from this moment onwards, forget everything about your past.”

After speaking, First Nine left.

Crimson Tiger inspected the leather pouch. It contained the basic supplies of the Ironblood Nines. There was a booklet outlining the basic code of conduct, two sets of formal uniforms, two sets of training outfits, two boxes of willow leaf throwing knives, a box of first aid supplies, and a leather wrist holster for the throwing knives.

“What’s in here?” Yong Hajin shook the box containing the throwing knives, but for a while, he couldn’t figure out how to open it. When he finally did, he snorted indifferently. “Tsk, so it was just throwing knives. Only cowards use these.”

Soh Bung’s reaction was the exact opposite.

“Wow! These are great,” he exclaimed in admiration as he pulled toyed around with a throwing knife.

Got him! Crimson Tiger’s eyes sparkled.

He was familiar with the box’s intricate lock, which could only be opened by inserting a finger and pushing upward with a click, as the Association provided similar boxes. However, Soh Bung had opened the box effortlessly on his first try.

He has definitely used such boxes before!

It might seem trivial, but ordinary martial artists rarely used these throwing knife boxes. Only the soldiers of the Association and the Coalition did. Even Yong Hajin had struggled to open one on his first attempt.

He is definitely one of the Coalition’s counterspies, Crimson Tiger concluded. 

He glanced at Bang Soso, but she did not open the box. 

Does she already know what is inside, or does she simply not care? I still can’t get a good read on her.

“Hello, I’m Third Four. Is Soh Bung here?” a man asked, entering the building.

Soh Bung leapt to his feet. “Yes, sir!”

“You have been assigned to our squad. Follow me!”

“Just me?”

Third Four frowned. “Did you think we would all hold hands and skip along? Are you here on vacation?”

“No, sir.” 

“Then get your act together!” 

Annoyed, Third Four stormed out of the building. Soh Bung waved goodbye to the remaining three with a regretful expression, but none of them waved back to him.

Almost immediately, someone else entered the building. “I am Sixth Three. Are Yong Hajin and Bang Soso here?”

““Yes, sir!””

Yong Hajin and Bang Soso stood up in unison. 

“You two have been assigned to our squad.”

Yong Hajin’s face lit up. He preferred being in the same squad as Bang Soso over Crimson Tiger.

In contrast, Bang Soso looked slightly disappointed.

“Follow me,” Sixth Three commanded.

““Understood.””

As the two left the room... Yong Hajin suddenly widened his eyes in surprise.

“Huh?”

A gorgeous woman with her hair tied in a tight bun opened the door and stepped inside. Her saintly beauty, far prettier than Bang Soso’s, stood out like a blinding sun amid the sea of rugged masculinity that was the Ironblood Nines.

The unexpected contrast was striking. Yong Hajin suddenly felt ashamed for his jealousy toward Crimson Tiger and Bang Soso. Instead, bitterness and indignation welled up inside him. He felt an urge to write his father immediately and request a transfer to the Seventh Squad.

“I am Seventh Six,” the woman said, introducing herself to Crimson Tiger.

Yong Hajin closed his eyes at the sound of her refreshing voice, while Bang Soso scoffed at his fickle affections.

“I’m busy, so let’s talk as we walk,” Seventh Six said as she motioned for Crimson Tiger to follow her.

Seventh Six and Crimson Tiger trailed a short distance behind the Sixth Squad group.

Yong Hajin glanced back. He was not mistaken. Seventh Six’s slender, shapely figure made him want to run over and embrace her immediately.

“You are now Seventh Seven. If a vacancy opens and a new recruit arrives, the person with the number before them will be responsible for them. In other words, if the position of Seventh Eight becomes vacant, you will be the senior in charge of the new recruit. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” Crimson Tiger replied politely.

“Do you have any questions for me?”

“I’ll ask later.”

Seventh Six glanced at Crimson Tiger from the corner of her eye. He walked silently, keeping his gaze straight ahead and not even sparing her a glance.

She was surprised. No matter how disciplined a man might be, their attitude toward her was usually the same. Even without any lewd intentions, they would try to engage her in conversation, much like the other new recruit ahead who kept turning his head to steal glances.

This man, however, showed absolutely no interest in her.

Finally, Yong Hajin and his group turned left while Crimson Tiger and Seventh Six headed in the opposite direction.

“I heard there was an interesting incident at the entrance to the exam site,” Seventh Six remarked.

There were several stories circulating among the Ironblood Nines about this year’s examinees: Eum Sagwon’s death, the new maze stage, and Crimson Tiger’s clever display at the entrance.

“I just got lucky.”

“We prefer smart and adaptable colleagues over those with strong martial arts.”

“Why is that?”

“The stronger the martial artist, the more reckless they tend to be, endangering the rest of us during missions. On the other hand, a smart colleague can save us. Remember, we are the ones who will have your back from now on.”

“That’s true.”

“Also, the Ironblood Nines live together. We train in the same space and sleep in the same place. There is no separation between men and women.”

This was the iron rule of the Ironblood Nines, designed to foster a bond as close as that of blood relatives.

“Of course, there are exceptions.”

“What is it?”

“If you manage to get promoted to the First Squad, you will be given your own training hall and room. Naturally, you’ll also receive a much higher salary than the rest of us.”

“How can I join the First Squad?”

Seventh Six chuckled. “Are you aiming for the First Squad as soon as you join?”

“No, I was just curious,” Crimson Tiger replied with a sheepish smile.

He needed to identify the true target of elimination while also approaching the Ironblood Commander. Although joining the First Squad would likely bring him closer to the Ironblood Commander, it would also make it harder to find Baek Soeun.

He would have to time his promotion perfectly.

“Every three months, everyone will be given the opportunity to challenge First Nine. If they win, they become the new First Nine, while the defeated First Nine takes the challenger’s place.”

Crimson Tiger nodded. The Ironblood Nines truly operated by the law of the jungle.

“You might expect terrifying, bloody battles every month, but that is not the case. Duels happens less than two or three times a year, and it is mostly new recruits challenging First Nine.”

“Why?”

“The existing members know how strong First Nine is. They will not challenge an opponent they cannot beat and risk falling out of favor.”

“If you become First Nine, do you have to keep accepting challenges?”

“No. First Nine has the right to challenge First Eight anytime. If they win, their positions are switched.”

Crimson Tiger nodded again. What mattered was not his number but being in the First Squad. Only the numbers in the First Squad were assigned in order of strength, so even though he was Seventh Seven, it was fine for him to be Seventh Eight’s junior.

The two of them entered the Seventh Squad’s quarters, where seven or eight martial artists were scattered about. Some were sleeping, while others were cleaning and polishing their weapons.

Seventh Six introduced Crimson Tiger, “This is the new Seven.”

A few of them raised their hands in greeting.

“Heya! Nice to meet ya, pal.”

“If you mess around, you’re dead. Remember that!”

“Welcome! Aren’t you just a little rascal?”

Crimson Tiger returned the greetings. These men were undeniably rough and thuggish, but despite their coarse language, there was no bullying or hazing. Like any organization with difficult and dangerous missions, the Ironblood Nines had strong camaraderie.

The atmosphere is similar to when I was training to become one of the Twelve Phantoms.

Back then, the training was so harsh that there was no time for bullying. When they had free time, they preferred to catch some extra sleep.

Anyway, Seventh Seven was now Crimson Tiger’s new name. He had to get used to it.
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That night, Crimson Tiger strolled across the training ground of the Ironblood Nines. His steps were light, as if he were merely out for a walk.

Fortunately, no martial artists stood guard at the entrance of the garrison. This was the Nines’ way of showing confidence, a message to their enemies: come at us if you dare.

When a martial artist from another squad approached, Crimson Tiger bowed his head slightly in greeting. The man returned the greeting lightly and passed by.

This was how things were done here. Generally, no one here took an interest in others, and he could not fully trust the new recruits who had joined with him.

This situation had both advantages and disadvantages. It increased his chances of acting alone without drawing attention, but it also meant fewer opportunities to naturally gather information about other squads and to locate Baek Soeun.

Crimson Tiger left the Ironblood Garrison. After walking for a while along a small path between flower gardens, he spotted the inner castle in the distance. That was the place he had infiltrated before.

As he walked along the curved path, his gaze drifted to one side. Where trees once grew, there were now guards keeping watch, and vice versa. As expected, the Coalition’s internal security system had been completely overhauled.

Crimson Tiger continued on until suddenly he sensed hidden eyes on him. There were martial artists lying in ambush—one, two, three, exactly ten of them.

He pretended not to notice and kept walking.

Ahead, he saw the martial artists of the Suicide Squad standing guard. There were ten of them as well.

“Where are you going?” one of the guards asked Crimson Tiger respectfully.

“I’m just taking a walk.”

“You can’t go this way.”

“Oh, is that so?”

Knowing that four new recruits had joined the Ironblood Nines earlier that day, the guard did not find Crimson Tiger’s behavior unusual.

“Carry on.”

Crimson Tiger turned back. He was taking a walk on his first day because he knew the guards would be more lenient and allow him some freedom to make mistakes and wander where he shouldn’t.

Crimson Tiger continued exploring the Coalition Headquarters, carefully observing his surroundings and memorizing the layout. He needed to ensure he would not get lost if he ever had to escape at night.

During that walk, Crimson Tiger learned some key information. First, there were twenty martial artists guarding the first checkpoint to the inner castle—ten lying in ambush and ten visible. It was impossible to enter the inner castle without passing through that checkpoint.

Twenty people per checkpoint. The security had been significantly reinforced compared to before, and there were probably three or four similar checkpoints.

Breaking through by force might work, but infiltrating secretly was out of the question.

On his way back, he encountered Soh Bung.

“Ah! It’s you. Nice to see you!” Soh Bung grinned and tried to hug Crimson Tiger with both arms, but Crimson Tiger stepped back and dodged. 

Being hugged by someone was not a good idea. A martial master could learn a lot from physical contact.

Soh Bung pouted. “Why are you avoiding me? I’m just happy to see you.”

“I’m sorry, I’m just not used to... intimacy between men.” Crimson Tiger patted Soh Bung’s shoulder lightly. He could feel the hard muscles beneath, evidence of harsh training that did not match Soh Bung’s lighthearted nature.

Soh Bung must have sensed Crimson Tiger’s attempt to investigate him, but he simply grinned as if he hadn’t noticed anything. 

Crimson Tiger tensed. Whenever someone approached him with excessive friendliness and openness, it tended to make people lower their guard. However, he wouldn’t be fooled.

After all, the instincts that had kept him alive until now were screaming at him.

Don’t let your guard down. He’s extremely suspicious.


V2C5: Secret Intervention

Five days later, the Seventh Squad set off on their first mission since Crimson Tiger’s arrival.

CLIP CLOP CLIP CLOP...

Suddenly, Seventh One, who led the way, stopped. The horses were exhausted and could run no more.

“Let’s take a break,” he commanded.

Everyone released the horses to rest nearby and took a break, grouping in twos and threes to discuss today’s operation.

Six approached Crimson Tiger, who was sitting alone and sat down beside him. “How are you? Can you manage?”

“Yes.” Crimson Tiger nodded.

In fact, he had adapted so effortlessly to the Ironblood Nines that he hadn’t needed Six’s help with anything.

Over the past few days, he had done his best to forget about his mission. The time to act had not yet come. Right now, his most important task was blending in perfectly.

“Why did you apply to the Nines?” Six asked.

Crimson Tiger replied, “I just wanted to be the best.”

Six chuckled.

“Why did you join, Senior?” Crimson Tiger asked back.

Instead of replying, Six’s eyes deepened, revealing a hint of loneliness.

Crimson Tiger observed her every reaction. She was indeed beautiful, but her beauty differed from Gahwa’s. Gahwa’s beauty was mature, whereas Six’s beauty was innocent. Any man would be captivated by her.

Nevertheless, he was not affected. He had neither the time nor the leisure to care about her.

Most importantly, once his mission ended, they would never see each other again.

“When can I meet the Ironblood Commander? I’m curious about him,” he asked.

“On the last day of the month, when the Ironblood Festival is held.”

“The Ironblood Festival?”

“It’s the event where you can challenge First Nine that I told you about before. We call it the Ironblood Festival.”

“What if no one challenges him?”

“Then the festival’s not held that month.”

“Can’t I see him any other time?”

“Of course not. Why would the Commander go out of his way to meet a newbie like you?”

“Is First Nine that strong?”

Six laughed once more. “You’re really aiming for the First Squad, aren’t you?”

“I came here to be the best, after all,” Crimson Tiger replied smugly.

Despite his words, he had no intention of joining the First Squad through the Ironblood Festival. It would not be difficult for him to join, but the method was too obvious. 

Besides, before he started thinking of another way to approach the Ironblood Commander, he needed to first find out Baek Soeun’s current identity.

“Want some advice?” Six said, looking at Crimson Tiger. 

Crimson Tiger met her gaze calmly. “Sure?”

“Don’t rush.”

“Don’t you want to be in the First Squad, Senior?”

“Not really.”

“Why not?”

Six smiled sadly, yet it carried a melancholic charm. “There was a time when I longed for fame and fortune, but now, that desire is gone.”

Just then, the signal to depart came, and they were forced to end their conversation.

An hour later, they reached their destination, the Hong Family Estate.

“We have reliable information that the Hong Family Estate is colluding with the Association, so the Coalition intends to make an example of them. Don’t leave a single rat alive.”

“Understood!”

Everyone put on their masks.

Crimson Tiger sighed inwardly. This was an extermination order delivered in broad daylight. It ordered the killing of everyone, including those who did not know martial arts, as well as women and children.

At least the Association did not issue such ruthless orders. Even when they killed, they only eliminated traitors. 

This was the fundamental difference between the Association and the Evil Coalition.

Anger welled up inside him, but he kept it hidden.

Six glanced back and whispered, “Have you ever killed anyone?”

It was a ridiculous question, but Crimson Tiger nodded nervously. “Yes,” he replied.

“Then you’ll be fine. Brace yourself, and stick with me.”

“Understood.”

The attack order was given.

They jumped over the wall in pairs, with Crimson Tiger following behind Six. Six’s martial arts skills were a notch above those of Yong Hajin. The other Seventh Squad members possessed skills that were similar to or a notch below hers.

From that, he could estimate the strength of the First Squad. They were likely two or three levels superior to these fighters.

Soon after the first scream echoed from somewhere, screams erupted from every direction.

He and Six were assigned to the rear building.

As they turned the corner of the building, they ran into two martial artists.

Six swung her sword.

SWISH! SWISH!

The two martial artists quickly crumpled to the ground.

Crimson Tiger and Six continued on their way, but soon, they skidded to a halt.

A boy of about ten stood before them, holding the hand of his younger sister. Judging by their clothes, they were descendants of the Hong Family Estate

The children, faces near tears, backed away.

Crimson Tiger stepped forward, intending to knock the children out without killing them. As long as he acted fast enough, with luck, Six wouldn’t notice what he had done.

A few hours later, when the children woke up, they might have a chance to survive.

It wasn’t the most ideal outcome, but it was the best he could do under the circumstances.

However, Six stepped in front of him, blocking his way. “I’ll take responsibility. Can you let the kids go?” she asked.

Crimson Tiger blinked in surprise. He had expected her to be a kind person but did not think that she would defy an order.

“What do you plan to do?” he asked calmly.

“I know what will happen if I get caught. Even so, I cannot kill children, can I?”

Crimson Tiger regarded her for a moment. Even though disobeying an order in the Ironblood Nines meant death, her eyes were clear and resolute as she risked her life for children she had never met.

She doesn’t belong here.

For a moment, he wondered why she had ended up joining the Ironblood Nines, but now was not the time to ask.

“Alright. Leave it to me,” he said, squatting down to meet the boy’s gaze. “Do you want to save your sister?”

The boy nodded with tearful eyes. Although he looked terrified, he was determined to save his sister.

He’s a bright child.

Crimson Tiger’s eyes softened as he looked at the boy, and the boy’s nervousness eased slightly.

He whispered, “Exit from that door, and then run to the right. Go!”

The boy nodded and did as he was told.

Crimson Tiger sighed inwardly. Even if he let them go, the children had little chance of escaping. The Ironblood Nines would hunt them down no matter what it took.

There’s only one way to save them.

Seeing the boy run toward the door, Crimson Tiger sent him a telepathic message. [Go to the biggest inn in the village and write ‘Three Five One’ on the wall. After that, hide nearby and wait for rescue!]

This was a signal to Yeon. Three was his unique number, representing the third of the twelve zodiac animals, and five and one were codes set to rescue the message sender immediately.

At the door, the boy glanced back at Crimson Tiger, who returned the look silently. Being from a martial arts family, he had received and understood the telepathic message.

Fortunately, the boy asked no questions about what Crimson Tiger had meant. He simply pulled his sister’s hand and ran out the door.

Six came up to Crimson Tiger. “If things go wrong, I’ll take full responsibility.”

“Of course you should.” Crimson Tiger turned away coldly.

Six smiled bitterly at his dismissive attitude.

The pair resumed their mission. Despite releasing the children, Six showed no mercy to martial artists.

Five minutes later, the Seventh Squad regrouped. 

The surroundings were eerily quiet. Only the smell of blood in the air hinted at the cause of the silence.

Two ran to One and reported on the mission progress.

One frowned. “Two children are missing. Are you sure you searched everywhere?”

“Yes. We even searched their secret vault.”

They had killed all the women hiding in the two secret rooms. However, they could not find the children anywhere.

“Were they not at home in the first place?”

“Judging by the tracks, they were definitely here.” One glared at the group reproachfully, and they all bowed their heads in shame. “If they escaped, they must have gone to the village. Children tend to seek out adults when they are frightened.”

“We’ll pursue them immediately.”

“You must catch them.”

“Understood.”

One gave the order, and the chase resumed.
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At the same time, a middle-aged scholar entered a small secondhand bookstore near the Evil Coalition Headquarters.

Slowly surveying the bookstore, he walked to the far corner and pulled out several books in a certain order. The bookshelf started rotating, and the scholar stepped inside, following the quietly turning shelf. After he passed through, the bookshelf returned to its original position.

The scholar proceeded through the narrow passage behind the bookshelf. At the end of the passage, which was riddled with intricate traps, stood a door.

This was one of the Twelve Phantoms’ secret hideouts, and the one located closest to the Evil Coalition Headquarters. Right now, Yeon, Crimson Tiger’s handler, was leading the team there, and the middle-aged scholar was her subordinate.

One handler led at least ten and up to dozens of subordinates called “scouts.” They operated in a strictly clandestine cell system, where the scouts carried out only the tasks assigned to them without knowing of each other’s existence. Only the handler knew them all.

This system was meant to protect the scouts and maintain operational secrecy, but that was only in theory.

In reality, handlers could not get anything done that way. They received countless missions from the Coalition, cared for the Phantoms, reported back on operations, and received support. Their workload was overwhelmingly demanding.

They needed trustworthy subordinates to lead and execute tasks. The more such subordinates they had, the more effective a handler became.

And this middle-aged scholar was Yeon’s most trustworthy scout.

“What is it?” she demanded. Unlike her demeanor with Crimson Tiger, Yeon carried an air of authority when addressing her subordinates.

The scholar replied gloomily, “It seems that Yin has been... cut off.”

“What?” Yeon gasped, shocked.

Among the handlers, the term “cut off” was a euphemism for death.

Wasn’t Yin Black Sheep’s handler?

“Then what about Black Sheep?”

The scholar shook his head. There was no chance that a Phantom could survive if their handler was dead. “A new Black Sheep has already been decided.”

“That was fast.” Yeon gritted her teeth. The organization’s method was truly cold and impersonal. In all likelihood, it was because they operated so mechanically that the Twelve Phantoms had lasted this long.

In any case, it was very rare for a handler and their Phantom to die simultaneously.

“The news had already been passed on to all the other handlers. We were the last to know.”

This was due to their distance on the mission. No matter how far they were, important information eventually reached them. Sharing such information was their way to survive.

“What was the mission that Black Sheep was in charge of?”

“It was a spy mission.”

Yeon’s expression hardened. “...Why at a time like this?”

“Do you think it’s related to our mission?”

There was no way to tell. This only made Yeon more anxious.

Just then, another subordinate rushed in. “Ma’am! We’ve received an emergency rescue request!”
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The Hong Family massacre, which ought to have ended by now, dragged on for an extra hour. Once again, the members of the Seventh Squad assembled at the Hong Family Estate.

Crimson Tiger and Six arrived soon after, having combed the outskirts of the village. Although Crimson Tiger would have preferred to search the village instead, orders were orders. He had no choice but to comply.

“Hey, look over there!” Two suddenly exclaimed cheerfully, pointing toward the estate gates.

Seventh Four was hauling the two children toward them.

Six’s face went pale, and Crimson Tiger’s eyes fell. On the other hand, One, who had been tense, finally smiled.

“Where did you find them?” Two asked.

“We found them hiding around the inn.”

One ordered without hesitation, “Kill them!”

Four drew his sword.

“Wait a moment.” One moved closer to the children. “How did you escape from here?”

The children trembled with fear. The boy’s gaze drifted past One’s shoulder, and for a brief moment, his eyes met Crimson Tiger’s. A hint of recognition flickered within them.

The boy stretched out his hand. “That person let us go.”

One turned to see who the boy was pointing at.

It was Three.

Three gaped, dumbfounded at the accusation.

Crimson Tiger froze. That child lied to protect me.

One chuckled. “What a mischievous brat. Kill them!”

He turned away without hesitation. In the end, only results mattered in an operation. Killing the two children would complete the mission.

Six bit her lip. Stepping forward now would be pointless. Since the children were caught, they would die regardless. There was no need to expose that she had let them go.

Crimson Tiger, on the other hand, felt desperate. If he wanted to save them, he had to act immediately.

The boy was truly clever. Even at a young age, he strove to protect the one who had freed him, even in the face of death.

A picture formed in Crimson Tiger’s mind. He would charge like lightning, cutting down One with a single strike, then roll to cut down Four and turn to unleash sword qi at Two. Unless something unexpected occurred, he could eliminate those three and initiate the fight.

However, if he did that, he would immediately fail his mission.

Was there any chance that the person he needed to kill was in the Seventh Squad? There were ninety-nine people in the Ironblood Nines excluding the Ironblood Commander, and nine people in the Seventh Squad, so the odds would be slightly less than ten percent?

Four raised his sword slowly, and Crimson Tiger’s hand twitched. 

This was it. The moment of truth.

SPLURT!

“Ahhh!”

Suddenly, Four screamed as a masked figure leaped up from the ground and stabbed him in the neck.

“What?!” One immediately spun around, but the masked figure was already running away with the children tucked under their arms.

SWISH! THUD!

One fired hidden weapons like lightning. They struck the masked figure’s back, causing them to stagger for a moment, but almost instantly, they resumed running.

Just as One was about to unleash sword qi again, Crimson Tiger dashed into the path of his attack, shouting, “Catch them!”

One had no choice but to retract his sword qi, cursing, “You idiot rookie!”

Six and the others also started pursuing the masked figure, but they had already leaped over the wall.

“They’re injured. They won’t get far! Catch them!” One bellowed.

Crimson Tiger narrowed his eyes. That person... is that Yeon?
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When Yeon arrived at the rescue location, the children were captured right before her eyes. It seemed the message had reached her too late.

In the Association’s territory, the children would have been rescued within five minutes, but this was the Evil Coalition’s domain. The delay was unavoidable.

In the end, she decided to secretly tail their captor and snatch them back. Although she was not supposed to interfere with Crimson Tiger’s mission, she could not allow the children to die. If she didn’t intervene, Crimson Tiger definitely would have, and the mission would have ended in failure.

Therefore, it was better for her to step forward.

After grabbing the children, she ran at a terrifying pace, fleeing toward the mountains, yet she could not entirely evade her pursuers. Although she had knocked the children out to prevent them from struggling, their weight still slowed her down.

Moreover, there was an injury on her back. She had administered first aid, but the wound’s location prevented her from sealing her acupoints and stemming the bleeding properly, so blood slowly seeped through her clothes.

“Ugh!”

Suddenly, Yeon slipped and fell. To protect the children from harm, she slammed her shoulder against the ground.

She attempted to rise but felt dizzy. Determining that running further was impossible, she scanned her surroundings and discovered a small cave nearby.

She placed the children inside and used branches to block the entrance. Only after concealing it did Yeon lean against the cave’s edge and sit down. It was a risky choice, yet she had no alternative.

“Ugh!”

Her back burned as if scalded, the pain intense. She could have forcibly removed the embedded hidden weapons, but she refrained. In a state where proper wound treatment was impossible, pulling them out would only worsen her condition.

She was confident she could have escaped unscathed. Being struck by the hidden weapons was pure misfortune.

Yeon retrieved a medicine bottle from her pocket. It was an emergency antidote that could detoxify a dozen different poisons. She had never been hit by poisoned hidden weapons before, so she could not tell if the burning sensation on her back was from the wounds or the poison.

She felt dizzy. She lacked the strength to rise. She had lost too much blood.

Despite the ordeal they had just endured, the children slept soundly.

Yeon smiled. While running, she had regretted her decision somewhat. Seeing the children safe made her feel she had done the right thing.

Her eyes slowly closed as fatigue washed over her.

No, I can’t fall asleep.

She dozed off.
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Yeon’s eyes snapped open in surprise. 

How long did I sleep?

The children remained unconscious.

Her gaze slowly turned toward the entrance. Someone was carefully removing the branches that had blocked it.

Yeon rose and drew a throwing knife from her pocket. Her current position left her exposed to anyone entering. 

Moving silently to the side, she steadied her breath. Exhausted as she was, her stealth remained at its peak.

The masked figure who entered turned out to be Three.

He drew his sword and stepped inside cautiously. The scent of blood sharpened his senses, but he assumed it belonged to an animal and had not alerted his colleagues.

Advancing further, he spotted the children sleeping in the corner of the cave. The moment his eyes widened—

SWISH!

Yeon leaped from the shadows and hurled her throwing knife.

THUD!

The blade grazed Three’s side, splattering blood. The wound was shallow, but it was enough.

SWISH!

Three’s sword flashed, forcing Yeon to stumble back to evade it. Taking advantage of her loss of balance, Three lunged again, his blade arcing down in a powerful strike this time.

Exhausted, Yeon couldn’t avoid the blow. She shut her eyes tightly, bracing herself for the inevitable.

SPLAT!

The sound of tearing flesh filled the cave, and blood splattered onto Yeon’s face.

...There’s no pain?

She opened her eyes, only to see a sword lodged in Three’s chest.

Three slowly crumpled to the ground, revealing Crimson Tiger standing behind him.

“Ah! Crimson Tiger!” Yeon cried, overwhelmed with emotion.

Crimson Tiger breathed a sigh of relief. Had he been even a second slower, Yeon would have died.

He had deliberately slowed down to keep pace with the other members of the Seventh Squad, but it was fortunate that he had picked up the scent of Yeon’s blood with his enhanced senses. Otherwise, regret would have consumed him.

“Take off your clothes.”

“What?”

“There’s no time, hurry!”

Yeon hesitated.

No! Now’s not time to be shy!

Turning, she removed her shirt and covered her chest with her hands, her face flushed with embarrassment. She did not want to show this side of herself to anyone, especially him.

Crimson Tiger’s hand brushed across her back, and she winced uncontrollably at the pain. The wound must have been more severe than she thought.

SPLURT!

Crimson Tiger pulled out the hidden weapon embedded in her back and examined it carefully. “Fortunately, it wasn’t poisoned,” he said.

“Phew.” Yeon exhaled in relief.

TAP TAP TAP!

Crimson Tiger sealed her acupoints to stem the bleeding, then searched Three’s belongings for the emergency first aid pack that all members carried. 

Finding it, he took out the healing balm and applied it to Yeon’s back.

“Unfortunately, I think it’ll leave a scar,” he said.

Yeon chuckled. She knew he was joking to ease her awkwardness and embarrassment.

Crimson Tiger took her underwear,[1] tore it into a long strip and wrapped it around her wound.

When he finished, Yeon put her shirt back on and attempted to rise to her feet, but Crimson Tiger pushed her back down.

“Stay still.”

“Why?”

“Just do it.”

Sitting down behind Yeon, Crimson Tiger pressed his hands against her back and transferred his qi to her, sending warmth spreading throughout her body.

“You don’t have to do this. I’m fine now.”

“Just accept it.”

“...Okay.”

When Crimson Tiger finally removed his hands, Yeon felt strength return to her limbs, and her pallor had improved considerably. 

Her gaze toward him softened. She could feel his gentle and warm qi lingering inside her.

She would miss this feeling for a long time.

“Why did you do that?” Crimson Tiger asked sharply.

Yeon pouted. “Just because.”

“It was foolish. Don’t do that again,” Crimson Tiger replied coldly. 

Yeon offered no response.

“Give me your sword.”

They exchanged weapons, and Crimson Tiger deliberately left Three’s body untouched. Destroying the corpse would only arouse suspicion, but swapping the sword that killed him with Yeon’s? That was a surefire way to avert it.

“Hurry up and escape. The south side is unguarded.”

“Understood.”

“I’ll see you later. Go now!”

“Thank you.”

Yeon ran toward the cave exit, carrying the children in her arms. Now that she had regained her strength, she was confident that she could escape this place.

Before she started running, though, she hesitated for a moment. “Were you really just going to watch?” she asked.

“Of course,” Crimson Tiger answered without hesitation.

Yeon turned around with a faint smile.

“...Liar,” she whispered to herself.

Shortly after Yeon disappeared, Crimson Tiger took out a whistle and blew it.

FWEEEET!
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The Ironblood Commander, Cheol Mugang, asked, “There’s been a problem with the Hong Family Estate operation?”

Seventh One lowered his head in shame. “Three and Four were killed, and we lost two of the Hong bloodline.”

Cheol Mugang listened calmly. He was in his mid-forties, with a cold and intimidating appearance. His narrow eyes carried a sharp glint, capable of cutting through an opponent with a single glance.

“You lost the children, and two of your men died?” he asked again, not bothering to hide his wrath.

The tension in the atmosphere grew heavy, causing Seventh One’s hair to stand on end. Bowing deeply, he apologized, “I’m sorry!”

In truth, as the one who had lost two squad members and failed to capture the children in an operation against the Hong Family Estate, he was a lot more upset than Cheol Mugang.

“What happened?”

“An accomplice rescued the children and escaped.”

“Was it someone related to the Hong Family Estate?”

“We haven’t confirmed that yet.”

“And that person killed Three and Four?”

“Yes. The Seven Ghost Corps is currently searching for them.”

“If that accomplice was someone the Seven Ghost Corps could catch, they would never have gotten away with the children in the first place,” Cheol Mugang grumbled, rubbing his face. 

Recently, he had been plagued by disturbing dreams to the point where he hadn’t had a good night’s sleep in a while.

Was it because of this incident? Or are both the incident and the dreams merely a prelude to something else, something even bigger?

Seventh One hesitated, then said, “Actually, I initially suspected that it was Six who let the children go...”

“Why?” Cheol Mugang demanded, narrowing his eyes.

“...Six isn’t ruthless enough to kill children yet,” Seventh One explained, choosing his words carefully to avoid a harsh reprimand.

Everyone in the Ironblood Nines knew that Cheol Mugang had feelings for Six, and only Cheol Mugang and Six themselves seemed oblivious to it. 

This was also the real reason why despite Six’s beauty, no one had ever dared to flirt with her.

Normally, if a member of the Ironblood Nines could not kill a child, the Ironblood Commander would execute them on the spot. However, as if to confirm the rumors, Cheol Mugang did not press the issue further.

“But it wasn’t Six. The accomplice had been hiding at the Hong Family Estate from the start,” Seventh One quickly added.

Cheol Mugang nodded slowly. “Do you have the results of Three’s autopsy?”

“It’s in progress. From what I’ve observed, the wounds weren’t caused by any specific martial arts.”

“Who found the body?”

“It was the new recruit, Seven.”

“Hmm...” Cheol Mugang’s eyes narrowed.

“Are you suspecting him?” Seventh One asked.

Cheol Mugang shook his head. “If you were the culprit, would you also be the one to find the body?”

“No, sir.”

Cheol Mugang pondered the possibility that this was Seven’s deliberate ploy, but employing such a tactic was easier said than done. A young and inexperienced newcomer would not be capable of such intricate deception.

“I don’t think it’s him.”

One nodded in agreement.

“You’re dismissed.”

Seventh One bowed and departed. For a moment, he wondered if he should mention that the accomplice was likely a woman, but he had a feeling that if he did, Cheol Mugang would explode.

Outside the room, Seventh One sighed. 

The future of the Ironblood Nines was worrying. Compared to the Ironblood Commander’s public reputation, the real Cheol Mugang was a much more violent, ruthless, and emotionally-driven man.

Left alone, Cheol Mugang frowned, thinking of Six. He had flinched unconsciously the moment he heard Seventh One mention her.

The rumors that he harbored feelings for Six were indeed true. He had been captivated by her since the moment he first laid eyes on her, and he longed to have her.

There was a time when he lived as he pleased, relying on his strength. He killed those he disliked without hesitation and raped beautiful women without a second thought. He even massacred families to silence rumors.

It was a dark past only he knew about.

Later, he joined the Evil Coalition and, with some luck, he eventually became the Ironblood Commander.

After that, he had truly restrained himself. After all, the Ironblood Commander had to be respectable.

Until now, he felt that he had been doing well, but after meeting Six, his self-control gradually eroded.

He wanted to possess her. He wanted to claim her as his own.

Yet, at the same time, he wanted to avoid the disgrace of having a sexual affair with his subordinate.

This inner conflict, this inability to act, raged within him.

Cheol Mugang knew.

Eventually, he would have to decide, one way or another, and whether that decision led to a happy ending or a tragic one would ultimately depend on her response.
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SPLASH!

Crimson Tiger poured water over his sweat-soaked body.

The communal bathing area behind the training ground was well-equipped, and including Crimson Tiger, four men were washing themselves there.

He looked down, letting his wet hair hide the gloom in his eyes.

Even recalling it now, his mind reeled from the indecision of that moment. Had Yeon not appeared and captured the children right then and there... would he have really stood by and watched as they were murdered?

This mission was important enough that the Deputy Director of the Radiant Hall had personally given him the order. What would happen if he had truly abandoned the mission for the sake of two children he didn’t even know?

He felt conflicted.

Although he had told Yeon that what she did was foolish, deep down, he felt grateful that she had stepped forward, and thankful that she was safe.

His first handler had died two years ago during his escape from the Coalition Headquarters. No, he had not died trying to save him. A master of the Evil Coalition had killed him while he fled on his own.

Ever since that mission, Crimson Tiger had always felt guilty, as if that person had died because of him. He did not want to lose another handler.

After washing up, he met Six at the training grounds.

“I have something to tell you,” Six said.

Crimson Tiger tilted his head. “What is it?”

“Shall we take a walk?”

“Sure.”

The two walked side by side across the training grounds.

“Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For saving the children. For respecting my wishes. I didn’t have the chance to thank you properly then.”

For a moment, Crimson Tiger wanted to offer her advice. He wanted to tell her that this was no place for someone as kind as her. That she should leave and find another life. A life that suited her.

In the end, however, he said nothing.

The most important lesson he had learned in the past seven years was not how to kill effectively, vanish without a trace, or sense someone’s aura... it was how to avoid becoming attached to people.

“We might be investigated because of this failure. If that happens...”

“I’ve already forgotten about that,” Crimson Tiger interrupted.

Six could sense it. No matter how cornered he was, Seven would not reveal her name. Even though he was a junior who had been here only a few days, he somehow gave her a sense of security, like he was the senior instead of her.

“You asked me why I joined the Ironblood Nines, right?”

“Yes.”

“I grew up with a single mother, and I’ve never seen my father’s face. Do you know what I promised myself most as I grew up? I wanted to become strong, so I could protect my mother, who endured countless hardships to raise me well.”

“Your mother must be happy.”

“She passed away recently.”

“I’m sorry.”

“No, it’s okay. Truly. At first, the pain was so intense I couldn’t breathe, but I’m okay now.”

As the evening sunlight cascaded over her hair, Six forced a smile, attempting to dispel the sadness she could not hide.

“Honestly, I wanted to die back then. However, I didn’t want to commit suicide and die meaninglessly, so I applied here.”

Crimson Tiger nodded. Now he understood why she had come to this terrible place. She had entered in desperation, seeking danger.

“I came here wanting to die, but in the end, I adapted,” she sighed softly.

Crimson Tiger remained silent. He knew better than anyone how relentlessly fate could shake a person.

“You’re definitely unique,” Six abruptly said.

“What do you mean?”

Instead of answering, Six smiled faintly. No matter how curious she was, she could not bring herself to ask why he was so curt.

“Nothing. See you later,” she said, turning back toward the training grounds.

Crimson Tiger watched her for a moment, wishing she could turn her life and decisions back like that too. Just as she had been unable to kill those children, she would not be able to endure the cruelty of this place.

One day, she would make a similar decision... and it would lead to her death.

When Six had put some distance between them, she glanced back over her shoulder.

Crimson Tiger was already walking in the opposite direction.

A hint of regret flickered in her eyes.



Footnotes:

[1] Before someone misunderstands, ancient Chinese women wore “dudou” instead of bras, which kind of looks like a backless halter top. 


V2C6: The Third Young Lady

CLACK!

The Lord of Sword Heaven, Sin Paegeuk, placed a Go stone on the board with a crisp movement.

His robust physique, piercing gaze, burning vitality and incredible energy and intensity surpassed that of most younger men, making his sixty years seem insignificant.

In terms of swordsmanship, only the Martial God Cheon Ahseong stood above him. No, if Cheon Ahseong had never been born, he would have likely ruled the jianghu. 

Still, he was second to only one man. He wielded a great deal of power, and with that power came an equally strong sense of pride.

Compared to Sin Paegeuk’s ferocity, his opponent, the First Young Lord Baek Museong, moved with calm and measured precision.

Currently, their Go match was even.

“There’s a saying that a weak player cherishes their stones, while a strong player discards them,” Sin Paegeuk remarked.

Baek Museong replied indifferently, “Are you talking about the power of sacrifice?”

“That’s right. One must make a clear distinction between key stones and dead stones,” Sin Paegeuk advised.

Baek Museong’s wedding with his daughter, Sin Yeongyeong, was fast approaching.

Long before the succession war began, he had already recognized Baek Museong’s potential, predicting that the unassuming First Young Lord would surpass his extraordinary-seeming rivals and be the one to survive to the end. As such, he had invested significant effort into this union.

His gamble paid off. Baek Museong had indeed endured until the very end. He was more than worthy of being his son-in-law.

He continued, “We must decisively abandon stones that should be discarded and do whatever it takes to save the ones that must be preserved.”

“How does one tell the difference?” Baek Museong asked quietly.

“It’s very simple.” Sin Paegeuk’s eyes gleamed. “Stones that have served their purpose are dead stones, no matter how many there are. On the other hand, even a single stone with the potential to turn the tides is a key stone. That stone must be saved at all costs.”

Baek Museong gazed at the Go board in silence before answering respectfully, “I will keep that in mind.”

Sin Paegeuk smiled in satisfaction. This marriage was certain to further elevate the prestige of his Sword Heaven.

Currently, Sword Heaven, Blade Heaven, and Fist Heaven were the three greatest pillars supporting the New Righteous Association.

Among them, Sword Heaven was so immense and powerful that Sin Paegeuk felt it was a shame for it to only serve as the chairman’s wings. As such, he had once set his sights on Cheon Ahseong’s position.

After witnessing a single casual technique from the Martial God, however, he completely abandoned that thought.

That was a realm he could never surpass. He could only be content with being second.

Just then, Sin Yeongyeong stepped into the garden. “You called for me, Father?” she asked.

Sin Paegeuk nodded. “Yes, come here.”

Striding gracefully through the newly blooming spring flowers, Sin Yeongyeong entered the pavilion where the two men were playing Go and sat down quietly between them.

Despite their impending marriage, neither she nor Baek Museong could bear to look each other in the eye.

Sin Paegeuk burst out laughing at the sight, “To think you’d both be such stiff logs. Hohoho!”

Sin Yeongyeong’s face flushed red.

“This is why I called you here. The two of you need to spend some time alone together. I’m not such a boring old man after all, am I? Hahaha!” Sin Paegeuk chuckled playfully.

“Father!” Sin Yeongyeong protested, her face blushing even redder.

Sin Paegeuk rose to his feet, and the other two stood up as well.

“We’ll finish this match later,” he said firmly, then left without looking back.

“Father!” Flustered, Sin Yeongyeong called out to her father again, but Sin Paegeuk was gone.

For a while, an awkward silence hung between the spouses-to-be.

“...Let’s sit down,” Baek Museong suggested.

“Yes.”

The young couple sat down nervously. This was their first time being alone together like this.

“Have you been well?” Baek Museong asked.

“Yes.”

“I heard that Chohui was in danger recently.”

Sin Yeongyeong lowered her head. For a fleeting moment, her eyes hardened, then softened.

Though things were awkward between them now, Baek Museong and Sin Chohui used to be quite close. Since childhood, Sin Chohui had affectionately called Baek Museong “Orabeoni” and followed him around. Naturally, the two of them had grown up like siblings.

Sin Yeongyeong, on the other hand, had never developed such a relationship with him.

“She is safe, fortunately,” Sin Yeongyeong whispered.

“That’s a relief.”

“Hmph!”

Suddenly, the sound of someone sneering came from behind them. Turning around, they saw Sin Chohui leaning against a tree in the distance, arms folded, watching them.

Baek Museong called out to her, “Since you’re here, why not come over?”

“I don’t want to interrupt your date,” Sin Chohui replied sarcastically.

“Stop saying nonsense and come here.”

Sighing, Sin Chohui reluctantly made her way over, but her gaze as she looked at her sister was anything but warm.

In contrast, Sin Yeongyeong greeted her affectionately, “Should you really be walking around like this already?”

“You say that like I was seriously injured,” Sin Chohui replied curtly.

“Sometimes, emotional wounds are deeper than physical ones.”

“Hmph! So what, are you planning to lock me in my room? Should I not even come out on the day of your wedding?”

“Watch your words,” Baek Museong scolded.

Sin Chohui narrowed her eyes. “Don’t butt in, Orabeoni. You don’t understand a thing.”

“Chohui, mind your manners!” Sin Yeongyeong reprimanded.

Sin Chohui bristled with rage, as if a fuse had been lit inside her. “Quit acting like some pure, innocent maiden! You’re anything but benevolent!”

“Chohui, what’s wrong?” Baek Museong asked, confused.

Sin Chohui screamed, “You think I don’t know? That you, my own sister, tried to kill me?”

Sin Yeongyeong’s face turned pale with shock. “...What?”

“Go ahead! Kill me! Kill me so you can live happily with Orabeoni! I know your secret, Unnie...”

SLAP!

Baek Museong struck Sin Chohui’s cheek.

Sin Chohui touched her stinging face in shock. This was the first time she had ever been slapped by Baek Museong. No matter how much trouble she caused, not even her father had ever hit her.

Unfortunately, that was precisely why she had grown so unruly.

Tears streamed from Sin Chohui’s eyes. “...Too much! This is too much!” she cried.

Baek Museong said sternly, “Don’t you know who called the Association’s martial artists to save you that day?”

“Wasn’t it you, Orabeoni?”

“No, it was your sister.”

Sin Chohui’s eyes widened. “No. That can’t be. Is that really true?”

“Yes, it’s an undeniable fact.”

“No! That’s impossible!” Sin Chohui shrieked, her face twisted in confusion.

Dazed and panicked, she abruptly spun around and ran away.

Baek Museong let out a quiet sigh. “She’s just a foolish child who spoke without thinking. Please forget about it.”

“......” Sin Yeongyeong lowered her head, trying her best to hide the tears silently falling from her eyes.

“I’ll take my leave for today. See you soon.”

With that, Baek Museong left.

Sin Yeongyeong wiped her tears as she watched her betrothed’s retreating figure. Her face was still wet with tear stains, but the moment Baek Museong vanished from sight, her gaze turned cold, as if she had never cried at all.
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As soon as Baek Museong stepped out of Sword Heaven, his aide, Jin Chung, appeared and followed quietly behind his master.

“Was it truly Lady Sin who summoned the Twelve Phantoms?” Jin Chung asked.

Baek Museong replied, “Yes, she was the one who called them.”

“Then Chohui misunderstood. Still... wasn’t slapping her a bit too harsh?”

Having served Baek Museong for a long time, Jin Chung was well aware of how much Sin Chohui adored and depended on Baek Museong. From her point of view, it was only natural to be jealous of her sister.

Baek Museong froze in his tracks. “That slap saved her life,” he sighed.

“...Pardon?”

“If those words had left Chohui’s mouth...”

Jin Chung suddenly flinched in realization. “Wait. Are you saying...?”

“Yes. Sin Yeongyeong is also the one who hired the assassin. She orchestrated the entire act from start to end. Originally, she probably wanted both the Phantom and Chohui killed, but things didn’t quite go as she planned.”

“Lady Sin really tried to kill her own sister? Why?”

“Because Chohui knows her secret.”

“Ah...!” Jin Chung sighed heavily. Publicly, Sin Yeongyeong was the most virtuous woman of them all. Only her younger sister Sin Chohui knew her true nature.

Baek Museong shook his head. “That’s the kind of woman she is.”

“Are you really fine with this?”

“What do you mean?”

“The marriage.”

Baek Museong smiled bitterly. “Don’t you think we’re a perfect match? A cold-blooded man who sent an assassin after his own child and a wicked woman who attempted to murder her own sister.”

“Young Lord!”

“Haha, fine. I take that back.”

“Should we really leave Chohui alone?”

“For now, she’ll be fine. When I slapped her earlier, she must have realized that I’ve already figured out the truth.”

“......” Jin Chung shook his head. He had to admit that there were things in this world beyond his understanding. Without an explanation, he would never have figured out the hidden meaning behind his master’s cryptic actions.

Baek Museong changed the subject. “By the way, how are things on Crimson Tiger’s end?”

“He has successfully infiltrated the Ironblood Nines.”

Baek Museong looked at the sky. Two birds flew across the clear, cloudless blue, chasing each other.

Jin Chung’s lips parted slightly. The words “It’s not too late even now” hovered on the tip of his tongue. 

He could tell. His master was desperately hoping that someone would stop him. After his earlier insolence, however, he no longer had the right to intervene.

He looked up at the sky, following his master’s gaze.

At the same time, he prayed fervently that some unforeseen turn of events would avert the impending tragedy.
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Unknown to Jin Chung, his long-awaited twist of fate was currently taking place ten kilometers away.

As Yagong stepped into an ornate manor, he carefully observed the woman guiding him.

She looks young, but she’s incredible. That martial arts uniform she’s wearing isn’t just for show, she really is a peak-level master. Compare to the woman I’m about to meet, however... she’s nothing.

“Welcome, Pavilion Master Yagong,” a beautiful woman greeted.

The sight of her beauty was a breath of fresh air to Yagong. “It’s been a while, Third Young Lady,” he greeted back politely.

As Yagong stated, the woman was none other than Ju Hwayin, the Third Young Lady of the New Righteous Association.

She was also the same lady who often slept with Crimson Tiger in the Autumn Moon Palace, but of course, she wasn’t disguised as Gahwa right now. No, she was in her true, breathtaking form.

“I apologize for asking a busy man like yourself to come all the way here,” she said. “There are too many watchful eyes at headquarters.”

Yagong shook his head. “It’s no trouble. I quite enjoyed the chance to get some fresh air.”

“Please, have a seat.”

The two sat facing each other. A lavish spread of food and drinks had been prepared.

“Shall we have a drink first?”

They emptied their wine cups.

“I should have contacted you earlier, but I was delayed,” Yagong began.

Ju Hwayin smiled pleasantly. “Not to worry. I’m the one who should have reached out first.” 

Although Ju Hwayin was smiling, her smile was completely different from the one she showed Crimson Tiger. Gone was the pure and innocent demeanor, replaced by an aura so commanding that even Yagong found it difficult to meet her gaze.

“How have things been for you lately?” she asked.

“Nothing much has changed, though as I age, I find myself relying more on wit than anything else.”

“If a brilliant man like you adds wit to his already impressive repertoire, then I’m afraid no one will be able to match your intellect.”

“Haha, is that so?”

The two shared a casual laugh.

Yagong steeled himself to move on to his main agenda. Although he had met Ju Hwayin several times before, he had never done so with a clear purpose in mind. Still, she must have known. She must have realized that he favored her over the First Young Lord. She must have understood exactly why he had come today.

“How have you been lately, My Lady?” he asked.

“As always, I’m just struggling to survive under Senior Brother’s tyranny.”

Yagong chuckled at her joke.

Ju Hwayin’s tone grew serious. “There are those who say I cannot succeed because I am a woman.”

“Those are the words of foolish men. You needn’t pay them any mind,” Yagong replied firmly.

“Are you different from them, Pavilion Master?”

“I may be a man, but I see something the rest do not.”

“And what is that?”

“An ambition greater and grander than any man’s.”

Their gazes met. From the moment Baek Museong joined hands with the Radiant Hall Director, their fates were intertwined. After all, in this struggle for power, the enemy of an enemy was a friend.

Ju Hwayin giggled, “Hoho, so that’s what you see? You notice things even I don’t.”

“This old man’s eyes are better than they seem.”

“Whatever the reason, I am pleased. Women have a taste for sweet words, even if they are lies.”

“Haha, then invite me often. This old man will prepare new things for you each time.”

The two smiled at each other once more.

“How much do you know about Senior Brother?” Ju Hwayin asked.

Yagong furrowed his brows. “Not much.”

“That’s a relief. If you did, you would abandon me and follow him instead,” she teased.

Yagong shuddered. This was the reason why he had chosen the Third Young Lady. Her sheer composure, the quiet confidence she exuded... even though she was a woman, he was certain that Ju Hwayin’s vessel surpassed that of the First Young Lord.

“By the way, I heard that one of the Phantoms has been standing out lately,” Ju Hwayin added casually, smoothly moving on to a different topic. 

“Are you referring to Crimson Tiger?”

“Yes. They say he completes every mission flawlessly.”

“Well, he’s quite skilled, but you hardly need concern yourself with a mere swordsman, my Lady.”

Ju Hwayin smiled meaningfully. “Isn’t the Association a place built by gathering these mere swordsmen?”

This time, Yagong couldn’t help but let out a small chuckle, “Indeed, it is.”

Ju Hwayin smile’s vanished. The time for small talk was over. Now was the time for reckoning. 

“Pavilion Master, how much do you trust me?” she asked solemnly.

Yagong hesitated. His answer would determine the foundation of their alliance. The moment he took the Third Young Lady’s hand, his future would be tied to hers.

Before he could open his mouth, however, a woman’s voice echoed from outside.

“There is someone here to see you, Pavilion Master.”

Yagong’s eyes widened in surprise. His meeting with Ju Hwayin was an absolute secret.

“Let them in,” Ju Hwayin commanded.

The doors opened, and Milyeong, one of Yagong’s most trusted subordinates, entered the manor.

Some time ago, Milyeong had asked for fifteen days to investigate the First Young Lord, but even after the promised time had passed, he did not return.

Despite his concerns, Yagong had deliberately refrained from searching for Milyeong. The man’s continued absence could only mean one thing—he had stumbled upon a breakthrough in his investigation.

As it turned out, he was right to wait. Since Milyeong was even interrupting his meeting with Ju Hwayin, it could only mean that he was bringing information so urgent that he couldn’t afford to wait until the meeting was over.

“I have something to report,” Milyeong said gravely.

Sensing the tension in the air, Ju Hwayin offered, “Shall I step aside for a moment?”

Yagong shook his head. “Didn’t you just ask how much I trusted you?”

“Yes.”

Yagong turned to Milyeong. “Report here and now.”

Ju Hwayin smiled graciously.

Milyeong said in a low voice, “The First Young Lord has a child.”

Ju Hwayin sprang to her feet. The fact that her Senior Brother had sought an audience with the Radiant Hall Director and then deployed Crimson Tiger, the Association’s most capable secret agent, on a special mission spoke volumes about the gravity of the situation.

Nevertheless, not even in her wildest dreams had she imagined that the reason would be something so shocking.

“Moreover, that child has joined the Ironblood Nines,” Milyeong added.

Yagong’s jaw dropped. “Ah! Then Crimson Tiger must have gone to rescue him!”

Finally, he understood why Gu Yangseo had gone to such lengths just to send out Crimson Tiger.

Ju Hwayin stared at Milyeong suspiciously. “The order wasn’t to bring him back, was it?” she asked pointedly.

Milyeong lowered his head. “No. The order was to kill him.”

“What...?” Yagong gasped in disbelief.

“Senior Brother is just that kind of person,” Ju Hwayin said coldly, not at all surprised.

“...We must send a new Phantom to the Evil Coalition immediately,” Yagong said anxiously.

“What for?”

“We need to bring that child back alive. Once we secure him, you will gain the upper hand in this war, my Lady.”

Ju Hwayin snorted. “You’re absolutely right, so hurry and send someone better than Crimson Tiger.”

Yagong fell silent. He could sense the sarcasm in Ju Hwayin’s words. She wasn’t actually suggesting that he send someone else. She was berating him for even thinking that Crimson Tiger could be outdone by any other Phantom, or that he would simply stand idly by as someone interfered with his mission.

“Leave this matter to me,” Ju Hwayin offered, smiling calmly and confidently.

Yagong nodded. “Understood.”

“And remember, nothing we talked about here must ever be leaked.”

“Absolutely.”

Their business done, Yagong and Milyeong left the manor.

As soon as they left, the woman who had previously guided Yagong and assisted Ju Hwayin in changing her clothes at the Autumn Moon Palace entered. 

Her name was Lee Dansim, and she was Ju Hwayin’s most trusted confidante and personal bodyguard.

“That bas-... person will not fail,” Lee Dansim remarked disdainfully.

Ju Hwayin laughed, “Feel free to just call him ‘that bastard.’ You don’t even like him, anyway.”

Flustered, Lee Dansim stuttered, “I-I just think that he isn’t worthy of my Lady’s love.”

“Because of the difference in our statuses?”

“That is an undeniable reality.”

“Then what about you and me?”

“...What?”

“I think of you as a friend.”

Lee Dansim immediately fell to her knees, horrified. “Please, take those words back!” she begged.

“Alright, alright. Just get up already,” Ju Hwayin sighed.

Lee Dansim stood up. Her mistress had a way of startling her like that from time to time, but whether she meant it or not, Lee Dansim was deeply grateful for those words.

“What do you intend to do now?” she asked.

“I must stop him,” Ju Hwayin replied firmly.

“How?”

“I’ll have to go see him myself.”

Lee Dansim blinked, stunned. “You mean... personally?”

Ju Hwayin nodded. “Yes. Make preparations to leave as soon as possible.”

“...Understood,” Lee Dansim replied dismally, biting back her worries. She knew Ju Hwayin too well. Once her mistress made up her mind, nothing would deter her.

Sighing, Ju Hwayin muttered to herself, “Senior Brother abandoned his own child to defeat me. What must I abandon to defeat him now?”


V2C7: Deceit

Crimson Tiger entered the antique bookstore.

This was his first time in town since he joined the Ironblood Nines fifteen days ago. He could have left the Evil Coalition Headquarters earlier, but he did not want to take any unnecessary risks.

Life in the Ironblood Nines proved to be freer than expected. With the exception of the First Squad, the other ten squads took turns being on standby in case of a sudden emergency mission.

Thus, when not on standby, the members of the remaining nine squads were free to spend their time as they pleased. They were even allowed to leave Coalition Headquarters after their daily duties, provided they returned before midnight. The consequences for breaking the curfew were, of course, extremely severe, but that was not a problem for Crimson Tiger.

On his way to the bookstore, Crimson Tiger remained on high alert, but thankfully, no one tailed him.

He entered the secret room of the bookstore, where Yeon was waiting for him.

“How are your injuries?” he asked as soon as he saw her. He did not inquire about the children of the Hong Family Estate, trusting that Yeon had taken care of them properly.

“Thanks to you, I’m fine now,” Yeon replied, grateful for Crimson Tiger’s show of concern. If not for him, she would have died that day.

For some reason though, thinking of him as her savior made her heart stir in a way she had never experienced before. Still, she tried her best to keep her feelings hidden.

Crimson Tiger was a secret agent, and she was his handler. Personal feelings between them were absolutely forbidden.

Noticing Yeon’s fatigue, Crimson Tiger cracked a joke. “How about a drink?” he asked.

“Shall we?” Yeon said seriously.

Crimson Tiger blinked at the unexpected reply. “Really?”

“Why not?”

“Because we might end up with our ligaments cut and thrown into prison?”

“Aren’t you the one who just invited me? Let’s go for a drink right now and to hell with the consequences.”

“......” Crimson Tiger hesitated, struck speechless by Yeon’s sudden change in attitude.

Yeon grinned mischievously. At last, she had succeeded in catching Crimson Tiger off guard.

Crimson Tiger’s eyes widened. She was just teasing me!

The awkwardness between them faded, replaced by a pleasant warmth.

“So, how’s life in the Ironblood Nines?” Yeon asked.

“It’s okay,” he replied.

Ever since the incident at the Hong Family Estate, Seventh One had been frowning constantly, casting a grim shadow over the entire Seventh Squad. Despite that, Crimson Tiger did manage to uncover a few things.

The first was the internal layout of the Ironblood Garrison. The building had nine floors, with the first to fifth floors occupied by the Second to Eleventh Squads, and the sixth to eighth floors taken up by the First Squad.

The ninth floor housed the Ironblood Commander’s office. Crimson Tiger had been waiting for an opportunity to scout it out, but as an ordinary member and a new recruit, it was impossible for him to set foot on the ninth floor without arousing suspicion.

For now, he had to be patient. From past experience, he knew that not only would he only get one shot at this mission, but he would also have to eliminate both targets and escape in the span of a single day.

Well, frankly speaking, even if the assassination attempt on the Ironblood Commander failed, it wouldn’t be a big deal. The attempt itself was what mattered.

On the other hand, Baek Soeun absolutely had to die.

Unfortunately, identifying Baek Soeun was proving more difficult than expected. It was not as if he could go around asking people, “Is your real name Baek Soeun?”

Snapping out of his thoughts, Crimson Tiger looked at Yeon. “Did you look into what I asked?”

Yeon spread out a map of the Evil Coalition Headquarters on the table. 

Crimson Tiger studied the map carefully. Although parts of the layout had changed, he still found it familiar. He had memorized it perfectly for a mission two years ago, after all.

Yeon pointed at a location deep within the inner compound. “Right here. This is where the general archives are located. All personal records of Evil Coalition martial artists, including the Ironblood Nines’ personal information, should be stored there,” she explained.

To the Association, Yeon had claimed that she needed the information to assassinate the Ironblood Commander. Crimson Tiger’s true objective, however, was to find information about Baek Soeun.

Fortunately, no one questioned her excuse.

“The security must be tight,” Crimson Tiger remarked.

Yeon shook her head. “Not really. The archive itself is less guarded than you’d think.”

“Why?”

“There are two archives. One is for highly classified documents, such as the Ironblood Commander’s personal records. This archive, on the other hand, is for general documents. As the identities of ordinary martial artists aren’t considered top secret, I’m fairly certain they should be stored there.”

Crimson Tiger nodded, feeling slightly relieved.

“The real problem, though, is getting there,” Yeon added gravely, tracing a long route on the map from the Ironblood Garrison to the inner compound. “Since your mission two years ago, security has been increased to an incomparable level. Guard postings, along with their patrol routes and schedules, have undergone a massive overhaul.”

Crimson Tiger clicked his tongue. He had already confirmed this firsthand. 

Well, technically, this is my fault, so I can’t really complain about it.

His gaze fell on a spot on the map. Near the archives, a new building had appeared that had not been there before. If his memory served him right, that place had once been a large training ground.

“What’s this building?”

“Oh, that’s the Bloody Asura Corps’ barracks. It used to be in the outer compound, but after the incident two years ago, it was moved to the inner compound as part of the security reinforcement.”

“The Bloody Asura Corps?”

Crimson Tiger’s eyes gleamed for a moment. 

Isn’t the Bloody Asura Corps the unit led by Yong Hajin’s father?

An idea popped into his head.

“Did you just think of something good?” Yeon asked.

Crimson Tiger’s eyes sparkled. “Maybe.”
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Two days later, Crimson Tiger ran into Yong Hajin at the central training grounds. He pretended that it was a coincidence, when in fact he had arrived precisely because this was Yong Hajin’s usual training time.

“Hmph! You’re still alive, I see,” Yong Hajin spat.

Guess he’s still as hostile toward me as ever, Crimson Tiger mused, feigning ignorance as he began warming up nearby. 

From time to time, however, he made sure to deliberately glance at Yong Hajin.

As expected, Yong Hajin soon gave in to his irritation.

“What the hell are you staring at, you damn bastard?” he snarled.

Crimson Tiger hesitated for a moment before approaching. “There’s something I need to apologize to you for,” he muttered awkwardly.

“Apologize?” Yong Hajin narrowed his eyes at the unexpected words. “What nonsense are you talking about?”

Crimson Tiger turned away as if he had no intention of explaining further.

“Stop!” Yong Hajin shouted, but then quickly softened his tone. “Go ahead and say what you were going to say.”

He was curious. Although he found Crimson Tiger irritating and unpleasant, the prospect of receiving an apology from him piqued his interest.

Crimson Tiger looked back. “I’m sorry I didn’t give in to you when we fought over the Ascension Flag last time.”

“What? Why are you apologizing about that now?” Yong Hajin asked, confused.

Crimson Tiger hesitated, seemingly reluctant to meet Yong Hajin’s eyes. “Well... I didn’t know that the Bloody Asura Corps was such a prestigious group,” he admitted.

Yong Hajin scoffed. “Hah! Idiot! You only just found out about it now?”

“I really had no idea back then.”

Yong Hajin grinned triumphantly. The once arrogant Crimson Tiger now carried a submissive air. It seemed that this fool had been strutting around without knowing whose son he was dealing with, only to finally realize his mistake.

Crimson Tiger gave a slight bow. “Then, I’ll take it that my apology is accepted. I’ll be going now.”

“Wait a minute!” Yong Hajin called out.

“What is it?”

“You think you can just throw out a half-assed apology and walk away? Who said I accepted it?”

“Then what do you want?” Crimson Tiger snapped sharply. 

Being too submissive would only raise suspicion. I need to show him some attitude, he thought.

“I’m not looking for a fight, so drop that glare,” Yong Hajin said calmly, flinching at the piercing look in Crimson Tiger’s eyes. He knew the man was still more skilled than himself.

Crimson Tiger visibly relaxed.

Yong Hajin smiled. The fact that this proud man had so easily complied proved that he had indeed reigned in his rebellious nature.

“If you listen to me from now on, I’ll guarantee your success,” Yong Hajin said enticingly.

Crimson Tiger hesitated for a while, as if seriously considering the offer, then shook his head firmly. “I refuse.”

“Fine, then do as you please.”

Crimson Tiger spun around and walked away.

Watching him leave, Yong Hajin smirked. Heh, let’s see how long you can hold out. 

Three days later, at the same training ground, Crimson Tiger approached Yong Hajin again.

“So that big ego of yours lasted exactly three days, huh?” Yong Hajin sneered provocatively.

Instead of getting angry, Crimson Tiger said in a somewhat subdued tone, “Did you hear that two seniors from my squad died recently?”

“I did.”

Everyone knew that two members of the Seventh Squad had died during a mission.

“Their deaths made me reflect on many things. I realized that we’re nothing more than disposable tools, and one day, I’ll probably die a miserable death just like them,” Crimson Tiger said.

So that’s the reason. Yong Hajin grinned. Finally, he fully understood why Crimson Tiger wanted to get close to him. 

After their last meeting, he had been suspicious of Crimson Tiger’s ulterior motives, but these words erased all his doubts.

Crimson Tiger continued, “I chose this path for the sake of success. Help me rise.”

“Will you swear loyalty to me, then?” Yong Hajin asked.

Crimson Tiger stared at him for a long while, before answering resolutely, “I will, but I won’t blindly serve you. Not yet, anyway.”

“In other words, you want to test whether I’m worthy of being your master?”

“Not exactly, I just don’t want everyone to know about it for now. I’ll address you as Hyung-nim only when we’re alone. Is that okay?”

“Fine! I accept.”

Crimson Tiger bowed his head. “Then I’ll be in your care from now on, Hyung-nim!”

Deep down, Crimson Tiger felt rather smug about his acting skills. He hadn’t had many opportunities to act before, but convincing Yong Hajin turned out to be surprisingly easy.

It’s probably because I’m relaxed. 

Compared to the enemies he had faced before, Yong Hajin wasn’t even a threat.

Straightening himself, he remarked, “There’s one problem, though. I can’t really help you as long as we’re in different squads.”

Yong Hajin nodded in agreement. That was definitely an issue.

“Could you pull some strings and have me transferred to your squad, Hyung-nim?”

For a moment, Yong Hajin wanted to say that it would not be easy, but in the end, he nodded. “Alright, leave that to me.”

His father had always told him that to become a great leader, one must gather strong followers. As such, Yong Hajin hoped to mold Crimson Tiger into a capable subordinate.

He could not disappoint the man by refusing such a simple request.

At that moment, Soh Bung entered the training grounds. Spotting Crimson Tiger, whom he hadn’t seen in a while, he eagerly rushed over, but when he saw Yong Hajin, he flinched.

“Huh? What the hell? Why are you two hanging out together?” he asked incredulously.

Yong Hajin flashed a smug, triumphant smile brimming with childish glee at Soh Bung.

Sensing that whatever happened next would not be pleasant for him, Crimson Tiger decided it was best to leave immediately. 

“I’ll be heading in first,” he said curtly, before turning and walking away.

Glancing between the Yong Hajin and the leaving Crimson Tiger, Soh Bung muttered, “Huh? What the hell is going on here?”

[image: sep]


After that day, Crimson Tiger made every effort to spend as much time as possible with Yong Hajin.

Even though Yong Hajin went on a ten-day mission with his squad, when he returned, he boasted loudly that he had killed eight enemies by himself.

Meanwhile, the Seventh Squad was left out of the missions by a direct order from the Ironblood Commander. Apparently, he was so upset about the Seventh Squad’s failure in the previous incident that even mentioning them could set him off.

Consequently, Crimson Tiger found himself with a lot of free time. He was itching to move, but he could not openly practice martial arts. Instead, he concentrated on a specific task.

“You’re staring at me again,” Yong Hajin complained.

Crimson Tiger awkwardly looked away. “It’s nothing.”

“Then why do you keep staring at me?”

Yong Hajin was on edge. For some reason, Crimson Tiger would observe his face intently whenever he had the chance, like a painter studying a subject’s face to paint a portrait.

At least there was no malice in his new subordinate’s gaze.

It must be because I’m handsome...?

In the end, Yong Hajin settled on that conclusion.

He’s trying so hard to get on my good side, but the moment he treats me like some naive kid, I’ll make sure he regrets it.

Yong Hajin had come to like Crimson Tiger over the short time they had been acquainted. His martial arts skills were exceptional for his age, and the more Yong Hajin observed him, the more dependable he seemed. He was nothing like that sneaky, opportunistic Soh Bung.

“Instead having you transfer to my squad, it would probably be better if I transferred to yours, especially since two spots just opened up.”

Of course, there was another reason Yong Hajin wanted to transfer. He desperately wanted to get to know Seventh Six, whom he had seen on their first day in the Nines.

“By the way, that woman from before. The one who guided you.”

“You mean Six?”

“What’s she like?”

“What do you mean...?”

“I mean, are you close to her?” Yong Hajin grinned with a hint of lust.

Oh. Crimson Tiger immediately realized that Yong Hajin was interested in Six and intended to use him to get closer to her. Nevertheless, he pretended not to notice.

“She’s my mentor, so we talk quite often,” he replied nonchalantly.

Yong Hajin’s eyes gleamed. “Is that so?”

His desire to use Crimson Tiger for his own agenda was written all over his face, but first, he needed to change squads.

“I’m going to meet my father tomorrow.”

“Did you get permission to leave headquarters?”

“No need for that. My father’s in the inner compound.”

Crimson Tiger blinked in surprise. “The Bloody Asura Commander is here?”

“Yeah. You didn’t know?”

“How should I know where the Bloody Asura Corps is stationed when we don’t have access to the inner compound? Anyway, have you not met him at all since coming here?”

Yong Hajin nodded. Ever since he joined the Ironblood Nines, his father hadn’t called for him even once. No matter how much he tried to brush it off, irritation boiled within him. Still, he was confident his father would grant this request. Even though his father favored strict discipline, surely he would throw him a bone once in a while.

“Want to come with me?” Yong Hajin asked.

Finally, the question I’ve been waiting for. Crimson Tiger reaffirmed, “Will that be okay?”

Yong Hajin grinned. “Of course.”

“On second thought, what if you get into trouble by bringing me along? You should go alone,” Crimson Tiger subtly hesitated, plotting to agitate Yong Hajin.

As expected, Yong Hajin flared up.

“Me? In trouble? Who the hell do you think you’re talking to? We’re going together tomorrow. No buts.”

“If you insist.”

Crimson Tiger turned away, a faint smile playing on his lips—a smile that held a meaning Yong Hajin could never even imagine.

The time has finally come.

The next day, after their daily duties were over, Crimson Tiger and Yong Hajin headed to the inner compound. 

At the first gate, the same place where Crimson Tiger had been turned away before, guards blocked their path.

“Why are you here?”

“We’re here to meet the Bloody Asura Commander,” Crimson Tiger answered on Yong Hajin’s behalf.

Yong Hajin smiled in satisfaction, relishing the feeling of finally having a reliable subordinate.

“State your names and affiliation.”

Once again, Crimson Tiger replied, “Sixth Five and Seventh Seven of the Ironblood Nines.”

“Ah, we were informed in advance.”

The guard ordered his subordinates to open the gate. News had already spread that the Bloody Asura Commander’s son had joined the Ironblood Nines, and the guards treated them with respect.

The two passed through the gate.

“There are ten guards on duty,” Crimson Tiger remarked.

“Did you only see ten?”

“Was I wrong?”

“There are ten more hiding in ambush.”

Crimson Tiger’s eyes flashed. It wasn’t an ambush so sloppy that just anyone could easily notice it. Yong Hajin must have learned about it from someone beforehand.

“Impressive. With security this tight, it would be impossible for anyone to attack or infiltrate,” he remarked.

They passed through three gates before reaching the inner compound. Since prior permission had been granted, they had no trouble proceeding.

At each checkpoint, Crimson Tiger stepped forward to announce their identities while secretly memorizing the number and positions of every martial artist guarding the area.

Finally, they entered the inner compound, and the Bloody Asura Corps’ headquarters came into view. 

Crimson Tiger’s gaze shifted to the far right. Beyond the wall at the end of the path, there was a small building. 

That small building was his true target—the document archive. He longed to rush there immediately, but now was not the time.

He entered the Bloody Asura Corps barracks with Yong Hajin. On the training grounds, the Corps’ martial artists were busy training. As the Evil Coalition’s most elite warriors, their movements were simultaneously powerful and sharp.

Yong Hajin’s eyes gleamed with ambition. “Someday, I’ll be their commander.”

“I believe you will.”

“When that day comes, I hope you’ll be by my side.”

“Yes.”

Yong Hajin smiled, delighted by Crimson Tiger’s supplicating manner. He was growing more and more fond of him, and every small change in Crimson Tiger’s attitude only strengthened his belief that he was successfully grooming a loyal subordinate.

The two of them arrived at Yong Cheonse’s office.

“Wait here,” Yong Hajin said as he stepped inside.

“Understood.” Crimson Tiger nodded and moved to a corner away from the door.

He sharpened his focus and surveyed his surroundings. Two martial artists guarded the entrance, and he detected very faint auras hidden above the ceiling, more calm and refined than those of the door guards.

The concealed ones don’t seem like they belong to the Bloody Asura Corps. They’re most likely the Bloody Asura Commander’s dedicated bodyguards. 

Meanwhile, instead of hiring personal bodyguards, the Ironblood Commander relies on the First Squad members to take turns guarding him.

That posed a bigger problem. The First Squad warriors were undoubtedly much stronger than these bodyguards.

While Crimson Tiger continued to survey the area, Yong Hajin was engaged in a tense exchange of words.

“What is it?” Yong Cheonse demanded curtly.

Yong Hajin’s expression hardened. No matter how much his father disliked him, this was their first meeting in a long time. Was this any way for a father to greet his son? His initial disappointment quickly turned to rebellious defiance.

“I have a request,” Yong Hajin said.

“A request?” Yong Cheonse’s face wrinkled in displeasure.

Yong Hajin nodded confidently. “Transfer me to another squad.”

“Another squad? Why?”

“Can’t you just trust me and grant it without asking me why?”

Yong Cheonse fell silent for a moment. His son seemed to be under the impression that his father hated him, but that was a misunderstanding. In reality, he loved and cherished Hajin more than anything else.

The problem was his son’s nature. It was said that a promising tree could be recognized from the time it was a sapling, and Yong Hajin had been greedy, selfish, and narrow-minded since childhood. If the boy had been ambitious or ruthless, such behavior might have been tolerable, but he was neither.

Simply put, his potential was far too limited.

Yong Cheonse sighed inwardly. Part of the blame lay with him for being too busy with work to properly raise his son, and part of it came from spoiling the boy as a child. 

By the time he tried to correct his son’s errant ways, Yong Hajin’s personality had already been set in stone. Therefore, when he finally decided to be strict with the child, it only led to more frustrations. No matter how much he tried to sympathize with his son, the boy always found a way to antagonize him.

Take now, for example. If his son wanted to be transferred, then he should seek out the Ironblood Commander. The very fact that the boy had come to him instead revealed how corrupted his thinking was. 

Yong Cheonse could barely keep himself from scolding the spoiled brat as he firmly stated, “This isn’t something you should be coming to me for.”

“Then who am I supposed to go to?”

“Are you seriously asking me that?”

Their voices grew louder until eventually, they could be heard outside the office.

Despite the commotion, Crimson Tiger remained still, quietly observing the Bloody Asura barracks.

All of a sudden, a familiar group of people appeared around the corner. 

Crimson Tiger flinched. Although the man in the center possessed an aura that set him apart from ordinary martial artists, what truly startled him was the man’s uniform—a uniform that indicated he was the Ironblood Commander, Cheol Mugang.

Following that, he immediately recognized the guards behind Cheol Mugang as First One, First Two, and First Three.

As expected of the First Squad, they’re all dangerous experts.

As they approached, Crimson Tiger, standing at the end of the corridor, bowed deeply. 

Cheol Mugang shot him a questioning look, as if wondering why one of his subordinates was there. The First Squad martial artists behind him wore similar expressions.

Before he could ask, though, voices rang out from within the office.

“I entered the Ironblood Nines just as you ordered, Father, and yet you won’t even grant me this one request?”

“You insolent brat! Where did you learn to be so rude?”

Cheol Mugang immediately understood why Crimson Tiger was waiting outside the office.

A guard opened his mouth to announce Cheol Mugang’s arrival, but the Ironblood Commander stopped him. 

“Hold off on announcing my arrival for now,” he told the guard, then approached Crimson Tiger while the three bodyguards accompanying him stood to the side.

Crimson Tiger’s heart was pounding, but instead of hiding it, he deliberately let his nervousness show. Then, as Cheol Mugang drew near, he bowed again.

“One bow is enough,” Cheol Mugang remarked in a low voice.

Crimson Tiger stammered, “M-My apologies.”

Cheol Mugang shook his head, but he wasn’t surprised. This was only natural for an ordinary member of the Ironblood Nines. It would have been much weirder if Crimson Tiger had been completely composed and in control of his emotions.

“What’s your position?”

“I’m a new recruit, sir. Seventh Seven.”

Cheol Mugang’s eyes lit up with interest. “Hmm... Seventh Seven, you say? That means Seventh Six is your mentor.”

Normally, he never bothered remembering the faces of new recruits. He always managed his subordinates through the First Squad, so he wasn’t particularly familiar with the ordinary squad members, let alone newcomers.

Nevertheless, no one held that against him. He had earned that right. However, at the mention of Seventh Seven, he couldn’t help but be intrigued.

This flicker of curiosity was not lost on Crimson Tiger, but he simply replied meekly, “Yes, sir.”

“Is she treating you well?”

“Yes, she is.”

The more Cheol Mugang said, the more Crimson Tiger couldn’t shake the feeling that his mention of Six was more than just idle talk. However, his first priority was to analyze the Ironblood Commander’s strength without being noticed, so he relaxed and passively submitted to the natural aura surrounding the man.

Cold and sharp, like the blade of a sword, ready to cut the moment it is touched.

From that alone, Crimson Tiger could discern how the Ironblood Commander fought.

Fast and decisive, yet calm and meticulous.

Truly, this was not an opponent to be taken lightly.

Suddenly, Cheol Mugang muttered, “Wait, Seventh Seven... so you were the one who found the bodies...”

A shiver ran down Crimson Tiger’s spine. Cheol Mugang’s aura had rapidly destabilized, like a razor-sharp sword thrown carelessly on the ground or left unattended on a table, ready to wound anyone who dared pick it up and swing it recklessly.

CRASH!

The office door burst open and Yong Hajin stormed out, his face flushed with emotion. 

“We’re leaving!” he shouted, then suddenly froze, his eyes widening in recognition. Immediately, he bowed respectfully and introduced himself, “Greetings, Commander. I am Sixth Six.”

Cheol Mugang, who had been about to question Crimson Tiger, turned to Yong Hajin. 

Crimson Tiger inwardly sighed in relief. No matter how it turned out, no good would have come from discussing the incident at the Hong Family Estate.

“Your father is an exceptional man. Do your best not to disgrace his name,” Cheol Mugang said sternly.

Yong Hajin answered confidently, “Understood!”

Turning away, Cheol Mugang nodded at the guard, who announced, “The Ironblood Commander has arrived!”

“Escort him in immediately,” Yong Cheonse replied.

Cheol Mugang entered the office while the First Squad martial artists waited outside.

Crimson Tiger and Yong Hajin cautiously made their way to the exit, but as they passed the First Squad warriors, they could feel unfriendly gazes settling on them—a clear warning from their superiors that if they dared to act arrogantly because of their lineage, they would pay for it dearly.

Only when they were outside did Yong Hajin let out a long sigh. “Damn! I thought I was going to have a heart attack.

“Same. I never expected the Commander to show up.”

“Just like the rumors say... he looks terrifying.” 

Crimson Tiger glanced back at the Bloody Asura barracks. As the rumors suggested, Cheol Mugang was indeed a formidable martial artist, but what intrigued him more was the sudden drastic change in his aura.

What exactly caused Cheol Mugang to become so agitated that his aura destabilized like that?

Deep in thought, he followed Yong Hajin out of the inner compound and back to the Ironblood Garrison.

As they walked, Yong Hajin asked, “So how was your first time in the inner compound?”

“It was incredibly helpful.”

“Helpful? In what way?”

“It will help me plan ahead.”

“Haha! Just hang in there a little longer! We’ll be stationed there soon,” Yong Hajin laughed.

Crimson Tiger’s lips curled into a knowing smile. “Yes, soon...”


V2C8: An Unexpected Visitor

Not even two hours after Crimson Tiger and Yong Hajin left the area, Yong Hajin showed up again at the gate leading to the inner compound.

“What brings you here, sir?” a gate guard asked.

“I left something in my father’s office, so let me through,” Yong Hajin replied calmly.

“Ah, I see. However...” The guard frowned in distress. “...Your re-entry has not been authorized.”

“Of course it hasn’t. Didn’t I just say I left something behind? I’ll be in and out quickly.”

“I’m sorry, but that would be difficult. You’ll need to get permission again before you can enter.”

“So you’re telling me I have to go through the trouble of getting approval again just to retrieve something trivial?” Yong Hajin sneered. “Well, if that’s how it is, I guess I have no choice.”

He turned away, looking visibly annoyed, then, as if he remembered something, he glanced back and asked, “Hey, what’s your name?”

“Pardon?” the guard gasped, gulping nervously, while those around him flinched.

“I asked for your name,” Yong Hajin said resentfully.

Although the displeasure in Yong Hajin’s eyes was unmistakable, the guard remained silent.

Yong Hajin narrowed his eyes. “You won’t even answer me now, huh?”

Finally, the guard relented, unable to take the pressure any longer. After ordering a subordinate to open the gates, he sighed, “Just make sure you come right back out.”

“Thank you. And your name?” Yong Hajin repeated his question, this time in a friendly tone.

The guard hesitated for a moment before stating his name.

Yong Hajin grinned. “I’ll be sure to remember it. Oh, while we’re at it, I have one more favor to ask.”

“What is it?”

“Let the guards stationed at the next gates know I’m coming. I’d rather not waste time repeating this process over and over again. Besides, wouldn’t it be better if I only had to remember your name?”

The guard didn’t hesitate this time and quickly nodded to his subordinate, who immediately took off.

Inwardly, though, he let out a small sigh. Technically, this was a breach of protocol, but at least it wasn’t a big deal. After all, Yong Hajin was the son of the Bloody Asura Commander, and he’d just passed through the gates earlier. Anyone would consider it a reasonable exception.

Most importantly, he had already passed the point of no return.

Yong Hajin strode through all three gates with ease. However, the place he headed for wasn’t the Bloody Asura Corps building where he supposedly dropped something, but the document archive.

That was because he wasn’t really Yong Hajin, but Crimson Tiger in disguise.

From the very beginning, everything that happened today had been a part of his plan.

While hanging out with Yong Hajin, Crimson Tiger had studied his face so closely that he could perfectly transform into the young master using the Thousand Transformations Hundred Faces Art.

Earlier, he had also done the introductions for Yong Hajin so that the guards wouldn’t hear and remember his voice, which he couldn’t imitate perfectly. Altering his own voice to make it unrecognizable, on the other hand, was child’s play for him.

He silently jumped over the outer wall of the archive. Just as Yeon had said, the internal security was lax, with only two martial artists guarding the archive entrance. Since the security of the inner compound was already tight, and this was just a normal document archive, the Coalition hadn’t bothered posting many guards there.

PAK! PAK!

In an instant, Crimson Tiger took down the two guards, knocking them out before they even knew what hit them. Then, he propped their bodies against the wall and entered the building.

He didn’t detect any presences inside the archive, which was expected. In any organization, it was standard practice not to station any guards inside the archive to prevent the leaking of classified information.

Crimson Tiger quickly scanned the area. Dozens of bookshelves lined the room with records, though the records on the Ironblood Nines were probably kept in a secluded section.

He began his search at the far end of the room. As he had guessed, the records pertaining to the Ironblood Nines and the Bloody Asura Corps were stored at the very back.

He quickly flipped through them until he found a certain book that contained the records of all those who had joined the Ironblood Nines in recent years.

As he reached for it, though, a sudden shiver ran down his spine.

He turned around slowly and surveyed the empty room for a moment before giving a warning, “Come out.”

Only silence answered him.

SWIIISH!

Drawing his sword, he slashed through the air and sent a wave of sword qi toward a bookshelf at the far end of the room.

CRASH!

The bookshelf and its books were sliced cleanly, and several thin books fell to the floor, though the bookshelf itself remained standing.

“Damn it! I almost died just now,” Soh Bung complained as he stepped out of the darkness, rubbing his neck as if he’d just narrowly escaped decapitation. “Oh! If it isn’t the future Bloody Asura Commander. What brings you here? You on an errand too?”

SWIIISH!

Crimson Tiger fired off another wave of sword qi without hesitation, but Soh Bung just twisted his body to the side and dodged the attack.

Crimson Tiger furrowed his brows. That had been a warning attack, and it wasn’t something just anyone could dodge.

CHWAAAANG!

He unleashed another blow, leaving only a long scar on the wall where Soh Bung had been standing.

Soh Bung grinned. “As expected, that shitty excuse was just too ridiculous to fly, huh?”

Crimson Tiger eyed Soh Bung carefully. His opponent’s aura had a kind of harmony that only a top expert could pull off, perfectly balanced in mind, body, and spirit. Just like him, this guy had been hiding his true strength.

Still, he wasn’t surprised at all. From the very start, Soh Bung had always acted suspiciously. If anyone was to show up in a situation like this, it was him.

Soh Bung slowly stepped forward. “Why don’t we have a little chat, just between fellow trainees?”

Crimson Tiger’s mind raced. Who on earth is he? He might have come up to me already knowing my true identity from the start.

,He was curious about his opponent’s true identity, but his top priority right now was to kill him. Everything else could wait. Dragging it out would only put him at a disadvantage.

He quietly gathered his qi, planning to take down Soh Bung with a single strike.

Soh Bung abruptly halted, sensing Crimson Tiger’s killing intent. This Association spy was much stronger than he had imagined.

“Why are you so scared all of a sudden?” Crimson Tiger asked cheekily as he approached Soh Bung.

Soh Bung stepped back, but smiled as he unleashed his own killing intent. “Well, to be honest, I’m not scared at all. I know how to fight too, you know.”

WHOOSH!

He leapt towards the bookshelves, and Crimson Tiger moved almost simultaneously.

TAK TAK TAK TAK TAK!

The two of them raced through the maze of bookshelves.

SHIIING!

Like Crimson Tiger, Soh Bung fired off waves of sword qi from his blade, slicing the bookshelves and books cleanly apart.

SWISH!

Leaning back, Crimson Tiger slid across the floor and ducked under the attacks. A quick glance over his shoulder revealed that the bookshelf behind him had been hacked to pieces, leaving a deep gash in the wall.

He sure packs a punch, he mused, still assessing Soh Bung’s strength.

BOOM! CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!

Soh Bung kicked off a fallen bookshelf and descended on Crimson Tiger, unleashing five thrusts at his heart from different angles in a flash.

CRACK! CLATTER!

Crimson Tiger managed to block all the attacks, but on the fifth strike, his sword snapped in half. Startled, he leaped back immediately to put some distance between him and his opponent.

“Surprised?” Soh Bung grinned and held up his sword for Crimson Tiger to see.

At first glance, it looked like an ordinary blade, but after their exchange, it had changed completely. Just a look at it sent chills down Crimson Tiger’s spine.

Soh Bung explained, “The name of this sword is Soul Crusher. It may not be one of the Ten Great Legendary Swords, but it’s one of the Three Extraordinary Swords of the jianghu. You have to inject qi into it to reveal its true murderous aura. I’ve been saving this precious thing for a long time, and I decided to bring it out for this occasion.”

The tables had turned. Crimson Tiger, clutching his broken sword, retreated while Soh Bung slowly advanced.

The two locked eyes for a moment, then clashed once more.

This time, it wasn’t long before Crimson Tiger was overwhelmed by Soh Bung and forced back against the wall.

Soh Bung lunged forward with confidence.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

Their swords clashed three times in a row, and Crimson Tiger’s already broken blade shattered even more.

“This is the end!” Soh Bung shouted as he brought his sword crashing down on Crimson Tiger’s shoulder.

SWOOSH!

Just as he was about to land the blow, Crimson Tiger twisted his body in a strange way and smoothly dodged it.

CRASH!

Soh Bung’s sword scraped the wall as it missed its mark.

BAM!

Crimson Tiger’s fist grazed Soh Bung’s solar plexus.

“Keuk!” Soh Bung gasped, momentarily unable to breathe from the impact. 

A shiver ran down his spine. Had he taken a clean hit, he would’ve died instantly.

SHIIING!

He quickly swung his sword, aiming to slash Crimson Tiger’s waist, but his opponent was already one step ahead.

Crimson Tiger’s arm shot past Soh Bung, brushing against his armpit. Soh Bung instantly thought he’d missed a shoulder strike, but he was dead wrong.

Crimson Tiger hooked his arm around Soh Bung and embraced him.

“Ugh!” Soh Bung yelped in shock. Having never seen a technique like this before, he was caught off guard.

SMACK!

A faint impact hit his heel, and before he knew it, he was thrown into the air.

He head spun in confusion. What the fuck? How did he launch me into the air with such a weak strike? Why can’t I even react to his attacks? No, is he reading the flow of my internal energy perfectly and using my own strength against me?

His mind wanted to counterattack, but his body didn’t even register that he was under attack.

BOOM! WHOOSH!

Crimson Tiger kicked off the ground, twisting his body as he soared upward and threw a punch at Soh Bung’s chest.

Soh Bung’s eyes widened. Shit, are his fists actually much faster than his sword?

At least, that was how it felt.

Heavy impacts rang out one after the other from his chest to his abdomen, from his side to his ribs.

“Uwaaaaah!” Screaming in pain, he mustered the last of his strength and flung himself backward, only to find himself pinned against the wall.

Somehow, without him noticing, he and Crimson Tiger had swapped positions.

Still, Crimson Tiger clung to him like a shadow. No, he was practically a shadow himself, moving so fast that his whole body was a blur.

THUD!

A final, heavy impact echoed as Crimson Tiger landed a solid blow on Soh Bung’s solar plexus, marking the end of the fight.

Soh Bung slid down the wall and crumpled to the ground where he stood. The wall behind him had caved in, with cracks spreading out from its center like a spider web.

“...What technique was that?” he whispered weakly.

“Fist Rain of the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers.”

“...Just as the rumors say, you’re incredible.”

Crimson Tiger frowned. As expected, his opponent knew who he was. “Who are you?” he demanded.

“...Smiley.”

“You’re one of the Ten Evils!” Crimson Tiger’s gaze turned icy. Smiley of the Ten Evils got that name because he always killed his targets with a smile on his face.

“Sheesh, I always knew I’d die like this someday...”

“How did you know who I am?”

“...Hey hey, now it’s my turn to ask a question,” Smiley chuckled, struggling to keep smiling even in his final moments. “...Why did you infiltrate the Ironblood Nines?”

“It’s my mission.”

“...I see.”

“Now answer me. How did you know about me?”

“......” Black blood mixed with shredded innards spilled from Smiley’s mouth. He could no longer speak... no, he was dead.

CRACK, CRACK...

As he died, his face reverted to its original form, that of a middle-aged man in his forties.

He must have mastered some supreme disguise art, much like the Thousand Transformations Hundred Faces Art.

Crimson Tiger picked up the book that had fallen to the floor and quickly flipped through it.

Seventh Six: Baek Soeun

...It’s her! Baek Soeun is a woman!

Dumbfounded, Crimson Tiger stood frozen for a long while. Then, as if he didn’t want to believe what he had just read, he hurriedly searched for his and Yong Hajin’s name.

Seventh Seven: Yang Hyeon

Sixth Five: Yong Hajin

Both were correct, which meant that there was no chance Baek Soeun’s name had been recorded incorrectly. His mission target was undoubtedly her.

Wait, didn’t they refer to her as “him” when they gave me the order to kill her? Did the Radiant Hall not know her actual gender?

“Damn it! How could this happen!”

His mind was in turmoil, but now was not the time to dwell on it. He had to get out of here first.

Crimson Tiger opened the door slightly and heightened all his senses, but he couldn’t sense anyone but the still unconscious guards nearby. Fortunately, it seemed that Smiley was working alone.

Closing the door again, he looked around. Whether it was the destroyed bookshelves, the scattered documents or the slashed walls, there was no way to cover this up. In the morning, the fact that a fight had broken out in the archive would definitely be discovered, but no matter how things turned out, it was best to keep the fact that Smiley had died here a secret.

Crimson Tiger lifted Smiley’s corpse onto his back and stepped outside. He buried the body and his broken sword under the wall behind the building, and even carefully replanted the grass.

It was a perfect cleanup. Unless someone intentionally dug up that spot, it would be impossible to tell that anything had ever been buried there.

After that, he went back and retrieved Smiley’s sword, Soul Crusher. At first glance, Soul Crusher looked like an ordinary iron sword, almost identical to the one that had been broken, so he doubted it would cause any major problems even if he didn’t dispose of it.

Holding it up, he injected his qi into the blade. Soul Crusher immediately emitted a frigid, unfamiliar aura, but for some reason, he didn’t find it unpleasant. In fact, he felt drawn to the sword.

He grinned. What he liked most about Soul Crusher was that as long as it wasn’t infused with qi, it appeared to be nothing more than a regular iron sword.

Strapping the sword to his waist, Crimson Tiger walked towards the entrance. The two guards were still out cold.

Before leaving, he lightly poked their acupoints so that they would awaken right after he left.

True enough, a moment later, the two guards woke up at the same time and yawned. Thinking that they had simply dozed off while standing, they remained blissfully unaware of what had transpired.

The timing was absolutely perfect, demonstrating just how incredibly refined Crimson Tiger’s technique was.

Meanwhile, Crimson Tiger swiftly made his way out of the inner compound.

When he reached the gate, the guard who had let him in earlier questioned him sharply, “What took you so long?”

“Sorry, I got caught up in the excitement after such a long time and ended up sparring with my father,” Crimson Tiger replied.

At the mention of Yong Cheonse, the guard did not press further. He had already broken the rules, and arguing about it further would only result in him offending everyone involved.

Just like that, Crimson Tiger left the inner compound, found a secluded spot, and reverted to Yang Hyeon’s face.

His heart pounded with anxiety. The moment he killed Smiley, a new countdown had begun. The Evil Coalition now knew that an intruder was among them, and it was only a matter of time before they realized that Smiley was dead.

From this moment on, time itself was his enemy. He had to complete his mission and escape before they found out.

He immediately returned to the Seventh Squad barracks and searched for Seventh Six, but she wasn’t there.

“Does anyone know where Senior Six went?” he asked the other members of the Seventh Squad.

“She went out earlier,” Seventh Nine replied.

“Do you happen to know where she went?”

“She said she was going out for a drink. Try heading to the Pear Blossom Inn. She goes there pretty often.”

“Thank you.”

Just as Crimson Tiger was about to leave the barracks, Seventh Nine said, “Want a piece of advice?”

“Yes?”

“Don’t get too close to her.”

“...Understood.” Crimson Tiger nodded. He instinctively understood that Seventh Nine’s warning had something to do with the Ironblood Commander.

After thanking Seventh Nine, he left the Ironblood Garrison and made a beeline for the Pear Blossom Inn.

Sure enough, Seventh Six was there, drinking.

“Oh? How did you know to come here?” she asked.

I wonder... Does she know her fate? Crimson Tiger mused as he sat down across from her. If he killed her now and left, his mission would be complete.

The assassination of the Ironblood Commander would be reported to the higher-ups as a failure, and since the Evil Coalition had already deployed Smiley of the Ten Evils, he now had a good excuse for botching things up.

All that remained was to kill Six and escape.

He could kill her on the way back, or he could do it here at the inn. He didn’t even have to use his sword. He could simply seal a vital acupoint and walk away, leaving her body quietly slumped over the table, but he hesitated.

Although he had murdered women before, all of his victims had been either cruel villainesses or vixens who fed on the life force of men. On the other hand, he wasn’t sure what crime Six had committed to warrant her execution.

Why does the organization want her dead?

If it were a man, he wouldn’t be hesitating like this.

Am I hesitating because she’s drop-dead beautiful? Or because she treats me well?

No, those were foolish reasons. He couldn’t disobey orders just because of that.

He had to kill her and leave.

“My mother never once spoke about my father in her entire life. What kind of person was he? What kind of man was he?” Six rambled.

“He must have been a good man,” Crimson Tiger replied indifferently. There was no point in listening to her story when he was going to kill her. Resolving himself, he muttered, “Um, I need to use the outhouse for a moment.”

“You didn’t have to say that out loud!”

Crimson Tiger rose to his feet and walked past her, planning to casually seal the acupoint at the back of her neck with the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers. 

She would die without even a scream.

Just as his hand twitched toward her, however, he suddenly froze.

“Hmm? What’s wrong?” Six asked, looking up at Crimson Tiger in confusion.

“It’s nothing,” he replied, staring blankly at the exit to the inn backyard.

Curious, Six followed Crimson Tiger’s gaze, but the corridor leading to the backyard was empty.

“I’ll be right back,” Crimson Tiger said, remaining alert as he slowly approached the backyard.

As expected, he found a woman standing with her back to him there.

No, more importantly, not only was she was the person who had been watching him in the hallway just moments ago, she was also someone he recognized.

“Follow me,” she said.
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In a forest a short distance from the inn, Crimson Tiger stood facing the Third Young Lady, Ju Hwayin, who was currently disguised as Gahwa of the Autumn Moon Palace.

“Why are you here?” Crimson Tiger asked plainly. He was so shocked by the sheer improbability of the moment that his astonishment he actually calmed down.

Just as he was poised to eliminate Seventh Six, Gahwa had suddenly emerged in the corridor leading to the inn’s backyard.

What are the odds of running into her here? And what is she doing in Evil Coalition territory?

Seeing the complex swirl of emotions in her eyes, though, his questions felt utterly insignificant.

“Have you been well?” she asked.

“Why are you here?” he demanded.

“I came because I wanted to see you... and to ask you a favor.”

For a fleeting moment, Crimson Tiger wished their meeting had been purely coincidental. Gahwa had been his only respite in a weary life, but he knew it was not the same for her.

Narrowing his eyes, he asked, “What favor?”

He tried to appear nonchalant, but the faint tremor in his voice betrayed his worries and confusion.

In contrast, Ju Hwayin remained composed as she replied, “You must not kill that child.”

“......” Crimson Tiger’s heart sank.

“You must not kill that child, Crimson Tiger,” Ju Hwayin repeated.

So she knows everything, from my mission to my identity.

Crimson Tiger closed his eyes tightly before reopening them. “Who... are you?” he asked.

“I am the owner of the Autumn Moon Palace, the woman you love, and the woman who loves you...”

“Answer me properly!” Crimson Tiger roared, unleashing his killing intent.

Ju Hwayin said softly, “There is someone who gives you orders and pays you. The woman I serve wishes to replace that person.”

Crimson Tiger stood in stunned silence for a moment before finally stepping back in shock. “The Third Young Lady!” he gasped.

Ju Hwayin nodded. “That’s right, and I... serve the Third Young Lady.”

Ju Hwayin chose to hide the truth that she was the Third Young Lady. Right now, her appearance and voice were different, so unless she revealed it herself, Crimson Tiger would never discover her true identity.

Crimson Tiger remained silent, his mind in disarray. He had no idea how to process the situation.

“The secret mission you received came from the First Young Lord. The one he wishes dead is his own flesh and blood.”

“What?”

“Your target is a child who must never be revealed to the world, for if her existence is revealed, the First Young Lord will immediately lose the succession war.”

Realization dawned on Crimson Tiger. Only now did he understand why the organization wanted Baek Soeun dead and why she had become an assassination target even more important than the Ironblood Commander.

Crimson Tiger’s gaze grew calm and steady. Getting angry at Gahwa would be foolish, and now, more than ever, he needed to keep his mind clear.

“Why are you telling me all this?” he asked.

“...Because we have a good relationship?”

Crimson Tiger silently fixed his gaze on her clear, unreadable eyes before saying firmly, “If you know who I am, then you must also know that I only follow official orders. Have the Third Young Lady submit this request through the proper channels, and I will consider it.”

He whirled around without hesitation.

“Wait!” Ju Hwayin cried out. “We have something far more convincing than an official mission order.”

Crimson Tiger flinched. He felt uneasy, as if something that should never be spoken of was about to be disclosed.

“We know... about your daughter’s existence.”

...And his ominous premonition proved accurate.

SHIIING!

In an instant, Crimson Tiger drew his sword and charged at Ju Hwayin, but her bodyguard Lee Dansim, who had been prepared for this moment, stepped in front of her.

CLATTER!

With a single swift slash, Lee Dansim’s sword shattered. Such was the overwhelming power of Soul Crusher, driven by Crimson Tiger’s explosive qi.

THUD!

As Lee Dansim staggered from the impact, Crimson Tiger struck her with his shoulder, sending shockwaves through her body and knocking her back. Immediately, she tried to regain her balance, but it was too late.

Crimson Tiger had already grasped Ju Hwayin’s throat with one hand, and leveled his sword at her with the other.

“No!” Lee Dansim screamed as she lunged forward.

“What did you just say?” Crimson Tiger barked at Ju Hwayin, eyes blazing with fury.

Lee Dansim shouted urgently, “Let her go!”

WOOOONG...

Soul Crusher hummed as if warning Lee Dansim that Crimson Tiger would kill her if she said another word.

Ju Hwayin calmly raised her hand, signaling Lee Dansim to hold still. “Let’s talk this out, okay?” she pleaded.

Crimson Tiger seethed with uncontrollable rage, but he knew that violence would not solve this. His hands quivering, he slowly loosened his grip, and the overwhelming killing intent within him began to subside.

Lee Dansim was overcome with both relief and a chilling realization. She had been completely overwhelmed in a single move, even in her rage. 

If Crimson Tiger wanted to kill her, then she would already be dead.

Moreover, even though Ju Hwayin offered no resistance, she could see the deep red imprints left by Crimson Tiger’s fingers on her mistress’s pale neck.

She had thought she was stronger than Crimson Tiger, but she couldn’t have been more wrong. Crimson Tiger was far more powerful than she had imagined.

“We know... about your daughter...” Ju Hwayin gasped.

“Say that again.”

“We know about your daughter!”

“Again!”

“We know everything...”

Seeing Crimson Tiger’s sword hand tremble, Lee Dansim held her breath, fearing that he might snap Ju Hwayin’s neck at any moment.

“If you dare lay a single finger on my daughter, I’ll kill you all!” Crimson Tiger roared, unleashing his killing intent once more.

This time, his aura was so cold and suffocating that the two women felt as if even their hearts were frozen.

“I swear! I’ll destroy you in ways you can’t even imagine!”

Ju Hwayin immediately understood that Crimson Tiger meant every word he said, but she did not back down. “Please, as long as you do us this favor, we won’t touch her...”

Threat clashed with threat. Convictions collided, but in the end, Ju Hwayin’s threat proved superior.

“The first time we met. Did you approach me on purpose?” Crimson Tiger muttered.

Ju Hwayin shook her head. “You already know the answer. You were the one who appeared before me covered in blood.”

“Was it really a coincidence?”

“I swear to the gods, it was pure chance.”

Crimson Tiger gritted his teeth. She was telling the truth. From the moment he escaped this place two years ago until the moment he met her, every step he had taken had been his own choice.

There was no way anyone could have orchestrated their meeting in the middle of such a desperate situation.

Then why, after all these years, have I never once suspected that she might not be who I believed her to be?

Perhaps, deep down, he had not wanted to suspect her. He had enjoyed his nights with her. At the very least, he had hoped that their relationship would remain simple, untainted, and unchanged. She had been his refuge.

Taking a slow, deep breath, Crimson Tiger gradually regained his composure. He knew better than anyone that fighting would only sink him deeper into the quagmire.

“If the First Young Lord finds out that I disobeyed his order, he’ll have me killed.”

“At least your daughter will be safe.”

“......” Crimson Tiger’s eyes flashed sharply.

Ju Hwayin continued, “People who pursue power are like moths to a flame. Even though we know we’ll be burned alive, we still throw ourselves into the fire. If you don’t comply, we will kill your daughter. Even if you take revenge, even if we die at your hands, we’ll still do it. Because... because such is our shitty nature.”

The sound of grinding bones resounded from Crimson Tiger’s clenched fist.

“So put out the fire. Stop us from jumping in. Just do us this one favor, please,” Ju Hwayin pleaded earnestly.

“......” Crimson Tiger remained silent.

“Report his death to Radiant Hall and bring the child to us instead. In return, we’ll protect you and your daughter. I promise.”

“......”

Ju Hwayin could feel it. Crimson Tiger was completely calm now, not because he was truly relaxed, but because he had reached the limit of rage that a man like him could exhibit.

“I will see to it that you are paid in full, as if you had completed your mission perfectly.”

Crimson Tiger slowly raised his head, and Ju Hwayin shuddered.

He was smiling, but that smile was devoid of any emotion. If she had to give that smile had a color, it would be pure white.

It was the most horrifying smile she had ever seen.

“Fine, I’ll do as you ask without any compensation. Just... consider it a breakup gift.”

Leaving those last words behind, Crimson Tiger slowly turned around and vanished into the darkness.

Lee Dansim hurried to her mistress’s side. “Are you all right?” she asked worriedly.

“Yes, I’m fine.”

“I’m sorry.”

“You don’t need to apologize. As expected, that man... he really is strong. To think you were overwhelmed in just one exchange.”

Lee Dansim had no excuses. She had indeed let her guard down, but even if she hadn’t, the result would have been the same.

“Why did you do that?” she asked suddenly.

“Hmm?”

“You told me you loved him, didn’t you?”

“That’s right, I love him. Even now, I still love him,” Ju Hwayin admitted so casually that it almost seemed like a joke.

“Then why did you do this?”

“This is important. Is there anyone else who could do this job better than him?”

“That’s not what I meant...”

“Are you asking why I made him hate me on purpose?”

“Yes.”

Ju Hwayin smiled bitterly. She had not done what she did because she was disguised as a prostitute from the Autumn Moon Palace. For the past two years, she had stood before him as Gahwa, but the one who had always loved him was Ju Hwayin, and now she had pushed him away.

“Do you think I deserve to love him?” she asked wistfully.

Lee Dansim was speechless.

“Senior Brother and I walk the same path,” Ju Hwayin continued as she reached out into the empty air, her slender fingers opening and closing as if desperately trying to grasp something far out of reach.

“I understand Senior Brother. He and I are both people who will do whatever it takes to see this succession war through to the end. Do you know what that means? It means that we are the same. That’s why, even if the whole world condemns him, I could never blame him. After all, if I were in his position, I would have undoubtedly made the same decision.”

She smiled bitterly. 

“While we kill our own children for the sake of world domination, he fights the world for the sake of his child. Isn’t it ironic?”

“My Lady...”

Ju Hwayin looked up at the night sky. She had confirmed the depth of her love through their painful parting.

“Besides, if ruthless people like us fell in love with each other... it would only end in unbearable tragedy.”

Her eyes glistened with tears, each one a tiny, twinkling reflection of the stars.



Translator’s Note: Finally, the quote from the novel summary.


V2C9: The Ironblood Commander

Crimson Tiger leaned against a secluded alleyway. His eyes, hidden in the shadow of the wall, were serious and somber.

The situation had changed. Instead of killing Six, he now had to kidnap her and escape. However, when he returned to the Pear Blossom Inn, he discovered that she had already left for the Ironblood Garrison.

He lifted his head and looked wistfully at the night sky, recalling his daughter’s bright smile.

He missed her. He missed her so much that his eyes ached, his arms ached, his legs ached, and his heart ached. There were times when he longed to throw everything away and run to her side, but he always suppressed his desires and held himself back. He couldn’t risk even the slightest chance of endangering her.

Crimson Tiger gritted his teeth. Before thinking about the future, he had to complete his mission, which had grown even more challenging.

Can I even persuade Six? Will she accept the fact that her father wants to kill her, and that her father’s greatest rival wants to kidnap her? No, she would never accept it.

There were two ways he could achieve his goal. First, he could deceive her, and second, he could knock her out and carry her off.

Before attempting that seemingly impossible task, however, he had one more decision to make.

Crimson Tiger sighed as he looked at the bookstore across the street.

There’s no way I can do this without Yeon’s knowledge, but do I trust her enough to tell her the truth? How much should I tell her?

He was not supposed to trust Yeon, and he had indeed spent the past two years keeping her at arm’s length.

However, she had never betrayed him nor revealed any of his secrets even to her own superiors. It was enough to make him agonize over his decision.

After much deliberation, Crimson Tiger made up his mind. He crossed the street and entered the bookstore.

When Yeon saw Crimson Tiger, she immediately jumped to her feet, startled by his sudden visit.

“What brings you here?” she asked.

Crimson Tiger told her about Smiley.

“You killed Smiley of the Ten Evils? And he knew your identity?” Yeon’s face paled. If what Crimson Tiger said was true, then it meant that the Association’s information had leaked to the Coalition. “We must cancel the mission and withdraw immediately! But even that won’t be easy... The enemy must have already set a trap preventing our escape...”

“......” Crimson Tiger remained silent.

“Crimson Tiger?” Yeon tensed. This was unusual behavior for him. “Do you... have something to say to me?”

Crimson Tiger hesitated for a moment, then whispered, “You go back first.”

“What?”

“There’s something I still need to do.”

“What’s going on?” Yeon asked sternly, sensing that something bigger than an information leak and the Ten Evils’ interference was at play.

“......”

“I won’t let you do this if you don’t give me a valid reason. You know that, don’t you?”

“I do, but I can’t tell you.”

“Why not?”

“...Because you’ll get caught up in it.”

“I’m already in enough danger! From the moment you walked through that door and started spouting nonsense, I was already entangled in whatever it is you refuse to talk about!” Yeon shouted, glaring angrily at Crimson Tiger. “Well? Are you still going to hide it from me? Fine then. I’ll do as you say, but I’ll also report the situation exactly as it is.”

“Do as you will.”

Yeon slammed the door as she stormed out.

Crimson Tiger let out a small sigh. The truth was, he desperately needed Yeon. He wasn’t confident he could complete this mission without her help, but at the same time, he did not want to drag her into this quagmire. 

It would be difficult, but he would take Baek Soeun and escape this place on his own.

Unfortunately, he had no way of knowing what consequences her report might bring either. It wouldn’t be anything good, but that was a burden he had to bear.

Just as he was about to leave, Crimson Tiger abruptly stopped, sensing that Yeon was standing right outside the door.

The truth was, Yeon liked Crimson Tiger, and not only because he had saved her life. She respected him as a martial artist, enjoyed the camaraderie they had built through countless dangerous missions, and... she was attracted to him as a man.

Rationality told her that she should walk away, but her feet wouldn’t budge. Her feelings for Crimson Tiger were too complicated.

At this rate, I’m going to get myself killed.

Even that thought wasn’t enough to make her leave him be.

Having made up her mind, she turned around.

“Can you really handle this?” Crimson Tiger asked, sensing her determination.

“Maybe.”

“...Come in.”

The two sat facing each other as Crimson Tiger explained to Yeon the additional mission related to Baek Soeun.

“Killing Baek Soeun is the real mission?” Yeon asked, her eyes widening in realization. So this is why he asked me to locate the document archive!

“Yes, and I’ve already found out who she really is.”

“Ah!”

“The target is Seventh Six, a woman.”

“Hmm, if the Ten Evils are onto you, then we have to kill her by tonight.”

Crimson Tiger shook his head. “No, we’re not going to kill her. We’re going to kidnap her.”

“What? Why?” Yeon exclaimed, dumbstruck.

After a moment, however, she nodded. Now she understood why Crimson Tiger had told her to go back first. He was planning to disobey orders, and not just any order, but a special directive even she was not privy to.

Crimson Tiger hesitated. “Once you hear this, there’s no turning back.”

Yeon shrugged. “If you haven’t noticed, I’ve already burned that bridge.”

Noticing the sincerity in her eyes, Crimson Tiger nodded and explained, “The First Young Lord was the one who gave the order to kill her, and the Third Young Lady was the one who gave the new order to capture her alive.”

“Ah!” Yeon understood the situation in an instant, but then she furrowed her brows. “Wait. Why are you following the Third Young Lady’s orders instead of the First Young Lord’s?”

“......” Crimson Tiger remained silent.

Yeon scowled. “I’m sorry, but I have to know. I need a reason to risk my life.”

“It’s because... I have a daughter too,” Crimson Tiger whispered in a barely audible voice.

“...!”

That one sentence was enough for Yeon to understand everything.

It explained why he had to disobey. Why he had fought so desperately to survive until now. Where his occasional moments of longing had been directed. How difficult it must have been for him to say this. How much he had to trust her to even bring it up.

For a long time, Yeon said nothing as she stared blankly at the table.

Crimson Tiger waited without a word.

Finally, Yeon made up her mind, and instead of answering him, she pulled down her mask.

Crimson Tiger’s jaw dropped in shock. He had never seen Yeon’s face before.

Her clear, fierce eyes, radiating determination, perfectly complemented her beautiful features.

Smiling, Yeon said sincerely, “Consider that child... your daughter... as my niece now.”
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Two hours later, Crimson Tiger entered the Ironblood Garrison. He had been on high alert ever since stepping into the compound, but he noticed nothing unusual despite the Coalition already knowing about him.

Fortunately, at least for now, it seemed that their primary objective was not to kill him but to determine his motive for infiltrating.

By midnight, however, word of Soh Bung’s disappearance would have spread. He had to grab Six and leave this place before then.

“Didn’t you say you were going to the outhouse? Why did you take so long?” Six asked jokingly.

“I stepped out for a bit.”

“Where?”

“Uh, for a walk...”

“Ah, I know. You went to the brothel, didn’t you?”

“I did not!” Crimson Tiger denied, looking flustered.

The other martial artists around them snickered, while Crimson Tiger pretended to glare at Six in frustration.

Conscious of the surrounding eyes, she was acting completely differently than when they were alone, and he understood her. In this place crawling with men, she had no choice but to wear a mask.

Crimson Tiger sat down in his usual spot. It was already late, so he couldn’t leave the barracks without permission.

Outside, Yeon was preparing to carry out the first step of their mission, though whether it would succeed remained uncertain. In the worst case scenario, he would have to eliminate all Seventh Squad members, knock Six unconscious, and escape from the Evil Coalition with her on his back.

Time passed, and Six laughed as she chatted with her comrades.

Crimson Tiger leaned against the wall, watching her anxiously.

The sweet sound of Six’s giggles mingled with his memories of that day.
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“Wowwww! Well done, Seohyeon!”

I let out a cheer, while Master and the nanny clapped with joy.

Seohyeon was walking. Her legs were still wobbly, but she was taking her first steps.

Suddenly, she tumbled forward.

“Careful!” Lunging forward, I caught Seohyeon in my arms.

Even months after her first birthday, Seohyeon still hadn’t learned to walk. The nanny reassured me that girls could be slow, but I couldn’t help feeling worried.

Then, a few days ago, she had started trying to walk, and today she finally succeeded.

Watching her, I was even happier than I was when I first succeeded at the ultimate movement arts technique, Flying Over Grass.

“Hehehe...” Seohyeon giggled.

“Hoho, just look at this little one with only four teeth,” the nanny chuckled. “Things are going to get tough now. She won’t sit still for a second. You’ll start missing the days when she lay swaddled in her cradle!”

“Hahaha! No, I can’t wait for her to grow up, to run, to talk!” Master laughed heartily. “Oh, and we should teach her martial arts too!”

“Of course! In this brutal world, she must at least be able to protect herself!”

“Hahaha! She’ll learn a hundred times faster than you, you slowpoke!”

Then it happened. Seohyeon, who had been in my arms, suddenly went limp.

“Seohyeon...? SEOHYEON!”
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“AHEM! ATTENTION!” Seventh One shouted.

Crimson Tiger snapped back to reality as Seventh One entered the barracks and summoned the entire squad. Seeing Seventh One’s stern face, the previously relaxed men immediately straightened their postures.

“We have a mission,” Seventh One announced. “And we’re departing immediately!”

Everyone quickly changed their clothes and grabbed their weapons.

“What’s the mission?”

“We found the brats who escaped last time,” One said excitedly.

Six instantly stiffened, but she quickly lowered her head to hide her dismay. If the children were caught now, they would be tortured and murdered in the most gruesome way to avenge the fallen Three and Four.

Crimson Tiger, on the other hand, smiled faintly. This was the false information that Yeon had leaked to lure the Seventh Squad out. He had predicted that if a mission related to the Hong Family Estate came up now, it would almost certainly be assigned to the Seventh Squad.

Anyway, the plan was to eliminate the Seventh Squad outside, then grab Six and escape. If she did not comply, he would kidnap her by force.

Fifteen minutes later, the Seventh Squad departed from Evil Coalition Headquarters. Just as the seven horses began picking up speed, however, First Three, whom Crimson Tiger had met in the inner compound the other day, ran toward them.

“Stop!” he yelled.

“What is it?” Seventh One tensed, worried that the mission had been canceled. This mission was of utmost importance to him; it was not only about restoring his honor and pride but also about securing his future prospects.

Fortunately, the mission had not been revoked. First Three was here for another reason entirely.

Turning toward Six, First Three called out, “Seventh Six.”

“Yes, sir?”

“The Commander has summoned you. Follow me.”

“Understood.”

With a slightly tense expression, she turned her horse around.

As the two rode back, Seventh One shouted, “We depart!”

As the six horses belonging to the remaining Seventh Squad members galloped into the darkness, Crimson Tiger, riding at the rear, glanced back.

Far in the distance, he could see Six heading back to the compound with First Three.

He gritted his teeth, cursing inwardly.

Damn it! Damn it all!

He had to make a quick decision. The farther they got from the compound, the longer it would take to return. If he launched a surprise attack, he was confident he could take them all down, but the problem was getting back.

Especially at night, the Evil Coalition’s security was incomparably stricter than during the day. Breaking through was possible, but sneaking back in was nearly impossible.

Also, if they were ambushed and the new recruit returned alive alone, he would naturally be the first to be suspected. He had to return with someone, no matter what.

Crimson Tiger did not hesitate for long. Pulling out three throwing knives, he steadied himself, timed his breath with his horse’s movements, then threw them.

SWOOSH, SWOOSH, SWOOSH!

“Ugh!”

Two missed, but one embedded itself in Eight’s back, while the other knives stuck in the ground.

That was fine. Crimson Tiger had deliberately ensured that those two missed. Leaping off his horse, he hurled himself into the forest beside the road and shouted, “Ambush!”

The other five squad members simultaneously dismounted and followed him into the forest.

Silence fell for a moment as Eight, collapsed on the ground, groaned and twitched.

“Where did the hidden weapons come from?” One asked.

Crimson Tiger pointed into the darkness and whispered, “That way!”

The area where they stood was brightly lit by moonlight, yet the direction Crimson Tiger pointed to lay shrouded in deep tree shadows and darkness.

One stared into the darkness for a moment before turning to Crimson Tiger. “You have throwing knives, don’t you?”

“Yes,” Crimson Tiger replied, rolling up his sleeve. The throwing knives provided by the Ironblood Nines were lined up neatly, with not a single one missing.

He pulled out a few and handed them to One.

For a brief moment, One doubted him. The throwing knife had flown in from behind, yet Crimson Tiger, stationed at the very back, was completely unharmed. That was suspicious.

Just in case, he checked Crimson Tiger’s throwing knives, but since the ones he had thrown came not from his forearm sheath but from those hidden in his chest guard, none were missing.

Even so, One’s suspicion didn’t vanish entirely. For a moment, he considered the possibility that Crimson Tiger had used a different type of throwing knife, when suddenly, three throwing knives sliced through the darkness.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

One and Two swung their swords, deflecting them.

“Over there!” Two yelled, moving to charge toward the exact same location Crimson Tiger had indicated earlier.

However, One stopped him, saying, “Hold it! They’re trying to lure us in.”

Since he couldn’t detect any presences from the direction of the throwing knives, that could only mean that a highly skilled expert was lying in wait.

And he was right. 

This time, however, the culprit who had thrown the throwing knife was Yeon. 

Crimson Tiger had launched his ambush knowing he would be suspected, but he trusted that Yeon would support him perfectly.

Just then, Eight, who had collapsed on the ground, groaned again. “Ugh...”

“They’re using Eight as bait to lure us in and kill us,” Two said urgently. “But if we leave him like that, he’ll die of blood loss.”

One shook his head. “We have to take out the enemy first!”

“No, we have to save Eight!” Crimson Tiger shouted, springing into action before anyone could intervene.

“Stop! Don’t!” One bellowed, but he was too late.

Crimson Tiger was already diving toward the fallen Eight.

SWOOSH, SWOOSH, SWOOSH, SWOOSH, SWOOSH!

As five throwing knives flew toward him, Crimson Tiger twisted his body and swung his sword.

CLANG, CLANG, CLANG!

He deflected three, but one grazed his shoulder while another missed entirely. It was a wound he had taken on purpose, because someone at Seven’s level would never have been able to deflect all of the throwing knives.

SPLURT!

Blood sprayed from his shoulder, but Crimson Tiger still threw himself over Eight as if to shield him.

SWOOSH, SWOOSH, SWOOSH, SWOOSH, SWOOSH, SWOOSH, SWOOSH!

Throwing knives flew from One and the other members of the Seventh Squad, and the enemy’s attacks ceased.

Seizing that opportunity, Crimson Tiger carried Eight back to their group.

“You idiot! Are you trying to get yourself killed?” One scowled. He was furious at Crimson Tiger for disobeying his orders, but he no longer harbored any suspicion towards him.

Crimson Tiger quickly stripped Eight’s clothing and assessed the wound. “Luckily, his life isn’t in danger, but the wound is too deep. He needs immediate treatment back at the base.”

Crimson Tiger sealed Eight’s acupoints to stem the bleeding and applied wound healing medicine, but the unconscious Eight’s breathing was sporadic, as if he were on the verge of death.

One let out a heavy sigh. Two people had already died in their previous mission. If they lost another member this time, it would cast a dark shadow over his future.

Logically, they should return immediately, since the details of the mission had been leaked and a trap might be waiting for them. However, if the Seventh Squad failed another mission even after leaving behind an injured comrade, they would be completely disgraced.

One hesitated, torn between reason, which urged him to turn back, and his emotions, which demanded he salvage the situation.

Suddenly, Crimson Tiger whispered, “They’re desperately trying to stop us from going there. That means they know we’ve obtained information about the children. In other words, it proves that the intel is accurate.”

One nodded. Crimson Tiger’s logic had a few holes, but burdened by his previous failure, he couldn’t think clearly. Besides, he was confident that, trap or no trap, they could eliminate anyone who stood in their way.

“Please draw their attention while I take Eight back. After that, go and complete the mission without us,” Crimson Tiger quickly added.

“Can you manage alone?”

“Don’t worry, Headquarters isn’t far from here. I’ll be as careful as possible.”

Two nodded. “That’s a good idea. We can’t stay stuck here any longer.”

Sighing, One finally gave in and also nodded. “Alright, I’m leaving Eight in your hands. Make sure he survives.”

“Yes, sir!” Crimson Tiger said firmly, hoisting Eight onto his back and tearing some fabric from the man’s clothes to secure him tightly.

At his signal, the other four people simultaneously threw throwing knives into the darkness and as if in retaliation, throwing knives also flew out from the darkness.

SWOOSH! SWOOSH! SWOOSH! SWOOSH!

Using that distraction, Crimson Tiger bolted in the opposite direction with Eight on his back.

Several minutes later, however, he came to a halt and looked at a seemingly empty spot beside the road.

Yeon emerged from hiding, having escaped after attacking the Seventh Squad with throwing knives. Since she was a master of movement arts, it was easy for her to catch up to him.

“What happened to the target?” she asked.

Crimson Tiger sighed. “...She was summoned by the Commander again.”

“At this hour? Why?”

Crimson Tiger shook his head. “I don’t know.”

“What do we do now? There’s not much time left until midnight.”

“We’re going after her,” Crimson Tiger whispered softly.

Yeon’s eyes gleamed at his use of the word “we.”
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With Eight slung over his back, Crimson Tiger safely passed through the gates of the Evil Coalition Headquarters. As Eight was in critical condition, and the martial artists at the gate recognized his face, none of them bothered stopping him for a thorough inspection.

He sprinted toward the Ironblood Garrison, and its buildings soon came into view. As he rounded the flower garden, however, Bang Soso rushed over, her eyes wide with shock.

“What happened?” she asked.

“We were ambushed.”

“By whom?”

SWISH! THUD!

Yeon’s eyes widened as she heard the sound of something tearing through the air and stabbing into flesh. Before anyone could react, Bang Soso had stabbed Crimson Tiger’s chest with a hidden knife.

Fortunately, Crimson Tiger had managed to twist his body in time, and the blade missed his heart.

BOOM!

Crimson Tiger’s fist and Bang Soso’s palm strike collided, and both staggered backward. Eight, who had been slung over Crimson Tiger’s back, rolled to the ground, but the knife remained lodged in his chest.

CLINK!

Bang Soso calmly unraveled her flexible sword from around her waist, seeming like a completely different person.

Crimson Tiger’s wound was fatal. All she had to do was stall for time, and he would die.

“Crimson Tiger!” she called out coldly.

Crimson Tiger narrowed his eyes. “You...?”

“Snakeflower!”

Crimson Tiger immediately understood. Snakeflower was the codename for one of the Ten Evils, an assassin specialized in stealth kills. 

Damn it, Smiley wasn’t the only Evil the Coalition deployed!

Snakeflower lunged at him, and he stepped back to avoid the attack. In his panic, however, he tripped over Eight’s collapsed body and fell backward. Looking visibly flustered, he quickly scrambled to his feet.

Meanwhile, Snakeflower walked forward slowly. “What happened to Smiley? I haven’t seen him for a few hours,” she asked casually.

“......” Crimson Tiger remained silent.

“So, he’s dead. Tsk tsk, I warned that fool not to act alone.” Snakeflower clicked her tongue, but she showed no sorrow over her comrade’s death. If anything, she smiled faintly as she flourished her flexible sword menacingly in the air. 

“Thanks for dying by my hand. Everyone’s been dying to kill you. Well, I was ordered to find out why you infiltrated, but with Smiley dead, that order is meaningless now.” She paused for a moment. Then, as if she had some lingering curiosity, she remarked, “Hey, since you’re going to die anyway, care to tell me?”

SHIING!

Crimson Tiger only drew his sword in answer.

Snakeflower chuckled. “Oh? Are you still going to fight? With that body? Well, I suppose you need to uphold your name, even in death.”

Her flexible sword curved as it lashed toward Crimson Tiger’s blade.

CLANG!

With a single blow, Crimson Tiger’s sword flew out of his grasp. Due to the wound on his chest, it was difficult for him to even maintain a proper grip on his sword.

“Don’t worry! I’ll make sure they say you fought spectacularly to the very end,” Snakeflower laughed as she approached confidently, preparing for the final strike.

SWISH!

Suddenly, a gust of wind blew from an unexpected direction, and the next thing she knew, a chilling sensation spread from her foot.

“Aaagh!” she screamed, realizing that someone had slashed her ankle.

She looked down, only to realize that Yeon, who had been lying on the ground disguised as Eight, had ambushed her. With her chest bound and wearing Eight’s bloodstained clothes and mask, she had missed the anomalies and considered this person beneath her notice... until now.

“Die!” she screeched, swinging her flexible sword at Yeon.

Yeon immediately rolled across the ground to evade the attack, while Crimson Tiger tackled Snakeflower. As she went down, though, Snakeflower retaliated, flinging her flexible sword in a dramatic curve toward Crimson Tiger’s neck.

SPLURT!

Crimson Tiger instinctively yanked out the knife lodged in his chest and slashed her throat.

Snakeflower died instantly, collapsing to the ground. At the same time, her flying flexible sword barely missed Crimson Tiger’s neck, slicing through the air.

DRIP, DRIP...

Seeing the blood gushing from the wound in Crimson Tiger’s chest, Yeon quickly rushed over, ripped open his blood-soaked tunic, and removed his leather chest guard. Quickly assessing the injury, she sealed his acupoints to stop the bleeding, then applied antiseptic medicine.

Fortunately, although the wound was serious, the thick chest guard had prevented a fatal injury.

“Are you okay?” she asked worriedly.

Crimson Tiger nodded, but his face was pale from the pain and blood loss. 

In truth, he had deliberately let go of his sword to make Snakeflower drop her guard. There was no way he could have defeated her in a prolonged fight with a knife still stuck in his chest, and the longer the fight went on, the worse his situation would be.

That was why he had maneuvered himself closer to where Yeon was lying. Everything was set up for him to land a single, fatal blow.

Unlike Smiley, Snakeflower’s face remained unchanged after her death. Judging by the amount of qi she had, she had to be at least thirty years old, which meant that she wasn’t disguised, but truly looked much younger than her actual age.

Bandaging Crimson Tiger’s wound, Yeon remarked, “The cut is too deep. You need to abandon this mission and retreat.”

Crimson Tiger shook his head. “No, this is nothing.”

With a groan, he forced himself to his feet. Pain tore through his chest with every movement, but it wasn’t enough to stop him.

Mere physical pain was nothing compared to the consequences of failing his mission.

Yeon pleaded, “You can’t kidnap the target in this condition. Besides, she’s with the Ironblood Commander, isn’t she?”

Crimson Tiger focused his gaze on the distant Ironblood Garrison. At the top of the darkened building, only the Ironblood Commander’s room remained brightly lit.

He grinned. “On the contrary... it’s because she’s with him that there’s a way to make this work.”
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Six was flustered. When she entered Cheol Mugang’s office, she found him drinking alone, and judging from the empty bottles scattered around, he had already drunk quite a bit.

“Come, have a seat,” he said.

“I will stand, Commander,” Six replied, maintaining a respectful distance.

She hadn’t expected this kind of atmosphere when she was summoned, but even then, she didn’t believe that the Ironblood Commander had summoned her for indecent reasons. This was only the second time she was seeing Cheol Mugang in person, but the stories about him had always stirred the admiration of martial artists, not the hearts of women.

He was said to be cold, strong, and undefeated, but she had never heard rumors about him mistreating women.

Cheol Mugang stared at Six. After several drinks, he had suddenly found himself wanting to see her, and for the first time, the thought that he shouldn’t do this lost to the idea that it might be fine just this once.

She’s dazzlingly beautiful. I was right to summon her.

“Have a drink,” he said.

“I’m fine.”

“Drink!” Cheol Mugang raised his voice, as if giving a command.

“Yes, sir, if it’s an order,” Six emphasized as she sat down across from Cheol Mugang.

Cheol Mugang narrowed his eyes. “Am I someone you wouldn’t even accept a drink from if it weren’t an order?”

Six blinked in confusion. She didn’t understand why Cheol Mugang, of all people, was acting like this toward her. In the end, she concluded that Cheol Mugang was simply too wasted to think clearly and replied, “That’s not what I meant, sir. Please, pour me a drink.”

Cheol Mugang handed her a cup of wine, and she accepted it. However, she only wet her lips for show. Her instincts warned her not to get drunk.

Meanwhile, Cheol Mugang continued to stare at her with unfocused eyes. He wanted her, even if it meant throwing everything away. He felt that he could bear the scorn of others when they found out that he had laid hands on his subordinate.

Besides, maybe she wanted this too. If it was him, he could guarantee her success. In two or three years, he could even promote her to the First Squad.

This is it. I’ll take her tonight. I can use the excuse that we were both drunk later.

He emptied another cup.

Across from Cheol Mugang, Six fidgeted uncomfortably. The heat emanating from his body, the lustful aura he radiated, everything about him made her feel sick.

There’s no way... but what if...? No, it can’t be true...

Her mind was wracked with doubt.

“Don’t sip it, gulp it down in one go!” Cheol Mugang commanded.

Six hesitated, furrowing her brows.

Thankfully, a voice from outside interrupted the increasingly awkward atmosphere between her and Cheol Mugang.

“Sir, Sixth Five requests an audience with you,” First One reported.

“What?” Cheol Mugang frowned in irritation.

“He says it’s an urgent matter.”

“......” Cheol Mugang said nothing.

First One immediately understood Cheol Mugang’s intention. “I will send him back.”

“...Wait!” Cheol Mugang shouted, suddenly recalling the event earlier that day. 

“Sir?”

“Is it that boy we met in the inner compound?”

“Yes, it’s the son of the Bloody Asura Commander.”

Cheol Mugang sighed. Unfortunately, Yong Hajin wasn’t someone he could dismiss so rudely. “Let him in,” he said.

“Understood.”

“And you are all dismissed for the night as well.”

“......” First One hesitated for a moment, then replied, “Understood.”

Inwardly, he sighed deeply. He had been Cheol Mugang’s closest bodyguard for a long time, so he knew there was more to the situation than what it seemed.

Regardless, there was nothing he could do for Six. It was unfortunate, but since she had caught the Ironblood Commander’s eye, there was no escaping it.

He left to call Yong Hajin, who quickly entered the office, bowing his head politely.

“What do you want?” Cheol Mugang demanded icily.

“I have a request.”

“At this hour?”

“Yes. It’s an urgent matter for me.”

Cheol Mugang frowned. If only this idiot’s father wasn’t the Bloody Asura Commander...

Then again, if that were the case, he wouldn’t even be talking to the boy right now.

Across from the Ironblood Commander, ‘Yong Hajin’ smiled inwardly. 

Is it because his mind is on Six? I thought he would have noticed that my voice sounds different from Yong Hajin’s already.

“What do you want from me?” Cheol Mugang spat impatiently.

“Transfer me to a different squad.”

Cheol Mugang gaped in disbelief. “Seriously? That’s all?”

Well, this request wasn’t completely unexpected. He recalled seeing Yong Hajin arguing with Yong Cheonse earlier. The fool had likely gone to his father with this request first and been rejected.

“This is important to me,” ‘Yong Hajin’ insisted.

Cheol Mugang abruptly stood up and strode toward Yong Hajin. No matter whose son the brat was, he couldn’t let this slide.

SLAP!

Cheol Mugang struck Yong Hajin’s cheek without mercy.

Seemingly startled, ‘Yong Hajin’ flinched and stepped back.

“Come back tomorrow,” Cheol Mugang snarled.

“......” Yong Hajin’s eyes immediately filled with resentment.

Seeing Yong Hajin’s reaction, Cheol Mugang’s killing intent soared. He was pissed that he couldn’t kill Yong Hajin on the spot, but he really didn’t want to make an enemy of the Bloody Asura Commander.

He reluctantly forced himself to look away.

“Commander... I know you like that woman,” Yong Hajin whispered.

“What?” Cheol Mugang spun around, caught off guard.

Yong Hajin grinned. “It’s not just me. Everyone in the Ironblood Nines knows about it.”

Cheol Mugang panicked, but at the same time, his anger soared. “You little bastard, what nonsense are you spouting?”

Yong Hajin pointed at Six. “She hates you, Commander. She finds you revolting. She shudders at the mere thought of you! I heard it directly from her own lips!”

“What?” Cheol Mugang instinctively turned toward Six.

SWOOSH!

There was a faint sound of something cutting through the wind, and then Yong Hajin disappeared and reappeared right in front of Six.

TAP, TAP, TAP!

In an instant, he sealed her acupoints, rendering her immobile.

Six stared at Yong Hajin in bewilderment. What’s going on? What’s happening? Why did he tell such a lie?

She wanted to stand and shout that it was false, but before she could even open her mouth, Yong Hajin had brushed past Cheol Mugang and appeared in front of her.

How did he reach me in a single leap? Were his movement arts always that good?

That wasn’t the only mystery.

Why is Cheol Mugang just standing still? Why isn’t he reacting to any of this?

That was when she saw it. In Yong Hajin’s hand, there was a bloodied throwing knife.

Just then, Cheol Mugang slowly raised his hand to touch his neck...

GUSH!

A vivid red streak materialized across his throat, immediately followed by a geyser of blood. As if in slow motion, Cheol Mugang crumpled to the ground, his severed head detaching and rolling away from his neck.

Shocked, Six tried to scream, but with her acupoints sealed, no sound came out. She squeezed her eyes shut, praying it was all a dream.

When I open my eyes again, I’ll be in my room, on my bed...

CRACK! CRACK!

This time, the grotesque sound of bones cracking filled her ears.

Six opened her eyes, but Cheol Mugang’s decapitated head still lay submerged in a pool of his own blood.

It wasn’t a dream.

She glanced in Yong Hajin’s direction, where the strange cracking sound had come from, but Yong Hajin wasn’t there anymore. Instead, Seven stood there in his place.

Crimson Tiger breathed a sigh of relief. He had aimed for a single moment—the moment when Cheol Mugang’s emotions were at their peak—to strike with full force.

Luckily, Cheol Mugang wasn’t just caught off guard, he was also far too inebriated to react. As a result, he ended up dying a completely undignified death for someone with the title of Ironblood Commander.

Nevertheless, the root cause of his demise was most definitely his misguided affection for Six.

Looking at Six, Crimson Tiger whispered, “It’s me.”

Six blinked.

“I used a martial art to change my face,” Crimson Tiger explained.

Six narrowed her eyes, questioning him about the terrifying situation that had just unfolded before her.

Crimson Tiger placed his ear against the door, but he didn’t sense anyone nearby. As Cheol Mugang had ordered, all of the First Squad’s warriors, including First One, had indeed vacated the area.

He approached Six and met her eyes directly. I have to choose my next words carefully, or she will never agree to come with me. 

Taking a deep breath, he said, “Listen carefully to what I’m about to say. The truth is, I’m... a martial artist of the Association. There’s no time, so I’ll be direct. Your father sent me here, and my mission is to bring you back. Your name is Baek Soeun, and your father’s name is Baek Museong, right?”

Six’s eyes widened, especially at the mention of her father’s name. Her mother had only told her that name before she passed away, and she had never shared it with anyone.

How does he know that? I’m the only one who knows that name! Unless, he really is...

Crimson Tiger smiled. From her reaction, he had confirmed that Six was indeed Baek Soeun. He asked, “Anyway, your father is a high-ranking martial artist of the Association. Will you come with me?”

Six’s eyes swam with indecision.

Crimson Tiger looked down at Cheol Mugang’s corpse. “Besides, even if you want to stay here, you can’t. Whether you can prove that you had nothing to do with this or not, just the fact that you were involved means that you will be silenced.”

Six wavered. Crimson Tiger was right. One way or another, she would be held accountable for Cheol Mugang’s death.

“I’ll release your acupoints now. You won’t scream, right?”

Six blinked silently in acknowledgement, and Crimson Tiger unsealed her acupoints.

“Haa...” Six sighed despondently the moment she was freed.

Crimson Tiger apologized, “I’m sorry. I never intended to corner you like this, but considering the circumstances, this was my only chance to take you out of here. Anyway, we don’t have time. We need to leave immediately.”

“......” Six remained silent. Even after her acupoints were released, she couldn’t bring herself to say anything.

“...Your father wants to see you,” Crimson Tiger lied. He knew that Six had been an orphan ever since her mother passed away, and that she had no lingering attachments to this place.

His guess was right.

Hearing that he wanted to see her, Six suddenly felt a desire to see her father. Until now, she had always thought of such weak-heartedness as pathetic, but now that she was in that position, she understood.

She desperately wanted to ask her father why he had abandoned her and her mother. Just as seeing someone else’s life from a distance was different from living it yourself, one could never truly understand someone else without even meeting them.

“Also, do you remember the children from the Hong Family Estate?” Crimson Tiger added.

Six’s eyes instantly lit up.

Crimson Tiger grinned. “We saved them.”

“Ah!”

“If you feel relieved to hear that, then this place is not where you belong. Did you feel relieved?”

Six nodded slowly.

“Then come with me.”

Finally, Six made up her mind. “Take me to my father,” she whispered.

Crimson Tiger pointed at a pendant hanging around her neck. “Do you always wear that?”

“Yes.”

“I need it. Can you give it to me?”

Six hesitated briefly before unclasping her necklace. “This... is my late mother’s memento. I’ve never taken it off, not even once.”

“That’s exactly why I need it,” Crimson Tiger said, accepting the necklace from her outstretched hand.

He had originally intended to leave it with Snakeflower’s corpse, but since Yeon had already dissolved it, he would just leave the necklace with the pendant somewhere near her remains.

Whether or not the Evil Coalition believed it was real was irrelevant. He was planting this information for the Radiant Hall’s informants, so he could claim that Six had been killed and the secret mission successfully completed.

Finally, looking at Six, he declared, “From now on, you are no longer Seventh Six. Your name is Soeun.”


V2C10: The Association

The next morning, the instant Giyeong kicked open the door to his office, Jongri Mun understood that things had gone horribly wrong.

“......” Despite his hurried entrance, Giyeong’s voice failed him, his face a canvas of shock, anger, and a deep, gnawing regret. 

Jongri Mun hazarded a guess, “Don’t tell me... was the Ironblood Commander killed?”

Giyeong nodded. “...Yes.”

Jongri Mun closed his eyes tightly. The bad news hit him like a thunderbolt, but at least it wasn’t a bolt from the blue. They were already aware of the storm that was Crimson Tiger looming over them.

Nevertheless, they hadn’t done anything to protect the Ironblood Commander. Instead, they had basically left him standing atop a mountain in the heart of the storm, holding a lightning rod at that.

Jongri Mun sank into his usual seat. “You told me that you were confident you could protect him.”

Giyeong bowed his head. Of course, he had been confident. He had fully believed that Smiley and Snakeflower would be more than enough to ambush and kill a fully exposed and unsuspecting tiger.

“What about the Evils you sent? Dead?”

“Probably. We’ve lost contact with both of them.”

“Fuck...!”

Sighing, Jongri Mun leaned back in his chair. This sucks... but what’s done is done. Getting angry won’t change anything. 

“Sit down and give me a full report,” he said after some thought.

“Early this morning, we discovered Cheol Mugang’s corpse in his office.”

“What happened to the First Squad members guarding him? Did Crimson Tiger kill them all too?”

“No. For some reason, they vacated their posts last night.”

“What? Why?”

“We’re still investigating that.”

Jongri Mun sighed. He already knew how this would play out—the elite martial artists directly under the Evil Coalition Leader would conduct their own investigation, and given the gravity of the situation, another bloodbath was likely to ensue.

His eyes flashed discreetly. “Erase all evidence that the Ten Evils infiltrated the Ironblood Nines,” he commanded.

“There was never any evidence to begin with,” Giyeong replied.

Jongri Mun nodded. The whole reason they were able to carry out this operation without the Ironblood Commander’s knowledge was because the Evils had infiltrated in secret. Still, there was no harm in being cautious.

“The two Evils must die as martial artists of the Ironblood Nines,” he added firmly.

“Don’t worry,” Giyeong reassured.

If this matter came to light, neither of them would be able to escape blame. Originally, the Coalition Leader might have been sympathetic to the fact that they had refrained from eliminating Crimson Tiger immediately to reveal the purpose behind his infiltration, but that didn’t mean anything if Ironblood Commander was already dead.

“Head Strategist, the Coalition Leader is requesting your presence urgently,” Jongri Mun’s subordinate reported from outside the office.

“Understood,” Jongri Mun acknowledged.

Moments later, Giyeong’s own subordinate arrived as well. “Sir, the Coalition Leader has summoned you,” he called out.

“Got it, and you’re dismissed,” Giyeong said.

The two men looked at each other. The entire Evil Coalition was now on high alert, leaving them without much time to act.

“The higher-ups will call for a blockade to capture the assassin. The Seven Ghost Corps will be the first to move, followed by the Soul Chasing Squad and finally the Iron Wall Brigade,” Jongri Mun said quietly.

“Of course.”

“However, the Ten Evils must absolutely not be mobilized. If they are, Crimson Tiger won’t be able to escape, and we cannot let him be caught.”

Since only they could command the Ten Evils, if Crimson Tiger was captured and interrogated, their involvement would definitely be exposed.

Giyeong nodded. “Understood. I’ll find an excuse to delay their deployment as long as possible.”

Jongri Mun let out a heavy sigh. Fate works in strange ways, huh?

In the end, just like two years ago, he was saving Crimson Tiger’s life once again.

Giyeong sighed as well. “This entire disaster is my responsibility,” he admitted dejectedly.

He had severely underestimated Crimson Tiger. Instead of two, he should have sent four, five... no, all of the Ten Evils. 

Damn it! If only I hadn’t let my pride get in the way!

If the Association had the Twelve Phantoms, then the Coalition had the Ten Evils. He had wanted to prove that two ordinary Evils were enough to take down the strongest Phantom... but that was a mistake. He should have at least forced Slayer and Wraith to abandon their current missions and join in.

Jongri Mun watched as Giyeong ground his teeth in chagrin. “Giyeong, do you know what’s even more foolish than making a mistake?” he suddenly remarked.

Giyeong blinked in confusion. “What is it?”

“Regretting a mistake you’ve already made,” Jongri Mun replied, his eyes gleaming. “So let’s clean up this mess... and then strike back at our enemies!”
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Crimson Tiger’s ragged breathing echoed through the forest as Soeun and Yeon watched from above, perched on a tree and hidden among the branches. Their position was perfect, completely concealed from below. It was a vantage point secured by Yeon, a master of stealth, but even if it hadn’t been, no one below would have thought to look up.

No, the surviving pursuers had their eyes locked on one person, and one person alone. Anyone who had dared even glance skyward was already dead.

“Huff... huff... huff...” Crimson Tiger, bent halfway over, panted heavily.

The two women in the tree tensed with worry. The number of corpses scattered around was staggering, and blood flowed like a river across the ground.

Even though Crimson Tiger stood defenseless, gasping for breath, the Seven Ghost Corps warriors surrounding him dared not rush in recklessly. The previous six, who had charged toward him thinking they had found an opening, were already among the dead.

Despite the fear that gripped them, though, none of them retreated. They had never been taught to retreat.

“Attack!” the commander shouted.

Swords swooped down on Crimson Tiger from all directions.

SWISH! SWOOSH! WHOOSH!

Dozens of shining blades flashed in front of Soeun’s eyes. Crimson Tiger’s swordsmanship took such extreme risks that she could hardly bear to watch, yet it was so mesmerizing that she couldn’t look away.

SPLURT!

Immediately after slicing the throat of an enemy charging from the front, Crimson Tiger stepped on the dying man’s shoulder and soared into the air.

SPLATTER!

Blood gushed from the chests and necks of the two men attacking from his rear.

SWISH! SWISH!

Still in the air, Crimson Tiger arched backward, narrowly dodging two swords as they skimmed past his face.

SPLAT! CRACK!

Two severed arms, still clutching their swords, spun through the air. Before landing, Crimson Tiger had already neatly sliced off the arms of the two martial artists who had attacked him.

SWISH! SWISH! SWISH!

Throwing knives flew from his hand. Of the last three men to charge forward, two collapsed midstride, their bodies bending backward from the impact as they fell.

SSSSHT! THUNK!

The last man was pinned to a tree by Crimson Tiger’s sword.

“Huff... huff!” Crimson Tiger’s labored breathing rang out. His legs gave way and he collapsed to the ground. His qi was completely drained, and he could barely lift a finger.

Throughout his entire escape, he had never once used the Asura’s Eight Narakas. Although the technique was tremendously powerful, it consumed qi at an unreasonable rate. Instead, he had relied on the same practical swordsmanship he had used on countless previous missions.

Still, despite his best efforts to conserve his qi, there had simply been too many foes pursuing him.

“Huff... huff!”

His ragged breathing showed no signs of calming, and sleep threatened to overtake him. If he closed his eyes now, he would pass out immediately.

Even as the sound of his own breathing grew louder in his ears, Crimson Tiger fought to stay awake, but with each ragged breath, he found his mind being pulled back to that day long ago.
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“Huff... huff!”

The higher up the mountain I climbed, the fiercer the blizzard became. The frigid wind seeped into my lungs, making even breathing painful, and every step felt unbearably heavy.

I glanced down at Seohyeon, nestled in my arms, and hugged her even tighter. Although she was still swaddled in blankets like a baby, in truth, she was already three years old.

I hoped she wasn’t feeling too cold. I continuously channeled inner qi into her to keep her warm, but my own body was paying the price for it. My legs quivered uncontrollably, and I felt I could collapse at any moment.

Had I been alone, I might not have endured. Because Seohyeon was here, though, I couldn’t stop.

WHOOOOSH...

The snowstorm was so fierce that I could barely open my eyes. I turned back for a moment, shielding my face from the biting wind, but the mountains below stretched endlessly into the abyss.

“Hyeon, just hold on a little longer,” I whispered, but the child was sound asleep.

When the wind subsided slightly, I faced forward again. One step at a time, I continued climbing.

There was a thought that always sustained me in moments like this. 

I can endure pain, but what I can’t endure is the consequences of failing to endure. 

I repeated those words over and over as I pressed on, until at last, when the merciless snowfall finally ceased, I reached my destination—a small hut near the mountain’s peak.

I knocked weakly on the door. “Is anyone there?”

The door creaked open, and an old man appeared. He was gaunt, his head covered in white hair, and his gaze was ice-cold. “Who are you?” he demanded.

“Are you Senior Sagong?”

“I don’t know about your Senior Sagong, but my name is Sagong Hu.”[1]

“May I come in for a moment?”

“......” Sagong Hu nodded reluctantly after looking at the child in my arms, although his expression clearly indicated that if I had come alone, the answer would have been a definite no.

“Thank you,” I said sincerely, following him inside. Perhaps because of the intense cold outside, the hut’s interior felt incredibly warm, and I relaxed slightly.

Sagong Hu threw a log into the fireplace. “Lay the child down over there,” he said, pointing to his bed.

“Thank you.” I carefully placed Seohyeon onto the bedding. As always, she wore a peaceful smile as she slept.

Sagong Hu studied her briefly. “This child looks exhausted. When was the last time she ate anything?”

“I fed her before we left the village below.”

“And that’s all she’s had until now?”

“Yes.”

“You fool! Do you think children are like adults? Dragging her up a mountain in this weather!”

Sagong Hu began busying himself preparing food while I watched in a daze. After cooking some porridge, he gently woke Seohyeon and fed her. Still half-asleep, she rubbed her eyes but obediently ate. She had clearly been starving.

As she chewed, Seohyeon looked up at him and smiled, and Sagong Hu smiled back softly.

Finally, after finishing her meal, she drifted back to sleep.

Would I normally just stand by while a grumpy old hermit living at the peak of a snowy mountain fed Seohyeon with the porridge he’d made? Not a chance. That wasn’t who I was. Nevertheless, I remained silent for one reason—Sagong Hu was the Medicine Immortal, the greatest physician of our time.

“Could it be...?” Sagong Hu murmured, placing a hand on Seohyeon’s forehead, then gently holding her wrist to check her pulse. His expression quickly darkened. “...When did you notice?”

“Just after her first birthday.”

Sagong Hu shook his head. “As you’ve probably been told, this disease is incurable.”

“That’s why I came to you, Senior. I’ve carried my child thousands of miles to find you.”

For the past two years, I had traveled across the Central Plains, visiting every renowned physician, but they had all shaken their heads helplessly.

Still, I hadn’t given up. No, I couldn’t give up. The moment I gave up on her, I would be giving up on my own life.

Throughout my desperate search, there was one name I heard more often than any other. Everyone said the same thing—if anyone could save her, it would be the Medicine Immortal, Sagong Hu.

However, they had also warned me that Sagong Hu no longer practiced medicine.

True to their warnings, Sagong Hu shook his head, making no move to treat Seohyeon.

“Please, save her,” I pleaded.

“It’s difficult.”

For the first time, the word I heard wasn’t ‘impossible’, just ‘difficult’. To everyone else, it had been impossible, but to him, it was merely difficult.

“I will do anything you ask. If you want my life, I’ll give it to you.”

“It’s still difficult.”

“If there’s someone you want dead, I’ll kill them for you. Just say the word!”

“If you’re going to talk nonsense, then leave at once!” Sagong Hu snapped, standing up to drive me out.

SHING!

I dropped to my knees, drew my sword, and pressed it against my own neck. “If you save my child, I’ll die right here as payment for the sin of disturbing your peace. If you refuse, I’ll kill her first and then myself...”

SMACK!

Sagong Hu lunged forward and slapped me across the face. I didn’t dodge.

“Are you going to burden your daughter with the pain of being killed by her own father? Never say those words again!” he bellowed furiously.

I bowed my head. “...I’m sorry.”

“Leave at once. I’m no longer the Medicine Immortal. I do not heal people anymore.”

I rose to my feet, placed the bundle I’d carried on my back onto the table, and said, “Open it.”

Frowning, Sagong Hu unwrapped the bundle. “What’s this... Gasp!” Seeing the decapitated head inside, he inhaled sharply and stepped back in rage, roaring, “What is the meaning of this?!”

I replied calmly, “Look closely.”

“What?” Sagong Hu inspected the head carefully, then jolted in shock. “Could it be...?”

His expression shifted rapidly—joy, elation, sorrow, and anguish surged all at once. Finally, tears welled in his eyes and rolled down his cheeks.

“H-How... did you know?” he whispered in disbelief.

The head belonged to a high-ranking master of the Evil Coalition, and the man who had murdered Sagong Hu’s family.

It had happened in Sagong Hu’s youth. Lacking martial talent, he’d failed to exact revenge himself, so he dedicated himself instead to medicine, saving countless lives, all for the sake of revenge. However, by the time he became the Medicine Immortal, his enemy had vanished. No matter how hard he searched, he couldn’t find him.

From that day forward, Sagong Hu abandoned medicine. Using medicine to pursue revenge had already burdened him heavily with guilt, and failing even in revenge had robbed him of the will to live.

Today, though, that vengeance had finally been fulfilled.

Sagong Hu remained silent a long time, before asking, “...Did you kill him yourself?”

I nodded. Although it was my master who had scoured the Central Plains to locate him, I was the one who had finished him off.

Sagong Hu studied me carefully. “You’re injured.”

He was right, of course. My body was a complete mess, but...

“It doesn’t matter,” I replied stoically.

Sighing deeply, Sagong Hu took out a small pill from a cabinet and held it out to me. “Take this first. I’d prefer you have a clear mind before we discuss further.”

“Then I won’t refuse.” I swallowed the pill and steadied myself. As energy circulated through my body, warmth returned to my face, and my mind grew sharper.

Only then did Sagong Hu continue, “There’s only one way to save your daughter.”

“What is it?”

“I can spend a hundred days using the Great Meridian Displacement Art and the Celestial Reversal Needle Art to unblock her clogged meridians, but she must be at least ten years old to endure the treatment. Right now, she might not survive even a few more months.”

“......” My heart sank and tears welled up in my eyes at the mention of what little time Seohyeon had left.

“...But I’ll try. I’ll do everything I can to keep her alive until she reaches the age of ten,” Sagong Hu added.

A sliver of hope reignited in my heart. “Thank you. Truly, thank you...”

However, Sagong Hu shook his head gravely. “It’s too early to celebrate. The real problem starts now.”

“What problem?”

“First, it’ll cost an enormous amount of money. I’ll have to use miracle herbs to forcibly slow the disease’s progression.”

“I’ll do whatever it takes...”

“Shut up!” Sagong Hu snapped again. “If you obtain money through dirty means, I’ll never treat her, even if you avenged me. You can threaten me all you want, but I won’t change my mind.”

“......” I could tell. Sagong Hu meant every word he’d said.

He continued, “If this child is to be saved, we’ll need heaven’s favor. If you commit even a single evil act, heaven will turn its back on you.”

I nodded. “I understand. I’ll earn money only by punishing evil.”

Sagong Hu extended his hand and pulled me to my feet. “Please trust that I’ll do my very best, but whether she can endure until then... I really don’t know.”

“My Hyeon is strong. She’ll endure.” I glanced at Seohyeon. She spent most of her days sleeping, and I was grateful for every moment she woke up and recognized me. I bowed deeply. “Then, I leave her in your care.”

“Where are you going?”

Without looking back, I answered, “I’m starting now.”

When I opened the door, the cold wind rushed inside, and for a brief moment, Seohyeon’s eyes fluttered open.

“Daddy! Daddy!” she called out.

I did not turn back. If I saw her face, I felt that I wouldn’t have the strength to walk away, to leave her behind.

Outside, the blizzard raged once more, and I stepped forward into it.

This was the first step of my new life.

Just wait a little longer. I will save you, no matter what!
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“Haa... haa!” With a jolt, Crimson Tiger snapped back to reality, crossing seven years of time.

It’s okay. Seohyeon has endured well until now, and besides the Medicine Immortal, Master is looking after her as well.

That was the only reason he had managed to focus on missions for so long without succumbing to anxiety and longing.

In the past seven years, he had only seen Seohyeon twice. He had deliberately stayed away from her, afraid that someone might discover her existence. The last time he visited her was two years ago, after completing a mission. He had barely survived and had desperately wanted to see her, but... damn it! That single meeting had been enough to leave a trail.

Even though I was always so careful...!

Regardless, seven years had passed, and this winter, the most crucial procedure would finally be performed.

Just a little longer, just a little longer, and it’ll all be over!

Thus far, Seohyeon had endured the grueling treatments. That frail little girl, with her delicate body, had suffered immense pain for so, so long... Compared to that, his own hardships meant nothing.

She will survive. No matter what, she will survive. Because she’s my daughter!

Crimson Tiger forced his heavy eyelids open, gritting his teeth in determination.

On the treetops, Soeun flinched without realizing it. She wanted to go down and help Crimson Tiger, to embrace his exhausted shoulders and ask if he was okay, but Yeon quietly held her back, signaling her to remain still.

Soeun sighed inwardly. At the beginning, escaping the Evil Coalition had been simple. Up until a certain point, they were still martial artists of the Ironblood Nines. The real struggle only begun some time after they left the Evil Coalition Headquarters.

She hadn’t known how harsh and dangerous their path would be when they first started their journey. They were only a day’s distance from Association territory now, yet their pursuers were still hot on their heels. The enemies just kept appearing one after another, like a neverending swarm of bees!

Until now, Soeun had believed that surrounding an enemy merely meant piling many people into a siege, but she was mistaken. The Evil Coalition’s idea of an inescapable blockade was terrifyingly precise and calculated.

Once spotted by an enemy, they would encounter five different groups within an hour. The Coalition’s pursuers had a perfect communication network, were relentless in their pursuit, and did not know the meaning of retreat. Even with the skills needed to join the Ironblood Nines, she would never have lasted half a day on her own.

Despite this, Crimson Tiger fought wave after wave of enemies without a single moment of rest. Even when it seemed like he no longer had the strength to raise his sword, he somehow drew more energy from nowhere.

At first, she had assumed that Crimson Tiger simply possessed incredible physical prowess, but while that might have been true at the outset, it wasn’t anymore. Now, he was persevering through sheer willpower.

This was no longer simply about martial arts, it was a live demonstration of the strength of the human spirit.

Besides, Crimson Tiger wasn’t the only extraordinary one. If it weren’t for Yeon constantly hiding her presence with stealth techniques, she would have died no matter how skilled Crimson Tiger was.

Crimson Tiger fought, while Yeon hid her. Their teamwork was perfect.

After carefully checking their surroundings, Yeon finally whispered, “Let’s go down.

The two women jumped down from the tree.

Looking at Crimson Tiger, Soeun asked worriedly, “Are you okay?”

Crimson Tiger forced a reassuring smile and nodded, but in reality, he wasn’t okay at all. His qi was depleted, he had received over a dozen new wounds, and the injury on his chest had reopened, causing blood to flow again.

Yeon quickly removed Crimson Tiger’s shirt, administered medicine to his wounds, and bandaged him up again. This was a routine she had repeated countless times since they had gone on the run.

Crimson Tiger avoided looking directly at Soeun, doing his best to avoid interacting with her. He had deceived her into coming with them, but the truth was, he didn’t even know what the Third Young Lady intended to do with her.

Would she kill her immediately? Probably not. She would use her to strike at the First Young Lord, but what would happen afterward...? I don’t know. I really don’t know...

Suddenly, Soeun asked, “Who are you really?”

“Just one of the many martial artists of the Association,” Crimson Tiger replied stiffly.

Soeun frowned. That couldn’t be true. If all of the Association’s martial artists were as strong as Crimson Tiger, the Evil Coalition would have been destroyed long ago.

Just as she was about to speak again, however, Yeon quickly hushed her and exchanged a glance with Crimson Tiger, who nodded silently.

Grabbing Soeun’s hand, Yeon hopped back onto a tree branch. Meanwhile, Crimson Tiger slowly stepped aside and pulled his sword out of the tree trunk where it had impaled a martial artist.

For a moment, he was grateful to Smiley. Without Soul Crusher, this journey would have been even harder.

He turned to face the man emerging from the bushes. The man appeared to be in his mid-twenties, and a playful smirk danced across his lips.

“So this is where you were. I’ve been looking for you,” the man said, then let out a long whistle, signaling for reinforcements.

Crimson Tiger’s expression hardened. The man’s aura was peculiar—warm yet cold, hard yet soft. Most importantly, this man was a martial master, leagues beyond the martial artists he had faced thus far.

Under normal circumstances, Crimson Tiger could have easily dealt with him, but in his current state, this was an opponent he had to be extremely cautious of. It was one thing if this man was the final obstacle, but he didn’t know who else might follow.

The man casually uncorked the gourd at his waist and took a sip. “Ahh! That’s the stuff... Hmm?” As the man tilted his head back for a drink, his gaze coincidentally landed on the tree where Yeon and Soeun were hiding. “What are you two doing up there?”

Crimson Tiger nodded toward the tree, and Yeon and Soeun jumped down. Though the man acted as if he’d just noticed them, Crimson Tiger knew that he had been aware of them from the beginning.

“Go ahead without me,” he commanded grimly.

Yeon’s eyes wavered. They had come this far together. One more day, and they’d reach Association territory. Why did they have to run into such a powerful enemy now?

The man grinned. “Sorry to interrupt, but... that’s not happening.”

Crimson Tiger ignored him and shouted firmly, “Go, now! Don’t worry, I’ll catch up soon. Just go.”

Yeon nodded.

“Uh... Sorry to spoil the mood again, but what I meant was you should go too,” the man added.

Crimson Tiger turned to him in shock.

“The mission still needs to be completed, Crimson Tiger.”

Crimson Tiger and Yeon blinked in surprise.

The man smirked, introducing himself, “Drunken Monkey, the ninth in the zodiac. I’m here to support you.”

Ahh! He should’ve just said so sooner! Yeon let out a sigh of relief. Her heart had been pounding so fiercely. Though Drunken Monkey had teased them with his vague statements, his arrival was truly a relief.

Crimson Tiger, too, felt some of his tension ease, though he didn’t show it outwardly.

Drunken Monkey grinned. “This is our first time meeting, isn’t it?”

“It is.”

Their gazes met, and it didn’t feel bad.

CRACK!

Suddenly, a tree snapped as the corpse of an Evil Coalition martial artist flew through the air and crashed into it.

A familiar woman stepped forward from behind Drunken Monkey.

“You’re still alive, I see?” Green Snake giggled, waving at Crimson Tiger.

Crimson Tiger chuckled, but Yeon glared at her coldly.

Green Snake glanced at Yeon. “Ah! Aren’t you the unfriendly handler from before?” She looked down at her own voluptuous figure. “Hmm... is it because you’re jealous? Because your chest is a bit lacking?”

Yeon bit her lip in chagrin and looked away.

Green Snake smiled at Crimson Tiger with a playful twinkle in her eyes. “Get going. We’ll hold them off for exactly one hour. Maybe less if things go badly.”

Crimson Tiger nodded. “That’s enough.”

“You owe me a drink later.”

“Sure.”

Drunken Monkey and Green Snake walked side by side toward the pursuing Evil Coalition martial artists.

“The moment they saw Crimson Tiger, I became completely irrelevant,” Drunken Monkey complained, noticing that the Evil Coalition didn’t even spare him a glance.

Green Snake snorted. “Obviously. How could a mere drunken monkey be compared to a tiger?”

“Ouch, that hurts my pride.”

Crimson Tiger watched their backs for a moment. It seemed that the two of them were already well acquainted. He had always been the one providing support, so being the one receiving it felt unfamiliar, but it wasn’t a bad feeling. 

The thought that he, too, had comrades... it was almost a first.

Drunken Monkey, who was walking ahead, suddenly stopped and glanced back at Crimson Tiger. “You’ve survived for seven years, right? How about ten more?”

Crimson Tiger gave him a questioning look.

Drunken Monkey grinned. “Somebody has to do it, right? If we hold out long enough, maybe we can make it twenty. That way, at least our juniors can have a little hope. Not that any of them need hope any more than I do.”

Green Snake chuckled, “You won’t last long with all that drinking. Even if no one does anything, liver disease will kill you.”

Crimson Tiger chuckled, and the three of them exchanged silent glances. There was nothing more to say.

“Let’s meet again.”

There was no need for sorrow when saying goodbye. Since they were friends, they would meet again. Gratitude could wait until then.

As the sound of wailing blades filled the air behind them, Crimson Tiger and the two women sprinted toward safety.
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Five days later, Crimson Tiger and Soeun arrived at the Association’s headquarters. When they arrived in Association territory, Yeon had split up with them.

Neither of them spoke to the other. Even after changing his clothes, Crimson Tiger still reeked of blood.

Soeun felt like she was in a dream. She couldn’t believe that they had actually made it out.

The place they had left behind and the place they had arrived at looked no different in her eyes. Merchants haggled with their customers, children ran and played. A woman with a sword, a young man carrying a dao, and a middle-aged martial artist with fists the size of a child’s head, all of them went their own ways.

Suddenly, she stopped in her tracks and raised her head. “Is that where my father is?”

Not knowing what to say, Crimson Tiger nodded guiltily as he followed her gaze. The grand structures of the Association stretched into the distance, looming even more menacingly than those of the Evil Coalition. 

Neither he nor she knew what fate awaited them now, but the survival instinct that had kept him alive for so long whispered to him.

The real battle was only just beginning.



Footnotes:

[1] Sagong (司空) is a compound last name, same as Namgung (南宫) and Jaegal (诸葛). 


V3C1: Compensation

Dark clouds loomed overhead, casting a shadow over the land, while thunder rumbled in the distance, heralding the beginning of a rainstorm.

SHWAAAA!

Crimson Tiger stood beneath the eaves of an estate located on the outskirts, far from the Association’s main headquarters, watching the falling rain. Unknown to him, Ju Hwayin used this location as a safe house for important matters, such as her secret conversation with Mystery Pavilion Master Yagong. Today was the day he was supposed to hand Soeun over, so the security around the estate was unprecedented. Even through the rain, he could sense the auras of martial artists hidden in ambush.

Soeun was sound asleep in one of the rooms, her fatigue having taken over the moment she relaxed, relieved at finally escaping.

Honestly, Crimson Tiger was only more exhausted than she was. He felt that he moment he lay down amid the soothing sound of the falling rain, he would pass out immediately but he couldn’t. Soon, one of the Third Young Lady’s aides would arrive.

...She’ll probably send Gahwa.

Crimson Tiger narrowed his eyes to hide his burning rage. He had no lingering attachments to Gahwa anymore, not since the moment she mentioned Seohyeon.

SHWAAAAA! SPLASH!

As the rain intensified, muddy water splashed onto Crimson Tiger’s pants, and he stepped back.

Suddenly, he found himself comparing this situation to his current predicament. He couldn’t stop the rain from falling, but he could avoid the splattering mud. Similarly, while he couldn’t avoid getting caught up in the successors’ power struggle, he could at least protect himself and his loved ones from becoming casualties.

SWHAAAAA! KWAAAAAH!

The sound of the rain grew louder, slowly transitioning into the roar of a waterfall as his memories of two years ago surfaced.
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Despite the pouring waterfall washing every trace of blood off my clothes, the metallic scent lingered vexingly in my nostrils. At this point, I was quite certain that it was a phantom smell, more mental than physical, but as long as I couldn’t be absolutely sure, I didn’t dare risk it. As much as I desperately wanted to run straight to Seohyeon, I simply couldn’t shake off the fear that she might catch a whiff of the stench on me.

Most of my missions were dangerous, but none had been as perilous as this one. If not for a woman named Gahwa, I would have died for certain. If not for her, I would never have seen Seohyeon again.

By now, I had been through countless life-and-death experiences, but every single time, the thought of leaving my daughter behind, of dying before she did, made my chest tighten. I accepted fate in most matters, surrendering to the will of the heavens, but this was the one thing I could never compromise on.

“Kangho,” someone called out to me.

I turned around, only to see Master standing atop a boulder, watching me. “Master,” I greeted.

“Get out of there already. Are you trying to strip off your own skin?”

“Yes,” I admitted, but obediently stepped out and dried myself off regardless.

Master silently observed the numerous old scars and fresh wounds decorating my body, then asked, “Are you eating properly?”

“Yes, what about...” My voice trailed off. I wanted to ask how Master had been, but my throat clammed up, and words failed me. It had only been five years, but he looked as if he had aged more than a decade.

The guilt threatened to crush me under it’s immense weight. All of this was my fault, because I was an unworthy disciple.

Still, Master chuckled as he replied to my unasked question, “I am perfectly well, peaceful in mind, healthy in body, with no troubles at all. Hohoho!”

That same, unchanging smile.

“...Master,” I choked.

“I’m fine, truly. How could I not be? I have nothing to worry about, since Hyeon is always with me. More importantly, what about you?”

If I were to be honest, I was completely burned out. I was sick and tired of the endless missions, of killing people. So what if they were evil? That hardly changed the fact of my deeds. The only thing that made it bearable was the knowledge that Master was here, standing firm, protecting my daughter.

Master smiled. “Let’s go. Hyeon’s been waiting for you since morning.”

I walked through the forest alongside Master. I had sacrificed everything for my daughter, and he was no different.

No, ‘sacrifice’ is the wrong word. Calling it a sacrifice is an insult to the depth of Master’s love.

Even though Hyeon was merely the child of his disciple, he loved as if she were his own granddaughter.

Suddenly, my wandering thoughts were interrupted by the sight of a thick mist ahead. “Master, that fog is strange,” I remarked nervously.

Master smiled. “You only just noticed? Sigh, you still have a long way to go, Kangho.”

I flinched, thinking I was being scolded, but when Master continued rambling, I realized that he was in fact criticizing himself.

“I’ve been studying formations as a pastime lately. This is the Primordial Four Symbols Formation, designed to briefly disorient travelers. Unfortunately, it’s still incomplete, just a rough imitation. I’ll need a few more years of study if I want to control this at will.”

“Did you do that because of Hyeon?”

“Well, who can predict the future? When time allows, one should always make preparations for possible contingencies.”

Master is already making arrangements in the event that something happens to me.

Considering the work I did, it was a natural concern. I had nearly died on this mission, and there was no telling when another crisis might arise, one that could endanger Seohyeon.

A short while later, we arrived at a small cottage near a waterfall. The Medicine Immortal Sagong Hu sat on a wooden bench in the yard, sorting medicinal herbs.

“Have you been well?” I asked, bowing to him respectfully. Without this man... none of us would be where we were today.

“You’re here?” Sagong Hu smiled warmly. “Hyeon is sleeping.”

The last time we talked, Master had secretly confessed to me his surprise that Sagong Hu had remained committed for so long. The feeling was mutual. I too had never imagined that Sagong Hu would devote himself so wholeheartedly to Seohyeon.

Perhaps it was because I was still young and inexperienced, but I had always been wary of the jianghu. Deep down, I felt that nothing in this world, where people were duplicitous, where greed and betrayal ran rampant, where warriors would do anything to become stronger, could be trusted. That I could rely on no one but myself and Master.

It was Sagong Hu who showed me that the jianghu wasn’t only a filthy, revolting dump.

“The treatment is progressing well,” Sagong Hu added.

“Thank you,” I said, though words weren’t enough to express my gratitude. 

Besides Master, even Sagong Hu now treats Seohyeon like his own granddaughter.

Sagong Hu, too, had lost his family in his youth and lived alone.

Now that I think about it, the three of us are so similar. Although Master never told me much about his past, we’re all people who led lonely lives before meeting and coming together.

“By the way, I haven’t yet told you why we decided to move to the North Sea, have I? Until now, we’ve been protecting the child with yang energy, but from now on, we must do the opposite. For the next two years, yang energy will be harmful to Hyeon. Instead, her meridians must be cleansed with yin energy exactly twelve times a day by a master of extreme yin techniques.”

My eyes widened in shock and worry. Since the Asura’s Eight Narakas was a martial art based on extreme yang, neither I nor Master was any help in that regard.

Before I could say anything, though, Sagong Hu smiled and continued, “Fortunately, we were able to borrow the Glacial Jade, an artifact that emits pure yin energy, from the North Sea Ice Palace.”

“At a high cost to you, Master Sagong, and for that we are grateful,” Master added casually, as if making an offhand remark.

Sagong Hu shook his head, as if to say that such words of praise should be directed at Master instead. 

Flabberghasted, I immediately bowed deeply to Sagong Hu. The Glacial Jade was one of the North Sea Ice Palace’s ten great artifacts, and a priceless treasure for martial artists seeking to strengthen their inner arts cultivation. There was no way that the North Sea Ice Palace, known for its extreme isolationism, would have easily handed it over. Even without hearing the details, it was already apparent how hard the two old men had struggled to obtain it.

Master nodded his head in agreement, as if to say that Sagong Hu’s efforts had indeed been crucial, but Sagong Hu quickly rushed over and helped me up. 

“Come now, there’s no need for this,” he said, taking my hand. “There’s not much time left now. Just endure a little longer.”

Two more years... I just have to endure for two more years!

CREAK...

Just then, the door creaked open slightly, and a small head peeked inside.

Seohyeon!

The moment I saw her face, my heart skipped a beat, and tears blurred my vision. Now eight years old, she had grown so much that I almost didn’t recognize her.

“Daddy!” Seohyeon shouted, dashing across the yard and throwing herself into my arms.

I had braced myself for an awkward reunion, but Seohyeon acted as if we’d seen each other just yesterday. Maybe it was because Master had been telling her about me all this time, but as it turned out, I was the only one feeling tense and anxious about our reunion.

“Have you been well?”

“Yes, and I missed you! Huh? Daddy, are you crying?”

“These are tears of joy. I can’t believe that my little Seohyeon has grown so beautiful.”

“Hehe! Grandpa promised me that the next time people gather to choose the most beautiful woman in the world, he’ll take me there.”

“Hah! You winning that contest is a given. The position you deserve is the greatest beauty of all time.”

“Really?”

I hugged Seohyeon tightly once more.

With a grin on their faces, Master and Sagong Hu quietly slipped away, leaving me and Seohyeon to ourselves.

Sitting side by side on the now empty wooden bench, Seohyeon stared intently at my face.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Daddy, I think you’ve lost a lot of weight compared to before.”

“You remember?”

“Of course. I fall asleep every night thinking about that day.”

I stroked Seohyeon’s hair. “Have you been a good girl? You been listening to Grandpa, right?”

“Of course! Grandpa even teaches me to read and play the flute.”

“That must be nice.”

“Hehe, but I still like being with Daddy more!”

...I’ve missed the most important years of my daughter’s life.

As guilt washed over me, I unconsciously clenched my teeth.

“Daddy, when can we live together again?” Seohyeon asked.

“...Soon,” I replied vaguely.

“By soon, do you mean two whole years?”

“You heard?”

“Yes. Grandpa said we’ll be able to live together in two years, when I’m all better.”

“That’s right. We can all be together again in two years.”

Seohyeon beamed. “I hope time flies by quickly.”

Yes, I truly wish that time would fly by quickly. Once you’re fully recovered, Daddy has so many things I want to do with you. We’ll travel across the bright side of the jianghu, enjoying the breathtaking scenery and gorging ourselves on every delicacy in the world.

If only there was a martial art that could speed up time, I would train in it relentlessly.

“Until then, you have to stay healthy too, Daddy.”

“Mmhmm.”

“Don’t overwork yourself.”

“As you command! Since the greatest beauty of all time has given an order, I shall obey without question.”

“Hehehe!” Seohyeon rested her head against my arm. “Daddy, I’m sleepy.”

My heart sank. We had barely spoken, yet Seohyeon was already exhausted.

“I went to bed early yesterday so I could play with you when you arrived...” Seohyeon began, but dozed off mid-sentence.

Overwhelmed with emotion, I let out a deep sigh as I lifted my head to the sky. If even this little child was fighting against her illness, struggling to overcome her fate, then I had to overcome mine too.

For the first time, I felt that coming here was the right decision. Just this short conversation with Seohyeon gave all the strength I needed to endure the next two years.

Carefully, I carried Seohyeon inside and laid her on the bed.

I stood there for a long time, watching my daughter sleep peacefully. Just being alive, just being able to see her like this made me ridiculously happy. I could not ask for anything more. Seohyeon could be the ugliest girl in the world, the dumbest girl in the world, I didn’t care. Everything was right as long as she could live her life in good health.

“Just hold on a little longer.”

I stepped outside.
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“Why are you standing out here?” Ju Hwayin, disguised as Gahwa, asked in surprise as soon as she entered the compound, holding an umbrella.

Crimson Tiger instantly snapped out of his reverie, the memories of that day two years ago washed away by the falling rain. “It was stifling inside,” he replied indifferently, showing neither hostility nor amicability.

Ju Hwayin smiled bitterly. “I knew you’d pull it off.”

“But there’s a problem.”

“What problem?”

“Two other members of the Twelve Phantoms saw her.”

As Crimson Tiger stated, Drunken Monkey and Green Snake had seen Soeun during the escape. However, those two were not the problem. They would have likely assumed she was involved in his mission and disregard her entirely. He would have thought the same if he were in their place.

The actual issue was their handlers, who would report everything they saw to the Radiant Hall. He could only hope they might have overlooked Soeun, but that would require significant luck.

Ju Hwayin nodded. “Leave that to me.”

She provided no details, but Crimson Tiger didn’t press the issue. Although “Gahwa” called herself the Third Young Lady’s subordinate, he noticed that whenever it came to major decisions, she exuded an air of confidence far beyond that of a mere underling.

If an ordinary subordinate is so assertive, how domineering must the Third Young Lady be?

“Go inside. Everyone’s already waiting for you,” Crimson Tiger said curtly, then turned away.

“Wait a moment.”

“What? I didn’t think we had anything more to talk about.”

“Aren’t you going to ask me when we’ll be making a move?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, we won’t be taking action right away, so take your time and decide whether you trust us or not, and whether you want to stay here or leave.”

Crimson Tiger narrowed his eyes. She might have felt like she was showing him consideration, but he didn’t appreciate it at all.

“As I said before, we will protect you.”

“Then who will protect you?” Crimson Tiger laughed sarcastically.

Ju Hwayin replied playfully, “If you’re worried, then why don’t you protect us?”

“I’m not interested.”

“I figured. I won’t expect that much, but for now, I want you to stay away from the Association and follow the Radiant Hall’s orders.”

“Why?”

“If you act unpredictably, the details of your last mission might come under scrutiny.”

Crimson Tiger stared at “Gahwa”. Seeing her like this made his stomach churn, but sentimentality was a luxury he couldn’t afford right now. In his current circumstances, she was a bigger threat than any evil villain.

“Fine,” he said coldly.

“Thank you. Also, if you ever need to see me, rent the twelfth boat by the lakeside and borrow three fishing rods.”

Crimson Tiger nodded silently and walked away. The twelfth boat represented the Twelve Phantoms, and the three rods referred to the position of the tiger as the third of the twelve zodiac animals.

I wonder, is she using this same method to meet the other Phantoms as well?

For a long time, Ju Hwayin watched Crimson Tiger’s departing figure.

“Will you meet her now?” Lee Dansim asked, approaching her master from behind and glancing toward the room where Soeun was.

Ju Hwayin shook her head. “She’s too on edge right now. Let her rest for a few days.”

“Understood, but...”

“What is it?”

Lee Dansim said solemnly, “Before I say it, please forgive my rudeness in advance.”

“Just say it,” Ju Hwayin replied casually.

“Are you truly giving him so much time to think? Are you really planning to protect him?”

“What makes you ask that?”

“Because I believe he won’t simply stay put.”

Ju Hwayin broke into laughter, “Hahaha!”

“This isn’t something to laugh about, my lady.”

“Fine. Then what should we do? Should we eliminate him?”

Lee Dansim hesitated for a moment before hardening her resolve. “Yes. If possible,” she said.

“......” Ju Hwayin observed her aide emotionlessly.

Unable to withstand the pressure of her master’s gaze, Lee Dansim closed her eyes and braced herself for a slap.

“Yes, if he can be eliminated, that would be best.”

Caught off guard by the unexpected answer, Lee Dansim’s eyes flew open. “What?” 

“But there’s no need to do that,” Ju Hwayin continued.

“What do you mean?”

“Someone else will try to kill him.”

Lee Dansim furrowed her brows, puzzled.

Ju Hwayin said quietly, “Imagine the opposite situation. Suppose he killed my child under my command. I like to think I’m a pretty magnanimous person, so I might decide not to kill him... but what about you? What would you do?”

At last, Lee Dansim understood. “...I wouldn’t be able to let it go,” she whispered darkly.

Ju Hwayin smiled faintly. “Senior Brother also has loyal subordinates like you.”

Lee Dansim gulped. Ju Hwayin was referring to the First Young Lord’s aide, Jin Chung. “I see... You never intended to protect him in the first place.”

“By the way, I’m quite sure he knows I’m lying about protecting him.”

“He knows?”

“Of course he does. He’s an incredibly perceptive person, especially when it comes to survival.”

“And you’re okay with that...?”

“You’re wondering if I still love him? I have a feeling that you’ll ask me that question over and over again before this is over, so I’ll answer it now. Even if you ask me a hundred times, my answer will be the same. I still love him. I will always love him. Even if he dies, I won’t be able to forget him. Even if I should kill him with my own hands or die by his hand, I will still love him. As I have no intention of ever loving anyone again, he is my first and last love.”

“My lady...”

“Just because I love him, however, doesn’t mean I’ll go against the current... No, I show my love for him by being true to myself.” Ju Hwayin sighed and looked up at the sky. “Fine, I admit it. This is such a selfish love, but what can I do? I’ve never learned anything about love...”
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When Crimson Tiger returned to the Radiant Hall’s safehouse, he found Eom Baekyang waiting for him there.

“I knew you’d pull it off!” Eom Baekyang congratulated him.

With Yeon now fully backing him up, the Radiant Hall fully believed her fabricated report, meaning that officially, the mission was a great success. Crimson Tiger had left Six’s necklace on Snakeflower’s body, framing her for the death of Seventh Six (Baek Soeun). Additionally, he had even managed to assassinate the Ironblood Commander.

“You’ve been through a lot,” Eom Baekyang praised, looking at Crimson Tiger with admiration. The man standing before him seemed to have no concept of failure. He had assassinated the Ironblood Commander in his own office, carried out the mission to eliminate the First Young Lord’s bloodline flawlessly, and escaped. The money in his hands felt like it was well spent.

Crimson Tiger shook his head. “It was nothing.”

“Here, take this.” Eom Baekyang handed him an envelope. Inside was a check for thirty-five thousand taels, five thousand more than the promised amount. “The extra five thousand is the reward for the previous mission.”

The previous mission... he must be referring to the operation to rescue the Radiant Hall Director Gu Yangseo. 

It was more than he had expected. This extra five thousand probably came from the director’s own pocket.

Crimson Tiger gladly accepted the payment, as refusing it would arouse suspicion. Besides, in the end, whether he accepted the money or not no longer mattered. Once the truth was revealed, it wouldn’t be a matter of ethics anymore, but rather a matter of life and death.

“I heard you were injured. How are you?” Eom Baekyang asked.

Crimson Tiger replied, “I can manage.”

Eom Baekyang took a wooden box out of his shirt pocket. “Take this.”

Crimson Tiger opened the wooden box to find a tuber fleeceflower root inside. Judging by its size, it was worth at least several thousand taels. With this, he could instantly gain two or three years’ worth of inner qi.

“I won’t refuse this,” he said, pocketing the bonus without hesitation. This tuber fleeceflower root would more than replenish the internal qi he had expended during the mission.

“Rest here for a few days. After that, your handler will provide you with a new cover identity. She’ll give you the details later.”

“Understood.”

“Continue to serve the Association faithfully.”

With that, Eom Baekyang left.

Crimson Tiger sat down. As the tension faded, exhaustion finally overcame him. The nerve-wracking moments he had endured in the Evil Coalition flashed before his eyes. This mission had been incredibly difficult. Without Yeon’s help, he would never have survived.

He slowly chewed and swallowed the tuber fleeceflower root. It had the texture of a sweet potato, but tasted incredibly aromatic.

There were many ways to consume medicinal herbs. They could be refined into pills or boiled into potions, but he chose to eat the root raw. 

When he trained with his master in the past, he had consumed many spiritual herbs like this. Contrary to what most people thought, the key wasn’t the method of consumption, but how one absorbed its effects afterwards.

Crimson Tiger sat cross-legged and focused his inner qi, guiding the herb’s medicinal properties throughout his body.

HISS...

A faint heat began to rise from his body, like steam escaping into the air.

...How much time has passed?

Some time later, Crimson Tiger opened his eyes. All his fatigue had vanished, and his gaze was sharp and brimming with vitality. The tuber fleeceflower root had been even more potent than expected, granting him the equivalent of at least four years of inner qi.

Even with the same spiritual herb, its effects varied depending on one’s constitution and talent, but he had reached a level where he could extract over ninety percent of its benefits.

Crimson Tiger rose from his seat and walked to the window, Gahwa’s words surfacing in his mind.

She’ll protect me and Seohyeon? What a joke.

A bitter smile played on his lips. There was no way the Third Young Lady would protect him. He wasn’t naive enough to believe the words of those drunk with power. He would be relieved enough if they contributed to his assassination. 

Before parting with Yeon, he had asked her to send a letter to his master. Even though her network was the most secure and efficient option, he had written the letter in a cipher that only he and his master could understand.

He trusted Yeon completely, but that trust didn’t extend to the mailmen. Besides, the North Sea was a long way away and anything could happen to the letter on the way there.

The letter described his situation in detail. There was no point in hiding the truth out of consideration.

After all, the worst habit in difficult situations was escapism. In a crisis, the only option was to move forward, and the only way to respond was with honesty.

The only reason why he didn’t flee to the North Sea immediately was because he didn’t know Seohyeon’s current condition. She had endured grueling treatments and the strain of a sudden escape might be too much for her. He had to wait for his master’s answer.

As far as he could tell, there was one crucial thing the Third Young Lady’s faction didn’t know.

She doesn’t know about Master’s existence.

She believed that with a single command, she could easily have Seohyeon killed. That was her mistake.

In order to take down Master, they’ll need to sacrifice more than a few of their strongest martial artists.

Of course, Crimson Tiger had no intention of engaging in an all-out war with the Association. He wouldn’t allow Seohyeon or Master to be dragged into it. No matter what it took, he would make sure that not even a speck of dust reached them.

He sat cross-legged again and sank into deep meditation.

The rich fragrance of tuber fleeceflower root filled the room.
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“I’m actually sick.”

The three people in the Radiant Hall’s operations room all turned their eyes to the newcomer, Jo Birang, who sighed deeply, his face filled with gloom.

Hong Sabaek narrowed his eyes. “If you were trying to get our attention, then congratulations, you’ve succeeded.”

Im Yeongdal stopped peeling his potato. “What kind of sickness are you suffering from?”

Jo Birang sighed again, “A kind of obsessive-compulsive disorder... a fixation on perfection, so to speak.”

WHACK!

The shoe Im Yeongdal threw struck Jo Birang on the head.

“OWWWWW!” Jo Birang clutched his head and cried out in exaggerated pain.

Wang Sochan, who hadn’t washed his hair in five days, scratched his scalp and muttered, “If it’s about cleanliness... I also have a bit of an obsession. It’s rough, isn’t it?”

Im Yeongdal stared at Hong Sabaek in disbelief. “Okay then. Who should I kill first, the perfectionist or the clean freak?”

Hong Sabaek cocked his chin in Jo Birang’s direction. “He’s the one who started it.”

Im Yeongdal prepared to throw his remaining shoe, and Jo Birang quickly ducked behind the mountain of documents piled on the desk.

“Wait, is this guy still going through all that paperwork?” Hong Sabaek asked.

“Seems like it.”

“Crazy bastard!”

Jo Birang stuck his head out. “Not crazy, just obsessive.”

“Whatever! Just tell us why you’re so ridiculously obsessed.”

“When I feel like there’s something I don’t know, I can’t concentrate. I can’t even sleep.”

Im Yeongdal interjected, “You idiot, that’s no disease, it’s just plain old obsession.”

“Oh, is that so?”

“No! You’re completely crazy!” Hong Sabaek shouted.

Jo Birang sighed again. “Well, thanks to you, I’ve perfectly analyzed everything you seniors did up until six years ago. Starting today, I’ll start studying the missions from five years ago.”

Hong Sabaek looked stunned. “Are you really going to go through all that?”

“Of course. Soon I’ll be completely in sync with all of you.”

Hong Sabaek shook his head. “Has anyone actually given him work to do? Is it okay for a newbie to be so free?”

Im Yeongdal resumed peeling his potato and replied, “He has already completed all his tasks. This is what he’s doing after that.”

“Really?”

“Heh...” Jo Birang grinned smugly. 

Hong Sabaek shook his head. For all Jo Birang’s madness, he was surprisingly efficient. “Fine, go ahead and be the only decent person here. Be the only one who’s perfect!”

Jo Birang, unable to hold back, cheekily chimed in, “You know, there’s a saying: Don’t strive for perfection, strive for excellence. But I want to achieve both perfection and excellence at the same time...”

Im Yeongdal’s last remaining shoe flew straight at Jo Birang.


V3C2: The Evil Coalition Leader Neung Pungbi

Crimson Tiger jogged along a mountain trail. A chorus of birdsong rang through the air, carried by the cool morning breeze.

It had been five days since he returned to the Association. During that time, he had focused on his recovery. His qi was fully restored by the tuber fleeceflower, and circulating his qi alongside wound healing medicine helped both his external and internal wounds heal quickly.

As of yesterday, he had already begun light exercise.

SWOOSH!

He vaulted over a hill in a single leap. Although an ordinary martial artist would have dropped their jaws at the sight, this was nothing more than a simple warm-up for him.

Still, even though the mountain was seldom visited by people, he could not freely practice the Asura’s Eight Narakas or the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers. 

He had considered visiting the underground training hall at his warehouse manager lodgings, but ultimately, he decided against it. It had not yet been discovered, so if there was ever a time when he needed to hide within the Association, it could serve as an important emergency shelter.

Before long, Crimson Tiger reached the top of the mountain, panting for breath but feeling refreshed. No one could ever truly know what it felt like to run at dawn unless they experienced it for themselves.

If someone thought that a martial artist’s fights depended only on the internal and external arts, they were dead wrong. Many other factors came into play during a real battle. Training, combat experience, perception, focus, and above all, the will to win were also crucial.

A long time ago, after a grueling training session, he had once asked his master this:


“I think I’m pretty strong now. Can’t I slack off a little?”

“Sure, why not? You’ll have plenty of time to regret it when the jianghu grabs you by the collar. You’ll be covered in dust, rolling on the ground, bleeding, crying. Let’s see if you can survive then, shall we? Now stop whining and keep training.”



He had let his master’s nagging go in one ear and out the other back then, but now, he always kept those words of advice in his heart.

Master was right. The jianghu is a terrifying place.

For a martial arts novice, the jianghu appeared straightforward. However, as one got stronger, the jianghu became more intimidating. 

Seven years ago, the naive boy named Kwon Kangho had come to realize that not everything he saw was the entire story, that the jianghu wasn’t simply divided into black and white.

When he had finally caught his breath, Crimson Tiger straightened up.

POW! POW! POW!

Starting with some light kicks, he began to warm up. Even though the exercises were simple, however, he performed each one with care and attention to proper form.

So far, he had refrained from using the very domineering extreme yang martial art known as the Asura’s Eight Narakas, as it could have been recognized by an old martial master if they saw it. In comparison, however, the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers was a relatively unknown martial art, so he hadn’t hesitated to reveal it in a pinch.

Thanks to that, he had achieved a small revelation during the mission. Right now, he felt a ticklish sensation as if fleas or lice were crawling all over his skin, hinting that with a little more practice, he could advance to the next level.

Because of this itchy sensation, he could not sit still. He wanted to keep practicing the martial art.

I have to be careful.

If he allowed his mind to get ahead of him and became greedy, the next stage would drift further away from him. If he gave in to temptation, he could regress more than his original level, and if he was really unlucky, he might fall to a lower level. Of course, at his stage of martial mastery, this almost never happened, but it wasn’t zero.

At the same time, the risks did not mean he should ignore that phenomenon either. Ignoring it was just as bad as being greedy.

I only need to relax and focus a bit more than usual. If I normally use 100% of effort, then I should put in 120% now.

POW! BANG! POW POW POW POW SLAM!

Crimson Tiger forcefully struck the empty air with his fists and body.

Be patient. When there’s a will, there’s always a way. If I let go of my greed and broaden my mind, the path forward will surely become clear...

Suddenly, he stopped training, turned his head, and smiled. Far below, at the foot of the hill, Yeon was slowly making her way up.

“Hey there,” he greeted.

“Hello.”

Their gazes met, softer than ever before.

“How are your injuries?”

“I’ve almost fully recovered.”

“That’s a relief.”

“What about you? Did you manage to get some rest?”

Yeon nodded, smiling. 

Crimson Tiger sighed inwardly. The two of them shared the same fate now. When the time came to escape the Association, he had to come up with some plan for her as well. Either they escaped together, or if that was too difficult, he needed to leave proof that she was never involved in his matters.

“Here, a reply came,” she said, holding out a letter.

“Ah!” Crimson Tiger brightened up and took the letter. As expected, it was from his master, and just like the one he sent, his master had used a code as well.

As he read the letter, though, various emotions flickered across his face.

“What does it say?” Yeon asked carefully when he finished reading and put the letter away.

“Hyeon cannot be moved until the end of this year, when the final treatment will be held.”

He had expected this, but still, seeing it confirmed firsthand weighed on his heart.

“So, we have to hold out until then somehow,” Yeon sighed.

Crimson Tiger nodded. Fortunately, there was good news as well. According to the letter, the Primordial Four Symbols Formation had finally been completed. If an emergency arose, his master would be able to use the formation to buy time, time that could completely turn the tide of battle for a one of his master’s caliber.

Master, thank you.

After giving thanks in his heart, Crimson Tiger asked, “When is the First Young Lord’s wedding?”

“It will be held in about two months.”

“Two months, huh.”

That was the first hurdle. During these two months, the power struggle between the two sides would reach its peak. He had to plan his next move carefully.

“When do you think the Third Young Lady will make a move?”

“I doubt she’ll do anything right away. She’ll probably wait for a critical moment to reveal it, so that she can get the most out of it.”

“A critical moment, you say?”

“Yes. After all, the moment the truth is revealed is the moment the First Young Lord suffers the greatest blow,” Yeon said nervously. Having helped Crimson Tiger, she had already crossed a bridge she could not return from. “Meanwhile, I’ll keep watch on Soeun discreetly.”

Crimson Tiger fell silent. He felt uneasy about leaving Soeun alone, but rescuing her wasn’t an option either. She was too important to both sides.

They had to deal with the problem right in front of them first.

“Don’t overdo it, and be careful. It’s better to remain undetected than risk your safety over information.”

“Yes, don’t worry. Also, do you think the Evil Coalition will give up?”

Crimson Tiger shook his head. “Of course not.”

Yeon sighed heavily, worry written all over her face. The First Young Lord, the Third Young Lady, and the Evil Coalition. Enemies were everywhere. They could neither evade them nor turn back.

Crimson Tiger said reassuringly, “Yeon, seven years ago, I assigned myself a mission, the most important mission of my life.”

That mission was to survive until the end of this year while protecting everyone he loved.

He smiled confidently. “And you know me, right? Since when have I ever failed a mission?”
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The atmosphere within the hall was solemn. Even though it was a gathering of martial masters, none dared to make a loud noise or even breathe loudly.

The reason was the old man sitting atop the highest seat of honor. His aura overwhelmed everyone else, to the point where simply looking at him made breathing difficult.

He was the Evil Coalition Leader, Neung Pungbi.

The Head Strategist Jongri Mun and the Seven Great Elders stood at his flanks. Below them, the captains and senior officers of the Evil Coalition gathered, including Giyeong, the commander of the Ten Evils.

In the middle of the hall, a middle-aged man who had been assigned to investigate the incident stood and delivered his report. He was Jwa Cheonsu, one of the Seven Great Elders, renowned for his levelheadedness and composure.

“...In the end, the Ironblood Commander lost his life, and three hundred fifty martial artists sent to pursue the assassin were killed or wounded,” Jwa Cheonsu explained the situation emotionlessly, as if the deaths were simply numbers. “Ultimately, the assassin broke through the perimeter and escaped.”

The elders let out low sighs, and a brief, somber silence followed.

Neung Pungbi showed no reaction, but the chilly atmosphere in the hall clearly revealed his displeasure.

Jwa Cheonsu concluded, “Judging from his abilities, we believe the assassin might be one of the Association’s Twelve Phantoms.”

At the mention of the Twelve Phantoms, Jongri Mun broke the silence on Neung Pungbi’s behalf, asking, “How did he infiltrate Headquarters?”

“He disguised himself as one of the Ironblood Nines’ newest recruits.”

“How could this happen? Didn’t we raise our hiring standards and incoporate more stringent background checks to prevent incidents like this?”

“We are investigating that right now.”

“There is no perfect defense against infiltration,” the Suicide Squad Commander interjected. Since his group formed the core of the Evil Coalition’s defenses and was tasked with checking for human skin masks and disguise techniques at the main entrance, he could not avoid taking the blame for the assassin’s infiltration.

Jwa Cheonsu turned back to Neung Pungbi. “Three of the four new Ironblood recruits disappeared right after the incident. Their names are Yang Hyeon, Soh Bung, and Bang Soso. We believe that the assassin is one of them.

Yang Hyeon was Crimson Tiger’s alias, while Soh Bung’s corpse, which had been buried in the warehouse courtyard, had already been disposed of by Giyeong. In addition, Crimson Tiger had disguised Soh Bung’s corpse as Soeun, making it difficult to identify her.

Despite knowing the truth, Jongri Mun quietly asked, “Could they also be the assassin’s victims?”

“It’s possible. Still, I doubt that someone who is not a member of the Ironblood Nines could have killed the Ironblood Commander in his own office. That narrows our suspects to only those three.”

The elders nodded in agreement.

Since Jongri Mun was secretly trying to interfere with the investigation, he refrained from further argument. If it was revealed that he knew about Crimson Tiger’s infiltration but failed to warn the Ironblood Commander, he would be in big trouble.

Fortunately, the evidence linking the Ten Evils to the incident had already been completely erased. As long as Crimson Tiger was not captured later, the fact that Jongri Mun knew yet remained silent would remain undiscovered.

Jwa Cheonsu calmly continued reporting to Neung Pungbi. “There were other casualties besides the three missing recruits, all of them belonging to the Seventh Squad. Because they were the ones involved in the Hong Family Estate operation, and I believe it is related to this incident as well. On the same day that the Ironblood Commander died, we also found Seventh Six dead. The body was badly disfigured, but we managed to identify her based on the gender and personal possessions.”

That corpse was actually Snakeflower (Bang Soso), but Jongri Mun wasn’t going to reveal that. Thanks to Crimson Tiger, who had left Soeun’s necklace on her, he could cover up the Evil’s participation effortlessly.

“Considering that the Seventh Squad suffered the most fatalities, I think we can safely assume that the assassin infiltrated the Seventh Squad. That makes Yang Hyeon the most likely suspect.”

“Isn’t there a possibility that all three of them were working together?” Jongri Mun suggested.

“That is also true,” Jwa Cheonsu agreed, leaving all possibilities open.

Jongri Mun asked again, “I heard that four new recruits were accepted. If three of them went missing, who is the last one remaining?”

“Yong Hajin.”

“The son of Commander Yong of the Bloody Asura Corps?”

“Yes, exactly.”

All eyes turned to Yong Cheonse, who did his best to hide his discomfort and remain calm.

Jwa Cheonsu addressed him, “Commander Yong, may I ask you a question regarding this matter, if you do not mind?

“Certainly,” Yong Cheonse replied, acting confident as if he had nothing to hide.

“On the day of the incident, your son visited your office, correct?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“That... he requested my assistance in transferring him to another squad.” Yong Cheonse hesitated for a moment, but answered honestly in the end. He knew very well that lying here unnecessarily could prove disastrous.

The audience blinked in confusion, not understanding the meaning of Yong Cheonse’s words.

“So he asked you to request the Ironblood Commander for a squad transfer, correct?” Jwa Cheonsu clarified.

Finally understanding, the Coalition leaders clicked their tongues in disapproval. 

Yong Cheonse felt humiliated, but he held back his anger. Neung Pungbi was watching him closely.

“And did you grant that request?”

“No.”

“Did your son return after that?”

“He did not.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure.”

Jwa Cheonsu’s expression darkened, and he tilted his head in puzzlement. “That’s odd.”

“What do you mean?”

“On that day, Yong Hajin returned to the inner compound barely two hours after visiting you, Commander Yong.”

“Impossible.”

“There was more than one eyewitness.”

Yong Cheonse’s face hardened. This was no trivial matter. Of course, he did not believe that his son had killed the Ironblood Commander, and the boy lacked the ability to do so anyway. However, if he was implicated as an accomplice, it would become a huge problem for both him and his son.

“Your son is currently being investigated over this matter.”

Yong Cheonse tensed up.

Seeing the look on Yong Cheonse’s face, Jwa Cheonsu added, “But don’t worry too much. For now, he doesn’t seem to be connected to the assassin.”

For now? Hmph! If you fools dare drag my son into this, I will not stand idly by!

A slight tremor appeared at the corner of Yong Cheonse’s eyes, but he hid his true feelings and nodded silently. “If you have to investigate him, please do it thoroughly.”

“Of course. That’s only natural.”

Yong Cheonse gritted his teeth at Jwa Cheonsu’s irritating reply.

Damn it!

The son who always caused trouble had finally made a serious mess.

Jwa Cheonsu addressed the masters again, “There is another curious detail.”

“What is it?”

Jwa Cheonsu replied quietly, “We discovered traces of a fight in the document warehouse.”

Everyone blinked in surprise.

“The document warehouse? Are you saying that Coalition secrets might have been leaked?”

“Fortunately, it was not the top secret vault, but the ordinary warehouse.”

The elders breathed a sigh of relief. If the top secret vault had been breached, their personal information would have been compromised.

“Although it’s even stranger that the ordinary warehouse was targeted instead.”

From the perspective of those familiar with the inside story, it made sense, but to others, it was incomprehensible.

That was the end of the report.

Having heard it all, Neung Pungbi did not pass judgment. Instead, he simply announced, “We will stop here for today. You’re dismissed.”

At his grave tone, everyone quietly left, leaving only Neung Pungbi and Jwa Cheonsu in the main hall.

As Jwa Cheonsu prepared to leave, Neung Pungbi said, “I feel stifled. Shall we take a walk?”

“Yes, Coalition Leader.”

They headed to the rear garden, a flower garden of such remarkable beauty that no one in the jianghu would dispute its supremacy. Rare, exotic flowers rarely seen in a lifetime adorned the garden, making it second to none.

Jwa Cheonsu walked carefully behind Neung Pungbi, making sure not to step on his shadow. Such was the depth of his respect for the man.

Suddenly, Neung Pungbi asked, “What do you think really happened?”

So far, Jwa Cheonsu had given the official account, but Neung Pungbi wanted his personal view, something more definitive.

“It is difficult to find a clear reason or motive for the Association to assassinate the Ironblood Commander.”

“So, there’s another reason?”

“That seems likely. And if it is...” Jwa Cheonsu paused. “I doubt that Head Strategist Jongri Mun was unaware of it.”

Neung Pungbi’s eyes narrowed. “He knew? Interesting. Do you have any proof?”

Jwa Cheonsu said cautiously, “...He may have delayed the deployment of the Ten Evils during the pursuit.”

“You think it was deliberate?”

“Yes, but all I have is circumstantial evidence.”

A subtle smile appeared on Neung Pungbi’s lips. “Well, if Jongri Mun was involved, he wouldn’t have left any real evidence.”

“......” Jwa Cheonsu understood that Jongri Mun was undoubtedly the one Neung Pungbi trusted the most.

“I once asked Jongri how I compared to the Association Chairman. He said that I was one step below him. Although he called it one step, he made no mention of the height of that step.” Neung Pungbi stopped walking. Placing his hands behind his back, he gazed up at the sky. “Intelligent people are fine, but they lack a stubborn edge. Their minds are sharp, so they don’t need stubbornness. However, that boy has a stubborn side.”

Calmly, Jwa Cheonsu said, “If Jongri Mun knew in advance, then he cannot avoid taking responsibility for this incident. Besides, deceiving you, Coalition Leader, is a serious 

The smile on Neung Pungbi’s lips deepened. “That’s quite reassuring.”

“What do you mean?”

“Being caught off guard without any knowledge would be an even bigger problem, wouldn’t it?”

“......” Jwa Cheonsu sighed inwardly. Seeing how much Neung Pungbi trusted Jongri Mun, he realized that it was still too early to shake that trust.

“Look into it further,” Neung Pungbi ordered.

“Yes, Coalition Leader,” Jwa Cheonsu replied sincerely. No matter how deep the trust was, he would not let this go so easily. He did not envy Jongri Mun, nor was this a struggle for the Coalition Leader’s favor. 

It was simply too dangerous for one person to monopolize the highest authority’s good graces. After all, even the greatest dam could collapse from a small crack. 

Jwa Cheonsu believed that the Coalition Leader had assigned him to this investigation precisely because he understood this mindset.

With a final respectful bow, he withdrew.

Neung Pungbi looked up at the clear sky and let out a lazy yawn. “Haa... Is it spring already?”


V3C3: A New Identity

Crimson Tiger walked out of the Mainland Bank, feeling like a weight had been lifted off his heart.

Although the Nanchang Branch Manager, Yang Seohong, was visibly startled by the huge sum of thirty-five thousand taels he had deposited, he accepted the money without questioning its origin and arranged for it to be transferred to the North Sea Branch, just like before.

With the addition of this last sum, he no longer had to worry about money for Seohyeon’s treatment. He was still inescapably tied to the Association, but at least he wasn’t desperate to earn their money anymore.

This meant that he could escape the Association if necessary.

However, Crimson Tiger considered that to be a last resort. As Gahwa had said, he should lay low for now, or at least pretend to do so.

Instead of returning to the Association, he wandered through several alleys, making sure he wasn’t being followed, before finally stopping in a secluded alley.

He took off the human skin mask he used only for bank transactions and stowed it away. He had started practicing transforming into that face by looking into a bronze mirror, so he should be able to discard the mask soon.

Since things had come to this, he was trying his best to acquire multiple faces.

After changing into a new face, Crimson Tiger went to the Autumn Moon Palace, the brothel that Gahwa owned.

“Welcome, Sir!” the courtesan at the entrance greeted, smiling charmingly. “Did you come alone?”

“I intend to just have a light drink before leaving.”

“Hoho, very well. Please, come this way.”

Crimson Tiger followed the courtesan down a familiar corridor. Whenever he came looking for Gahwa, he would walk down this corridor and go upstairs, but naturally, the courtesan didn’t realize he was the man who used to secretly seek out their former mistress.

That won’t happen anymore.

He didn’t think she would be here. After revealing her identity to him, she would surely have left this place.

Still, he thought he should at least come and confirm it in person.

The courtesan led Crimson Tiger to a small room at the end of the corridor, then smiled and said, “Please wait a moment. The girls will bring you a drinking table.”

“Call the prettiest one for me.” Crimson Tiger said, patting the courtesan’s butt lightly.

“Then I’ll have to come back myself, won’t I?” The courtesan giggled and left the room.

As soon as she was gone, Crimson Tiger also exited the room. From experience, he knew that he had about fifteen minutes until the drinking table arrived. 

Since the Pavilion Master’s residence was on the top floor, he slowly climbed the stairs. Two sturdy men, hired blades employed by the brothel, stood guard at the top of the stairs on the highest floor.

He raised a finger and poked the air twice, firing two qi projectiles.

FLICK! FLICK!

Struck by the qi blasts, the two men immediately slumped forward, having fallen asleep the instant their acupoints were sealed.

Leaning them against the wall, Crimson Tiger slowly walked down the corridor. Their room was at the end.

When he reached the room, he slowly opened the door, but the room was empty.

He quickly searched the room, rummaging through drawers and examining bookshelves, but he found nothing significant.

Finally, he discovered a secret safe behind a hanging scroll on the wall.

Crimson Tiger examined the mechanism. It wasn’t a safe made with a particularly sophisticated device, and disassembling safe mechanisms was part of the basic training for the Twelve Phantoms.

He began to deconstruct the mechanism, and after a short while, he opened the safe door.

The inside was completely empty. It seemed that she had taken everything important with her when she left.

Crimson Tiger sighed, but at that moment, his keen eyes caught the dust on the table. The thick layer of settled dust indicated that she had been gone for several days.

Indeed, she had stopped working here right after exposing her identity to him.

I already anticipated this.

He closed the safe door and scanned the surroundings more carefully, but still couldn’t find anything related to the Third Young Lady. As expected, his opponent wasn’t going to make things easy for him.

After erasing all traces of his intrusion, Crimson Tiger left the room. He skillfully woke up the men whose acupoints he had subdued, and then returned to his room.

Two courtesans were waiting there with a drinking table.

The two women cooed and made a show of affection. “We’ve been waiting eagerly for you, young master.”

“Eagerly? You both have dark circles under your eyes. Take care of them before you say such things.”

The courtesans smiled faintly.

“Alright, pour me a drink,” Crimson Tiger humored them.

The courtesan sitting on his right poured the alcohol, while the one on his left fed him a side dish.

“We haven’t seen you before, sir. Is this your first time here?”

“Yes, that’s right. I’ll be joining the Association soon.”

It wasn’t a complete lie. Whether as a warehouse manager or something else, he would soon be assigned a new cover identity.

“Oh my! You’re a hero of the Association!”

“Me, a hero? Nonsense! I’m just a run-of-the-mill pitiful soul struggling to make a living.”

The women chuckled at his words.

Working as courtesans here, they met all kinds of men. Whether their personalities were truly humble or not, their behavior in front of courtesans was always the same: exaggeration and bluffing. Even a third-rate gatekeeper would become a great hero, and a mere porter a head escort in front of a courtesan.

“So go ahead and pour me drinks and give me whatever extra you can, huh? Within reason, of course!” Crimson Tiger added.

The women laughed again. With the man acting so... human, their tension eased slightly.

Furthermore, even after he started drinking, Crimson Tiger maintained a respectful attitude and didn’t grope their thighs or breasts. 

This made them like this rare, gentlemanly client even more. If only all customers were like him, being a courtesan might actually rank as one of the top ten jobs a woman could have.

As such, they readily answered his questions.

“I’ve heard that the Pavilion Master here is quite beautiful.”

“Oh yes, she has quite the looks. Still not better than me, though.”

The women giggled.

“How much does it cost to have a drink with her?”

“Men these days. If she’s pretty, you’d sell your cow and your house, wouldn’t you?”

The courtesans shot him glances that weren’t entirely unfriendly.

“Hahaha! What’s a cow or a house? I’d risk my life for a beauty!”

“Well, I suppose we make our living thanks to such foolishness from men.”

“We don’t need your life! Just this is enough.” One woman made a circle with her fingers.

Crimson Tiger took some coins out of his pouch. “I guess I should give this much. Hahaha!”

“Eeeeeh? Only four taels?”

“You brats get easy tips all the time, aren’t you getting too greedy? If you don’t want it, give it back!”

“Of course not, and we don’t get tips for doing nothing. Just look at these eyebags!”

The women giggled and divided the coins among themselves.

“Anyway, wake up from your dream. Even if you risk your life, you won’t be able to see the Pavilion Master this year.”

“Why?”

“She left a few days ago, saying she was going to visit her hometown. I heard that she’ll be gone for a long time this time.”

“Where is her hometown?”

“Where was it again?”

“Didn’t she say the North Sea?”

“Ah, right. She said the North Sea.”

“That’s top secret, but... there’s also a rumor that she went to see a hidden daughter.”

Crimson Tiger’s expression hardened. It was a warning, a warning left for him. A warning that she knew exactly where his daughter was, so don’t interfere in her affairs. 

And she knew that he would come here.

“Sir? Are you all right? You suddenly froze.”

“It’s not like she’s gone forever, is it? When the Pavilion Master returns, we’ll put in a good word for you. Give the Pavilion Master the house, and give us the cow.”

The two women looked at each other and laughed at the lame joke.

Crimson Tiger chuckled softly and relaxed his stiff expression. There was no need to get angry. There was also no need to panic. Just confirming that his opponent wasn’t merely bluffing was enough of a victory.

“You two definitely aren’t worth more than four taels! Come on, let’s drink.”

More wine cups were exchanged. When he felt that he had drunk enough, Crimson Tiger pushed the women who were clinging to him, begging him to stay all night, away and left the Autumn Moon Palace.

As he walked through the night streets, his expression was somewhat tense.

The First Young Lord and the Third Young Lady. Neither was an easy opponent. They were foes against whom a single mistake could lead to great disaster. While dealing with both of them, he had to avoid conflicts as much as possible.

When Crimson Tiger returned to the safe house, he found Yeon waiting for him.

“Your new cover identity has arrived,” Yeon said, handing him an envelope. “Where is it this time?”

Crimson Tiger opened the letter and read it. “Really? Here?” he muttered in surprise.

He looked down at the contents of the letter again.

His new identity was the manager of the Hundred Flavors Restaurant, a restaurant in the Inner Court of the Association. There were several such places in the Inner Court, and the Hundred Flavors Restaurant was a place frequented by mid- to low-level martial artists.

Crimson Tiger blinked in shock. “This new job doesn’t really suit me, does it?”

Yeon nodded quietly. “Very much so.”

Crimson Tiger muttered softly, as if to himself. “Calling me to the Inner Court?”

Most of the cover identities assigned to him were minor positions in the Outer Court, positions overflowing with free time, but this place belonged to the Inner Court. It would probably be busier than his previous assignments, and it was also a place where he would have frequent contact with Inner Court experts.

Why was he sent there? It didn’t seem like Gahwa, or rather the Third Young Lady she worked for, was behind it. She hadn’t shown any signs of it when they had met earlier.

Suddenly, a thought struck him and he winced.

“Did something occur to you?”

Crimson Tiger nodded and narrowed his eyes. “The First Young Lord is behind this!”

“The First Young Lord? He assigned you to the Inner Court? Why?”

An ominous shiver ran down Yeon’s spine.

Crimson Tiger, on the other hand, replied calmly, “...He probably wants to see it at least once. The sword that killed his child, that is.
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The next morning, Crimson Tiger went to the Association’s Inner Court, wearing the new face he had made yesterday. He would use it as the face of the Hundred Flavors Restaurant Manager.

“State your affiliation,” a guard at the Inner Court entrance said sharply, stopping him.

Crimson Tiger stretched his senses. About ten martial artists were standing guard at the small guard post, all of them martial artists from the Guard Hall, which was responsible for defending the Inner Court.

skills. He assessed their strengths. Unlike the guards at the gate near his former post at the Second Warehouse, the martial artists here were elites.

He silently handed over the notice of his new assignment.

“Ah, you must be the new manager of the Hundred Flavors Restaurant.”

“My name is Jin Ho. Pleasure to meet you.”

“Nice to meet you too, Mr. Jin. I am Sin Hong, the Guard Captain of the Inner Court First Gate. We’ll probably see each other often.”

The Hundred Flavors Restaurant was the place where these guards ate. Due to the tedium of standing guard in the Inner Court, they were always desperate for good food, so there was no harm in being friendly with the restaurant manager.

“Congratulations on your appointment.”

“Thank you. I’ll arrange a celebration soon. On the house, of course.”

Sin Hong and his subordinate martial artists smiled, anticipating his hospitality.

Crimson Tiger passed through the First Gate, which marked the entrance to the Inner Cour. The true Inner Court, however, lay beyond the Second Gate. The security there was famously much stricter than here.

Thus, strictly speaking, this place was the outskirts of the Inner Court.

Crimson Tiger walked towards the eastern area where the Hundred Flavors Restaurant was located, feeling slightly nervous.

It wasn’t because of the job. Whether a warehouse manager or a restaurant owner, he’d eventually adapt given time. 

No, what he feared was the First Young Lord’s intentions, and the terrible events that would inevitably unfold soon.

He took a deep breath and gazed up at the blue sky, trying hard to transform his anxiety into excitement. While doing so, he arrived at the Hundred Flavors Restaurant.

“Welcome, Manager!”

As he entered, a loud shout and thunderous applause erupted. About twenty men and women were lined up on either side to welcome their new manager.

Crimson Tiger smiled. “Greetings, I am Jin Ho, your new manager. I look forward to working with all of you.”

A middle-aged woman with a benevolent, good-natured appearance but an air of authority stepped forward from the group. “I am Hong Maerang, the head maid here,” she introduced herself.

Next, a middle-aged man with a stubborn mouth and a blunt expression stepped forward. “Head Chef Gong Suk. I’m in charge of the kitchen.”

Crimson Tiger greeted the two actual supervisors of this place with clasped hands.

He had learned something while working under various cover identities. There was no need to be friendly with everyone. He only needed to treat the most senior among the employees well.

In this case, that would be these two individuals.

“It’s nice to meet you all. Let’s get along well from now on, like a family,” he said amicably.

Everyone applauded again. Compared to the previous manager who had flaunted his authority, Crimson Tiger seemed gentler somehow, and that made a good impression on them.

Hong Maerang shouted loudly, “Alright, alright, you’ll see him until you’re sick of him soon, so stop staring and get back to work.”

As they turned away, two women whispered that he was handsome, causing everyone to burst out laughing.

Crimson Tiger’s face flushed with embarrassment.

“You look younger than I expected.” Hong Maerang remarked.

Crimson Tiger chuckled softly. Controlling his apparent age still wasn’t easy. He had tried to make his face look like he was in his mid-forties, but it seemed that he looked younger than he intended.

“How should I address you from now on? Head Maid Hong?”

“That works, but I’d prefer you to call me Hongmae.”[1]

“Alright then, Hongmae. Can we talk for a moment?” Crimson Tiger moved to sit at a nearby table.

“Not here, please come this way,” Hongmae said, guiding him elsewhere.

Near the kitchen, off to one side, was an exclusive area set aside for the manager. It contained a desk and chair for office work and even a long bench in front of it for receiving guests. A small partition had even been put up, making it look quite decent.

“This is your seat, Manager.”

“Haha, nice.”

The two sat across from each other at the desk.

“I have a few questions,” Crimson Tiger began.

“Ask me anything,” Hongmae said.

Her words seemed to contain her entire personality—straightforward and easy-going.

Crimson Tiger asked, “What kind of person was the previous manager?”

“There’s not much to say. He left after exactly three months, and the manager before him stayed for six months,” Hongmae replied, giving Crimson Tiger a look as if she expected the same from him.

After all, the position of restaurant manager was just a stepping stone for the young nobles of the Association. Hong Maerang and Gong Suk did all the actual work.

“Could you explain the work here?”

Hong Maerang blinked in surprise. “Are you planning to actually work?”

“Even if I plan to slack off, wouldn’t it be more comfortable to know what work I’m slacking off on?”

“Heh, it sounds like you’ve done your fair share of slacking off.” Hong Maerang remarked.

Crimson Tiger smiled good-naturedly.

Hong Maerang explained simply, “The martial artists from the Guard Hall eat here twice a day, morning and evening. There are one hundred and twenty of them in total, and they come to eat in two shifts one hour apart. Therefore, we have to prepare meals for sixty people four times a day, morning and evening.‘’

Crimson Tiger looked around. The dining area was indeed spacious enough to accommodate over a hundred people.

It would indeed get quite busy if sixty people rushed in at once.

“What’s my job?”

“First, you must take orders. They can choose one of three set meals. Next, you have to serve the food, so your arms might get a little sore. You also have to clear the empty plates and bowls. Oh, and count the people. I don’t know why it has to be reported, but you have to keep track of how many people come every day.”

“That sounds like a lot of work.”

Hongmae grinned. “Just kidding. We’d never force the manager to do such things. Just leave it to me. All you have to do is approve the menu for the next day. Besides that, there’s some miscellaneous paperwork, but you don’t have to read it, just stamp your seal, chop chop.”

“That’s my specialty.”

“For the rest of the time, instead of making the subordinates nervous by watching over them unnecessarily, it’d be good if you just went out and enjoyed yourself.”

“That’s something I can do as well as I can stamp seals. There will probably be many days when I don’t show up at all.”

“We definitely won’t miss you. Don’t worry, and get plenty of rest.”

“Hahahaha!”

Hongmae smiled as she watched the Crimson Tiger laughing heartily. Somehow, her first impression of Crimson Tiger, who didn’t seem like a stuffy person, wasn’t bad at all. “Alright, I’m busy now. If you have any questions, feel free to ask anytime.”

“Will do.” 

Hongmae rose to her feet, when she suddenly seemed to remember something. “By the way, Manager, do you know any martial arts?”

“Why do you ask?”

She pointed to the sword at Crimson Tiger’s waist.

Crimson Tiger tapped the sword and said confidently, “I can cut down even a first-class master with a single stroke. Let me know if anyone complains about the food. I’ll slice out their tongue first.”

Hong Maerang grinned. “Ah, I see. That thing is just for decoration. That’s a relief.”

“Huh? Why is it a relief?”

“In my experience, the stronger the martial arts of the previous managers were, the sooner they left,” Hong Maerang said before turning away.

Crimson Tiger chuckled softly. In other words, she was saying that his first impression wasn’t bad and it would be okay if he stayed for a while.

Unfortunately, that was an unlikely wish. He would have to be absent often, and eventually he would leave.

He suddenly thought of Gong Cheol from the warehouse. Gong Cheol must be very worried since all contact with him was cut off when he was taken by the Inquisition.

Crimson Tiger wanted to send a message just once, but he knew he shouldn’t. Involving Gong Cheol in his life unnecessarily would put him in danger. The only thing he could do for him was to wish from afar that things would go well with the woman he had been introduced to.

After examining the dining area, he entered the kitchen. There were about ten cooks working inside.

When he saw their eyes focused on him, he smiled and said, “Don’t mind me, just continue with your work. I’ll just take a look around.”

Cooks who looked experienced handled knives skillfully, while young assistant cooks carried ingredients and washed dishes. The etiquette and discipline of the kitchen here was just as impressive as that of a prestigious martial family.

Gong Suk asked abruptly, “Is this your first time?”

“What do you mean?”

“Coming into a kitchen.”

“How did you know?”

“It’s obvious from the way you’re looking around.”

Crimson Tiger chuckled softly. He knew this feeling well. Just by looking at the way someone held a sword, he could tell their skill level and state of mind.

Similarly, Gong Suk was the supreme master of the kitchen. He must have read the inexperience of a kitchen novice in Crimson Tiger’s gaze.

“You saw through me. Please take good care of things from now on,” Crimson Tiger admitted frankly.

Gong Suk looked away and resumed chopping.

He’s truly a blunt man, yet he has a charm that inspires trust rather than frustration.

Crimson Tiger went out through the door at the back of the kitchen. Behind the main building was a large courtyard, and next to the back gate was a warehouse for storing food ingredients.

Going out through the back gate, he slowly walked around the surrounding area, familiarizing himself with the terrain.

Although he knew the geography of the association well enough, it was always better to err on the side of caution. After all, in a critical situation, knowing if there was a small alleyway up ahead could spell the difference between life and death.

When he finished surveying, he returned to the Hundred Flavors Restaurant. It was already dinner time, and the place was buzzing with about sixty martial artists.

“Hongmae! How are the side dishes today?” a middle-aged guard asked.

Hong Maerang, who was carrying the dishes, replied loudly, “Unfortunately, the abalone dish you so desperately want isn’t available today either.”

“Are you serious?”

“Don’t complain to me, go to the Association Chairman and tell him to increase the Hundred Flavors Restaurant’s food budget!”

“Huh! As if I wouldn’t dare! I’ll go tell him right now!” The guard shot up as if he was about to run off.

Hong Maerang playfully remarked, “Just know this before you go.”

“Know what?”

“The Association Chairman will tell me this: Dock that fellow’s monthly salary to buy the abalone!”

Everyone laughed heartily at Hong Maerang’s joke. The guard who had stood up also chuckled and sat back down, as if he had only been joking from the very beginning.

“That is absolutely out of the question. My kid’s martial arts academy fees recently went up again.”

Even though Hong Maerang dared to make fun of the Association Chairman so freely, no one reprimanded her. It seemed that she had a personality that allowed her to make banter freely, and she was at ease with the martial artists.

Crimson Tiger raised his voice, “Don’t worry, you’ll be able to taste that abalone soon.”

Everyone’s eyes turned to Crimson Tiger.

Hong Maerang introduced him, “This is our newly appointed restaurant manager. Today’s his first day of work.”

The martial artists rose from their seats, bowed slightly, and greeted Crimson Tiger with clasped hands. Like the gatekeepers before, they didn’t disrespect him at all. In the end, needlessly displeasing the man who controlled their food would only backfire.

Crimson Tiger smiled good-naturedly. “No need to go to the Association Chairman. I’ll dock my own monthly salary to treat everyone to abalone.”

Everyone laughed heartily at his words.

“That’s very generous of you. In any case, as a manager, your salary must be higher than ours, right?”

Everyone burst out laughing again, and Hong Maerang shot a grin at Crimson Tiger.

All in all, the initial introductions seemed to have gone well.

Previously, at the warehouse, Crimson Tiger had been passive. This time, however, he decided to be a little more proactive.

After all, the more difficult the situation, the brighter one should act, right?
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That evening, a welcome party was held for Crimson Tiger. Gong Suk had prepared several special dishes, and every time a new dish was served, the workers cheered loudly.

“Alright, let’s drink till we drop tonight!” someone shouted.

Crimson Tiger mingled politely with the workers, and everyone sincerely rejoiced at the appointment of a good superior.

The male workers were mostly young, while many of the women were middle-aged. It seemed that the reason for this was that one of the previous managers believed that grouping young men and women together decreased work efficiency.

After a few rounds of drinks circulated and the atmosphere mellowed, the shaggy-haired bachelors chanted in unison, ““We need women! Bring on the women!”

The middle-aged women burst out laughing.

“You boys obviously don’t realize it, but we’re women too.”

“You probably were, once upon a time.”

“Don’t underestimate the term ‘mature beauty’.”

“Mature beauty, my ass! We should at least be able to tell you apart from our mothers from behind!” a young man countered.

Another woman retorted, “Ah! Are you referring to those skinny things who are only after your cash?”

“That’s right, we sweated hard for them today too.”

“Wake up. Those types hate sweaty men!”

“But without money, we don’t even get the chance to experience the pain of being hated!”

Crimson Tiger chuckled as he listened to their playful banter. Although they constantly hurled insults at each other, he could sense their mutual trust and affection.

Hong Maerang took the side of the middle-aged women and led the teasing of the young men. To his surprise, she was still single.

On the other hand, the Head Chef Gong Suk had a family with three children, so he sat apart from the rowdy men, instead discussing cooking with an apprentice chef next to him.

Crimson Tiger wondered if his hardworking aura came from being a family man. After all, his own life had changed completely after Seohyeon’s arrival.

“Come on, drink up.” Hong Maerang offered a drink to Crimson Tiger. “Since this party is for you, Manager, please say a few words.”

“I don’t really have anything to say.”

“Aha, so you have nothing to say to your insignificant underlings?”

“Ahh, seriously!”

Finally, Crimson Tiger stood up, and the noisy venue quieted down for a moment.

“As you all have noticed, I don’t know much about this job. I also don’t know how long I’ll be here. While I’m here, though, let’s all get along well,” he said simply.

“Eh? Is that all?”

“What else is there to say?” Crimson Tiger exclaimed, but seeing everyone’s expectant looks, he added, “I really dislike ungrateful bastards who repay kindness with spite, so let’s not be like that. Let’s be nice to one another.”

Everyone cheered and clapped loudly.

“...Was that lousy speech really worth applauding over?” Crimson Tiger mumbled, waving his hands dismissively as he sat back down.

Although he’d spoken on impulse, these were his sincere feelings.

Additionally, there was another type of person he disliked, but he kept it to himself. These were the people whose selfishness, venomous words, betrayal, and treachery provided stark proof of how frightening the jianghu truly was. They reminded him that he lived in a “Mountain of Blades, Forest of Swords”, and made him painfully aware that he still wasn’t ruthless enough.

Because deep down, he still wanted to live as an honest, upright person.

“Alright, let’s all have a drink together!” Hong Maerang proposed a toast, and everyone raised their cups.

Crimson Tiger smiled. For now at least, he could let his guard down. It had really been too long since he’d felt so comfortable.

If only all this crap would end quickly... then I can live happily ever after with Seohyeon and Master...
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At a quiet lakeside not far from the Hundred Flavors Restaurant, Baek Museong and Gu Yangseo sat side-by-side, fishing.

“You’ve worked really hard,” Baek Museong praised.

Gu Yangseo lowered his head, feeling pleased with himself. Just a short while ago, he had been so worried about the outcome of Crimson Tiger’s mission that he thought he was going crazy, but now he wanted to grin broadly and shout out loud, “We pulled it off perfectly!”

However, he couldn’t do that in front of the First Young Lord. This was, after all, a mission that involved the murder of his child. Hiding his true feelings, Gu Yangseo forced a sad expression on his face as he replied, “I’ve confirmed that the Mystery Pavilion Master hasn’t noticed the true goal of the mission.”

“Good.”

Gu Yangseo asked cautiously, “But why did you summon Crimson Tiger to the inner court?”

Baek Museong hesitated. It was by his request that Crimson Tiger was assigned a new identity as the manager of the Hundred Flavors Restaurant. In fact, when he heard the news that Crimson Tiger had returned, he wanted to visit him right away.

Nevertheless, when he thought about actually meeting the Phantom, his courage failed him. He was terrified that his composure would crumble. He was worried that if Crimson Tiger turned out to be too weak, he might try to kill him.

That wasn’t what he wanted.

Gu Yangseo’s anxiety grew with every passing second of silence. Crimson Tiger was his most important subordinate. If his hunch was correct, he would have to stop the First Young Lord somehow.

As if reading his mind, however, Baek Museong asked, “Are you worried that I might kill him or something?”

“Yes... that’s right.” Gu Yangseo answered honestly.

Crimson Tiger was the sword that had killed Baek Museong’s child. It wouldn’t be strange if Baek Museong wanted to take revenge regardless of the repercussions.

Baek Museong smiled. “To be honest, I thought about it, but I decided against it. If I kill him...”

He left his sentence hanging. For some reason, he felt that if he killed Crimson Tiger, he would, ironically, never be able to shake off the guilt of sending an assassin after his own child. That sin would be forever branded upon his heart.

“Well, it doesn’t make sense to just throw away such a talented pawn, does it?” he finally said, giving an answer that contradicted his true thoughts.

“Then why did you summon him to the inner court?” Gu Yangseo asked.

“I just wanted to keep him close...and see him at least once.”

Gu Yangseo gulped nervously. That just screams danger to me!

He didn’t feel good about it at all. If Baek Museong wanted to meet Crimson Tiger, he could just go find him wherever he was. The very thought of keeping him around didn’t bode well.

Still, he hid his inner thoughts and instead said, “He’s a very competent man. You’ll like him when you meet him.”

“All the more reason I want to meet him.”

“He is also indispensable to the Radiant Hall.” Gu Yangseo stressed.

Baek Museong smiled faintly and changed the subject. “How do you think the Evil Coalition will react?”

“They must be in an uproar by now , but they won’t be able to make any conspicuous movements. The fact that the Ironblood Commander has been assassinated will significantly lower their morale. They’ll probably deal with it internally somehow.”

“Keep a constant eye on them.”

“Of course.”

“Thank you, Director Gu. I will never forget this.”

Gu Yangseo bowed deeply. These were the words he had been waiting for. When the First Young Lord became the successor and seized real power, he himself would become the Mystery Pavilion Master.

“May you be well until we meet again!” he said, rising from his seat and walking away from the lake.

POOF!

When Gu Yangseo was gone, Jin Chung appeared.

“It’s over now,” Baek Museong said absentmindedly.

“Yes, it is,” Jin Chung replied, but he knew that his master had not yet let it go.

If he had truly come to terms with the deed, he wouldn’t have summoned Crimson Tiger to the Inner Court.

Regardless, there was one more important issue, and Jin Chung was debating whether or not to mention it.

Gu Yangseo, who was ever the perceptive one, definitely hadn’t mentioned it, but he was under no obligation to do so.

Therefore, the burden had fallen on Jin Chung to deliver those words. If he didn’t speak, the matter would be buried forever.

Jin Chung debated whether or not he should say it. He had been shocked when he first read Crimson Tiger’s report, and Baek Museong would only be more affected if he heard the truth.

Since it’s the Ironblood Nines, we always thought that the child was a son. Who would have known that he was actually a she? At the end of the day, does it make a difference whether it was a son or a daughter? She’s already dead.

No, it would definitely make a difference. The First Young Lord would only be more heartbroken if he knew the child’s gender.

In the end, Jin Chung decided not to report it.

Gazing at the shimmering lake, Baek Museong repeated distantly, “It’s all over now...”

Jin Chung too stared at the lake, his eyes reflecting its deep, dark waters.

No, it’s not yet over. For me or for you.



Footnotes:

[1] Hongmae: i.e. “Younger Sister Hong”. 


V3C4: Meetings

Soeun ran as fast as her legs could carry her.

She was deep in the woods near the Evil Coalition’s territory, and dozens of martial artists were chasing her from behind. She scanned her surroundings desperately, but Crimson Tiger was nowhere in sight.

Where are you?

She couldn’t even cry out for him, afraid the pursuers would hear.

Far ahead, she spotted a small stream and stumbled towards it. Her breath hitched in her chest and her legs felt like they were on fire. She couldn’t run anymore.

Collapsing by the water’s edge, she drank from it greedily and splashed some water on her face.

As her reflection wavered in the ripples, however, Crimson Tiger’s face materialized behind her.

“Ah!”

Joy surged through her, and she whipped her head around, but no one was there. It was just an illusion.

She turned back to the water, only to find that the stream flowed crimson, having turned into a river of blood.

“Ack!”

Startled, she scrambled to her feet as dozens of Evil Coalition martial artists closed in from all sides. Bare-chested and with lusting eyes that promised violation, they looked like wild beasts ready to pounce on her at any moment.

Sheer terror sent a violent shudder through her body.

“No!” she screamed just as the men lunged at her.

Soeun shot upright in bed. “Oh...” she sighed, relieved.

Her entire body was drenched in sweat. For days, she’d been plagued by the same nightmare, one in which she kept losing Crimson Tiger, the man who had saved her.

She sat blankly for a moment before dragging herself out of bed. Someone was standing outside her door.

“Your bath is ready,” the maid’s voice echoed from outside.

“Got it,” Soeun replied.

At present, she lived in considerable comfort. A maid attended to her every need, and delicious meals were served on time. She even had a bathroom attached to her room. Aside from her inability to leave, she enjoyed the kind of comfortable life typically reserved for the cherished daughter of a prestigious family.

She slipped out of her clothes and sank into the wooden bathtub. Her snow-white skin, slender waist, long legs, and firm thighs could make even her maid’s heart flutter.

Crimson Tiger surfaced in her thoughts again. She hadn’t seen him once since that day.

Will I never see him again?

She hadn’t realized it when they were together, but now that they were apart, his face was constantly on her mind. If it were a fierce, passionate emotion, she might somehow find a way to sort through her feelings, but instead, all she felt was a subtle longing for him.

A yearning more unsettling than intense physical desire.

After her bath, she changed into a clean white martial arts uniform and tied her long hair back firmly.

“You look truly beautiful,” the maid offered the same compliment as always.

“Thank you.”

Soeun returned to her room. As usual, breakfast was already laid out for her. Her routine remained unchanged.

She ate as usual, then stood by the window, sipping tea.

Suddenly, she stiffened. Two people, the first visitors since her arrival, were entering the manor.

They were Lee Dansim and Ju Hwayin, who was disguised as Gahwa.

“Is she doing well?” Ju Hwayin asked.

Lee Dansim replied, “Yes, I was told she’s been quiet and well-behaved.”

“She hasn’t asked to see the person in charge?”

“No.”

“She’s a clever child.”

“What do you mean by that?”

Ju Hwayin paused as she walked through the garden. The flowers, just beginning to bloom, swayed gently in the morning breeze. “I imagine that it must be quite frightening to be held captive in an unfamiliar place. She must miss her father, too, but waiting so quietly shows she has patience and wisdom beyond her years.”

“Well, she was a member of the Ironblood Nines,” Lee Dansim pointed out.

“I hear that she’s pretty?”

“Pardon? Ah, yes. But of course, she’s nothing compared to you, Young Lady.”

Ju Hwayin let out a small chuckle. “I didn’t ask you about that. She must be prettier than me, then.”

“That’s not it, not at all!” Lee Dansim stuttered, flustered.

Ju Hwayin smiled. “She is young. That alone makes her more beautiful than me.”

“You were truly ravishing at her age, Young Lady.”

“What about now?”

“Are you still not done teasing me?”

“Haha, no, I’m done.” Ju Hwayin gazed towards the manor. “Still, it’s a shame. If it weren’t for Senior Brother, I might have considered raising her myself.”

The two women continued toward the building, but just as they were about to enter, an attendant hurried over, whispered something in Lee Dansim’s ear, and disappeared.

Lee Dansim’s eyes widened in surprise. “They’ve assigned Crimson Tiger to the Inner Court.”

“What? Who did? Senior Brother?”

“Yes.”

Ju Hwayin’s face flushed slightly as she thought for a moment, until finally a mysterious smile touched her lips. “That’s just like Senior Brother.”

“What do you mean?”

“Senior Brother has a habit of keeping people he has strong sentiments for near him in order to steel his own heart.”

“I don’t understand. Didn’t he do that to make killing Crimson Tiger easier?”

Ju Hwayin shook her head. “No. It’s the opposite. If Senior Brother wanted to kill Crimson Tiger, he would never have brought him to the Inner Court. He would have just had him assassinated. Sending him to the Inner Court means that Senior Brother intends to overcome this trial himself. He wants to face the man who killed his own blood, look him in the eye, and refrain from killing him as a way of getting over the pain. You can think of it as using direct confrontation to train one’s mastery of the mind.”

Lee Dansim nodded slowly. She understood the logic, but she couldn’t accept such a notion. If it were her, she would have either killed the man or sent him somewhere where she would never have to see him again. 

Her mistress, on the other hand, looked as if she completely understood Baek Museong’s feelings.

“Still, that doesn’t change the fact that Jin Chung is the real problem,” Ju Hwayin sighed as she entered the manor.

“Welcome, but... who are you?” Soeun, who had noticed their approach, greeted Ju Hwayin nervously. From a distance, Ju Hwayin had looked like an ordinary woman, but up close, she could tell that the woman possessed something more than just beauty. There was an air of authority and dignity about her that only belonged to those who held positions of power.

“Who I am isn’t important,” Ju Hwayin replied curtly.

Soeun steeled her voice and repeated herself, “I asked who you are.”

Ju Hwayin smiled at her assertiveness. “Blood truly doesn’t lie, it seems.”

“......” Soeun’s eyes flickered at the mention of her father.

“Greetings, my lady. I am someone who serves your father,” Ju Hwayin said calmly, slowly pouring the tea served by a maid into Soeun’s and her own cups. “Shall we have a drink first?”

She took a leisurely sip, but Soeun remained tense.

“You are quite beautiful,” Ju Hwayin complimented sincerely. Soeun’s appearance was even more striking than her subordinates’ reports had suggested, and even the hardships she had endured during her escape hadn’t marred her beauty.

“Where is my father?” Soeun demanded.

“He’s at the Association Headquarters.”

“Then why was I brought here?”

“There’s something you need to know before you meet your father.”

“What is it?”

“Your father is a very high-ranking member of the Association.”

Soeun gulped anxiously. “How high are we talking about?”

“He is the First Young Lord Baek Museong, one of the candidates for the next chairman.”

Soeun’s eyes flew wide open in shock. “My father... is the Association’s First Young Lord?”

“Yes, that’s correct.”

Soeun was stunned speechless from shock. After a long pause, she asked, “Why didn’t my father come to see me himself?”

“Because the Young Lord is busy preparing for his marriage,” Ju Hwayin answered truthfully.

“Marriage?” Soeun’s body shook from the unexpected revelation.

“Yes. He is on the cusp of a political marriage that will allow him to gain the support of the most powerful faction within the Association, but there is a problem. His fiancée’s family is unaware of your existence.”

Soeun nodded. That made sense.

“As such, it would problematic if your true identity were to be revealed.”

“......”

“You are an intelligent woman. Surely, you understand your situation, don’t you?”

Soeun nodded slowly. “Then why was I brought here?”

“It was not your father who brought you here. In fact, he doesn’t even know that you’re still alive.”

“What did you say?” Soeun shot up from her seat.

“I brought you here at my own discretion.”

“What? Why?”

“You are my Senior Brother’s only blood relative. I couldn’t just leave you to rot in the Evil Coalition.”

Taken aback, Soeun slowly sank back into her chair. “Does this mean... I can’t meet my father?”

“If your father finds out that you are in my hands, he will be forced to cancel the wedding. That would have fatal consequences for him. You don’t want that, do you?”

Soeun’s face darkened. She had never imagined that her father had such a status or was in such a predicament. Based on her life here the past few days, she had only guessed that he was someone relatively important within the Association. The unexpected truth left her both confused and livid. 

She demanded, “When is the wedding?”

“It will be held two months from now.”

“Two months.”

“There might be a way for you to see him before then.”

“What?”

“I did you a lot of harm with my unilateral action, so I will provide you with compensation. I can arrange a meeting between you and him, but can I trust you to keep your relationship a secret for the time being?”

“So... even if I meet him, I have to hide the fact that I’m his daughter?” Soeun asked, her voice quivering.

Ju Hwayin nodded. “Yes.”

After a moment’s thought, Soeun nodded in agreement. She didn’t want to be locked up here for two months just waiting for her father. Besides, she wanted to meet him before the wedding. She had broken through enemy lines and come all this way only to see him.

Ju Hwayin warned her sternly, “You must keep your promise. If you break it, the Young Lord’s career, and even his life, might be finished.”

“I... I’ll keep my promise,” Soeun stammered, though a spark lit up in her eyes.

“I’ll be in touch soon.” Ju Hwayin smiled faintly, then turned to leave.

Soeun asked, “Wait. One last thing. What kind of person is my father?”

“He is a strong man, and more determined than anyone else in this jianghu.” Ju Hwayin smiled. “I’m sure he will be very proud of you.”

“Will he really?”

“What father in this world wouldn’t love a daughter as beautiful as you, Lady Baek?”

Ju Hwayin exited the room, and Lee Dansim, who had been waiting outside, fell into step beside her.

When they had left the manor, Lee Dansim asked, “Why did you tell her about the First Young Lord?”

“To completely deceive someone, you need to mix truth with lies.”

“I fear Lady Baek might take action rashly and ruin things.”

“She seemed intelligent. I doubt she’ll do this.” Ju Hwayin paused briefly at the manor’s main gate. “My original plan was to just keep her hidden and use her at a critical moment, but when I heard that Senior Brother had summoned that man to the Inner Court... I changed my mind. Simply revealing his daughter’s existence won’t be enough to bring him down. He will certainly be dealt a blow, but he won’t collapse from that alone.”

“What do you have in mind?” Lee Dansim asked, feeling a little uneasy.

Ju Hwayin was superior to any woman she had ever met, and she trusted her mistress’ ability to judge people and read the world. Serving her was an infinite honor, but Ju Hwayin often reminded her that the First Young Lord was also a formidable person. 

Sometimes, that made her feel anxious. Like now.

Ju Hwayin grinned deviously. “Send her to the Hundred Flavors Restaurant.”

“What?” Lee Dansim was stunned by the completely unexpected suggestion. “That’s too risky!”

“What is?”

“Her identity could be exposed.”

“And hiding her here is safer?”

Lee Dansim fell silent. This place wasn’t completely safe either. The Association was littered with dozens of internal and external spies, all trying to dig up any information they could get their hands on. There were no perfect secrets in this jianghu.

“Why are you sending her to him?”

“Hahaha!” Ju Hwayin laughed. It seemed that Lee Dansim had assumed that she was entrusting Soeun to Crimson Tiger for protection, but that wasn’t her intention. “I’m not sending her to him.”

“Pardon?”

“I’m sending her to Senior Brother.” A cryptic smile played on Ju Hwayin’s lips. “Do you know what’s more fascinating than an interesting book?”

“What is it?”

“Reality.”

“...!”

“Reality is always more moving than a fabricated story.”

“......” Lee Dansim waited quietly for her mistress to continue. She couldn’t fathom why Ju Hwayin was suddenly saying such random things.

“Deep emotions always bring tears, but artificial constructs are ultimately fake. Senior Brother won’t be moved by something that isn’t authentic.”

“What are you suggesting?

“This affair must become a story that cannot be watched without tears.” Ju Hwayin’s eyes flashed dangerously. “When that happens, Senior Brother will crumble from within.”
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Crimson Tiger settled into his role at the Hundred Flavors Restaurant surprisingly quickly.

The manager’s quarters were located outside of the Association’s compound. It was a cozy house with a spacious yard, much bigger and better than the one he’d had in the Outer Court during his time as a warehouse manager. The walk to the Association took about thirty minutes, a perfect distance for a leisurely stroll.

When the waves of martial artists descended on the restaurant for their meals, the place became incredibly hectic. During these busy times, Crimson Tiger always willingly pitched in and lent a hand without anyone asking. 

At first, Hong Maerang had waved him off, insisting that he didn’t need to help, but Crimson Tiger brushed off her protests and helped them anyway. To their surprise, his capable hands proved to be a great help during the rush hours.

Crimson Tiger treated the staff with genuine warmth, and the Hundred Flavors Restaurant family gradually opened their hearts to this superior who didn’t put on airs.

However, he didn’t just carry plates and idle away his time. At night, instead of his usual martial arts training, he put all his efforts into mastering the Thousand Transformations Hundred Faces Art.

The more he learned, the more fascinating this divine skill became. The time it took him to change his face became shorter and shorter, and his transformations became increasingly immaculate. He could even imitate voices to a certain extent now.

After the martial artists finished their meals, it was time for the staff to eat. They pushed several tables together and gathered for their belated meal.

In the beginning, Crimson Tiger’s meals were served separately, but he now ate together with them. Moreover, even though he had only been with them for a short while, the staff chatted freely and comfortably in front of him.

“By the way, why aren’t you married yet, Manager?” Hong Maerang asked.

Crimson Tiger shrugged. “Somehow, I missed the right time. Why are you asking? Are you planning to play matchmaker?”

“Hoho, it’s not impossible. I’ve successfully matched more than ten couples, you know.”

“More than ten?”

“I have a good eye for people.”

“Then why are you still single?”

“A monk can’t shave his own head, can he?”

“I’ve heard that monks can shave their own heads these days.”

“Please refrain from making jokes that are behind the times.”

“Hahahaha!” Crimson Tiger laughed heartily. Hong Maerang might be middle-aged, but she wasn’t stuffy for her age. In fact, she had the closest relationship with the one hundred and twenty martial artists who ate there every day. 

On top of that, most of their customers were guards. Like most sentries who had nothing better to do while standing watch, they were sensitive to rumors and naturally knew a lot of intriguing stories. 

As such, he learned a lot just by interacting with her and the restaurant staff.

“Even the First Young Lord is getting married soon, isn’t he? Although I don’t know for sure, he’s probably around your age, Manager.”

“His influence will be even stronger once he joins forces with Sword Heaven.”

“There are already rumors that the First Young Lord will be the successor.”

“Will the Third Young Lady allow that?”

“What if she doesn’t?”

“Hongmae, if you were the Third Young Lady, would you just stand by and watch as your rival gains the advantage?”

Hong Maerang looked around carefully and lowered her voice. “Don’t say such dangerous things.” Almost immediately, she added loudly, “She probably wouldn’t just sit on the sidelines.”

“What would you do if you were her?”

“Hmm, if it were me...” Hong Maerang thought for a moment, then muttered softly, “If it were me, I’d arrange an assassination.”

Crimson Tiger chuckled softly, “If she could, wouldn’t she have done it already? Would the First Young Lord die so easily?”

“Oh no, I wasn’t talking about the First Young Lord.”

“Then who?”

“I would target Miss Sin. If there’s no woman to marry, then there’s no wedding, right?”

“What?” Crimson Tiger’s expression turned serious in an instant.

“What’s the matter? It’s a joke, a joke.”

“Hongmae, did you know that you’re a terrifying person?” Crimson Tiger teased, but deep down, he was flabbergasted.

He honestly hadn’t considered the possibility of canceling the wedding by assassinating Sin Yeongyeong. The very notion of achieving a goal by killing an innocent woman was completely foreign to him.

If Hong Maerang could come up with an idea like that, what about the Third Young Lady? The thought occurred to him that she likely harbored malice several times, no, a hundred times more intense. He had learned a lot from this seemingly trivial conversation.

Just then, one of the young men asked, “By the way, is it true that someone new is coming today?

Crimson Tiger nonchalantly replied, “So I heard.”

“You say that as if it has nothing to do with you.”

“Hongmae will take care of it, right?”

“Do you actually care about the restaurant or not? Make up your mind,” Hong Maerang snapped irritably.

Everyone smiled as they watched the two of them interact. Although Crimson Tiger pretended to be a lazy young master, he was remarkably capable when it came to work.

Of course, this was because Crimson Tiger had become much more proactive compared to his previous warehouse assignment.

Two things had influenced this change.

The first was the big brother persona he had adopted during the Evil Coalition mission. The experience of actively becoming someone else had been immensely helpful. Before, he had always been aware of being undercover, always tense. Now it felt natural.

The second was the Thousand Transformations Hundred Faces Art. By directly altering his face instead of relying on a human skin mask, the personality and character associated with the face greatly enhanced Crimson Tiger’s immersion in his method acting.

“Anyway, why are they finally sending someone now? They never sent us backup no matter how much we asked before.”

“That’s what I’m saying.”

“It must be thanks to you, Manager.”

Crimson Tiger puffed out his chest. “Of course.”

Everyone chuckled heartily.

“Anyway, I hope whoever comes is good at their job.”

“I don’t care if they can’t work, I just hope it’s a pretty girl.”

The young men fervently agreed, while the stout, middle-aged women scoffed, saying it was unlikely.

“Don’t worry. A pretty girl will come,” Crimson Tiger assured.

Hong Maerang asked, “How can you be so sure?”

“I’ve always been lucky with women.”

“Well, meeting me proves that point, I suppose.”

“Haha! I guess it does indeed!”

Just then, someone entered.

“Huh? It’s a man?” One of the young men tilted his head in confusion. Instead of the expected woman, a middle-aged man had walked in.

Crimson Tiger froze.

BADUMP, BADUMP...

His heart suddenly began to pound. Even though they had never met before, the instant he saw that man, he knew who he was.

The First Young Lord!

It wasn’t just the unique aura emanating from the man despite his ordinary appearance. It was a sense of destiny. A fated connection.

Baek Museong smiled. “Looks like everyone’s eating.”

“Who might you be?” a young man nearby asked.

Gong Suk, who had been staring blankly at the man, shot to his feet. “Could it be...?”

Surprisingly, the first person to recognize the First Young Lord was Gong Suk, who usually kept to the kitchen. He had seen him once before when he helped out in another kitchen.

“First Young Lord!” Hong Maerang gasped and scrambled to her feet. She had seen the First Young Lord a few times from afar and recognized him immediately, but despite her good memory, the thought of him visiting the Hundred Flavors Restaurant in person seemed so impossible that she doubted her eyes. It wasn’t until she saw Gong Suk’s reaction that she finally confirmed that she wasn’t hallucinating.

At the mention of his title, everyone leaped to their feet and bowed deeply but awkwardly. ““Welcome!”” they greeted.

Crimson Tiger approached the First Young Lord and bowed politely. “Welcome. I am Jin Ho, the manager.”

“I am Baek Museong.”

“It is an honor to meet you, First Young Lord.”

“Not at all.”

The two men’s eyes met, and Baek Museong sent Crimson Tiger a meaningful look. 

Crimson Tiger calmed his trembling heart and kept his gaze steady. He knew. This was the man who had summoned him to the Inner Court.

He must be curious about the sword that killed his child.

His heart pounded, not in fear of the cold-hearted, ambitious man before him, but in fear of the emotional man who might bolt upright from his slumber and impulsively order the death of his child’s killer.

No, that isn’t the worst result.

He dreaded that this man might target his own child in retaliation for the life he had taken.

No matter what, I absolutely cannot let him discover Seohyeon’s existence.

Crimson Tiger’s mind raced.

The First Young Lord doesn’t know that I know the whole story. Therefore, I must pretend that I don’t have the foggiest idea that the First Young Lord came here specifically to look for me. merely one of the Twelve Phantoms who faithfully carried out an order and is currently undercover. I have no idea that the First Young Lord knows who I am.

He was more nervous than he had been facing the Ironblood Commander, but he steeled himself to remain as composed as possible. This was a battle far more difficult than one fought by wielding swords.

“I haven’t eaten yet. Would it be alright if I joined you?” Baek Museong asked.

Everyone froze, looking troubled.

Hong Maerang quickly cried out, “Of course! Please, come this way! What are you doing? Clear this spot, quickly!”

A table was hastily cleared up for Baek Museong.

“Leave the side dishes as they are. Just bring me a bowl of rice.”

Baek Museong sat down among the restaurant staff. The young men around him turned pale, and even the usually jovial women became nervous and fidgety. 

This was the man who could become the master of the Association. A man who could decide the life and death of everyone here with a single word. No one dared to breathe too loudly.

Gong Suk rushed into the kitchen.

“Just a bowl of rice is fine,” Baek Museong emphasized again.

Gong Suk, who had intended to prepare new side dishes, reluctantly brought out a bowl of rice and some of the existing dishes on a fresh tray.

“Alright, let’s eat together.”

Baek Museong picked up his chopsticks and everyone else followed suit, but no one dared to actually reach for the food.

Baek Museong chuckled, “If you act like this, won’t I feel terribly guilty for interrupting everyone’s meal?”

“I’ll eat.” Crimson Tiger bravely reached out with his chopsticks and picked up a side dish.

“Of course, you should. Haha!”

Hong Maerang started to eat, and the others cautiously started to move their chopsticks as well.

An awkward silence hung in the air, until Baek Museong broke it.

“Manager, do you have a family?” he asked.

Crimson Tiger’s heart sank, but he shook his head firmly. “No, not yet.”

“Why not, with such fine looks?”

“It just turned out that way,” Crimson Tiger replied with a shrug. He took slow, deep breaths inconspicuously. It wouldn’t be good to be too obviously calm, nor would it be good to be too blatantly nervous. Everything in moderation.

“Do you not wish to start a family?”

“I wish to, but...”

“But?”

“Lady Luck hasn’t smiled upon me yet. I don’t have much luck with romance.”

“Heheh!” Baek Museong let out a faint laugh.

Crimson Tiger sensed restraint in that laughter. The man was trying his best not to kill him. Trying to forgive him.

He suppressed a wave of indignation that threatened to erupt from within him. He hadn’t really killed Soeun, but even if he had, it was never his idea to kill her, but that of the man who had given the order.

The man right in front of him.

Who’s the one who needs forgiveness, the tool or the user? This is the tyranny of the powerful!

Masking that sudden flare of emotion, Crimson Tiger smiled and asked, “I heard you’ll be getting married soon. Congratulations.”

Everyone present bowed their heads and offered their congratulations.

“Congratulations, First Young Lord!”

“Hahaha. Thank you, thank you.”

As the atmosphere eased slightly, Hong Maerang bravely asked, “But what brings you here without any prior notice?”

“Shall we say I just felt drawn here? You might call it the pull of fate? Haha.”

Crimson Tiger assumed the words were directed at him, and that was indeed Baek Museong’s intention.

However, fate wouldn’t have it that way. It had indeed summoned Baek Museong to the Hundred Flavors Restaurant, but it wasn’t because of Crimson Tiger.

“Well, I’ve eaten well today,” Baek Museong eventually said, rising from his seat. “I’ll stop by again sometime.”

Everyone else instantly shot up to send him off.

Leaving behind everyone’s silent prayers for him to never return, he slowly walked towards the entrance.

At that moment, though, someone else entered. A woman. 

Crimson Tiger’s eyes widened in shock. This woman was quite literally the last person he expected to see right now. Her arrival was far more unexpected than Baek Museong’s.

The woman scanned the room. With her hair tied back firmly, she looked like a celestial fairy who had just descended from the heavens. She announced loudly, “My name is Soeun. I’ve been assigned to work here starting today.”

All eyes focused on her.

“Wow! She’s beautiful!” One of the young men exclaimed aloud, forgetting that Baek Museong hadn’t even left yet.

What on earth...!? Why? Crimson Tiger was bewildered. He hadn’t dreamed the new arrival today would be her.

Baek Museong, on his way out, met Soeun’s gaze.

This encounter was exactly the destined encounter the First Young Lord had spoken of, even if it wasn’t the one he thought he would have.

After looking at each other for a brief moment, the two passed by each other, neither recognizing the other.

Crimson Tiger watched them warily, his eyes shaking slightly.

This is insane! What exactly is that mad bitch plotting?
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That afternoon, the Hundred Flavors Restaurant saw its biggest commotion since its grand opening.

“Let me help you.”

“This goes over here.”

“Normally, the newcomer does this, but I’ll handle it.”

Soeun frowned. A crowd of young men surrounded her. A competition had begun to see who could impress her the most and she was unsure how to react.

Crimson Tiger watched the scene in silence. He had to admit that the Third Young Lady was truly extraordinary. Instead of changing Soeun’s face or giving her a human skin mask, she had sent her here with that eye-catching natural appearance of hers. 

It was certainly an unexpected move. Who in the world would make such an important person so conspicuous?

Of course, Soeun didn’t recognize him with his changed face and voice, but she could not have ended up here by chance. The Third Young Lady had sent her to him on purpose.

But why?

For now, the First Young Lord and Soeun had just walked past each other without recognizing each other, but how many times would that happen before one of them noticed something?

Nevertheless, at least with Soeun’s arrival, the First Young Lord’s historic visit was pushed to the back of everyone’s minds. Since no one mentioned him, Soeun didn’t realize that she had just met her father.

“Honestly, men.” Hong Maerang muttered, sidling up next to Crimson Tiger.

Crimson Tiger rolled his eyes at her. “Isn’t it natural for butterflies to flock to a flower?”

“Are you interested too, Manager?”

“Am I not a man?”

“Disgusting. She’s young enough to be your daughter!”

“What does age matter? I’m a bachelor of marriageable age.”

“Of course, it matters! If age doesn’t matter, what possibly could?”

“Let’s suppose a young, handsome man fell for you.”

“That would never happen!”

“He genuinely likes you. Just looking at you makes his heart flutter, so you start to like him too. Is that disgusting? Or is it true love...”

“Hmph! Enough!” Hong Maerang couldn’t say anything more. Her cheeks flushed red. 

“Don’t be too hard on just the men, eh?” Crimson Tiger chuckled. It seemed that the stark reminder that she too was still single had made her heart flutter.

Pouting, Hong Maerang retreated towards the kitchen.

Just then, a loud voice came from Soeun’s direction.

“Everyone, listen up!” she shouted in a clear, resonant voice, startling the men. “If I need help, I’ll ask for it. I don’t need or want you to do all my work for me. Understood?”

“We were just trying to help a junior colleague. Besides, we can’t just leave a weak woman to fend for herself...” a man began, but before he could finish his line, Soeun grabbed his wrist.

The next moment, he spun around once in the air before falling to the floor.

THUD!

Everyone’s eyes widened in amazement. Luckily, Soeun had cushioned his fall so that he wasn’t injured, but this move was beyond any ordinary self-defense technique.

“See? I’m not weak.” Soeun approached the stunned and impressed group, smiling sweetly. “Anyone else want a taste?”

All the young men scattered hastily.

Soeun let out a soft sigh. How could she not know what these simple-minded, hormone-driven young men were thinking? Still, she didn’t want to be treated like a princess. It just wasn’t in her nature.

She walked over to Crimson Tiger. “Manager.”

“What is it?”

“Please assign me my duties.”

“Serving food, cleaning up. That’s about it for now, I suppose? For details, ask Head Maid Hong over there.” Crimson Tiger pointed at Hong Maerang, who stood near the kitchen entrance, arms folded.

“Understood.”

Soeun approached Hong Maerang and was handed a broom that was propped up nearby. Quietly taking the broom, she went outside and began sweeping the area in front of the Hundred Flavors Restaurant.

Hong Maerang shrugged. “She seems more spirited than she looks.”

Crimson Tiger let out a small laugh. If these people only knew that she was a former member of the Ironblood Nines, they would all be frightened to death. To ordinary people, the Ironblood Nines were figures of absolute terror.

Crimson Tiger looked at Hong Maerang and said mischievously, “I’m stepping out for a bit.”

Hong Maerang gave him a thumbs-up. “Frequent outings by the superior are the best form of consideration for the subordinates.”
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One hour later, Crimson Tiger sat on a fishing boat out on the lake.

There was a man by the lake who rented out boats and fishing rods for money. Following Gahwa’s instructions, he had requested the twelfth boat and three fishing rods. The man readily complied.

About two hours after they rented the boat and started fishing, another fishing boat approached from the opposite direction. Sitting under a large canopy was Ju Hwayin, transformed into Gahwa.

She looked around and remarked regretfully, “Come to think of it, we never got to visit a place like this when we were dating.”

Crimson Tiger blinked in disbelief. Women are truly unfathomable creatures. 

Could a man ever truly claim to know a woman inside and out? He suspected not.

“What exactly are you planning?” he demanded.

“What do you mean?” she asked, feigning ignorance.

“Why did you send the First Young Lord’s daughter to me?”

“Ah! That?” Ju Hwayin smiled. “Why, to protect her, of course.”

“What?”

“It’s too dangerous for us to protect her. As you know, the First Young Lord’s faction and ours are desperately monitoring each other. We weren’t confident we could keep her hidden until the wedding. So...”

“So you want me to protect her?”

Gahwa nodded eagerly, despite knowing her request was so brazen that she made Crimson Tiger feel like he was her subordinate...or her lover.

Crimson Tiger narrowed his eyes, trying to discern her true intentions and the Third Young Lady’s motive, but he couldn’t figure it out. “What if I refuse?” he asked.

“Her assignment has already been confirmed, though?”

“If I get a mission from the Radiant Hall, I might have to leave my post.”

“That should be fine. Besides, neither the First Young Lord nor anyone else would ever dream that we hid her in plain sight. Would you expect it? Such a beautiful woman? And using her real name, no less? As the saying goes, the darkest place is right under the candlestick.”

“......” Crimson Tiger sighed. As Gahwa said, it was certainly an unconventional method. Of course, that also made it incredibly dangerous.

“I’m sorry asking so many things of you, but there’s truly no one else I can trust besides you.”

Crimson Tiger scoffed inwardly. How can she spout such unbelievable nonsense with that smiling face?

“...And for your information, she knows the First Young Lord is her father,” Ju Hwayin added with a faint smile. “ Her employment has already been confirmed anyway, and reversing it now would only arouse suspicion. Could you just bear with me this one time? Pretty please?”

Crimson Tiger let out a wry snort. Of course, he understood her reasoning. If one tried hard enough, was there anything in the jianghu that couldn’t be understood? The problem was that if he gave in once, then twice, people tended to regard such consideration as their rightful entitlement.

Fine, I’ll put up with it for now, only because Seohyeon’s treatment is about to begin soon.

Their business concluded, the two boats moved away in opposite directions.

Ju Hwayin secretly glanced back. Watching Crimson Tiger step ashore far away, she prayed softly but sincerely, “...Please survive. You definitely have to.”
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The news that a stunningly beautiful woman had arrived spread not only among the martial artists who frequented the Hundred Flavors Restaurant, but also throughout the entire Inner Court.

As a result, the number of young martial artists loitering around the Hundred Flavors Restaurant increased significantly. It was rumored that even those who usually ate in other cafeterias had collectively requested to change their dining location to the Hundred Flavors Restaurant.

In any case, breakfast time at the Hundred Flavors Restaurant was decidedly different from usual.

The eyes of all sixty martial artists who came for the first shift were fixed on Soeun as she carried dishes, but fortunately, no one made any overt passes or harassed her. A few veterans simply joked out loud about how beautiful she was, playfully confessing their adulation. 

Still, while she handled the sixty pairs of blatantly staring eyes with outward composure, her face was flushed, betraying her discomfort.

“Soeun!” Crimson Tiger shouted.

Soeun, who was serving food, hurried over to his table. “You called, Manager?”

“Sit down for a moment.”

“Yes.”

She sat down across from him, where a partition shielded her from view. Immediately, unhappy catcalls rang out from the dining area.

“Could you calculate these for a moment?” Crimson Tiger asked, handing her a logistics ledger. 

“Alright,” Soeun replied. Although she looked puzzled why he’d ask her to do such a thing, she readily began the task, as it was simple work. Nevertheless, after focusing on the calculations for several minutes, she asked cautiously, “Um... Manager?”

“Yes?”

“Did you perhaps call me over here on purpose?”

“Whatever do you mean?” Crimson Tiger feigned ignorance.

“Oh, it’s nothing.” Soeun’s face flushed, flustered. She quickly returned her focus to the ledger.

For some reason, she had a vague feeling of familiarity with the manager, although she was certain they had never met before.

Well, sometimes in life, one met a person with whom one instantly felt a close connection. At the same time, there are those one saw every day, but instead of growing closer, even the slightest amount of fondness one had faded away with time. 

The manager before her belonged in the earlier category—warm and approachable.

Suddenly, a thought occurred to her that perhaps the manager had called her over to give her a break from those bothersome stares, but she quickly dismissed the idea.

Him, showing concern for me? Why would he do that? Impossible. 

Her face grew hot from embarrassment. 

Crimson Tiger smirked at her colorful reactions. Unknown to her, she had hit the nail on the head. He had indeed called her over intentionally, to let her rest a bit.

It might be in a woman’s nature to enjoy attention, but not all women were like that. From what he’d seen of Soeun in the Ironblood Nines, she wasn’t the type to revel in the lustful gazes of men.

“Here, I’m finished,” Soeun said, handing back the documents.

“Already?”

“Yes.”

“Wait while I check them briefly.”

Crimson Tiger glanced at the calculations, but there were no mistakes. He clicked his tongue inwardly. She could have taken her time, but she’d completed the work in an instant. As expected, she was naturally smart and sharp.

“Thanks.”

“Then I’ll get back to work...”

Just then, the bustling dining room abruptly fell silent. Crimson Tiger and Soeun looked up to see what was happening, only for someone to suddenly poke their head into their partitioned area.

It was Baek Museong.

Crimson Tiger shot to his feet.

“Are you busy?” Baek Museong asked.

“No, sir.”

“Then would you mind joining me for a moment?”

“Of course.” 

Baek Museong turned to leave, when suddenly, he glanced at Soeun. “You come too,” he said to her, then walked out.

Wearing puzzled expressions, the two followed Baek Museong to the kitchen attached to the First Young Lord’s residence. Although it was only meant for one man, its size was easily comparable to that of the Hundred Flavors Restaurant, and a mountain of ingredients was piled high on the counters.

Baek Museong grinned. “Surprised I brought you here?”

“Not at all, but why us?”

“As you both know, I’m getting married soon, right?”

At the word ‘wedding’, Soeun flinched, and her heart leaped with a sudden revelation.

“Before the ceremony, I wanted to cook for her myself, but I don’t know how. That’s why I called you two. My cooks happen to be away, and Chef Gong is busy, so I was hoping you two could help me.”

Crimson Tiger was dumbfounded. He could understand why he was summoned, but Baek Museong’s excuse still utterly unconvincing. Even if Chef Gong wasn’t available, a single word from him would summon dozens of skilled chefs. Moreover, the idea of the First Young Lord cooking for his fiancée was also equally inconceivable.

If that wasn’t bad enough, why had he called Soeun along too? Was it truly a coincidence?

Crimson Tiger glanced at Soeun, worried about how she would react to all this.

Soeun asked cautiously, “Are you perhaps the First Young Lord?”

Hearing him mention the impending wedding had sparked the possibility in her mind.

Baek Museong nodded. “Yes, I am.”

BADUMP!

Her heart sank. For a fleeting moment, time seemed to stand still.

The man before her was the father she had longed to see.

He looked younger than she had expected, and more handsome. Though she had mentally prepared herself, telling herself she would see him one day, her legs trembled and her heart pounded so hard she was sure everyone could hear it. She hadn’t expected to see him so soon.

“I-It’s an honor to meet you,” she stammered nervously.

Baek Museong fixed a steady gaze on her. Summoning her had been half coincidence, half deliberate choice.

He couldn’t forget the last time he had seen her as he left the Hundred Flavors Restaurant. Her face and figure constantly haunted his thoughts, as if branded into his mind. He had never felt this way before.

Was it just because she was beautiful? No, it wasn’t just that. There was something else, something about her that made him feel queasy.

An awkward silence descended over the kitchen.

“Anyway... our skills are lacking, but we will do our utmost best to assist you,” Crimson Tiger said energetically, shattering the tension.

Baek Museong beamed. “Thank you. Truly, thank you.”

And so the First Young Lord Baek Museong began learning cooking in earnest. At least his claim of having no cooking experience at all was absolutely true. 

Unfortunately, Crimson Tiger’s culinary expertise consisted almost entirely of methods of roasting wild animals, focusing mainly on how to cook large game evenly without burning or undercooking the meat, not on flavor.

Soeun, on the other hand, possessed an unexpected talent in the culinary arts.

“Wow, this broth tastes amazing,” Baek Museong exclaimed repeatedly after tasting the broth Soeun had made. 

Crimson Tiger had to agree. Even to him, Soeun’s cooking was heavenly.

“The secret is in the seasoning blend,” Soeun explained.

“Where did you learn how to cook?”

“...My late mother taught me,” Soeun said, preemptively mentioning her mother’s passing to avoid questions about her mother and the subsequent awkwardness of revealing she was deceased.

“I see.” Baek Museong nodded and didn’t inquire further.

Soeun’s hands stopped for a moment. Her mother’s face flashed through her mind. It was hard to believe that she had once been lovers with the man standing before her.

CLACK! CLACK! CLACK!

Gathering her senses, she quickly resumed chopping vegetables.

Baek Museong changed the subject. “So, how do you cook this?” he asked, picking up a leaf.

“That’s not an ingredient. It’s the lotus leaf the ingredients were wrapped in.”

“Haha, I see.”

Suddenly, Soeun was proud of herself. She was handling this much better than she had expected. She managed the urge to cry and suppressed the countless questions she had longed to ask when she met her long-lost father.

The father she had imagined was authoritarian and strict. Someone she thought she could resent and defy without hesitation, but this man before her seemed...ordinary. Despite his status as the First Young Lord of the Association, he smiled at her unreservedly.

“Hahahaha! Hey, Jin Chung! Come here and taste this. I made it myself.”

From a distance, Jin Chung watched the scene unfold in amazement. The First Young Lord was laughing. He was laughing so brightly, Jin Chung couldn’t recall the last time he’d seen such a genuine smile.

How can he laugh like that in front of the man who killed his child?

Jin Chung felt a strange dissonance watching his master. A dissonance that conveyed a feeling of danger, of emotional instability.

One hour later, only Baek Museong and Jin Chung remained.

Watching Baek Museong sit on a small chair, sipping wine, Jin Chung asked, “Didn’t you make this for Miss Sin?”

The food was already cold. Baek Museong sat and stared blankly, drinking wine while snacking on the result of his own efforts. The meal was never meant for Sin Yeongyeong.

Of course, Jin Chung already knew that. Asking was a form of malicious mischief, a passive act of disloyalty.

However, Baek Museong continued staring into blank space, as if he hadn’t heard anything. He truly was lost in his thoughts, but to his own surprise, his mind wasn’t occupied by Crimson Tiger, but by Soeun. 

For some reason, he was drawn to her as if spellbound.

Can it truly be love at first sight? 

He had never experienced such a strange feeling before in his life.

This realization came as a shock to Baek Museong.

I’m attracted to a woman, now of all times? She’s less than half my age! Also, my wedding, albeit a political one, is just around the corner.

It was unacceptable. The very existence of such feelings felt chaotic and humiliating.

Baek Museong desperately tried to hide his raging emotions from Jin Chung, hoping his aide would assume his preoccupation was due to Crimson Tiger.

“By the way, you have an appointment with two elders in a few minutes,” Jin Chung reminded.

Baek Museong replied softly, “Postpone it.”

“Understood.” Jin Chung opened the door and left.

This is abnormal. It seems the time has come for me to act on the matter I hesitated about.


V3C5: Sa Gon

Jin Chung pulled his bamboo hat down low as he walked silently through a filthy, fetid alley that most avoided out of fear. In front of him, a scrawny dog barked next to a drunken man, while behind him, menacing looking thugs leaned against a wall, snickering.

The ruffians stared at Jin Chung, but seeing his hat pulled low, the sword at his waist, and his steady, unhesitating stride, they dared not pick a fight.

A man stood in front of a small iron door at the end of the alley. His clothes were no different from those of the thugs, but his aura was completely different. He was a man of the jianghu, and a martial master at that.

The moment he saw Jin Chung, he opened the door without a word.

Jin Chung stepped inside. He walked down a narrow corridor for some time before reaching another door. Another man stood there, also a master like the previous one. Again, the man opened the door silently.

This time, as Jin Chung entered, a deafening roar blasted into his ears.

“Woaaaaah!”

It was an underground coliseum. Two men were locked in a bloody struggle inside an iron cage while spectators roared and cheered for the fighter they had bet on. 

As the bloody battle reached its climax, the arena was so filled with screams and curses that you couldn’t even hear the person next to you.

After watching the duel for a moment, Jin Chung moved on. Two men blocking the entrance to the stairs leading to the second floor stepped aside to make way for him, and he continued on.

Finally, overlooking the coliseum on the first floor, he found the man he sought. With his neat appearance, he looked like a merchant at first glance, but a closer look revealed the aura of a ruthless martial artist.

“Long time no see,” the man greeted.

His name was Sa Gon, and he made his living running this underground coliseum. However, this was merely a cover identity. His true profession was that of an assassin.

However, Sa Gon disliked being called an assassin. He preferred to be known as a jianghu problem solver who sometimes took on assassination requests. He was also particularly cruel and vicious, the type who would not hesitate to cut down children and women as long as he was paid to do so.

“I have a job for you,” Jin Chung said bluntly, handing Sa Gon an envelope.

He had entrusted Sa Gon with several jobs before. One might wonder why someone serving the First Young Lord of the Association would ever hire an assassin, but surprisingly, it was a frequent necessity.

Setting aside the succession struggle, someone in the First Young Lord’s position inevitably encountered situations that couldn’t be handled officially. Individuals who clearly needed to be eliminated, yet couldn’t be dealt with directly.

Jin Chung hired Sa Gon to eliminate such targets, and the man had never let him down. The targets had even included peak masters, but even though Sa Gon looked like a third-rate gang boss, he always completed the contract without fail. His skills were undeniably top-notch.

Sa Gon’s eyes widened in surprise as he examined the bank check inside. It was for a staggering five thousand taels, the largest amount ever offered for one of his contracts.

His eyes flashed intensely. “To warrant such a high payment, who is the target?”

The usual price for killing a person was two or three hundred taels, which was already a considerable amount.

“Someone whose skill matches that price,” Jin Chung replied. 

In truth, he felt that he should pay several times that amount. If he had the means, he would have gladly forked over twenty thousand or even thirty thousand taels, but five thousand was the maximum he could currently spend in secret. Rather, that amount would probably be discovered soon, but he could hold out until the job was done. 

Additionally, if Sa Gon suspected that the target was worth too much, he would either try to extort more money or refuse the job altogether.

Sa Gon read the letter included with the bank note. “The Hundred Flavors Restaurant manager, Jin Ho? What exactly does he do?”

“He’s an restaurant manager.”

“Stop joking.”

“He’s a martial artist from a secret organization.”

“A secret organization,” Sa Gon narrowed his eyes. “You went to the trouble of raising him, so why kill him now?”

“The hunt is over.”

“So you have no more need for him, hehehe... The deadline?”

“The sooner, the better.”

“Alright, I accept,” Sa Gon nodded, asking no further questions. Five thousand taels was a sum he could hardly refuse. Lately, large contracts had been scarce, forcing him to send his men out even for jobs worth only a few dozen taels. The underground coliseum wasn’t very profitable either, with too many vultures demanding better payouts.

Jin Chung stared at Sa Gon in silence. Truthfully, he wasn’t the best choice to eliminate Crimson Tiger, but there were no other powerful assassins readily available. Besides, even if Sa Gon failed, his group posed the least risk of blowback.

Sa Gon was tight-lipped and reliable. His skills were above peak level, and his subordinates, whom he called his brothers, were also first-rate to peak level masters. If they set a perfect trap and ambush, even Crimson Tiger wouldn’t be able to eliminate them all.

Since it had always been Jin Chung who dealt with him, not even the First Young Lord knew about Sa Gon’s existence. Furthermore, he had never revealed his true identity to them, always conducting business with his bamboo hat. Sa Gon probably just thought of him as a swordsman working for a high-ranking Association official.

Jin Chung added, “There are conditions.”

“What?”

“You must mobilize all your brothers and set up the best trap you can devise. Under no circumstances must you let your guard down.”

Sa Gon sneered. “Who the hell is this guy that has you so worked up?”

He was confident. No matter how skilled the target, once marked by him, they were as good as dead. After all, assassination didn’t rely on martial arts skill, but on assassination skill. And it was in that skill that they prided themselves on being the best.

“He is the most skilled agent in my organization.”

“The whole jianghu is overflowing with peopole known as ‘the best,’” Sa Gon quipped.

Jin Chung’s expression hardened. 

Sa Gon quickly smoothed over his joke with a laugh. “Understood. I’ll do as you say.”

Unknown to Jin Chung, Sa Gon was well aware of his true identity. Nevertheless, he went to great lengths to hide the fact that he knew the truth. If Jin Chung discovered that he was in the know, the man would undoubtedly try to eliminate him one way or another.

“Let me emphasize again. You must make sure that you are perfectly prepared,” Jin Chung said gravely.

Jin Chung spun around and left. 

As he made his way back through the crooked alleys, he looked up at the sky. He had not lived a life completely without shame. While assisting the First Young Lord, he had eliminated several political rivals. However, he had never once regretted it.

This time, however, he wasn’t sure. He definitely had a reason to do this, but it was a purely selfish one.

Pulling down his bamboo hat, he murmured, “Forgive me, Crimson Tiger. When I meet you in the afterlife, I’ll ask for your forgiveness then.”
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That night, about thirty men gathered in the now-empty dogfighting pit, shrouded in darkness. All of them had fierce, menacing eyes.

A man with a snake tattoo on his arm spoke to a man with a long scar across his face. “You bastard! You raped another woman, didn’t you?”

The scar-faced man enjoyed violating the women associated with his targets. Sometimes he even deliberately visited the homes of those he’d murdered.

“It’s a bonus, just a bonus.”

A tall man standing nearby looked at Scarface. “You dirty son of a bitch! Maybe I should just cut it off?”

Though his words were harsh, he was smiling, and the men around him were the same. No one reprimanded him. Their vulgar language would shame third-rate thugs, yet their auras were first-rate. Each of them possessed skills that would earn them top status in any smaller group of assassins.

“Anyway, why did the boss call us all together?”

At the snake-tattooed man’s question, Scarface whispered in a low voice, “Heheheh. Looks like something fun is about to happen.”

Snake Tattoo grinned predatorily. “If you pull another crazy stunt again, there’ll be big trouble. You alone are enough of a dick.”

“You’re the filthy motherfucker!”

Everyone burst out laughing.

At that moment, Sa Gon arrived. Even though there were thirty ruthless men gathered, Sa Gon possessed an aura that overwhelmed them all, contrary to the business-like demeanor he wore when talking to Jin Chung.

Snake Tattoo asked impatiently, “Why have you summoned all of us?”

“A very lucrative request just came in,” Sa Gon said quietly, looking around at them.

“How lucrative are we talking?”

“Five thousand taels.”

Everyone’s eyes widened. Sa Gon never lied to his subordinates. These were men tainted by every evil in the world, from murder and robbery to rape. He knew from experience that the worse the person, the better they were at detecting lies.

Therefore, his method of dealing with his subordinates was to be honest and split everyone’s cut openly, making sure that everyone was well compensated.

If he was successful, he planned to take half of the five thousand taels and distribute the other half among his men. Since it was rare to find someone among them who saved money, renting out a small brothel just for them would surely please them.

“Is it the Association Chairman’s head that’s at stake?”

Sa Gon smirked. “Crazy fool. Do you think the Chairman is only worth five thousand?”

“Then who is it?”

“One of the Association’s secret agents.”

“A secret agent? Ooh! Scary!” Snake Tattoo feigned fear, and everyone snickered.

Sa Gon’s expression hardened at their disregard for the gravity of the situation. “Do you think our client is an idiot? Would a sane person just give away five thousand taels?”

“You know how much dirty money is floating around, don’t you? Nine times out of ten, it’s probably dirty money, especially if it’s connected to the Association.”

They all laughed in agreement.

Sa Gon snorted. “Don’t be too presumptuous. This is no easy opponent.”

“How tough can he be? So, what’s the plan? Should we all go out?” the tall man asked, looking dissatisfied.

“You idiot. I’m coming with you as well.”

“You too, Boss?”

“That’s what the contract specified, and this client is important to us, so shut up. Let’s finish this quickly and have a big feast afterward.”

Everyone grinned with satisfaction.

Sa Gon warned again, “Be careful anyway. If you let your guard down just because we’re together, you’ll just die.”

“Of course, it’s one of the Association’s secret agents, after all,” Snake Tattoo replied, causing everyone to burst into laughter again.

Eventually, even Sa Gon couldn’t help but chuckle. They were all together. It was impossible to be afraid of one man.

“When do we take him?”

Sa Gon replied smoothly, “The moment he steps out of the Association, of course.”
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Crimson Tiger and Soeun strolled through the marketplace to buy ingredients for the abalone dish that the kitchen staff had requested earlier.

Normally, all the ingredients were sent by the food warehouse that oversaw all the kitchens within the Association. Each kitchen would submit its menu in advance, and the ingredients would be delivered accordingly. However, for special dishes like this, they had to source the ingredients themselves.

To be honest, Hong Maerang was astonished that Crimson Tiger would actually make good on his word. She had thought that he was just joking. Seriously, the more she saw of him, the more charming he became. She really felt like introducing him to a younger sister if she had one.

Anyway, this morning, they had received a message from a shop that Gong Suk frequented that the goods were ready, so Crimson Tiger and Soeun headed out to pick it up. It was the morning rush hour, and no one else could be spared, so the two people who were least needed at the Hundred Flavors Restaurant ended up becoming the errand runners.

The problem was, everyone who passed by would stop to stare at Soeun. Hers wasn’t the kind of face one usually saw wandering around the marketplace. Of all the women Crimson Tiger had seen in his life, only one could match her beauty, the bitch who left Seohyeon behind and disappeared.

“How’s work?” he asked.

“It’s manageable,” Soeun replied simply.

Crimson Tiger grinned. She was telling the truth. As an elite martial artist and former member of the Ironblood Nines, the work at the Hundred Flavors Restaurant surely posed no real physical challenge to her.

Soeun began nervously, “Um, there’s something I wanted to ask you...”

“Go ahead.”

“The woman the First Young Lord is marrying... what kind of person is she?”

“Besides the fact that she’s the precious daughter of Sword Heaven, I don’t know much about her.”

“I see.” Soeun nodded to herself. 

Crimson Tiger could tell how much pain she must be going through. He really wanted to lay it all out for her, whether it was her current situation, and the dangers she faced because of it. He wanted to tell her to forget everything and run away. He wanted to help her escape. But he couldn’t... He couldn’t.

The two of them arrived at the seafood shop. After picking up the prepackaged goods and heading back, Crimson Tiger suddenly suggested as they walked past an tavern, “Shall we have a drink before we return?”

“...Okay.”

Although she readily agreed, Soeun tensed inwardly. When it came to situations involving alcohol, she was now like someone who was startled by a normal turtle after being bitten by a snapping turtle. The incident with the Ironblood Commander, whom she had trusted, had left a deep scar in her heart.

What if the manager got drunk and tried something? It was an unpleasant thought to even imagine, but if such a thing happened, she resolved to deal with it firmly. If she put her mind to it, she could definitely handle the likes of the Hundred Flavors Restaurant Manager.

Even if doing so would only reopen her psychological wound.

Of course, her assumption was wrong.

Crimson Tiger entered the tavern and Soeun followed him. Unknown to her, he had entered the tavern for another reason. The moment he picked up the goods, he had felt a tingling sensation at the back of his neck.

It was a very subtle sensation, but he knew this feeling well. Someone was watching him. Moreover, this watcher possessed considerable skill. If he was just walking down the street, he might not have noticed.

Well, it could be someone assigned by the Third Young Lady’s faction to watch Soeun, or someone assigned by the First Young Lord’s faction to spy on me.

Nevertheless, he didn’t feel good about it. There was something... hostile about the gaze.

Crimson Tiger focused, trying to determine whether the hostility was directed at him or Soeun. He couldn’t send her back alone until he clarified that, and if they went somewhere secluded, the pursuer would surely realize they’d been noticed and abandon the tail.

He sat down with his back to the entrance of the tavern, trying to lower the watcher’s guard. Normally, someone who was aware that they were being followed would sit facing the entrance.

The feeling of being watched vanished temporarily. Even though they must have seen him sitting with his back to the door from outside, they hadn’t followed him in.

How cautious.

Crimson Tiger knew this type. Such a prudent and stealthy person was too skilled to be wasted on mere surveillance.

An assassin, huh?!

Pretending to be oblivious, he ordered drinks and side dishes.

Meanwhile, Soeun nervously watched Crimson Tiger’s expression, unaware of the imminent danger. “Is there something you want to tell me?” she asked warily.

Crimson Tiger smiled good-naturedly. “Not really. I just felt like having a drink.”

This was already the second time he was drinking with her in a tavern. The previous time, that day, he had almost murdered her. This time, he was in the opposite position. He had to protect her.

Looking at Crimson Tiger, Soeun wondered if she was overthinking. “Please pour me a cup as well.”

Crimson Tiger filled her cup. Before, whenever Soeun felt depressed, she would go to an tavern and drink alone. Since escaping from the Evil Coalition, however, she hadn’t touched a drop of alcohol. She was too uptight.

“Can you pour me another cup?”

Crimson Tiger silently refilled her cup. His continual concern for her wasn’t because she was beautiful, but because she was the First Young Lord’s daughter. Somehow, looking at her always reminded him of Seohyeon.

He drank freely to further lower the watcher’s guard. His alcohol tolerance wasn’t so terrible that a few cups would require him to purge the alcohol with qi.

About thirty minutes after they started drinking, the feeling of being watched finally returned, and Crimson Tiger instinctively sensed that the watcher had entered the tavern.

He didn’t look at the entrance. His opponent was cautious, so he had to be even more so. Instead, he poured himself another drink and emptied the bottle.

Just then, a waiter passed by.

“Excuse me,” Crimson Tiger called out to the waiter, subtly turning his head. He had deliberately timed the emptying of the bottle to coincide with the waiter’s passing.

About ten customers near the entrance came into his view. The movement was so natural that the watcher was unlikely to suspect anything, but in that brief moment, one man caught his eye.

That’s him!

Surprisingly, the man sat with his back to them. It wasn’t a method that ordinary observers would choose, but a method that only a highly skilled expert in surveillance would use.

“Bring another bottle of liquor here,” Crimson Tiger said.

The waiter nodded eagerly. “Right away, sir!”

Crimson Tiger turned back around, and the waiter soon brought the liquor. After sharing one more cup with Soeun, he stood up.

“I need to relieve myself,” he said, then headed toward the backyard, a small throwing knife palmed in his hand. He intended to throw it instantly if the man made a move on Soeun.

However, the man didn’t budge.

So I’m the target, huh?

Knowing he was the target actually put his mind at ease. 

Crimson Tiger quickly left a mark on the wall leading to the latrine, then returned to his seat. Contact with his handler was usually made through taverns, and this tavern was one of the prearranged locations.

“Can I ask you something?” Soeun said.

“What is it?”

“Do you know the First Young Lord well?”

Crimson Tiger shook his head.

“Oh.”

“Why do you ask?”

Soeun fidgeted with her cup. “He asked you to teach him how to cook before, so I thought maybe you two were close.”

“I’m sorry, but I don’t know much about him either.”

“Do you have a family, Manager?”

“...No.”

“I see. Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to pry...”

“It’s fine. I deliberately chose not to have a family.”

“How is it? Living alone?”

“If you only think about freedom, it’s the best. Although...”

“Although?”

“If you think about quality of life, it’s a shitshow.”

Soeun smiled faintly. “So it’s a choice between living alone to enjoy freedom and starting a family to improve your quality of life, is that it?”

“Something like that, haha,” Crimson Tiger laughed hollowly. “Why? Do you miss your late mother?”

...Damn it. Do I really have any right to talk about family?

Soeun nodded affirmatively. It wasn’t just her mother, she missed her father as well. Even though she felt that she should have been disappointed when they met, her impression of her father was good. She couldn’t help but think that it would be nice to have a father like him. Not because he was powerful, just... it was that kind of indescribable feeling.

After watching her for a moment, Crimson Tiger said softly, “We shouldn’t keep Head Maid Hong waiting too long. You should head back first.”

“What about you, Manager?”

“I have some business to take care of before I go back.”

“Alright.” Soeun picked up the box and stepped out.

Crimson Tiger readied a throwing knife. Still, the man didn’t attack Soeun and no other watcher followed her.

That confirms it. I’m their target.

Sitting alone, Crimson Tiger emptied his cup again. He enjoyed a few more drinks, then stood up and turned towards the entrance. The watching man was heading out of the tavern a step ahead of him. 

His intuition is astonishingly sharp, Crimson Tiger mused as he too exited the tavern.

Just as he reached the doorway, a man sitting right next to the entrance, who seemed to be about to get up, quietly sat back down. Then, as if drunk, he silently slumped over the table.

At least, that was how he appeared to those around him. In reality, a throwing knife was embedded in the man’s chest, and blood was slowly dripping onto the floor.

The moment Crimson Tiger passed by, the man had struck at lightning speed, thrusting a hidden dagger at Crimson Tiger. However, Crimson Tiger had grabbed the man’s wrist even faster, plunging the man’s own dagger into his chest and forcing him back into his seat.

The exchange had happened so impossibly quickly that no one noticed what had transpired.

Without delay, Crimson Tiger left the tavern. The man hadn’t gone far yet. 

Suddenly, he turned, and their eyes met. This time, Crimson Tiger deliberately maintained eye contact.

Realizing that he’d been noticed, the man quickly turned and melted into the crowd.

Crimson Tiger trailed him. The market street was bustling with people, but neither he nor the man was in any hurry.

FWIP!

Reacting to the faint sound of a small projectile flying through the air, Crimson Tiger tilted his head and smoothly dodged the surprise attack while sweeping his hand across the air.

SWISH! SPLURT!

A passerby stumbled a few steps and crumpled to the ground, blood flowing freely from his neck. He had shot a poisoned needle out of his mouth, which Crimson Tiger dodged by tilting his head. Subsequently, Crimson Tiger had discreetly slit his throat with a throwing knife.

“Aaaah! Someone’s been killed!”

“Murder!”

There was a delayed commotion erupting behind him, but Crimson Tiger didn’t look back, instead walking straight ahead.

The man he was tailing finally began to flee, veering off into a deserted alley.

Crimson Tiger sped up. Just as he rounded the corner into the alleyway, though, his eyes were momentarily blinded.

SHING!

A sharp blade lunged at him. Crimson Tiger swayed to the side as if drunk, then leaned into the attacker’s space, his hand casually brushing against their armpit.

A man’s body spun once in the air before crashing to the ground. His neck was broken.

Crimson Tiger broke into a sprint. A beggar sitting at the end of the alley caught his eye.

Hmph, no real beggar would hide in a deserted place like this, where there’s no one to beg from.

SHWING!

He released another throwing knife. The beggar, who was just starting to rise, instantly fell backward, the throwing knife embedded in his neck.

Crimson Tiger quickly turned down another alley, but the man who had watched him was nowhere to be seen.

He slowed down. There was a large warehouse building right in front of him, and his instincts told him that the man had gone inside.

Was he deliberately luring me here?

CREAK...

Crimson Tiger pushed open the door to the warehouse. The place was huge, piled high with sacks of rice, wooden crates, and all sorts of goods.

Stretching his senses, he entered cautiously. From every direction, he could detect dozens of hidden presences.

And there, at the very edge of the warehouse, was the man. He wasn’t trying to run anymore.

So they were indeed luring me here, into a trap.

Crimson Tiger stopped about ten paces away from the man. From behind pillars and between stacks of cargo, men holding weapons revealed themselves. There were easily over thirty of them.

He surveyed his surroundings. The killing intent pouring out of his opponents was extraordinary. These were not thugs who had murdered people just once or twice, they were professional hitmen.

Sa Gon glared at Crimson Tiger. He was the man Crimson Tiger had followed. Until now, no target had ever noticed his surveillance, but today, that record was broken.

Of course, ultimately, the mission wasn’t a complete failure. If the initial assassination attempt failed, his plan was to lure the target here and surround him.

He was confident. He had mobilized his entire team, and together, they had the power to take on an entire Association squad. Even Jin Chung of the Association stepped on thin ice around him.

Wait. He should be panicking by now. Why does he still look so composed?

“You don’t seem afraid of us,” he remarked wryly.

Crimson Tiger asked, “How much did they pay you to kill me?”

Sa Gon smirked. Normally, he wouldn’t say anything, but this target deserved an answer. “Five thousand taels,” he replied.

“Is that the price of my life?”

“At first, I thought it was a lot. Seeing you now, though, I think I received far too little.”

Even a first-rate expert would have had trouble fending off the series of assassination attempts earlier, but this man had handled them all effortlessly and followed him.

“Truly, you are unusual.”

Sa Gon frowned. There was something different about the man before him, something that went beyond being a martial master. The masters Sa Gon had met before didn’t feel that way. Whether their aura was gentle or fierce, they all had something in common.

Should I describe it as a neatly organized feeling?

Sa Gon actually liked that sensation. From his point of view, it was the opponent’s weakness. The cleaner the room, the more fun it was to mess up.

Crimson Tiger, on the other hand, was different. He was a jumble of contradictions. He felt like a hazy fog, yet somehow distinct. He seemed approachable, yet stoic and dangerous.

It’s hard to put it into words, like walking into an empty room that couldn’t be messed up because there was nothing there.

CLANG! CLICK!

The warehouse door slammed shut, and the sound of it being locked from the outside followed.

Feeling slightly relieved, Sa Gon grinned wickedly. “That’s the sound of the gates of hell closing.”

“Let’s start by gouging out his eyes.”

“Cut off his arms and legs and throw them to the dogs.”

“I heard there was a pretty little thing too. Let’s quickly finish him off and have some fun with her.”

“Khehehehe! After the Boss, we’ll draw lots.”

“Fuck! I’ll pass if I have to go after you.”

All kinds of vicious words and lewd jokes poured out from the surrounding men. It was both their true nature and style to shake their opponent’s composure before a fight.

Of course, Crimson Tiger didn’t even snort in derision at the taunts.

Suddenly a man blurted out, “Wait, who closed the door?”

“What?”

“All our guys are in here.”

“Wait, what?” Sa Gon quickly looked around. As the man said, everyone was present except for those who had already been killed. “Then who the hell shut the door?”

The assassins looked at each other. Until now, they had assumed that one of them had locked the door, since they had lured the prey into the trap.

Crimson Tiger grinned. The person who locked the door was Yeon. According to his senses, at the moment, she was leaning against the warehouse door, looking up at the sky.

There’s no need for any further delays.

“We both kill people for money, so I won’t feel sorry for killing you,” he chuckled.

Sa Gon blinked, dumbfounded. “What? Who the hell are you?”

Instead of replying, Crimson Tiger drew his sword and filled it with qi. 

WOOONG!

With a loud cry, Soul Crusher released a sharp aura.

“Ask me that again when it’s just the two of us left,” he said.

“Huh?” Confused, Sa Gon’s mind went blank for a moment.

In that instant, Crimson Tiger kicked off the ground and launched himself forward, shooting through the air like lightning.

SPLURT!

His sword pierced the neck of a man standing to his right.

SHWING!

The man next to him thrust his sword, but Crimson Tiger spun, dodging the blade and gliding past the man as fluidly as flowing water.

SHIIIING! CHWAAAK!

Soul Crusher slashed across the man’s chest, and he collapsed without even screaming.

PAKPAKPAPAKPAK!

A shower of throwing knives rained down where Crimson Tiger had just stood, but it was too late. He was already out of range.

CRACK!

The face of a man who tried to block with his sword collapsed as Crimson Tiger elbowed him in the face, then kicked off his chest and soared into the air.

HWIRIRIRIRIK!

He spun his body like a pinwheel.

“Dodge!” someone screamed in horror as Crimson Tiger descended like a tornado through a helpless village, but the four men in his path didn’t even have time to process the warning before they were simultaneously dismembered.

Crimson Tiger paused, blood dripping from his sword. In the span of a few seconds, seven men had been reduced to cold corpses.

Even though the assassins had seen countless battles, this sight still terrified them. Flinching instinctively, they took a step back.

It didn’t help.

“Ahhh!” A man turned to run, but screamed as a sword pierced through his chest.

Sa Gon, who was standing behind the man, scowled. “Hey, you stepped on my foot.”

Chuckling at the bad joke, Crimson Tiger pulled his sword back out.

Sa Gon glared at his terrified subordinates. He couldn’t let his men panic. The moment morale broke, everyone would die.

Narrowing his eyes determinedly, he declared, “You idiots, don’t you see? There’s no point trying to run! Whoever takes that bastard’s head gets the whole five thousand taels!”

SWISH! CLANG! CRACK! CLANG! WHOOSH! SPLAT! CRASH!

The sounds of metal clashing and people screaming and swearing echoed throughout the warehouse.

However, several minutes later, all was silent again.

Yeon opened the warehouse door and stepped inside. The dim interior was slick with blood and littered with corpses. Ten, twenty, thirty... there were over thirty bodies. It was a gruesome scene, but not enough to disturb her composure.

“I’ve told you everything... please... just kill me now...” Sa Gon pleaded.

PWUK!

The sound of tearing flesh followed, and then Crimson Tiger emerged from the darkness, drenched in blood from head to toe.

Flicking the blood from his sword, he remarked nonchalantly, “You’re here?”

Yeon nodded, her expression unchanged. “Do you know who’s behind this?” she asked.

“Someone named Jin Chung. Have you heard of him?”

Yeon’s expression hardened. “Yes. He works for the First Young Lord.”

“The First Young Lord?”

That wasn’t surprising, but one thing didn’t make sense. 

If the First Young Lord intended to assassinate me, then why bother transferring me to the Inner Court?

He thought about the Baek Museong he had met. Even though it was impossible to know the man’s true personality from just a few brief interactions, he didn’t come off as the kind of person who would resort to hiring assassins.

“What kind of man is Jin Chung?” he asked.

“He is the First Young Lord’s right hand man.”

“He must be extremely loyal to him.”

“Yes. He’s one of the First Young Lord’s most trusted subordinates.”

“Hmm...” Crimson Tiger fell into deep thought. Could Jin Chung have acted alone?

Yeon looked around. “I’ll clean this place up.”

“Sorry. Considering their strength, I couldn’t help but make a mess.”

“Don’t say that.” Yeon shook her head. She knew better than anyone else that Crimson Tiger was not a person who took lives unnecessarily.

Crimson Tiger said apologetically, “I have one more favor to ask of you.”

“What is it?”

“Get me a map of the Inner Court. The most up-to-date one possible.”

Yeon tensed. “Why do you need that? Wait... surely not? You wouldn’t?”

Is he planning to assassinate the First Young Lord!? ...No, that’s not his way.

“Yeon, I cannot kill the First Young Lord or the Third Young Lady. Doing so would throw the Association into chaos, and the delicate balance between the orthodox and the unorthodox would also spiral out of control,” Crimson Tiger explained.

He never thought about whether he could do it or not. It was a matter of politics. The moment those two died at the hands of an outside force instead of in their power struggle, the entire Association would mobilize to hunt him down. 

If he didn’t have Seohyeon to worry about, killing one of the successors would be his absolute last resort. Since he did have Seohyeon, though, it wasn’t an option.

“It’s not what you’re thinking. I just want to eavesdrop a little, find out what they’re planning.”

“Still, it’s too dangerous. The First Young Lord is surrounded by peak masters,” Yeon stressed. Even though Crimson Tiger had successfully infiltrated the Evil Coalition Headquarters, breaking into the Third Young Lady’s residence was a different matter entirely. 

If he’d failed to infiltrate the Evil Coalition, he could simply return the Association and live with the shame of failure. On the other hand, if he failed to infiltrate the Third Young Lady’s residence, he would have nowhere to return to.

Crimson Tiger shook his head. He had already made up his mind. “I know, but don’t worry. My target isn’t the First Young Lord but Jin Chung. It would be annoying to keep living under the weight of his constant scheming.”

Yeon sighed. As Crimson Tiger said, it was both exhausting and risky to be constantly on guard. Besides, it was her job to always support him from the shadows. “Understood. I’ll get it as soon as possible.”

“Thank you.”

Crimson Tiger left the warehouse.

The First Young Lord, a heartless man who abandoned even his own child for his ambition. 

There was no way he could like such a ruthless man. Still, he had no desire to step forward and punish the bastard himself. His foremost priority was his and his loved ones’ safety and survival.

Nevertheless, if you continue to think of me as a hunting dog to be discarded after the hunt is over, then...

He whispered to himself, “You... are making a huge mistake.”


V3C6: Infiltration

“I met Crimson Tiger, and I quite like that fellow,” Baek Museong remarked to Jin Chung, who was reflected in the bronze mirror, as he got dressed.

“......” Jin Chung remained silent, even though his master was clearly seeking his agreement.

Giving his aide a sidelong glance, Baek Museong continued nonchalantly, “He’s quite charismatic, with a decent personality.”

“So, are you planning to make him your subordinate or something?” Jin Chung growled irritably.

Baek Museong gestured for the maids dressing him to withdraw, then gazed at Jin Chung’s reflection in the bronze mirror. “You’re still upset, aren’t you?”

“I am not,” Jin Chung replied.

That was the truth. He was not upset at all, but nervous and restless. Sa Gon, who should have contacted him by now, still hadn’t sent word.

Baek Museong smiled. He was grateful for Jin Chung’s brash attitude. Someone had to resent Crimson Tiger on his behalf, because only then could he forgive his own indifference.

Of course, he had no idea that Jin Chung had gone beyond mere resentment to actually taking action.

A brief silence fell as he turned back to the bronze mirror to adjust his attire, when suddenly, Soeun’s face flickered in his mind again.

He stiffened, but fortunately the arrival of visitors pulled him away from his thoughts.

They were the Fist Master, Lee Yanghyeong, and the Boomerang Sword, Taoist Scarlet. Along with a pair known as the Two Immortals, they made up the four masters who followed him. 

Also, these were the two elders whose appointments he had recently canceled.

The Fist Master Lee Yanghyeong was a master of fist techniques who had once swept through the Jiangbei[1] murim with his two fists. He had the demeanor of a master and the magnanimous personality of a leader.

Taoist Scarlet, on the other hand, had a more aggressive temperament and was a hot-blooded individual who bluntly voiced his opinions without reservation.

Baek Museong offered a polite clasped hands greeting to the two elderly masters. “It’s been a while since we last met.”

The two elders reciprocated with a casual greeting. When they first came under the First Young Lord’s service, Baek Museong had been little more than a greenhorn, but he had now grown into a prominent figure with the highest chance of succeeding the Association. Because of that, the two men were considering treating Baek Museong with the etiquette due their liege lord soon.

However, the timing was a very sensitive issue. Whether it should be before or after the First Young Lord officially became the successor was crucial. If they recognized him as their master too soon, and the Third Young Lady became the successor instead, they would be purged along with the First Young Lord. On the other hand, if they waited too long, they would be estranged from the First Young Lord once he gained real power.

“I managed to procure some tender, high-quality meat, so I invited you both,” Baek Museong said. “I hope I’m not taking up too much of your precious time.”

As if on cue, several maids entered the room carrying plates of food and laid out a feast fit for kings.

Lee Yanghyeong chuckled, “Hahaha, not at all. We’re grateful that you’ve invited us old men who have nothing better to do.”

The three men sat down, while Jin Chung stood at a distance. As he was Baek Museong’s right-hand man, the two old masters paid him no mind.

Baek Museong nodded. He would have preferred to invite all four elderly masters who supported him at the same time, but Taoist Scarlet did not get along well with the Two Immortals, so he was forced to invite them separately.

It started after they had a serious dispute with them during a private meeting over a certain rumor about Taoist Scarlet’s past that every master in the Association had probably heard at least once. 

Apparently, Taoist Scarlet committed the heinous act of murdering his own master and senior brother in his youth. He was also the sole survivor when his sect was allegedly attacked by unknown assailants.

Most people dismissed it as a wild, unfounded rumor, but one of the Immortals had thoughtlessly confronted him about it in a drunken stupor. The resulting conflict had very nearly escalated to the point where swords were drawn.

Since then, Taoist Scarlet and the Two Immortals had become bitter enemies and never appeared in the same place together.

Baek Museong respectfully poured liquor for the two old men.

“You must be busy with wedding preparations,” Lee Yanghyeong remarked.

“My heart is busy pounding from excitement, but I’m not really doing anything else.”

Lee Yanghyeong laughed, “Haha, is that so?”

“......” Taoist Scarlet silently lifted his cup.

Baek Museong observed him discreetly. “Master Scarlet, does my marriage displease you?”

To his surprise, Taoist Scarlet nodded.

“May I ask why?”

Taoist Scarlet replied without hesitation, “If you become the Lord of Sword Heaven’s son-in-law, then the rest of us will all end up becoming like dogs that chased a chicken only to lose it to the roof.”

“Hoho, my friend, why are you saying such things?” Lee Yanghyeong exclaimed in dismay. Although Taoist Scarlet was a straight talker, this was a meeting with the First Young Lord. A certain amount of decorum had to be maintained.

Baek Museong smiled and shook his head. “I would never abandon you guys like that.”

“Even if you don’t intend to, it will naturally turn out that way.”

“May I ask why you think so?”

“Let’s have a drink first,” Taoist Scarlet raised his cup in a toast, and the three men downed their liquor. Only then did he begin, “The Lord of Sword Heaven is a very ambitious man. He will not leave us alone.”

Lee Yanghyeong, who had been about to stop Taoist Scarlet, fell silent. He had a feeling that he knew what Taoist Scarlet was about to say. In fact, this was something that he himself had been a little worried about.

Baek Museong blinked in confusion. “Are you saying that he’ll target you?”

“Yes, he certainly will. He wants you to become completely dependent on Sword Heaven, which makes us four old men thorns in his side.”

A brief silence ensued as Baek Museong seriously considered the possibility.

His words definitely hold some truth.

Although their skills might be slightly inferior, the four elderly masters were not people the Lord of Sword Heaven could easily dismiss. In addition, they would undoubtedly hinder his ability to manipulate Baek Museong.

“Hmm... what should I do to prevent him from harming you?” Baek Museong asked, acknowledging that Taoist Scarlet had a point.

“Nothing. You wish to take a wife and start a family. We old men cannot get in the way of that.” Taoist Scarlet picked up a meat skewer from the side dishes. “We can only pray that we don’t end up impaled by swords.”

“I won’t allow such a thing to happen.”

Lee Yanghyeong snorted. “How can you be so sure? Although Old Master Scarlet’s words are harsh, I can’t say that the possibility doesn’t exist, either.”

“Isn’t there a saying that latrines and in-laws are best kept at a distance? I intend to adhere strictly to that saying.”

“If you do that, you’ll just end up being pressured from both the outside and the inside,” Taoist Scarlet pointed out. He didn’t mention it explicitly, but ‘outside’ referred to Ju Hwayin and ‘inside’ to the Lord of Sword Heaven.

Baek Museong smiled good-naturedly. Although he couldn’t say it, he was confident that Taoist Scarlet’s fears would not come to pass. 

Because there was one fact he knew that they didn’t.

His fiancée was Sin Yeongyeong, and that bitch was anything but a conscientious housewife. If he could get her on his side, then an entirely new situation would unfold. It wouldn’t be him keeping Sword Heaven in check, but Sin Yeongyeong.
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[Sir, we bring urgent news.]

Jin Chung, who had been observing the drinking party off to the side, suddenly received a telepathic message from one of his subordinates.

Discreetly exiting the room, he headed to the end of the corridor where a trusted subordinate awaited him. Together, they left the building and headed toward a deserted spot of the compound.

“What happened?” Jin Chung asked.

“We’ve lost contact with Sa Gon.”

“What? Report in detail.”

“We found some of Sa Gon’s men dead in the market district. The rest have all disappeared.”

“All of them?”

“All of them, including Sa Gon.”

“Are you saying that they were...disposed of?”

“It seems so.”

“Seriously!?” Jin Chung gulped. He knew it wouldn’t be easy to defeat Crimson Tiger, but he hadn’t expected Sa Gon to fail.

“We’re certain. The Phantoms never leave traces of their hunts. Also... it won’t be long before the First Young Lord hears about this failed assault.”

Jin Chung’s mind reeled. He had already embezzled official funds, and he couldn’t prevent the news from reaching the First Young Lord. Besides, the First Young Lord had access to other information channels besides his.

Nevertheless, there was a more pressing problem.

“Do you think Crimson Tiger knows we were behind it?” he asked worriedly.

“Sa Gon is a tight-lipped man. I believe he would die before revealing anything... but given the opponent, we cannot be certain. We must kill him as quickly as possible.”

Jin Chung’s expression darkened. “If even Sa Gon failed, then who on earth am I supposed to send!?”
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At the same time, a hushed conversation was taking place in Crimson Tiger’s quarters.

“Here’s what you asked for,” Yeon said, handed Crimson Tiger a map.

“You got it faster than I thought. Good work.” Taking the map, Crimson Tiger spread it out on the table. “How accurate is it?”

“It’s the most recent copy.”

Crimson Tiger examined the map. Indeed, the number of guards of the First Gate, which he had passed through, was accurately recorded.

Yeon explained, “The First Young Lord’s residence is at the eastern end of the Second Gate area, and the Third Young Lady’s residence is at the western end. The defenses at the Second Gate are a problem, but so is what comes after the infiltration. Even the menial workers there are closely watched at all times, not to mention the place is swarming with martial masters.”

“What about here?”

“That’s the Third Gate, which leads to the Association Chairman’s residence. It’s absolutely impenetrable, even for you.”

Crimson Tiger smiled faintly. If Yeon said that much, the security there must be indescribable. Of course, he had no reason to go that far. He only needed to pass through the Second Gate, which was watched by thirty guards.

“The walls can’t be scaled, and there are no secret passages. You have to go through the gates.”

“Hmm...” Crimson Tiger fell into deep thought.

It’s the same setup as the Evil Coalition. The gates can be breached forcefully, but not secretly infiltrated.

“How strong are the martial artists guarding the Second Gate?” he asked.

“One peak master, five first-rate warriors, and the rest are second-rate.”

“...Formidable,” Crimson Tiger muttered, staring down at the map. With that level of security, stealthy infiltration was absolutely out of the question.

There must be a weakness. If I can’t find it, that just means I haven’t searched hard enough.

“What kind of place is this?” he asked, pointing to one of central buildings.

“It’s a teahouse.”

“A place for rest and relaxation?”

“Yes. It was recently built for Inner Court martial artists, but I understand it’s mostly frequented by women.”

Crimson Tiger grinned evilly. “A teahouse...should have good tea, right?”

Yeon sighed. She had seen that squinty, fox-eyed look before. It was the look he’d worn just before he strolled into the Ironblood Commander’s residence in broad daylight, disguised as Yong Hajin.

If I had to guess, his next words should be...

“You know... I believe there might be a legitimate way for me to pass through the Second Gate.”
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At dawn the next morning, groceries were delivered to the rear entrance of the Hundred Flavors Restaurant.

The central food warehouse, which managed the food supplies for the Association, sorted the groceries that arrived from outside and distributed them to where they were needed. 

Crimson Tiger approached the person in charge of delivering food to the Hundred Flavors Restaurant and the other kitchens in the courtyard, a man named Heo Seung.

“You’re working hard so early in the morning,” he greeted as Heo Seung unloaded the goods.

“It’s my job, so it’s hardly an effort. But who might you be?”

“I’m the new restaurant manager, Jin Ho.”

Heo Seung blinked in surprise. “Oh. Uh, is that so? I’m Heo Seung, a deliveryman.”

Although Heo Seung was older than Crimson Tiger, he used polite speech as he was lower in rank than a restaurant manager. Still, he wasn’t too deferential as he prided himself on working for the central food warehouse that oversaw all the food for the Association.

This was a power play of sorts. If there was one thing he’d learned from his long organizational life, it was that if you bowed down to someone at the beginning, you had to keep bowing until the end. Winning the initial power struggle made things easier all the way through.

Besides, being a food deliveryman might sound like a menial job, but if someone got on their bad side and treated them like lowly laborers, fresh, tasty food would soon become a thing of the past.

“The dawn air is chilly. Why don’t you come inside for a moment and warm yourself?” Crimson Tiger offered, smiling kindly and showing no interest in Heo Seung’s little word games.

“I think I will.”

Having some time to spare, Heo Seung followed Crimson Tiger inside, and Crimson Tiger personally served him tea.

“You said that you were new, right? Where were you before this?” Heo Seung asked.

Crimson Tiger groaned, “I was stationed out in the remote territories.”

“My condolences, and congratulations on your promotion.”

Everyone wanted to work in the Association’s main headquarters instead of one of the rural branches, so it was indeed something worth congratulating.

Crimson Tiger grinned. “Thank you.”

Heo Seung realized that Crimson Tiger wasn’t a very troublesome person. That wasn’t a bad thing. Good relationships hurt no one. No matter how much pride he had in his affiliation with the central food warehouse, if the other party was difficult and started nitpicking about ingredients, it would be tiring for both sides. 

Pouring Heo Seung some more tea, Crimson Tiger remarked casually, “I’ll be counting on you in the future.”

“Of course.” Heo Seung nodded, pleased. “But... why are you staring at me so intently?”

“Your nose bridge has a gentle slope like a mountain ridge, your earlobes are thick, and your eyes are clear and unblemished. Those features suggest that you will enjoy a very blessed life.”

“Aha! Are you well-versed in fortune telling?”

“It’s just a hobby I picked up in my youth.”

Heo Seung beamed, his mood improving even further.

Meanwhile, Crimson Tiger continued staring intently at his face.

After chatting for a short while, Heo Seung rose from his seat. “Regrettably, I must be going now.”

“Of course.”

When Heo Seung left, Hong Maerang, who had been pretending not to watch from a distance, approached. “Why are you being so nice to that fellow?”

“Why? Should I not be nice?”

“That’s not what I mean, but.”

“The reputation of this establishment depends on the ingredients that man brings. Obviously, I should be nice to him, right?”

“If you’re too nice, he’ll try to walk all over you.”

“Let him try. It’s not like he can do anything worse than dancing on my back while I’m drunk?”

Hong Maerang shook his head with an expression that implied that he was hopeless. Gong Suk, who had been peeking out of the kitchen, chuckled softly and disappeared behind the curtain.

After that, Crimson Tiger would greet Heo Seung at dawn for several days. Heo Seung’s liking for Crimson Tiger, who treated him so graciously, grew. 

It was human nature to feel affection for someone who says even one kind word, and compared to the previous manager, who acted high and mighty and boasted every time he opened his mouth, Crimson Tiger was very humble and good-natured.

Besides, when Crimson Tiger had come out and greeted him on the first day, Heo Seung thought it was just a one-time courtesy, but the man consistently greeted him at dawn. It was truly no easy task.

“Manager, you’re much more diligent than you look,” Heo Seung remarked.

“So I look lazy?”

“I mean, you don’t look like someone who’d be up and about so early in the morning.”

“Is that a compliment?”

“Of course, it’s a compliment. Waking up before the crack of dawn, rubbing your eyes, how could that not be a hard life?”

“Haha. I think it’s all about perspective. Breathing this fresh dawn air while everyone else is asleep isn’t so bad, is it?”

“Oh, that’s a good one. Hahaha!”

The two had grown considerably closer in just a few days.

Looking at Crimson Tiger who was staring at him again, Heo Seung smiled faintly. He figured it was a habit, but since his fortune wasn’t bad, he didn’t much care if he was being ogled or scrutinized.

Besides, this new restaurant manager was even helping him unload the goods.

“How many restaurants do you deliver to?” Crimson Tiger asked.

“Five in total.”

“That must be tough.”

“Well, I’m used to it by now.”

“Hmm?” Suddenly, Crimson Tiger spotted something and sniffed it. “By any chance, is this Tieguanyin?”

“It is. How did you know?”

“I once worked in the tea trade in my youth.”

“Is that so?”

“Is this tea meant for the teahouse in the Inner Courts?”

“Yes, that’s right. Although it’s a small teahouse, the patrons there only drink tea of the highest quality.”

Crimson Tiger lifted the tea again and breathed in its fragrance. “Truly, the aroma alone feels like it could melt one’s entire body.”

“I’ll treat you to some next time.” Grinning, Heo Seung pulled his cart and departed.

Crimson Tiger’s eyes sparkled mischievously as he watched the man depart.

Later that morning, after Heo Seung had finished all his grocery deliveries, ‘Heo Seung’ dashed to the Second Gate, looking flustered.

“What’s the matter?” one of the guards asked.

‘Heo Seung’ held up a pack of tea leaves. “There was a mistake in one of the shipments. If the elders in the Inner Court end up drinking substandard tea, heads will roll.”

The guard hesitated. Even though they saw Heo Seung daily, they couldn’t let him pass without due process.

One guard ran towards the Inner Court to confirm, and a short while later, he reappeared.

“It’s true. I checked with the teahouse, and they said the wrong tea was delivered.”

“Give it here. We’ll deliver it.”

“I have to go apologize myself. You know how picky the women at the teahouse are. If I just send the tea, they’ll torment me endlessly.”

“Go on then.” The guard chuckled. Since Heo Seung was a familiar face, he didn’t think it would be a problem to let the desperate man pass.

‘Heo Seung’ walked through the Second Gate, but the place he headed to was not the teahouse. After all, he was not Heo Seung, but Crimson Tiger. 

Earlier, Crimson Tiger had swapped the Tieguanyin on Heo Seung’s cart with cheap tea he had prepared in advance.

And now, he had successfully infiltrated the Inner Court.

[image: sep]


“Please, just help me this once,” Jin Chung begged.

Taoist Scarlet frowned. He had never dreamed that Jin Chung would come to see him, and much less that he would ask him to kill someone. He growled, “Do you even know what you’re saying right now?”

“Of course.”

“You’d better. This matter could bring about your utter downfall.”

“I am prepared for that.”

“Of course you are. By the way, Young Lord Baek doesn’t know about this, does he?”

“If he did, he would have asked you himself.”

“You’ll be punished severely for this.”

“Punishment? No, you’re mistaken. My head will roll, and I’ll make sure to drag you down with me, Elder.”

Taoist Scarlet scoffed. Jin Chung was acting like a desperate rat driven into a corner. “Interesting, very interesting. You want me to help you so badly that you’d even resort to threats?”

“Yes.”

“So, what do I stand to gain from helping you?”

“You will have my considerable gratitude.”

“Is that all?”

“Yes, that is all.”

“......” Taoist Scarlet narrowed his eyes.

“Well, there might be one more thing in it for you.”

“And what is that?”

“You mentioned earlier that if this marriage goes through, the Lord of Sword Heaven will oust you four elders.”

“I did.”

“He probably won’t be able to oust all four of you.”

“...!”

“No matter how powerful the Lord of Sword Heaven is, he will have to consider the Young Lord’s feelings. He’ll probably stop after eliminating two of the elders, and the Young Lord will do nothing to prevent it.”

Taoist Scarlet nodded. Jin Chung’s argument certainly sounded plausible. “And?”

“You will be one of the two who remain by the Young Lord’s side. I can make sure that the Two Immortals will be the ones ousted.”

“Do you have the power to make that happen?” Taoist Scarlet mocked.

Deep down, though, he believed it was quite possible. Jin Chung was the subordinate who had the most influence over the First Young Lord. Surely, he could arrange for him to be spared. Besides, if he could get rid of those despicable Immortals, that was a bonus.

Additionally, for Jin Chung to owe him a huge debt was certainly not a bad deal. When the First Young Lord became the successor of the Association, Jin Chung would undoubtedly occupy a core position of power. It was a worthwhile investment for the future.

Taoist Scarlet asked, “What is your reason for going to such extremes?”

“I cannot tell you the reason, but that man definitely poses a threat to the Young Lord.”

“Why me, of all people?”

“This task can only be done by you, Senior,” Jin Chung replied earnestly. The other three elders would never agree to his request without knowing the reason, but he knew that Taoist Scarlet was different from them. If the old man thought there was a clear benefit, he would even agree to cold-blooded murder.

Still, Taoist Scarlet shook his head. “You’ll need more that that to convince me.”

“He is the most skilled martial artist among the Twelve Phantoms.”

“I’ve heard some interesting things about the Twelve Phantoms, but aren’t they just glorified ordinary mercenaries?”

Jin Chung lowered his voice, “That ordinary mercenary is the one who returned alive after taking the Ironblood Commander’s head.”

“What? The Ironblood Commander’s head!?” Taoist Scarlet exclaimed, astonished. 

Jin Chung nodded. The operation to assassinate the Ironblood Commander was confidential, so it was only natural that Taoist Scarlet hadn’t heard about it yet, but with the elder’s standing, he was bound to find out eventually. It was similar to how the top masters within the Evil Coalition would eventually learn of the Ironblood Commander’s death, no matter how much the Evil Coalition tried to hide it.

“Is that true?” Taoist Scarlet asked again.

Jin Chung added, “Yes, and two years ago, he was also the one responsible for eliminating the Heaven-Destroying Corps Commander.”

“Kahahahahaha!” Taoist Scarlet burst into laughter. Now he understood why Jin Chung was trying to involve him.

Even among Jin Chung’s own close associates, there were many capable people, enough that the assistant didn’t necessarily need to involve him. Because of this, he had been inwardly suspicious, wondering if there was an ulterior motive.

However, when he heard about the opponent’s skills, everything made sense. Against such an opponent, choosing him was the wisest decision.

“Hahaha! He sounds like quite a fellow!”

Jin Chung warned sternly, “You must be careful.”

Taoist Scarlet narrowed his eyes, rebuking Jin Chung for daring to speak to him in such a manner. If he had been an ordinary master, he would never have allowed Jin Chung to provoke him like this. 

No, he was a true master, and a master who reached a high realm would not let pointless pride or ego ruin a task. The provocation would only make him more cautious.

“Alright, let’s assume that’s true. How should I go about eliminating him?”

“I will soon assign him an assassination mission. You, Senior, will disguise yourself as the assassination target, wait for him, and then finish him off.”

Taoist Scarlet nodded silently.

“And you must keep this matter an absolute secret...”

Suddenly, Taoist Scarlet raised a hand, and silence fell around them. Narrowing his eyes, he drew his sword and threw it.

SWISH! THUD!

The sword shot out like an arrow and embedded itself in the ceiling, burying itself up to the hilt.

Jin Chung froze. No blood dripped from the hilt. If the sword had been aimed at someone, then it had missed.

CRASH!

Taoist Scarlet twitched his finger, and the sword moved on its own, cleaving the ceiling as if parting the sea.

Still, the only thing that trickled down from the long, straight gash in the ceiling was dust and wood chips.

Jin Chung tensed. Even now, he still couldn’t sense anyone’s presence. That could only mean one thing, that the opponent was a master comparable to Taoist Scarlet.

WHOOSH!

The sword flew through the air and back into Taoist Scarlet’s hand.

“Don’t even think of getting away!” he roared, before kicking open the door and rushing outside.

Jin Chung followed him anxiously. Considering the importance of their conversation, they had to catch the eavesdropper. Absolutely.
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Ju Hwayin and Sin Yeongyeong ran into each other by pure chance on their way to the Inner Court.

“It’s a pleasure to see you, Third Young Lady,” Sin Yeongyeong greeted politely.

Ju Hwayin smiled and returned the greeting, “It’s been a while.”

Their relationship was fundamentally bad. From Sin Yeongyeong’s standpoint, Ju Hwayin was her soon-to-be husband’s rival, while from Ju Hwayin’s perspective, Sin Yeongyeong was a conniving bitch who would empower her rival.

Even so, the two women hid their true feelings and smiled at each other.

“You’ve become even more beautiful,” Sin Yeongyeong complimented.

Ju Hwayin smiled. “Shall we have some tea?”

“Certainly.”

The two of them went to the teahouse that was set up for the Inner Court martial artists to rest. All the people who worked at the teahouse were women, and it was beautifully decorated.

“Please, have a seat.”

The two sat down facing each other, and a waitress immediately brought them tea.

“You must be busy with wedding preparations. How many months are left until the wedding?” Ju Hwayin asked.

“About two months.”

“Oh, that time will pass in the blink of an eye. Congratulations.”

“Thank you.”

Ju Hwayin stared at Sin Yeongyeong, but Sin Yeongyeong couldn’t meet her gaze and looked away.

Strictly speaking, the two of them were not in a superior-subordinate relationship. The Lord of Sword Heaven’s eldest daughter was no lower in status than one of the Association Chairman’s successors.

Sin Yeongyeong, however, behaved cautiously and deferentially, as if she were a subordinate.

Ju Hwayin asked again, “Do you see Senior Brother often?”

“Occasionally.”

“Does he treat you well?”

“Yes.”

“He is a good man.”

Sin Yeongyeong smiled brightly. “Yes, he is.”

“When I heard that Senior Brother was marrying you, Miss Sin, I was actually a bit surprised.”

“Why so?”

“How should I put it? I always thought Senior Brother was far removed from the idea of a political marriage.”

At the word ‘political’, Sin Yeongyeong’s brow furrowed slightly. She hadn’t expected Ju Hwayin to suddenly use the word so bluntly after creating a pleasant atmosphere.

Then again, there’s no real need to hide our hostility. Everyone knows that we’re enemies.

Sin Yeongyeong concealed her inner thoughts and smiled brightly. “I don’t think political marriages are necessarily bad. I’ve seen many people become unhappy after marrying without regard for status or family background.”

Ju Hwayin nodded silently.

“I respect the First Young Lord. I believe that’s just as important as love,” Sin Yeongyeong added confidently. In truth though, she felt uneasy, felt like she was making excuses. Eventually, a sharp remark slipped out. 

“Third Young Lady, are you so confident that you won’t engage in a political marriage yourself?”

Sin Yeongyeong immediately regretted her words. She usually tried hard not to reveal her inner thoughts, but her composure had shattered because her opponent was Ju Hwayin. Panicking, she opened her mouth to try and smooth things over with kind words, but Ju Hwayin spoke first.

“I’m not confident. That’s why I don’t intend to get married at all,” Ju Hwayin replied.

Sin Yeongyeong froze. It was her complete defeat. Forcing a smile, she rose from her seat. “I think I should be going now. See you next time.”

“Goodbye.” Ju Hwayin saw her off with a smile.

The moment Sin Yeongyeong disappeared, Lee Dansim materialized out of nowhere. “People say that Miss Sin is a woman who looks like a cute bear but is a fox inside.

Ju Hwayin shook her head. “No.”

“Pardon?”

“She’s not a fox.”

“What do you mean?”

Ju Hwayin’s eyes narrowed. “She’s a venomous snake.”

Lee Dansim blinked, startled. She knew better than anyone how good her mistress was at judging people.

Ju Hwayin explained, “When we were children, I was invited to her birthday party. Since she’s the eldest daughter of Sword Heaven, it was a grand banquet. I don’t know if she remembers, but all of my fellow disciples were there at the time, not just me.”

Back then, they were all naive kids who never imagined that they would one day engage in a deadly succession war.

“Among the children who attended that day, there was one girl who captured everyone’s attention. Even I, as a little girl, was impressed.”

“Was she prettier than you, Young Lady? Surely not?”

“Well, I was quite a tomboy back then. Anyway, that girl was the prettiest that day, so all the boys at the party focused on her, while the actual birthday girl, Sin Yeongyeong, was completely ignored.”

“What happened? Did Sin Yeongyeong harm the girl?”

“No. The party ended without incident.”

“Huh?”

“The incident occurred a year later. I heard news that the girl had met with misfortune.”

“No way? Did she die?”

“Death would have been preferable to what happened to her. Her face was slashed dozens of times, and her bodyguards were all killed.”

“Was it Miss Sin’s doing?”

Ju Hwayin nodded. “She was so meticulousness that she even eliminated the subordinate who carried out the deed.”

Lee Dansim shook her head in disbelief. If Ju Hwayin hadn’t said it, she would never have believed this story. It was so different from Sin Yeongyeong’s outward appearance.

However, it must be the truth. Given Ju Hwayin’s nature, she wouldn’t have investigated such a matter carelessly.

Ju Hwayin narrowed her eyes. “The scariest part is that it happened a whole year after the party, so no one suspected her. No one probably even connected her to it. Everyone had forgotten. That snake held back her venom for a whole year.”

“At that time... wasn’t Miss Sin still very young?”

Ju Hwayin smiled faintly. “Age isn’t what turns a person into a demon.”

“How creepy.”

“Want to hear something scarier?”

“Gasp!” Lee Dansim reacted with feigned shock, but her eyes were full of curiosity.

“Senior Brother probably knows about this too. He was there at the birthday party.”

“Are you saying he intends to marry her even knowing her true nature?”

“I believe so.”

“If that’s true... it’s truly terrifying.”

“Yes, so don’t forget who we’re dealing with.”

The two women stood up to leave the teahouse.

SHING!

Suddenly, Lee Dansim drew her sword and moved to block Ju Hwayin. “Step back!”

WHOOSH!

Taoist Scarlet descended rapidly toward them, followed by Jin Chung.

“Stop!” Lee Dansim shouted.

The two men landed a few paces away, looking confused. They had tracked the hidden presence here, and the Third Young Lady was the last person they expected to see.

Jin Chung’s face darkened. Damn it! Could it be her spy?

Ju Hwayin gestured for Lee Dansim to step down, then stepped forward. “Elder Scarlet, I presume. It’s been a long time.”

“Haha, it has indeed.”

Ju Hwayin looked at Jin Chung. “Mr. Jin, how have you been?”

“I’ve been well, Third Young Lady.” Jin Chung clasped his hands together in greeting. “We were in a hurry and acted rudely. Please forgive us.”

Ju Hwayin smiled. “There is nothing to forgive. Still, what on earth could cause two such distinguished individuals to panic in this supposedly impregnable place? Have you perhaps discovered a spy of the Evil Coalition?”

“......” Jin Chung fell silent. He didn’t know what to say.

Ju Hwayin giggled, “Oh, silly me. I’ve been saying such illogical things often lately. Please attribute it to the unsettling spring air and forgive me.”

Taoist Scarlet chuckled, “Haha, there’s nothing to forgive or not forgive. Well then. We’ll see you next time.”

The two men departed in a hurry.

Once they were some distance away, Jin Chung whispered, “Is she the eavesdropper?”

Of course, it couldn’t possibly be the Third Young Lady. She wouldn’t infiltrate their territory personally. Still, meeting her was such a coincidence, and she was definitely skilled enough in martial arts to dodge Taoist Scarlet’s attack.

“No. The aura was definitely male.”

“Damn it! We should have been more careful.”

“......” Taoist Scarlet said nothing. It was a private conversation in his own quarters. A conversation where he had been on high alert. How much more careful could he have been?

“Don’t worry too much. I might have been mistaken.”

Taoist Scarlet was half convinced that his senses were right. When he gave chase, he definitely felt a tangible presence. However, since reaching his current realm, he sometimes encountered non-existent things and dueled with imaginary enemies.

Perhaps this too was some kind of delusion. 

It was hard to believe he had lost the intruder so quickly. Why would a master of that caliber be scuttling across ceilings?

Jin Chung’s expression, however, remained dark. He couldn’t to afford to gamble on what ifs.

Taoist Scarlet asked softly, “What do you intend to do now?”

After pondering for a moment, Jin Chung looked up. “There’s one thing I need to confirm. Let’s stay together for now. I’ll explain afterwards.”

As soon as he finished speaking, Jin Chung sprinted off, and Taoist Scarlet followed him.

Meanwhile, when the two men were out of earshot, Lee Dansim turned to Ju Hwayin. “Do you have any clue what those two are up to?”

Ju Hwayin frowned. “Taoist Scarlet is the most savage blade Senior Brother possesses. Him consorting with Jin Chung? They’re plotting something.”

Ju Hwayin spun around and walked back to the teahouse. “Excuse me!” she called out.

A waitress bowed respectfully in greeting. “Yes, Young Mistress?”

“Was anyone here just now?”

“Yes. A man named Heo Seung, who delivers the tea leaves and groceries daily, was here.”

“What did he come here for?”

“He delivered the wrong tea this morning and came to exchange it.”

“Has that happened before?”

“No, but why do you ask?”

“It’s nothing.”

Ju Hwayin turned to leave, but suddenly remembered something and turned back around. “That tea, could I have some?”

“Of course.” The woman handed a tea canister to Ju Hwayin.

“Thank you.”

Seeing her mistress come out with tea in hand, Lee Dansim asked curiously, “Why was up with that strange line of questioning?”

Ju Hwayin smiled enigmatically.

“It’s mean to leave me guessing, Young Lady.”

Ju Hwayin grinned. “Shall we go have another cup of tea? I think I can enjoy it this time.”

At the same time, Jin Chung arrived at a building opposite the Hundred Flavors Restaurant. Peeping inside, he saw Crimson Tiger, disguised as the Hundred Flavors Restaurant Manager, talking to Hong Maerang.

“Phew...” he sighed in relief.

Taoist Scarlet asked, “What on earth is going on? Why did you come here?”

“For a moment, I thought the one hiding might have been him, but it seems that I was wrong.”

“Who is that man?”

“Crimson Tiger.”

“That’s him? The target?”

“Yes, he’s working undercover as the manager here.”

Startled, Taoist Scarlet fixed his gaze on Crimson Tiger. “He looks quite ordinary.”

“That’s what makes him frightening.”

Taoist Scarlet observed Crimson Tiger carefully.

Jin Chung is blind. This man is anything but ordinary.

As Jin Chung had said, Crimson Tiger was a man who knew how to perfectly conceal his aura. Such techniques only worked on weaklings, though. Masters of Taoist Scarlet’s caliber got a feel for an opponent just by looking at them, at least enough to gauge if someone was powerful enough to pose a threat.

...Could I kill him? Yes, I can.

“So? What do you plan to do now?” he asked.

Jin Chung replied, “Please take care of him according to the plan. We must hurry, however.”

“Understood,” Taoist Scarlet replied confidently.

However, at that moment, Taoist Scarlet was unaware that Crimson Tiger was aware of his gaze and was deliberately adjusting his aura to fool him.

He also wasn’t hallucinating. The one who eavesdropped on their conversation was indeed Crimson Tiger. He had concealed his presence as much as possible, but the moment they decided to kill him, for a very brief instant, he lost control and leaked a bit of aura.

To make up for his mistake, he had given the original tea he had prepared to a waitress at the teahouse while his pursuers were distracted by the Third Young Lady. Immediately after, he had hurried back to the Hundred Flavors Restaurant, predicting that Jin Chung might come looking for him.

His intuition was right. Jin Chung, suspecting him, had come all this way.

After a few minutes, Crimson Tiger felt the presence of the two men recede, and he breathed a sigh of relief. This infiltration had been dangerous, but it was definitely worth the effort.



Footnotes:

[1] Jiangbei: Refers to the regions north of the Yangtze River, including Henan and Shandong. 


V3C7: Reprisal

That night, Yeon visited Crimson Tiger again, but before she could open her mouth, he said, “I’ve been assigned a mission, haven’t I?”

“How did you know?” Yeon asked, surprised that Crimson Tiger knew exactly why she had come.

“Because Jin Chung hired Taoist Scarlet to kill me,” Crimson Tiger replied coolly as if discussing someone else’s affairs. Having already composed himself, he was now remarkably calm. 

“Taoist Scarlet!” Yeon gasped. 

As far as I know, Taoist Scarlet is a master among masters! There’s no way Crimson Tiger can take him on!

Yeon pleaded, “He’s dangerous. You have to avoid him.”

Crimson Tiger smiled. Yeon still didn’t know his true strength. “What kind of man is Taoist Scarlet?” he asked.

He is one of the four elders who support the First Young Lord. He has an aggressive and hot-blooded personality, yet he is a peak-level master. His Boomerang Sword is known to unleash seven strands of enhanced sword qi at once. Peculiar rumors that he murdered his master and senior brother circulated for a while, though this was never confirmed.“

“Let me see the mission details.”

Yeon handed the mission directive to Crimson Tiger.

“Oh, it’s an assassination mission.”

“Yes, the target is about fifteen kilometers away.”

“I presume Taoist Scarlet will be waiting there instead of the target.”

“If they intend to kill you, Crimson Tiger, it’s the simplest method. If they dispose of your body, you’ll simply be labeled missing, and the case will remain unresolved,” Yeon reasoned.

Crimson Tiger shook his head. “No, the Radiant Hall will know that the First Young Lord was behind it. However, they won’t find any proof, so eventually, the incident will be buried and a new Crimson Tiger appointed.”

“Crimson Tiger...” Yeon furrowed her brows with concern.

“I hope they send someone young and handsome,” Crimson Tiger quipped.

“This isn’t the time for jokes!”

Crimson Tiger smiled playfully. There was no reason to become angry or frustrated in this situation. This was simply how all organizations operated in the ruthless jianghu that followed the law of the jungle.

“What do you plan to do about this?” Yeon asked.

“I’m going to carry out the mission.”

“No, you can’t!”

“There’s no other way.”

“Even if you kill him, they’ll just send another master. Jin Chung won’t give up.”

“Before that happens...” Crimson Tiger paused for a moment, then grinned. “...I’ll tattle on him.”

“Pardon?” Yeon was initially bewildered by the seemingly frivolous answer, but then she realized that Crimson Tiger was serious. Quickly understanding his intention, she gasped in surprise, “You mean... are you going to leak this information to the First Young Lord?”

Yeon’s mind whirled. If this was something that was done without the First Young Lord’s knowledge, then pointing the finger at Jin Chung would certainly be a good move.

However, Crimson Tiger had more up his sleeve.

“...Or to the Third Young Lady,” he added.

“...!”

Crimson Tiger narrowed his eyes. “...Who, I wonder, would be the more effective one to tell?”
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“The Lord of Sword Heaven is a man of many talents.”

The Sword Seeking Pavilion Master, Woon Jungha, offered a rather high assessment of Sin Paegeuk, who could be considered his foremost political opponent.

Of course, Ju Hwayin, seated opposite him, knew this wasn’t his honest sentiment. While Sin Paegeuk, the Lord of Sword Heaven, was the second most powerful figure in the Association, several individuals vied for third place. Woon Jungha was one of them. 

And deservedly so. Woon Jungha was a man of formidable skill and deserved to be considered a top contender for the third spot.

Nevertheless, he was jealous of Sin Paegeuk. His Sword Seeking Pavilion was undoubtedly a powerful faction, yet it was considered inferior to Sword Heaven.

His jealousy was so pronounced that, despite his reputation for composure and sophistication, Ju Hwayin could smell the dark, gloomy odor it produced.

He was of the same species as her. He wanted to be the best, or at least be recognized for fighting to become the best.

Ju Hwayin quietly sipped the tea placed before her. 

Come to think of it, the Association was truly a diverse group of people. It seemed like a place where rebellions should have erupted dozens of times, yet no one had ever attempted it.

She was once again reminded of how her master’s tremendous martial prowess kept all their ambitions in check.

“I agree, but his hunger for power is too great,” Ju Hwayin replied.

Woon Jungha smiled. These were the words he had been waiting for. He couldn’t bring himself to say them for fear of damaging his reputation, but Ju Hwayin had scratched that itch for him perfectly.

“Furthermore, he is a petty and narrow-minded individual. He cannot be compared to you, Pavilion Master,” Ju Hwayin added.

Woon Jungha shook his head. “You flatter this old man too much.”

“Not at all. The day will come when everyone realizes your true worth.”

Woon Jungha smiled faintly. Today’s meeting had been arranged for that very day. 

When the engagement between Sin Yeongyeong and the First Young Lord was first announced, Woon Jungha regretted being one step too slow. Until then, he had been considering Baek Museong and Ju Hwayin.

However, once Sin Paegeuk made his choice, Woon Jungha regretted not choosing the First Young Lord.

At the time, his only option was to follow Ju Hwayin. Looking back, however, he did not regret his decision. Ju Hwayin was far more outstanding than the rumors had led him to believe.

The phrase “because she’s a woman” simply didn’t apply to her. She had vast ambition, as well as the magnanimity, courage, drive, and ability to match it.

Now, all that remained was to wage an all-out war and emerge victorious.

This battle would leave only one winner. The losing side would be eliminated, ousted, and pushed aside, and thus, one by one, they would vanish. They would disappear forever from this Association and this jianghu. Whether that meant death or reclusion, the outcome was the same.

“The wedding is just over two months away now.”

“Indeed.”

“The jianghu will tremble.”

“It certainly will.”

Ju Hwayin nodded, then said profoundly, “However, if Heaven wills it, a wedding can even be canceled on the day of the event, no?”

“Indeed, it can.” The corners of Woon Jungha’s mouth lifted slightly. The hidden meaning in Ju Hwayin’s words was delightful to imagine.

Yes, she won’t just take this lying down. She shouldn’t.

Woon Jungha smiled faintly. “Have you prepared a fine wedding gift?”

Ju Hwayin smiled radiantly. “Of course I have. It’s my only remaining Senior Brother’s wedding, after all. I’ve prepared something truly grand.”

The rest of their conversation flowed pleasantly.

After concluding their secret discussion, she saw him off. As she turned around, however, Lee Dansim hurried toward her, looking anxious.

“What is it?” Ju Hwayin asked.

“That person requests an audience with you, Young Lady.”

Ju Hwayin’s expression turned serious. “With whom, specifically? Gahwa? Or the Third Young Lady?”

Though both were her, she had to make the distinction.

“With the Third Young Lady,” Lee Dansim replied. “What are your orders?”

Ju Hwayin pondered for a moment, then steeled her resolve. “I will meet him.”

“Will you be alright?”

“Are you worried I might be found out?”

“Yes.”

Ju Hwayin smiled. “Don’t worry. Women like us have many faces. No matter how powerful a man’s martial arts are, there are aspects of us he can never fully understand.”

Lee Dansim shuddered. Her mistress wasn’t merely referring to physical appearance. “Do you have any idea why he wants to meet you?” she asked.

Ju Hwayin shook her head. “No.”

“Then why are you smiling like that?”

Ju Hwayin said thoughtfully, “Do you remember Jin Chung and Taoist Scarlet, whom we encountered earlier?”

“Yes.”

“Think about it. Right after those two had a secret discussion, that man asked to see me. This is undoubtedly all part of the same thread. My decision to send Soeun to the Hundred Flavors Restaurant is finally starting to bear fruit.”

“Ah!” Lee Dansim nodded in understanding.

Ju Hwayin smiled brightly. “I’ve waited a long time for this. For a crack to appear in Senior Brother’s defenses!”
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Crimson Tiger was escorted into the same manor where he had previously handed over Soeun.

“Please wait here for a moment,” Lee Dansim said, then left.

Crimson Tiger looked out the window. There, he saw a garden where flowers were just beginning to bloom. The grasses and flowers that had pushed through the frozen earth of winter stood proudly, and butterflies fluttered around them.

He found himself wishing for summer to arrive quickly. Why? Because after that scorching summer, autumn would come. Then, while he was clearing fallen leaves, snow would begin to fall. Heavy snowflakes would blanket the jianghu in white.

Though it was only spring, Crimson Tiger fervently awaited the arrival of winter.

CREAK!

The door slid open, and someone entered. Crimson Tiger turned around to find himself face to face with Ju Hwayin. 

He froze. He was struck by Ju Hwayin’s beauty and grace, yet for some strange reason, she gave him a strange sense of familiarity.

Weird. Have I ever met her before?

Crimson Tiger bowed his head slightly. “Greetings, I am Crimson Tiger.”

Ju Hwayin smiled and returned the greeting politely. “I am Ju Hwayin.”

“It is an honor to meet you.”

“The honor is all mine. Please, speak casually with me.”

Crimson Tiger gazed at Ju Hwayin. After some thought, he was certain that he had never seen her before. After all, there was no way he could forget someone so beautiful.

Besides, she was the Third Young Lady. She wasn’t someone he could casually run into on the street.

Nevertheless, he was now forced to update his mental list. He had thought that the only woman as beautiful as Soeun was the one who had left him. Today, another was added to that list.

Ju Hwayin was as beautiful as Soeun, or rather, she was a more mature version of Soeun.

“You seem older than I expected,” Ju Hwayin remarked.

Currently, the Crimson Tiger wore the face of the Hundred Flavors Restaurant Manager, but he didn’t mention that he had altered his appearance. He had no reason to try to look good for the Third Young Lady, nor did he need to.

Ju Hwayin smiled at his nonchalance. That’s just so like him. He’s on a different level from the rabble who always try to appear even slightly more handsome in front of me.

Then again, if he hadn’t been like that, she wouldn’t have fallen so deeply in love with him.

“Why did you seek me out?” she asked.

“You said that you would protect me.”

“Yes, I did.”

“Has that changed?”

“No.”

“In that case, I have a favor to ask.”

“What kind of favor?”

“It concerns the First Young Lord.”

“How very interesting. Tell me more.”

Crimson Tiger’s eyes glinted slyly. “What do you think about breaking one of his wings?”

Ju Hwayin beamed radiantly. “I would gladly tear off my own wings to lend you strength if it would help you accomplish such a task.”
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Eom Baekyang gazed at the map on the wall, his eyes fixed on Crimson Tiger’s flag. Until yesterday, it had been at the main headquarters, but now, it had been moved.

Only days before, Crimson Tiger had returned after successfully completing a major operation in the Evil Coalition’s territory. He felt the man deserved more rest, yet the Director had insisted of assigning him a new mission, one involving the elimination of the Black Ghost, a wanted fugitive.

He sighed. Aren’t we overworking the poor man?

Suddenly, Hong Sabaek approached him and whispered, “This time, they’ve gone too far, haven’t they?”

“......” Eom Baekyang glanced at his colleague, and Hong Sabaek grinned.

Eom Baekyang let out a faint chuckle. Indeed, after spending ten years together, how could they not read each other’s minds? Sighing, he remarked, “Pull a fishing rod too hard, and it will break. Pull it too lightly, and the prize will slip away.”

“This time, don’t you think they’re pulling too hard?”

“Right?”

Hong Sabaek glanced towards Gu Yangseo’s office. “Why don’t you go and say something to him?”

“Should I?”

Eom Baekyang headed toward Gu Yangseo’s office.

Truthfully, he had been hesitating about whether to speak up. How could Gu Yangseo not know that the order was excessive? If he did it anyway, then he must have been left with no other choice.

Still, after hearing Hong Sabaek’s words, he felt he really needed to say something.

“What is it?” Gu Yangseo snapped irritably.

Eom Baekyang immediately realized that his boss was in a bad mood. He said hesitatingly, “Well, it’s just...”

“Have a seat first.”

“Yes.”

Eom Baekyang sat down across from the Radiant Hall Director. Glancing at the documents Gu Yangseo was looking through, he asked curiously, “What’s that?”

Gu Yangseo didn’t answer. Instead, he silently flipped through a stack of papers, giving off an aura that made it clear he didn’t want to be bothered on such a bad day.

Eom Baekyang sighed and pushed his chair back. Right, when has he ever not been overworked?

Just as Eom Baekyang was about to get up, however, Gu Yangseo said without looking up, “Just say what you came here to say.”

“Is there anything I can help you with?”

“You don’t mean that, do you? Ask what you really want to ask.”

“Did you send Crimson Tiger out on a mission?”

“Yes.”

“He probably hasn’t fully recovered from his injuries yet.”

“So?”

“Isn’t it too soon? He also needs time to adapt to the Hundred Flavors Restaurant. Honestly, I think you’re overworking him too much.”

Finally, Gu Yangseo raised his head. To Eom Baekyang’s surprise, he didn’t seem that annoyed.

Eom Baekyang realized that something was up. “What on earth is going on? This task doesn’t necessarily require Crimson Tiger, does it?” he asked.

“I didn’t give him that mission.”

“What?” Eom Baekyang blinked in confusion. “Don’t tell me...is it the First Young Lord again?”

Gu Yangseo nodded slowly. “He sent the order through Jin Chung.”

“Damn it! This is absurd!” Eom Baekyang bellowed, instantly enraged. “Does he think of the Phantoms as his private soldiers? Even if he’s the First Young Lord, we can’t let him push us around like this!”

“......” Gu Yangseo fell silent.

Suddenly realizing his mistake, Eom Baekyang bowed his head. “Sorry, I got too worked up.”

Gu Yangseo shook his head. “No, you’re right. This isn’t right.”

“I can’t understand the First Young Lord. Doesn’t he have many masters under him? Why is he targeting...”

“Isn’t it obvious?” Gu Yangseo interrupted grimly.

“Pardon?” Eom Baekyang asked, before widening his eyes in sudden realization. This wasn’t a real mission. It was a trap to assassinate Crimson Tiger. “So it’s really...because of that?” he asked gingerly.

Gu Yangseo nodded. “That’s what I think.”

“To think he’d resort to such a dirty trick! What...” Eom Baekyang cut himself off forcefully, struggling to compose himself. The words ‘what a despicable bastard’ had nearly escaped his lips.

No, Gu Yangseo isn’t the person I should be taking my anger out on.

Gritting his teeth, Eom Baekyang said determinedly, “We have to stop it.”

“How?”

“Somehow.”

Gu Yangseo shook his head. The order had already been given. They couldn’t go against the tide. “Once that man has made a decision... it’s out of our hands. All we can do is wait for Crimson Tiger to return alive on his own, as he always has.”

BANG!

Eom Baekyang slammed his fist on the desk. “He will definitely return alive.”

“Yes, he must,” Gu Yangseo agreed.

Despite his outward show of confidence, however, Eom Baekyang was filled with anxiety.

Can Crimson Tiger truly survive a trap set by the First Young Lord’s supporters?

It would be devastating if Crimson Tiger was eliminated. He would miss him for a long time. He would feel disgust for the First Young Lord who killed him, for the Association, and for this merciless jianghu.

Eventually, though, he would forget it all. As he always had.

Finally, Eom Baekyang said weakly, “Sir... I’m scared. I’m terrified of what will happen if they keep targeting Crimson Tiger...”

He glanced around furtively, feeling as if Crimson Tiger might break down the door at any moment and enter. As if he would draw his sword and cut everyone down. As far as he knew, Crimson Tiger was a man who would do anything to survive. Anything.

“...And I’m afraid of the monsters we’re becoming,” he whispered gloomily.
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An old man stood at the top of a mountain so rugged that even inner demons supposedly couldn’t climb its treacherous slopes, gazing down at the thousand foot drop before him.

“You’re finally here?” he suddenly asked without turning around.

“Were you waiting for me?” Crimson Tiger asked, acting as if he was genuinely surprised to prolong his opponent’s carelessness. 

For now, he believed that Taoist Scarlet was still underestimating him, but he couldn’t afford to be careless. This old man was one of the First Young Lord’s four cherished supporters. A supreme master against whom a moment’s negligence would immediately lead to his defeat. 

Taoist Scarlet turned towards Crimson Tiger.

Crimson Tiger squinted at the old man for a while. “You’re not Black Ghost,” he concluded.

“Correct. I am not the one you’re hunting.”

“Then who are you?”

“You’re too skilled to kill without an explanation, so I’ll tell you. Ever heard of the Boomerang Sword?”

“The Boomerang Sword, Taoist Scarlet? Why are you here...?”

“Sorry, but I can’t tell you, because even I don’t know why you have to die. Rather, I want to ask you. Why the hell did you provoke them?”

“I never provoked anyone deliberately. I simply did my job. I receive missions and carry them out.”

“Yes, I suppose so. I too don’t think you’ve committed any particular sin. It’s all because of these damn power struggles, isn’t it?”

“And yet you intend to kill me?”

“Unfortunately, I’m also caught up in those damn power struggles.” Taoist Scarlet spat on the ground. It was an attitude unbecoming of an elderly master, yet it suited him well.

Crimson Tiger paused for a moment, then asked quietly, “Is that rumor true?”

Taoist Scarlet’s expression hardened. “What rumor?”

“The rumor that you killed your master.”

“Damn it! So it’s that again.” Taoist Scarlet scoffed. How long would this accursed label follow him around?

Killing intent poured from his body. His fiery aura was already scorching hot, and now that energy was boiling over.

“At least tell me the answer before you kill me. I don’t want to die curious, ”Crimson Tiger said.

“Yes, it’s true, you rotten bastard!” Taoist Scarlet roared, his voice echoing thunderously through the mountains. “So? What are you going to do about it, huh?”

Since it was a deserted place, and his opponent would soon be dead, he spoke honestly. The rumor was indeed true. Still, from his perspective, his master deserved to die.

For a very long time, he had resented that man and wanted to vent his troubles to someone.

“That son of a bitch took a seven-year-old kid and put him through hell. Then, after twenty years, he taught the kid some paltry martial arts and passed on his true martial legacy only to his senior brother. If it were you, wouldn’t you have killed him? You would have done the same damn thing! Hahahahahaha!”

After shouting his piece, Taoist Scarlet burst into laughter. Finally, he felt liberated. 

It seems that taking on this job wasn’t that bad of an idea after all?

He felt that he could live without thinking about the stupid rumor for a while now.

Crimson Tiger replied softly, “...No, I wouldn’t. I don’t think most ordinary people would do it, either.”

“What? What did you just say?”

“I said I wouldn’t kill him. There aren’t many in this jianghu who would kill their master just because he made them suffer. Though I guess you’re an exception.”

Crimson Tiger let out the breath he had been holding. He felt just as relieved as Taoist Scarlet. Since the man had come to kill him, he had to fight back, and it helped to know that his opponent wasn’t a good person.

SHING!

Crimson Tiger drew his sword. “Show me the skills you’ve amassed by resorting to such vile deeds,” he said coldly.

Taoist Scarlet’s narrowed into slits. “ Your audacity knows no bounds. Is it because you know you’re about to die?”

Taoist Scarlet kicked off the ground and lunged at Crimson Tiger.

CLANG!

The sound of metal striking metal rang out.

The next moment, both men stood in their original positions.

Taoist Scarlet’s eyes widened in disbelief. His sword arm was trembling. “...What?”

Crimson Tiger watched him closely, keeping his composure.

SWISH!

Taoist Scarlet’s form vanished again, as if he had teleported.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

This time, three consecutive impact sounds followed.

Once again, Taoist Scarlet retreated back to his original spot, his mind reeling. “You blocked all of that?” he gasped, his eyes widening even further.

Did he hide his true martial prowess?

The man with the faint aura that he had sensed at the Hundred Flavors Restaurant could never have blocked the last three-strike combination.

Even so, how did he block it? I couldn’t see what he did at all!

That previous attack looked simple, but it was not an easy technique to counter at all.

Crimson Tiger tightened his grip on his sword. He had initially planned to lure Taoist Scarlet into carelessness with a surprise attack, but he changed his mind after the first exchange. It had been a long time since he had faced a peak master, and his whole body burned with excitement and fighting spirit. He desperately yearned to fight with all his might.

Truthfully, this desire didn’t stem solely from him, it was a side effect of the Asura’s Eight Narakas. Whenever he encountered a worthy opponent, his martial arts would writhe as if they were alive, much like a famous sword might sing on its own...

WOOONG!

Soul Crusher let out a long cry as Crimson Tiger’s form split the air. This time, it was he who initiated the offensive.

CLANG! CLANG!

Taoist Scarlet’s survival instincts screamed in alarm at the two rapid strikes. At the first strike, he came to a realization.

He hid more of his strength than I thought!

At the second clash, he gritted his teeth in desperation.

If I’m not careful, I’ll die!

Taoist Scarlet had not experienced the terror of dying in combat for a long time, but his foe’s exceptional skill made this fear completely justified. No, what frightened him more was Crimson Tiger’s obvious joy and excitement, as if he were thoroughly enjoying the fight.

FWOOOSH!

Heat radiated from Crimson Tiger’s sword as he traced a bizarre trajectory through the air.

Taoist Scarlet’s eyes widened in shock. The heat’s origin was not derived from either elemental sword qi or enhanced qi. Rather, it stemmed from the sheer intensity of Crimson Tiger’s concentrated energy itself.

Suddenly, Crimson Tiger brought his sword to an abrupt halt mid-swing.

SWOOSH!

Two streams of energy flew towards Taoist Scarlet, one ice cold and one blazing hot. Propelled in a spiral, they intertwined like a rope as they accelerated toward their objective.

Taoist Scarlet raised his protective qi and unleashed his enhanced sword qi. Nevertheless, he wasn’t confident that he could parry the attack.

What in the world is this martial art? I’ve never seen anything like this before!

Taoist Scarlet watched closely as the opposing energies drew near, calculating the optimal moment to swing his sword.

KWAAAANG!

Enhanced sword qi erupted from his blade and dissipated the cold energy. However, the hot energy remained intact crashed into his qi barrier.

BOOM!

The impact sent Taoist Scarlet staggering backward.

Taoist Scarlet’s legs quivered. He had narrowly avoided falling off the cliff. His insides were shaken, and he felt nauseous.

“What technique... is that?” he asked in a trembling voice.

Crimson Tiger replied simply, “The Sañjīva Blast!”

The Sañjīva Blast was the first of the Asura’s Eight Narakas. Until now, he had never used the Asura’s Eight Narakas in battle for fear that someone would recognize it, but today, he wanted to go all out.

“The Sañjīva Blast?” Taoist Scarlet repeated, looking confused.

Crimson Tiger readjusted his grip on his sword. It was clear that Taoist Scarlet knew nothing of the Asura’s Eight Narakas, but he had no intention of continuing the conversation and giving the old expert time to recover.

Instinctively sensing Crimson Tiger’s intention, Taoist Scarlet brandished his sword, unleashing his ultimate trump card.

ROAAAAR!

Like seven dragons ascending to the heavens, seven strands of enhanced sword qi poured out simultaneously from Taoist Scarlet’s sword and descended upon Crimson Tiger.

Crimson Tiger’s sword lashed out so quickly that it appeared to split into seven illusory blades. Enhanced sword qi erupted simultaneously from those seven apparitions.

SHIIIIIIING!

This was the Third Naraka, the Saṃghāta Edge.

BAAAANG! BAANG! BANG! BAAAANG!

“What?” Taoist Scarlet’s eyes bulged in disbelief as he watched his enhanced sword qi dissipate. It was enhanced sword qi infused with his entire being. He felt like he was dreaming.

Unfortunately for him, if everything up to this point had been a dream, then the real nightmare was just beginning.

Crimson Tiger placed his right foot forward. The ground shook from the powerful stride, and was followed immediately by the refreshing rush of wind. 

Did he just thrust his sword at the ground? Taoist Scarlet wondered.

He didn’t have to wait long to find out.

SLITHER...

Like snakes darting out from tall grass, black sword qi erupted from beneath Taoist Scarlet’s feet, brushing past him like a gentle breeze.

This was the Second Naraka, the Kālasūtra Weave.

SPLURT! SPLATTER!

Blood burst from all over Taoist Scarlet’s body.

And then, he saw it. The flames enveloping Crimson Tiger’s body, shimmering around him like a midsummer heat haze.

The man’s eyes, which seemed capable of melting everything, resembled the sun.

KIIIIIIIIING!

Suddenly, a ear-splitting screech rang out, rupturing Taoist Scarlet’s eardrums and causing blood to flow from his ears.

This was the Fourth Naraka, the Raurava Screech.

THUD!

With his sense of balance destroyed by the damage to his ears, Taoist Scarlet could no longer stand. He collapsed backward. His injuries were fatal.

“Cough!”

Crimson Tiger, having unleashed the first to fourth Narakas, slowly approached. The heat haze that had shimmered around his body disappeared as if it had never existed.

Blood pouring from his mouth, Taoist Scarlet met Crimson Tiger’s eyes. The man was looking down at him dispassionately, with no joy, as if he had merely finished a routine chore.

Only now did Taoist Scarlet clearly realize that Crimson Tiger was the superior master.

“...Fucking son of a bitch,” he swore bitterly.

The curse wasn’t directed at the Crimson Tiger. It was for Jin Chung.

Then again, Jin Chung probably didn’t know Crimson Tiger’s true strength either. Even he, who had experienced it firsthand, had a hard time believing it.

Who would have thought that a mere secret agent was hiding such tremendous skill?

“Fools... why the hell did you provoke this guy?”

Those were the words he had said to Crimson Tiger only moments before. Now, however, these same words were directed at Jin Chung and the First Young Lord.

“......” Crimson Tiger said nothing.

Taoist Scarlet looked up at Crimson Tiger and uttered his last words. “Fuck... what a meaningless death.”

“...Don’t worry, your role isn’t over yet,” Crimson Tiger whispered.

Taoist Scarlet’s eyes slowly fluttered closed. Even in death, he would never understand what Crimson Tiger meant with his cryptic reply.
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The moment Jin Chung arrived at the promised meeting place, his expression brightened. “You’ve done it!”

Taoist Scarlet smiled and nodded. “It was a difficult fight. I suffered severe internal injuries,” he said in a weak and raspy voice.

“Yes, thank you.” Jin Chung bowed deeply. “You’ve worked hard. I will not forget this favor.”

“But... there’s one thing I want to ask you.”

“What is it?”

“Why did you want me to kill Crimson Tiger?”

“That... didn’t I say I couldn’t tell you?”

“I just killed one of the Twelve Phantoms. Don’t I deserve to know the truth?”

Jin Chung hesitated, feeling troubled. When he first made the request, Taoist Scarlet seemed willing to comply without question. Now that the job was finished, however, it appeared that he had changed his mind. 

“Please just understand that it was something that absolutely had to be done,” he pleaded.

“...Fine, but you must keep your promise to protect me when the Lord of Sword Heaven tries to get rid of me.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll definitely uphold that promise.”

“Good. You may go.”

Jin Chung turned to leave. As he slowly walked away, though, he was suddenly overcome with a deep sense of unease.

He glanced back. Taoist Scarlet was nowhere to be seen.

He stopped dead in his tracks. Something felt off. 

Wait. Why did Taoist Scarlet insist on meeting me in a forest clearing? Also, he didn’t need to give me that final reminder... Shit, there’s someone watching me!

Jin Chung shouted, “Who’s there! Show yourself!”

Someone stepped out from behind a tree, but it wasn’t just one or two people. The Chief Inquisitor and over ten other veteran masters of the Association emerged from hiding.

The Chief Inquisitor said coldly, “Jin Chung, you are under arrest for soliciting the murder of Association martial artist Crimson Tiger.”

Jin Chung’s face turned ashen. A single thought flashed through his mind.

Is this a trap?

Gritting his teeth, he denied, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

The Chief Inquisitor scoffed. “We all heard your conversation with ‘Taoist Scarlet’ just now. Are you still trying to deny it?”

Jin Chung identified each of the masters lined up before him. It was a total nightmare. If they were all from the Inquisition, he could have argued that he had been framed. However, most of them were neutral veterans of the Association who followed neither the First Young Lord nor the Third Young Lady.

He had no way of knowing, of course, that Ju Hwayin had manipulated them all into being there, regardless of their political affiliation.

Holy shit, I held a conversation tantamount to a confession with all of them listening. There’s no way out of this!

He had fallen into a perfect trap. Attempting to murder a fellow Association martial artist was an extremely severe crime, and the punishment was harsh.

Nevertheless, there was still one thing that puzzled him.

“Why aren’t you arresting Taoist Scarlet?” Jin Chung asked.

The Chief Inquisitor sneered. “So, you finally admit to your crime?”

Jin Chung realized his mistake. In his panic, he had blurted out something he shouldn’t have. However, at the thought that Taoist Scarlet had betrayed him, fury consumed him.

Fuck, I won’t go down alone!

Before he could speak, though, the Chief Inquisitor explained, “Taoist Scarlet is dead. The man you just spoke to was an imposter wearing a human skin mask. His job was to confirm your guilt.”

“What?” Jin Chung froze.

He was wearing a human skin mask? That’s impossible! I would have noticed... Crimson Tiger!

Jin Chung knew that Crimson Tiger had been given the Thousand Transformations Hundred Faces Art for the Evil Coalition operation.

Damn it all! Taoist Scarlet failed!

He clenched his teeth tightly. Taoist Scarlet hadn’t betrayed him. He had been fooled by Crimson Tiger.

Ahhhh! Crimson Tigerrrr! Just what kind of man are you!

Seeing the approaching masters, Jin Chung squeezed his eyes shut.


V3C8: Murder By Proxy

Jongri Mun and Giyeong sat facing each other across a small table.

Giyeong frowned. “Senior Jwa is still trying to sniff us out.”

Jwa Cheonsu’s investigation was relentless. Since he received direct orders from the Coalition Leader, nothing could hinder him. His authority superseded everything else. Combined with his cold, analytical nature, things that absolutely should not have been revealed were coming to light.

“Yes, he’s pursuing this case with a vengeance.” Jongri Mun said, picking up his teacup. For some reason, Jwa Cheonsu was convinced that he knew about the incident beforehand.

Giyeong sighed. “At this rate, it’s only a matter of time before he uncovers the truth.”

Jongri Mun nodded. He knew Jwa Cheonsu’s personality well. The man always questioned whether he truly deserved the Coalition Leader’s trust, but it wasn’t out of jealousy, ambition, or spite. He was just a smart, driven man who had dedicated himself wholly to the Evil Coalition.

Before he finds out too much, I need to bury this incident so deep that even his hands can’t reach it.

Giyeong asked tentatively, “What if we eliminate Crimson Tiger?”

Jongri Mun scowled. Of course, he had considered doing that before. “It’s the best method, but there are two problems with that approach,” he said sternly.

“What are they?”

“First, if we eliminate Crimson Tiger, there’s a high chance that Enigma, who infiltrated the Radiant Hall, will be discovered. The Association will conclude that, unless a spy was hidden deep within their ranks, we could not possibly have known that Crimson Tiger was the killer.”

“I see. What’s the second problem?”

“Actually, the second problem worries me more. What if we fail to eliminate him?”

“Fail, you say?”

“Yes. What do you think would happen if the men we sent fail to kill Crimson Tiger?”

Giyeong’s eyes widened in surprise. “Surely you don’t rate him that highly?”

Jongri Mun stared at him as if to rebuke him for looking down on the man who had effortlessly slain the Ironblood Commander and escaped.

However, Giyeong saw things differently. “I acknowledge his exceptional skills, but things only turned out this way because of my misjudgment. If I had set out to kill him from the start, he would already be dead.”

Jongri Mun shook his head. “What if your current confidence is another misjudgment?”

Giyeong narrowed his eyes. “You’re underestimating me too much.”

Jongri Mun chuckled. “I didn’t mean to underestimate you, just remind you that we should always make sure to err on the side of caution.”

Giyeong visibly relaxed. “I apologize for my rudeness.”

Jongri Mun stood up and walked over to the window. His heart felt heavy. He needed to resolve this issue quickly to ease the pressure threatening to crush him.

Gazing out the window, he said, “Besides, wouldn’t we have to mobilize the Ten Evils to kill him? Should they fail and be killed, Senior Jwa will accuse us of trying to cover up our involvement.”

“Then isn’t it fine if we simply send someone other than the Ten Evils?”

Jongri Mun turned his head. “Oh? Who?”

Giyeong grinned slyly. “Have you already forgotten about Eum Sagwon?”

“Ah!” Jongri Mun’s eyes widened. Faced with the overriding threat that was Crimson Tiger, he had entirely neglected the matter of Eum Sagwon. Now that he thought about it, this disciple of ‘One Slash Ten Kills’ Pung Yang had died during the Ironblood Nines’ selection exam. Pung Yang was bound to be furious.

“Wait! Wasn’t Eun Sagwon beaten to death by an angry mob?”

“Does that matter? We can always fabricate the cause of death, can’t we? If we spread the rumor that Crimson Tiger killed his disciple, the hotheaded Pung Yang will jump at the chance for revenge.

Jongri Mun’s face lit up. He had no love for Pung Yang, but the old man’s skills were no joke.

Previously, Pung Yang had killed a captain of the Evil Coalition in a dispute. As a form of apology, he had his disciple apply to the Ironblood Nines.

He had narrowly avoided crossing the line. Had it been someone above the rank of captain, Pung Yang would have been sentenced to death.

Conversely, this also meant that, even though a captain had died, Pung Yang posed a great enough threat that the Evil Coalition couldn’t carelessly confront him without being prepared to sacrifice many of their own.

“Can Pung Yang pull it off?”

“He has surpassed the peak level and reached the supreme master realm. How could he possibly fail to kill a mere secret agent?”

“Hmm...”

“Besides, even if he fails, it has nothing to do with us, does it? The man is simply avenging his disciple.”

Jongri Mun nodded. That was the best part. “Any idea where Crimson Tiger is hiding?”

“Yes, Enigma has contacted us regarding that matter. Crimson Tiger is currently working undercover as the Hundred Flavors Restaurant Manager in the Association’s Inner Court.”

The stage was set, and all the pieces in place.

“Murder by proxy, eh? I like that,” Jongri Mun muttered under his breath.

Giyeong’s eyes gleamed dangerously. “Yes, and we don’t even need to give the old man any extra incentive. He’s probably sharpening his blade with fervor right now. We just have to point him in the right direction.”
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It was quiet when the “Little Tyrant Fist” Yang Ho entered the inn. After failing the Ironblood Nines’ recruitment exam, he had been coming to the inn almost daily. Alcohol provided him with a temporary escape from his defeat. Still, this was the first time he had seen the inn so deserted.

There was only one other person there, a man wearing a wide-brimmed bamboo hat who was sitting alone in a corner, sipping his wine.

Yang Ho sat down a short distance away from him. “Hey, bring me some booze.

The waiter approached, but he was pale with fear and constantly glanced around nervously.

“Why are there no customers?” Yang Ho asked.

“Well, that’s...” The waiter hesitated, then glanced at the man in the corner.

It seemed that man had driven all the other customers away.

“Give me the usual.”

“Understood.”

The waiter returned to the kitchen. As he passed by, he nodded once toward the man, as if to inform him that Yang Ho had arrived.

Yang Ho witnessed this, but he didn’t take it personally. How could he blame a helpless waiter who didn’t know martial arts? He was simply curious why the man was waiting for him.

He rose from his seat, strode towards the man, and clasped his hands in greeting. “I am the Little Tyrant Fist, Yang Ho. Who might you be, Bro?”

The man smirked. “Bro?”

He was clearly older than Yang Ho. Nevertheless, it seemed the young man had deliberately used the term ‘bro’, which was normally used when addressing one’s peers, to project an air of dominance.

Yang Ho said confidently, “You’re waiting for me, aren’t you?”

“If you are truly the Little Tyrant Fist Yang Ho, then yes.”

“Are you doubting me?”

“You signed up for the latest Ironblood Nines recruitment, correct?

“Where did you hear that?”

“Where else? You’ve been bragging about how you barely failed the selection test everywhere. Survived an exam so difficult that even Eum Sagwon was killed, didn’t you?”

“Oh yeah, I guess that guy died too, huh?”

“Are you proud?”

“I wasn’t lucky enough to pass the exam, but I don’t feel ashamed of how I fared. Still, it’s not exactly something to be proud of. Who are you anyway?”

The man took off the bamboo hat he was wearing. He had narrow, slanted eyes and prominent cheekbones, giving him a fierce appearance. Despite his deep, resonant voice, his completely white hair made it clear that he was an old man in his sixties.

He held out his cup. “Come here and pour me a drink.”

Yang Ho approached him without hesitation, bolstered by the confidence that came with the alias ‘Little Tyrant Fist,’ a title that usually made even the worst thugs back down. 

After all, what was the point of training so hard if he couldn’t live with pride and dignity? Who his opponent was mattered little. The jianghu was full of old fogeys trying to claim seniority based on some trivial past exploit, and this old man was likely no different.

Nonetheless, Yang Ho treated the old man with the utmost respect. Someday he too would be old, and he hoped his juniors would treat him with the consideration he showed his elders when that day came.

“Please accept a toast from this junior.”

TRICKLE... SHWIK! THUD!

As soon as the cup was filled, Yang Ho heard the sound of something slicing through the air, followed by a thud as it landed on the ground.

“Uwaaaaak!” the waiter screamed, sinking to his knees in terror.

Yang Ho looked down. There was a severed arm on the floor.

His arm.

SPURT!

Horrified by the sight of blood gushing from his wound like a fountain, Yang Ho sealed the acupoints on his right shoulder to stop the bleeding and leaped backward.

The old man, who had swung his sword faster than the eye could see, calmly sipped his drink and looked at the waiter. “If you want to live, get out of my sight,” he warned softly.

“Y-Yes!”

The waiter and the kitchen cooks immediately scrambled out of the inn.

“...Just who are you?” Yang Ho asked, both bewildered and dismayed.

The old man sneered, “Foolish whelp! How could you be so careless in front of a stranger?”

Yang Ho gulped. Even if he hadn’t been careless, he still wouldn’t have been able to block the old man’s attack. This geezer was stronger than his master.

A cold, mocking smile spread across the old man’s face. “My name is Pung Yang.”

Yang Ho gasped in shock. “Don’t tell me... One Slash Ten Kills, Pung Yang?”

“Hmph! You might be an idiot, but at least you’re well-informed.”

“Why are you here?”

“Because of that damn disciple of mine, of course!”

Pung Yang sighed. He hadn’t expected his disciple to die during the Ironblood Nines’ recruitment exam. He had taught the little rascal for over ten years. For him to fail to even secure a spot in the Ironblood Nines was exasperating.

Not that he really cared about the boy. No, what irked him was that his reputation was tarnished and his compensation to the Evil Coalition voided.

Before that, though, he needed to vent his rage, so he tracked down the failed applicants and took out his frustration on them.

“I heard that my disciple was killed by a mob. I’m searching for the culprits.”

“What? Then you’ve come to the wrong person. I’ve never seen your disciple.”

“What? You’ve never seen him?”

“No, I mean, I saw him, but I’ve never talked to him...”

“You’re lying,” Pung Yang asserted.

“Damn it! I told you I didn’t kill your disciple! You don’t even know who the real culprits are, do you?!” Yang Ho yelled through the pain of his severed arm.

BANG!

Pung Yang slammed his hand on the table. As the table shattered, he shot to his feet, his eyes blazing with killing intent.

“It doesn’t matter! I intend to kill every single bastard who participated in that exam!” he roared, lunging at Yang Ho.

SWOOSH!

Yang Ho swung his left fist. Although the power of his punch was halved compared to when he used his right arm, he still wasn’t known as the ‘Little Tyrant Fist’ for nothing.

FWOOSH!

Unfortunately, to Pung Yang, his fist might as well have been a cotton ball.

CRACK! PUUUK!

Pung Yang kicked aside the incoming fist, shattering Yang Ho’s remaining arm. Then, he thrust his sword into the young man’s chest.

“S-Spare me... Please...” Yang Ho begged, coughing up blood.

Pung Yang snorted in disdain. “Did you know? No one really knows what kind of person I am. That’s because the moment they realize I’m a nasty, scary person, they all died.”

SWISH! THUNK!

Yang Ho’s head fell off his shoulders and hit the ground.

Pung Yang sheathed his sword. Despite having delivered two fatal attacks, only a few drops of blood had spattered onto his clothes.

“Damn it!”

His martial arts were still lacking. If he were perfect, not a drop of blood would have stained his clothes. He was still missing something.

He turned to leave, when he noticed a masked man standing at the door.

He narrowed his eyes warily. The masked man’s aura was far more refined than Yang Ho’s.

“Who are you?” he demanded.

The masked man chuckled. “Pung Yang. Do you want to know who really killed your disciple?”

Pung Yang narrowed his eyes further. “So what if I do?”

“I will tell you.”

“Why?” Pung Yang asked, tensing his muscles. His next actions would depend on the masked man’s answer.

The masked man replied calmly, “I am from the Coalition. If you kill your disciple’s murderer, we will consider that previous matter settled.”

“If I kill my disciple’s murderer, you’ll consider the previous matter settled?”

“Correct.”

“Why?”

“Because he is our common enemy.”

A grin spread across Pung Yang’s lips. This was a chance to kill two birds with one stone.

The masked man continued, “Just a word of advice. It would be wise to gather fast runners before you attack him.”

“Why?”

“You’ll find out eventually. Also, if you leak a single detail about this deal, we will deny everything, and you will die.”

WHOOSH!

Without waiting for a reply, the masked man leaped outside.

Pung Yang scoffed. “Arrogant bastards.”

He slowly walked to where the man had been standing. A single sheet of paper lay on the table, bearing the name of his quarry.

Jin Ho, the Association’s Hundred Flavors Restaurant Manager.
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Several days passed with no further activity from the First Young Lord’s supporters. Although he was concerned, Crimson Tiger faithfully performed his daily duties.

CRASH!

Suddenly, the sound of breaking porcelain snapped him out of his thoughts. Soeun had dropped and broken the stack of plates she was carrying.

A group of young men quickly rushed over.

“Are you hurt?”

“Move aside! I’ll clean it up!”

“I’m sorry.” Soeun apologized to Hong Maerang, who had arrived a moment later. Although the Chief Maid didn’t scold her, she still asked timidly, “I’m a little tired. May I take a short break?”

Hong Maerang nodded, and Soeun went outside.

Meanwhile, Hong Maerang approached Crimson Tiger. “Is something the matter with her?”

“What do you mean?”

“She doesn’t seem to be able to concentrate on her work lately.”

“All those lustful stares directed at her must be making her uncomfortable.”

“I thought she handled it quite well back then, but I guess it still affected her, huh?”

The unwanted attention from the Guard Hall martial artists toward Soeun had somewhat subsided now. Still, her mind seemed scattered these past few days.

“Why don’t you go talk to her?” Crimson Tiger suggested.

Hong Maerang grinned. “Why don’t you do it, Manager?”

“Me? Why?”

“That girl trusts you more than she trusts me, you know.”

“Really?”

“...Hey, what’s with that broad grin on your face?”

“What are you talking about? I’m not grinning.” Crimson Tiger stood up, smiling despite his words. “Fine, I’ll go have a word with her.”

He walked outside and found Soeun sitting in the small flower garden in front of the restaurant. 

As he approached, she started to get up, but he quickly sat down beside her and said, “It’s alright. Just stay seated.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It happens.”

“Haa...” Soeun let out a soft sigh.

“Is something troubling you these days?”

“No.”

Contrary to her answer, there had been a lot on her mind lately.

For starters, she wanted to see her father again. She felt that if she waited until after his wedding in two months, it would be too late.

Second, she wondered if her father had truly loved her mother. She wanted to hear him say that he had loved her mother deeply but was forced to leave her due to the difference in their social statuses.

Third, Crimson Tiger kept haunting her dreams. For some reason, she kept dreaming about eloping with him.

At first, she had attributed this to the lingering fear and pressure of their escape, but then she realized that wasn’t it.

The focus of the dreams wasn’t the terrifying chase, but Crimson Tiger. She missed him.

However, in her dreams, he was either unresponsive when called, far away and covered in blood while fighting, or standing silently in the background as men violated her.

She didn’t know why, but she never dreamed about her father, only Crimson Tiger. Every single night, without fail. On the rare days when he saved her in her dreams, she felt wonderful all day.

Have I actually fallen for Crimson Tiger?

She added hesitantly, “Well, actually... there’s someone I keep thinking about.”

Crimson Tiger nodded. Is she thinking about the First Young Lord? 

Nevertheless, he feigned ignorance and asked, “Who? Is it someone you can’t meet?”

“Yes, and I don’t know if I can ever see him again.” Sighing heavily, Soeun looked at Crimson Tiger. “Oh no, I’m so sorry!”

...Dear heavens, did I just reveal my inner thoughts to my boss?

Strangely, whenever she was with the manager, she found herself feeling at ease.

Thankfully, Crimson Tiger simply smiled and said, “It’s not so bad to long for someone.”

“Pardon?”

“Sometimes, longing can be as precious as being with someone. Human relationships don’t require physical proximity to be complete. The act of longing can be fulfilling in and of itself.

Soeun silently looked down at her feet for a moment, then suddenly shot up. “May I be excused for a little while?”

“Sure you can.” Crimson Tiger readily agreed.

Soeun started running off into the distance.

Suddenly, though, she turned around and shouted, “Manager, while listening to you, I suddenly realized something! When I reach your age, I might experience similar enlightenment. For that reason, I think I need to be different now. I’m still young. I won’t just pine for him, I’ll go see him myself! If I do that, I’m sure a day will come when I’ll understand what you told me. Oh, and I’ll be a little late for work today!”

With that, she turned around and dashed off again.

Crimson Tiger smiled unknowingly. 

Yes, this is what a young lady like Soeun should be like. Living her life to the fullest and doing whatever makes her happy...

At that thought, his expression soured, and guilt gnawed at him.

I can’t protect her freedom.

If someone were to inquire about the nature of his connection to her that led him to harbor such thoughts, he would say this: “I tried to kill her, but then I changed my mind and saved her. Is that enough?”

Suddenly, someone came up behind Crimson Tiger.

“Oho, you’re walking a fine line there, Manager,” Hong Maerang teased.

Crimson Tiger turned around, only to find the Chief Maid looking at him suspiciously.

“The way you look at her is quite wistful,” she added.

Crimson Tiger smirked. “I told you, I’m a bachelor too.”

“Ugh, why are you being so creepy!”

“Heheh... In any case, I’m going to take a break as well. Don’t worry. I’ll be the good boss who doesn’t show up to work today.”

Getting up, Crimson Tiger strolled off into the distance.

“Surely he’s not following Soeun, is he?” Hong Maerang muttered.

Crimson Tiger waved without looking back.

Hong Maerang twitched. Did he hear me? From that far away?

“You know... I think you’re the more dangerous one,” a man said from behind her.

Startled, she turned to see the Head Chef, Gong Suk. “Aigoo, you scared me! Do you have to be so stealthy? Can’t you make some noise when you approach?”

Gong Suk shook his head expressionlessly. “Give up on that man. He’s not someone who’ll stay here for long.”

Hong Maerang immediately pouted, but she knew Gong Suk had a remarkable ability to read people. In fact, even she often joked that he should open a fortune-telling shop.

“Who said anything about liking him?” she snapped sharply.

“Whatever it is, just give up on him.”

“I was never even attracted to him in the first place!”

Hong Maerang glanced in the direction where Crimson Tiger had left. Despite her words, her eyes clearly reflected her intense longing for him.
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Crimson Tiger emerged from a smithy carrying a small wooden box. He had used up almost all of the throwing knives he had during his escape from the Coalition, so he had ordered a new set. Despite being slightly lower in quality than the knives from Hwang Ironworks, these were still much better than he expected.

Of course, he still had top-quality Hwang Ironworks throwing knives in the basement of his Second Warehouse quarters, but he planned to save those for emergencies.

As he slowly walked through the marketplace, he let himself relax. The sight of merchants hawking their wares and middle-aged women haggling over prices felt soothing.

Being here and watching ordinary people work hard to make a living helped him sketch out a vision for his own future.

He made a decision. Once Hyeon’s treatment was finished, they would go on vacation around the Central Plains. Then, after finishing their travels, he would open a small shop in a remote, idyllic village.

He wasn’t sure what kind of shop he wanted to open yet, but he had one condition. He wanted to be able to close the shop whenever he didn’t feel like working and live life at a leisurely pace.

That was the dream life for Crimson Tiger.

Just then, an elderly woman selling rice cakes with her granddaughter appeared. The sweet-looking girl was massaging her grandmother’s shoulders and smiling, even though she was still too young to be helping out with her grandmother’s business.

How commendable.

Crimson Tiger bought all of the old woman’s remaining rice cakes. When he gave her a silver tael and refused the change, the grandmother and granddaughter bowed several times.

This was money that would have taken them ten days to earn. With such a windfall, they could probably buy pork on their way home today.

Crimson Tiger took the rice cakes and left.

For a while, he walked aimlessly down the streets, carrying throwing knives in one hand and rice cakes in the other.

Suddenly, a passing old carriage stopped next to him, and the window curtain was pulled back just enough to see inside.

Crimson Tiger peered into the carriage. Someone he hadn’t expected to see was there.

Ju Hwayin.

“Get in,” Ju Hwayin said, opening the door for Crimson Tiger.

Crimson Tiger boarded the carriage without a word. Even though the shabby carriage was clearly a disguise, the Third Young Lady had approached him at the risk of being seen. She must have something important to discuss with him.

As it happens, I have something I want to talk to her about, too.

As soon as Crimson Tiger sat down, the carriage set off. Glancing through the front window, he saw that the Third Young Lady’s aide, Lee Dansim, was driving the carriage, her bamboo hat pulled down low.

Ju Hwayin greeted, “Have you been well?”

Crimson Tiger thought about how he should respond. The answer depended on where one set the bar. These days, the assistant to one of the Association’s successors was constantly trying to kill him. Should he say he was doing well just because he was still breathing?

Nodding, he said, “I am truly grateful for your help this time.”

That ‘help’ referred to trapping Jin Chung.

“Is that sarcasm I hear?”

“......” Crimson Tiger furrowed his brows, slightly flustered by the unexpected reply.

Ju Hwayin chuckled. “I’m joking. Since we eliminated Jin Chung, Senior Brother’s right-hand man, I should be the one thanking you.

“Is he dead?”

“No. He’s Senior Brother’s closest follower, so he can’t be eliminated that easily. He’ll have to spend quite some time locked up in prison, though. That’s enough for us.”

That was enough for Crimson Tiger too. Although Jin Chung had tried to kill him, he understood that the man had only acted out of loyalty to his master.

“What’s that?” Ju Hwayin asked, pointing at the package.

“Rice cakes,” Crimson Tiger answered calmly, though inwardly, he was flustered.

Ju Hwayin smiled. “May I have one? I was just feeling a bit hungry.”

“It’s street food.”

“So it’s not fit for me? Hah! I don’t just eat street food, I also eat food that’s fallen on the ground.”

“Don’t say such things,” Crimson Tiger sighed, but unwrapped the rice cakes anyway.

Ju Hwayin picked one up with her slender, white fingers and ate it. “Mmm! This is delicious! Won’t you have some?”

Feeling bad about watching her eat alone, Crimson Tiger picked up a rice cake.

He never dreamed a day would come when he’d share rice cakes with the Third Young Lady in a moving carriage, but it didn’t feel so bad. While he had felt a sense of familiarity when he first saw her, now, seeing her for the second time, their connection felt even stronger.

No! This is dangerous.

He had to be very careful, especially with beautiful women. He had already been stung twice.

“What’s this?” This time, Ju Hwayin pointed to the box of throwing knives.

“......” Crimson Tiger couldn’t understand why she was showing him such favor, but he picked up the box and handed it to her.

She opened the box. “Oho! Throwing knives.”

She took them out one by one.

“Where were these made?” she asked.

“At a smithy down the street.”

“They look quite decent. How much were they?”

“Eight silver taels in total.”

“I see. Ah! By the way, I have some spare throwing knives. Want them?”

Crimson Tiger shook his head. “No.”

“Why? I’m sure they’re much better than these.”

“So what if they better?”

“Huh?” Ju Hwayin blinked, puzzled.

“Did you know that if throwing knives are too good, they actually hinder a fight?”

“Why is that?”

“Because it pressures the user to retrieve them. Ultimately, throwing knives are consumables. Unless you’re in a situation where you absolutely must face a master who deflects throwing knives with protective enhanced qi, and you have no other weapon for some reason, there’s no need to use expensive ones. In the end, skill is what matters most. Even a cheap kitchen knife can kill if thrown by a master.”

“Aha! I see,” Ju Hwayin laughed. “You must have carried out many dangerous operations over the years. Is there any particular operation that comes to mind? A memorable one, perhaps.”

Crimson Tiger was speechless. Ju Hwayin seemed set on continuing the small talk and preventing an awkward atmosphere from developing.

In any case, of all the missions, two were the most dangerous: The mission from two years ago and the recent mission to rescue Soeun. If he had to choose, the more unforgettable one would be the one from two years ago. This time, although the mission itself was tougher, he resolved it without major injury.

On the other hand, that operation two years ago nearly cost him his life. It was also the mission where he met that bitch. Because of her, the Association found out about Seohyeon. Therefore, in more ways than one, that mission was by far the more devastating one.

Crimson Tiger hesitated for a moment, then said, “...It’s classified, so I can’t tell you.”

“What a pity,” Ju Hwayin sighed dramatically.

“If you become the chairman of the Association, you can ask me then. I’ll tell you everything at that time,” Crimson Tiger teased.

“Ohoho. Just imagining it is sweet.” Ju Hwayin covered her mouth and giggled.

Crimson Tiger felt a chill run down his spine. Ju Hwayin’s beauty was truly lethal. If he hadn’t grown out of his rash, youthful ways, or if he hadn’t dedicated his life to Hyeon, he would definitely have fallen head over heels for her.

Ju Hwayin asked, “Do you wish for me to become the Association Chairman?”

“To be honest, I don’t care.”

“Haha, you’re the first person to ever say that to my face, Master Crimson Tiger.”

“I’m not good enough for you to call me a master.”

“Then what should I call you?”

“Just Crimson Tiger will do...”

“Okay, I’ll do that. So, let’s be friends!”

“......” Crimson Tiger stared at Ju Hwayin with a dumbfounded expression.

Ju Hwayin smiled faintly. “Why? Can’t we be friends?”

“Of course not.”

“Why not? Aren’t you already treating me like a friend?”

“I’ve done no such thing.”

“Only a friend would speak their mind so boldly in front of me.”

“......” Crimson Tiger fell silent. As she said, he was indeed treating her as an equal rather than a superior.

To be honest, he had only done it as a form of self-defense. Ju Hwayin wasn’t just beautiful, she was strong, assertive, intelligent, and brave. She was a woman who was in control of her own destiny.

I tried not to let my guard down around her, but it seems I was too blatant about it.

Noticing Crimson Tiger’s discomfort, Ju Hwayin chuckled, “Hoho, I apologize. I haven’t had this much fun in a long time, so I got a bit carried away. From now on, I’ll call you Sir Crimson Tiger. Is that better?”

“Yes, please do.”

Lee Dansim sighed as she drove the carriage. Ju Hwayin was genuinely having a good time.

Her mistress words from before echoed in her mind.


“That’s right, I love him. Even now, I still love him.”



As her mistress’s closest aide, she had always observed how Ju Hwayin treated others. Thus, she was confident that she had never seen her mistress so relaxed and happy. Never before had her mistress engaged in so much small talk, or expressed so much curiosity about someone else’s life, either.

Just then, from the side of the road ahead, one of her subordinates raised a hand to signal.

Lee Dansim slowed the carriage. As she passed by, he discreetly handed her a report.

Speeding up the carriage again, Lee Dansim sent a telepathic message to Ju Hwayin. [Lady Baek has made contact with us.]

[Oh?] Ju Hwayin felt a little puzzled. Lee Dansim had no reason to report such a matter via telepathy, especially not while she was talking to Crimson Tiger.

Lee Dansim explained, [She wishes to see Master Crimson Tiger.]

“......” Ju Hwayin immediately understood why Lee Dansim had interrupted her. After pondering for a moment, she looked at Crimson Tiger and smiled. “Do you have some more time today?”
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Shortly thereafter, Crimson Tiger arrived at the manor where he handed Soeun over to the Third Young Lady. Changing to the face he wore when he infiltrated the Evil Coalition, he went inside.

As expected, Soeun was waiting for him in the flower garden.

When Ju Hwayin told him Soeun wanted to see him, he had initially refused.

However, Ju Hwayin smiled enigmatically and said, “It’s not easy for a woman to make the first move, you know? You should meet her at least once, not for your sake, but for hers.”

Upon hearing these words, Crimson Tiger was forced to reconsider.

“Have you been well?” he asked Soeun, his voice a little raspy as he tried to switch back to Yang Hyeon’s voice.

Fortunately, she didn’t seem to notice the slight change in his voice as she replied shyly, “Yes.”

Deep down, Soeun’s heart pounded fiercely. Seeing Crimson Tiger again helped her confirm her feelings for him. She had definitely been missing him. There was no other way to explain the pleasant fluttering in her heart.

Still, the atmosphere was awkward. In the Ironblood Nines, she had been his senior, but now the situation was reversed.

She began, “I’m sorry. Back then, I was in such a bad state I couldn’t properly communicate my feelings to you.”

“What are you talking about?”

“What I mean is, I wanted to thank you.”

Crimson Tiger blinked in confusion. He distinctly remembered her thanking him several times.

Maybe she really was in such a bad state that she doesn’t remember what she said.

“No need for thanks. It was just a mission,” he replied simply.

“I-I suppose it was.”

“......” Crimson Tiger fought to stay calm and maintain some distance from Soeun. Meeting her and Ju Hwayin, two equally stunning women, one after the other, had thrown his mind into turmoil.

Fate sometimes had a way of playing tricks on men and women. When one was lonely and desperate, not a single person was sent their way. Conversely, when one has emptied their heart and decided to move on, connections suddenly appeared out of nowhere.

“Have you been busy lately?” Crimson Tiger asked. 

Soeun hesitated. She wanted to tell Crimson Tiger how much she missed him, but she couldn’t bring herself to say it. In the end, she simply teased, “Busy? Don’t people normally start a conversation by asking ‘How have you been’?”

Oops. Crimson Tiger wanted to slap himself. If it were the first time seeing her since that day, he would have had much to say, but unknown to Soeun, he saw her every day. He knew better than anyone how she was doing.

“How have you been?” he asked belatedly.

Soeun smiled. She expected nothing less from the stoic Crimson Tiger. Most crushes in the world were unrequited, and expecting otherwise would be naive.

Nevertheless, she couldn’t help it. Earlier, while speaking with the Hundred Flavors Restaurant Manager, she had suddenly and desperately wanted to see him. No, she absolutely had to see him as soon as possible, so she went to ask Lee Dansim to arrange a meeting with him. 

As she ran to find the Third Young Lady’s aide, she felt like a different person. Her heart raced so wildly as she thought of him and longed for him that she feared it would burst. 

She loved that version of herself.

She couldn’t force her feelings on him, though. She was the one who had wanted this meeting. Whatever the result, she would have no regrets.

She stuttered, “I-I’ve been working at Hundred Flavors Restaurant lately. Although it doesn’t involve martial arts, I feel more at ease. I plan to live like this for the time being. My father... I haven’t seen him yet, but I will soon. The kindness you showed in saving me...”

Sensing her awkwardness, Crimson Tiger cut in, “When I first met you in the Ironblood Nines...”

Soeun tensed, wondering what he would say.

“...My first thought was that you didn’t belong there at all.”

“Did you?”

“Don’t get me wrong, it’s not because you’re a woman. I just... felt that you were too softhearted to be part of the Evil Coalition.”

Soeun smiled faintly. “You think too highly of me. I’m not that good of a person.”

Crimson Tiger paused for a moment. No, that’s not what I wanted to say at all!

A sense of self-reproach washed over him, and he wondered what right he had to give her advice. Still, avoiding it felt like an even more cowardly act.

He continued, “However... I also feel that you were a lot more self-confident then than you are now.”

Soeun flinched. To him, do I seem like I’ve lost all faith in myself?

“Back then... I was Seventh Six,” she said weakly.

“Which is the real you, Seventh Six or Soeun?” Crimson Tiger asked calmly, even though he felt a pang in his heart.

I feel like a hypocrite.

Kwon Kangho had lived as Crimson Tiger for so long that the name and that life had become familiar to him. Nevertheless, he tried his best to remind himself frequently. To remember who he was, for whom he lived, and where he was going. Because if he forgot, there would be no future for him.

He wished the same for her.

Finally, he said the words he really wanted to say.

“I hope you haven’t forgotten the dignity and confidence you had back then.”

Just as he fiercely desired to live and had dreams he longed to fulfill, he earnestly hoped that she too would survive and forge a future of her own.

“...I should be going now,” he added, turning to leave.

As he opened the door, however, Soeun shouted, “Seventh Seven!”

“...?” Crimson Tiger glanced back at her, a slightly surprised expression on his face.

“Hi there, Junior! My name is Soeun. What’s yours?” she said playfully.

It was a testament to her determination to live proudly as Soeun from now on.

Grinning, Crimson Tiger played along. “I’m Crimson Tiger.”

“We’ll be able to see each other again, right?”

From the slight tremor in Soeun’s voice, Crimson Tiger could sense how much courage she had mustered just to ask him that one question. It was enough that he wanted to tell her that they actually saw each other every day.

Ultimately, he smiled and nodded silently. 

There was no need for more. That single nod was more reassuring than a thousand words.

Crimson Tiger opened the door and left.

Soeun let out a soft sigh. Her last statement had been completely impulsive, so she was relieved that Crimson Tiger had taken it well. She didn’t want to appear weak in front of someone she liked.

Clenching her fists, she resolved to show him how much she had grown when next their paths crossed.

[image: sep]


Ju Hwayin and Lee Dansim watched the scene from a distance.

“Why did you let them meet?” Lee Dansim asked.

Ju Hwayin chuckled, “She said she wanted to see him, so I let her.”

Lee Dansim tilted her head in confusion. It was a complicated situation, but she knew Ju Hwayin was in love with Crimson Tiger.

If she were in Ju Hwayin’s position, she never would have allowed the man she loved to meet another woman, especially one so young and attractive.

Ju Hwayin added calmly, “There’s no need for that child to harbor resentment.”

“Resentment?” Lee Dansim was baffled. She knew the meaning of the word, but how did it apply to the current situation?

“You know, that feeling when your chest tightens for no reason. Of crying alone while everyone else is laughing. Of feeling unable to smile no matter how well things are going. Have you ever felt like that?”

“No.”

“That’s good. If you allow such things to fester in your heart, life becomes exhausting.”

“What does that have to do with this?”

Ju Hwayin gazed at Soeun. She was clearly smiling as she looked up at the distant sky.

She said softly, “Senior Brother, I, and he too, we all carry resentment in our hearts. There’s no need for that child to suffer like us. When a group of resentful people come together, the outcome is always catastrophic.”

Lee Dansim nodded silently. There was something about Ju Hwayin that she would never understand.

Maybe it’s the resentment she just spoke of. Or maybe I don’t actually know much about my mistress, despite thinking I knew everything about her.

Ju Hwayin held out her hand, enjoying the warmth of the sunlight caressing it. “Ah, spring is truly in the air.”


V3C9: The Grand Archives

“Why did you do it?” Baek Museong asked.

Jin Chung, sitting behind bars in an underground prison, lowered his head wearily and offered no reply. Not only had he failed to eliminate Crimson Tiger, he had also fallen into a trap, thereby causing immense damage to the First Young Lord’s reputation.

He felt ashamed. No excuses would suffice. He should have killed himself when he got caught, but knowing that Baek Museong would never forgive him for that, he couldn’t bring himself to do it. If he were to die, it had to be by his lord’s hand.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered.

“I asked you why you did it,” Baek Museong demanded sternly.

“I could not simply stand by and watch you fall under his influence.”

“Is that how it seemed to you?”

“Yes.”

“Is that the only reason?”

“Yes.”

“Was it not because that child was a daughter?”

Jin Chung’s head snapped up in surprise. “You knew?”

“I was curious about why you caused such a ruckus, so I looked into it.”

“Ah.” Jin Chung lowered his head again. In the end, this incident had brought that matter to light as well. The weight of his crime had increased.

Baek Museong sighed. He knew Jin Chung well. The man valued promises more than anyone else. For him to change his mind and decide to kill Crimson Tiger behind his back, there must be a very good reason.

Therefore, he resolved that this would be the last time he brought up this matter.

“What does the child’s gender matter?” he whispered.

Still, Jin Chung said nothing.

Baek Museong sighed again. Honestly, despite his dismissive words, he was touched by Jin Chung’s loyalty. In a world where everyone was busy looking out for themselves, who else would show him such devotion? He had many capable subordinates, but none as faithful as Jin Chung.

“I can’t bail you out right away, so rest here for a while and clear your head. If all goes well, I might be able to get you out before my wedding. If not, you might have to wait several years. In the unfortunate event that I am killed by my Junior Sister, you might never be released,” he stated matter-of-factly.

Despite the grim words, Jin Chung listened calmly and bowed his head. “I am prepared for that.”

Baek Museong turned to leave, but stopped when Jin Chung called out, “Please be careful.”

“Of whom?”

“Crimson Tiger. There’s more to him than meets the eye.”

Baek Museong sighed, but didn’t turn around. “You damn fool. Didn’t you realize? The best in any field always have more to them than meets the eye.”

“I was foolish.”

“It’s enough that you realize it now.”

“What will you do about him?”

“Eliminating him is only an option when all else has failed. You’re the one who did everything in the wrong order.”

“But from how things went down, it’s clear he’s in cahoots with the Third Young Lady!”

“Correct. There are two ways to deal with the best. The foolish try to drag them down. The wise treat them with respect and swap favors with them. Junior Sister is a very wise woman.”

“Surely you don’t intend to recruit him?”

“For now, I have to try.” Baek Museong’s eyes hardened. “I can’t just hand him over to Junior Sister without a fight, can I?”
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Baek Museong paid a visit to Crimson Tiger after midnight. Standing in front of Crimson Tiger’s hut in the servants’ quarters, he held up a bottle of liquor, looking like an old friend dropping by for a visit.

“Care for a drink?” he asked.

Crimson Tiger nodded. “Sure.”

Baek Museong sat down on a flat rock in the courtyard. “The moon is beautiful tonight. What do you think about drinking out here?

“Very well.”

The two men sat facing each other, separated only by a single bottle of liquor.

Crimson Tiger wasn’t surprised. He had anticipated this visit, though he hadn’t expected it to be unannounced and so late at night. Still, he kept his guard up without appearing overly wary.

Baek Museong took a sip of liquor and passed the bottle to Crimson Tiger.

Crimson Tiger drank some. The liquor was very strong, and a single mouthful sent a burning sensation down his throat.

“Can you hold your liquor?”

“I’m not too bad.”

“Did you know? I didn’t use to be able to drink at all. Alcohol just didn’t agree with my constitution, and even one sip would turn my stomach upside down. My face, and quite frankly my whole body, would immediately flush red. However, as the eldest disciple of the Association, I found that I couldn’t avoid drinking. So I started with one cup, then two, and gradually improved. Seriously, it’s amazing how quickly one’s tolerance for alcohol increases. I never dreamed that I would live to see the day that I would crave a drink just because it was raining. Hahahaha!”

Baek Museong drank again. It was mostly he who spoke, and Crimson Tiger who answered.

“You, by any chance, are you a bad drunk?” Baek Museong asked.

Crimson Tiger shook his head. “No.”

“I am. When I get drunk, I become brutally honest. At first, I thought it was just my true self surfacing, but as I got older, I realized that wasn’t the case. Rather, I discovered that being honest under the influence of alcohol is a mark of being a bad drunk.”

Crimson Tiger immediately understood the implication of Baek Museong’s words. It was a prelude to him speaking his mind frankly and openly today.

He remarked calmly, “Didn’t you know? A person who hides their true feelings when intoxicated is also a bad drunk.”

“That seems reasonable too. Hahahaha!” Laughing heartily, Baek Museong abruptly changed the subject, asking “How did you know that Jin Chung was the one who tried to kill you?”

“I asked the assassin, obviously.”

“He hired a loose-lipped sword, then. No, he chose the wrong target.”

“......”

“So, you went to my Junior Sister?”

“Yes, I figured she was the only one who would protect me,” Crimson Tiger replied, choosing his words carefully. He couldn’t reveal everything, nor could he hide everything. 

This was a duel of wits between him and the First Young Lord.

“Why didn’t you come to me?” Baek Museong asked bluntly.

“If I had gone to you, would you have chosen me over him?”

Baek Museong hesitated for a moment before replying softly, “Perhaps.”

He couldn’t guarantee what he would have done. Thinking about it now, though, he felt that had he known about Jin Chung’s plans beforehand, he would have at least tried to stop him.

“Really? Isn’t he is the subordinate you cherish most, Young Lord?”

Yes, and that’s why I don’t know how to answer him.

Baek Museong himself couldn’t be completely certain of what he would have done.

Crimson Tiger remained composed. He knew his words might have come off as rude, but he saw no reason to apologize. Baek Museong was the one who should feel guilty.

Baek Museong gazed steadily at Crimson Tiger. “You’re certainly an unusual person.”

“I am merely an insignificant being who would vanish like dust at a single command from you, Young Lord.”

“......” Baek Museong neither affirmed nor denied it. He simply said, “In any case, because of you, I lost my most trusted subordinate.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Do you know why he tried to kill you?”

Of course I do, I just can’t let him know that I do, Crimson Tiger thought even as he lied, “I don’t know.”

“Aren’t you curious?”

“Of course I am.”

“Actually, one of the people you killed in a previous operation...”

Crimson Tiger tensed, praying desperately that Baek Museong wouldn’t tell the truth.

“...was someone connected to me. A child like a nephew to me. Jin Chung sought vengeance because he thought it would ease my grief.”

Crimson Tiger let out a soft sigh. Fortunately, Baek Museong hadn’t revealed everything. 

For an opponent to lay all their cards on the table was never a good sign. After all, if they failed to reach an agreement after showing their hand, then there could only be one result—they planned to eliminate him.

“Can you understand him?” Baek Museong asked, not realizing that the sigh Crimson Tiger let out was one of relief.

Crimson Tiger nodded. “Yes.”

“Then that’s settled.” Baek Museong passed him the liquor bottle. “Drink that and forget all about it.”

Crimson Tiger drank the liquor. “Have you forgiven me?” he asked casually.

“We are the ones who should be begging you for forgiveness.”

Baek Museong rose from his seat, and Crimson Tiger followed suit.

“In my younger days, I believed that a heartfelt apology was enough to rectify a mistake. As I got older, however, I became more worldly. What good does a hundred or a thousand verbal apologies do? Thus, I thought long and hard about what I could give you as a token of apology.”

Baek Museong took a sheet of paper out of his shirt pocket. The paper was stamped with the Association Chairman’s official seal.

It was an entry permit to the Grand Archives, the Association’s repository of martial arts manuals.

“Usually, only disciples and the highest echelons of the Association can enter the Grand Archives, and even then, only with the Chairman’s permission.”

The Grand Archives were said to house tens of thousands of volumes, including martial arts texts and general books. Some even said that if a book wasn’t found in the Grand Archives, then it didn’t exist in the jianghu.

“I believe it’s a place any martial artist in the jianghu would yearn to enter, even for just a moment. This permit will allow you to stay there for three days.”

Considering the incredible martial arts manuals within the Grand Archives, this was a truly remarkable gift.

“This is too much for me,” Crimson Tiger muttered, seemingly moved.

Baek Museong smiled faintly. “Yes, it is. Far to excessive for a mere apology. So please don’t forget that I was the one who gave it to you.”

“First Young Lord!”

“I’ll visit again.”

Baek Museong departed.

As soon as he disappeared, Crimson Tiger’s expression changed. His flushed, excited face became impassive, and the gratitude that had filled it vanished.


“Always remember this, the desire for powerful martial arts is the root of all evil and tragedies in the jianghu.”



For him, the Asura’s Eight Narakas alone were enough. Although he had achieved mastery of its techniques, refining them to their ultimate forms would require a lifetime of effort.

However, he would still go to the Grand Archives. There was something he desperately needed there.
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After notifying the Hundred Flavors Restaurant that he would be away for three days, Crimson Tiger headed to the Grand Archives.

The restaurant was already abuzz with excitement for Hong Maerang’s birthday, which was a few days away. Luckily, it was four days later.

The Grand Archives were located in the deepest part of the Inner Court, not far from the Association Chairman’s residence.

Although he had a permit, Crimson Tiger had to travel there by carriage. Of course, it was a windowless carriage, and it took a winding route through various places to prevent him from memorizing the path.

The Third Gate of the Inner Court had a different level of security than the previous gates. The martial artists’ skill and the strictness of the entry restrictions were beyond comparison.

Just the fact that the Grand Archives could only be reached by passing through such stringent security measures was a testament to its importance.

After a long journey, Crimson Tiger finally alighted from the carriage in the deepest part of the Inner Court.

As expected, the martial artists guarding the archives were also of a higher caliber than those who regularly visited the Hundred Flavors Restaurant for meals. Of the twenty guards, five were peak-level masters.

The Archives’ chief guard informed Crimson Tiger of a few rules.

“You have exactly three days. There are separate areas for cooking and sleeping inside. We will inform you two hours before you are due to come out. If you do not come out on time, you will be arrested. Understood?”

“Understood.”

Crimson Tiger nodded and stepped inside. Beyond the small main hall was another door.

When he opened it, a magnificent sight unfolded before his eyes. In a vast, seemingly endless space, countless bookshelves stood in rows, each shelf crammed with books.

Crimson Tiger leaped lightly onto a bookshelf, only to find that the view from above was even more impressive. Hundreds or even thousands of bookshelves stretched out before him, with no end in sight. Simply the sight of them was overwhelming.

Even if he stayed for a lifetime, not just three days, he wouldn’t be able to read all the books here.

Fortunately, he didn’t have to wander aimlessly through this labyrinth of books.

Near the entrance, on the wall, was a large map detailing where each category of books was stored. Crimson Tiger searched for the section marked ‘knife-throwing arts.’

For a long time, he had intended to master three martial arts to their fullest extent.

They were the Asura’s Eight Narakas, the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers, and knife-throwing arts. Once perfected, he would be able to dominate any battlefield at close-range, mid-range, and long-range.

The Asura’s Eight Narakas and the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers were already nearly perfect martial arts. The former was one of the Eight Great Divine Arts, known for its profound ultimate techniques, while the latter was refined by the Asura King Yama in his later years.

The problem was his knife-throwing arts. He had learned them through self-study and practical experience alone. Although they were powerful, lacking a strong foundation meant he had reached the limit of his growth.

Therefore, he intended to use this opportunity to learn a decent knife-throwing martial art.

Crimson Tiger slowly walked through the Archives. As he passed by bookshelf after bookshelf, he saw books on inner arts, sword techniques, blade techniques, fist techniques, staff techniques, palm techniques, hand techniques, finger techniques, and more.

True enough, almost all of the jianghu’s martial arts manuals were housed here.

Of course, this didn’t include supreme martial arts like those of the Demonic Cult Leader, the ultimate skills of the Nine Sects One Gang, or the Eight Great Divine Arts. Still, there was a good chance that a lucky explorer could find powerful martial arts unknown to the jianghu that were no less formidable than the famous ones.

With so many books, of course, one couldn’t find them without a fateful encounter. Only individuals who held nearly the highest power within the Association were permitted entry. They could only stay for a limited time and were not allowed to borrow or copy the martial arts manuals.

He could have browsed the sword-related manuals, but Crimson Tiger walked on silently.

As the saying goes, an open door tempts even a saint. No martial artist could resist the temptation of seeing so many treasures. Moreover, as a swordsman, the most numerous type of martial artist in the jianghu, the section on swordsmanship seemed never-ending.

Finally, Crimson Tiger arrived at the section where the manuals on knife-throwing arts were shelved. The section was less than a tenth the size of the sword or blade technique sections, yet it still held well over a thousand volumes.

He took a deep breath and calmed his mind. He only had three days. Since he had come this far, he hoped to find a good technique.

Crimson Tiger slowly scanned the bookshelves, but since he wasn’t familiar with most of the techniques, finding a useful martial art in three days seemed impossible. It might be different if he were proficient or had researched knife-throwing arts, but he was practically a novice.

He pulled out a manual that caught his eye.

The Hong Family Knife-Throwing Art

The introduction described it as the unique martial art of the prestigious Shandong Hong Family.

Crimson Tiger had never heard of the Shandong Hong Family, so the “prestigious family” part was probably false. Doubt filled his mind, but he flipped through the manual anyway.

It wasn’t as crappy of a martial art as he had thought. However, to perfectly master this knife-throwing art, one had to learn the Hong Family’s unique inner arts.

He placed the book back in its spot. Since there was a manual for knife-throwing arts, he figured the Hong family’s inner arts might also be stored in the inner arts section, but he had no intention of going that far.

Crimson Tiger grabbed another book at random. 

Biographies of Throwing Knife Masters

It wasn’t a martial arts text, but a book describing masters of knife-throwing arts.

Intrigued, Crimson Tiger turned the pages. It seemed that the author had researched and ranked every knife-throwing master of the past fifty years.

Naturally, his eyes first went to the number one spot.

#1: The Piercing Dagger, Hwon Yang

“That’s nonsense,” a voice suddenly said from right next to him.

Crimson Tiger froze. He had never been this startled since he first stepped into the jianghu.

Glancing to the side, he saw an old man standing shoulder to shoulder with him, looking at the booklet he was reading.

I didn’t sense him at all!

In other words, the man could have assassinated him before he even had a chance to react.

Crimson Tiger slowly turned his head towards the old man, but the old man paid him no mind and mumbled, “Hwon Yang realized in his later years that there was a fatal flaw in his knife-throwing arts. As a result, his pride in his martial art crumbled to dust, and he eventually took his own life. Well, not that it matters. His martial art is as useless as this book you’re looking at.”

Finally, the old man looked at Crimson Tiger. His gaze, sharp as a flying sword, seemed to pierce Crimson Tiger’s heart, laying everything bare.

Crimson Tiger felt a chill run down his spine. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone more powerful than this old man. Master might come close, but I don’t think even he can defeat this person...!

“But... how did you get in here?” the old man asked.

Crimson Tiger replied nervously, “Young Lord Baek granted me special permission to enter.”

“Young Lord Baek? Oh, you mean my eldest disciple?”

Crimson Tiger instantly realized who this old man was.

As I thought, he’s the Association Chairman, the Martial God Cheon Ahseong!

No other martial artist could exude such a tremendous aura. 

If his aura is this intimidating when he’s just standing there, what it would be like during a fight?

Crimson Tiger carefully observed Cheon Ahseong. The old man’s appearance was as extraordinary as his aura. He stood taller than most, his eyes blazed intensely, and his angular face and disheveled hair gave him a fierce, manly air. His deep voice was low yet powerful, as if it resonated with one’s soul.

Suddenly, his master’s words came to mind.


“When you meet an opponent stronger than you, remember this. Let your energy flow naturally with theirs, just as a skilled boatman navigates a storm. Don’t try to fight the storm, go with the current. However, you must never forget where you are going, nor let go of your oar.”



Crimson Tiger now knew exactly what those words meant.


“All martial masters are formidable, not only in combat, but also because of the composure that comes from having unparalleled skill. This composure overwhelms their opponents even in ordinary conversation, drawing them into the masters’ web.”



This man stood at the pinnacle of all martial masters.

Crimson Tiger took a deep breath. Don’t panic, face him calmly.

Cheon Ahseong asked, “By the way, who are you?”

“I am Crimson Tiger of the Twelve Phantoms.”

“The Twelve Phantoms?” For a moment, Cheon Ahseong tilted his head in confusion, but he soon recalled who the Twelve Phantoms were. “Ah, I’ve heard of you guys.”

So the rumor that Cheon Ahseong has no interest in the Association’s affairs is true.

Crimson Tiger bowed his head respectfully, maintaining a calm and dignified demeanor. “It is an honor to meet you, Association Chairman.”

“You know me?”

“No, today is the first time I’ve seen you.”

“Hmm, is that so?” Cheon Ahseong quickly scanned Crimson Tiger, his eyes lighting up with interest. “So what are you doing in this section?”

Crimson Tiger casually held up the book he was holding. “As you can see, I am looking for manuals on knife-throwing arts.”

“Why would a talented child like you learn knife-throwing arts of all things?”

As expected, he saw through me at a glance. Trying to hide my strength from him is meaningless. He seems quite friendly though... should I try pushing my luck?

Crimson Tiger decided to take a risk. “I often find myself in need of long-range attacks, and I think knife-throwing arts fit my requirements perfectly. Could you perhaps pick one for me?”

Cheon Ahseong slowly scanned the bookshelves, then pulled out a manual from a corner. “This one is quite useful.”

Crimson Tiger took the manual.

The Lightning Dagger

The name alone sounded impressive, and it was also the third-ranked martial art in the “Biographies of Throwing Knife Masters” he had seen earlier.

“...Upon reaching complete mastery, the throwing knife flies so fast that it cannot be seen by the naked eye. It strikes like a thunderbolt, hence the name, ‘Lightning Dagger.’ It’s a formidable martial art,” Cheon Ahseong remarked.

Crimson Tiger read the introduction. When he finished and looked up, however, Cheon Ahseong had already disappeared. 

...I didn’t sense him leaving, either.

Crimson Tiger sighed. He never dreamed he would meet the Association Chairman here. For a moment, he wondered if the First Young Lord had sent him expressly for this purpose, but he quickly dismissed the idea.

There was no reason for it. Cheon Ahseong didn’t appear to be waiting for him, either.

Anyway, Cheon Ahseong reappeared six hours later.

“What’s this?” the old man snapped, snatching the book in Crimson Tiger’s hands. “Why are you holding this garbage?”

The manual that Crimson Tiger was holding was not the Lightning Dagger manual that Cheon Ahseong had chosen for him. Rather, it was one that Crimson Tiger had chosen himself after Cheon Ahseong disappeared.

The Twelve Storm Daggers

“There may be second-rate and third-rate martial arts, but how can any martial art be garbage? It must be my ability to distinguish between good and bad that is garbage,” Crimson Tiger remarked.

“What about the one I chose for you?”

“It’s over there.” Crimson Tiger pointed to the Lightning Dagger manual, which lay to one side.

Cheon Ahseong’s expression hardened. “Then why are you reading this?” he demanded.

He’s not making an effort to hide his rage, but this time... I don’t feel like backing down.

Crimson Tiger replied confidently, “The Lightning Dagger is not the right martial art for me. Although it is powerful, the qi consumption is too high. The knife-throwing art I need is one I can use when my qi is depleted or when I’m surrounded and need to attack many enemies.”

After hearing the explanation, Cheon Ahseong’s anger visibly subsided. “So you chose this one?”

“Yes. Although I don’t know how good it is, it resonated with me.”

“It resonated with you?”

“That’s right.”

Crimson Tiger wasn’t lying. After reading the Lightning Dagger manual, he realized it wasn’t the right martial art for him, so he resumed searching the bookshelves. As he slowly browsed, a manual caught his eye.

The Twelve Storm Daggers was a martial art that, upon complete mastery, allowed one to throw twelve throwing knives at once. Unlike most other styles, this one placed more emphasis on technique and staying true to the basics than on power and complex maneuvers.

Crimson Tiger instantly judged this knife-throwing art to be more suitable for him. If he had to consume a lot of qi just to throw a knife, he might as well just use a sword. Lastly, maybe because he belonged to the Twelve Phantoms, he was drawn to the number twelve.

“Resonated? It resonated with you?” Cheon Ahseong repeated himself several times, then tilted his head in puzzlement. “Why does this phrase feel so unfamiliar? In martial arts, what does it mean to feel something resonate?”

Crimson Tiger hesitated. He knew that Cheon Ahseong wasn’t asking because he didn’t know the meaning of the word. Rather, he was struggling with an abstract concept that Crimson Tiger would never grasp at his current skill level.

Ultimately, he simply echoed what his master had told him before, “In martial arts, there’s a part you learn with your head, a part you learn with your body, and a part you learn with your heart.”

A glint of understanding flashed in Cheon Ahseong’s eyes. “...And?”

“The part that resonates is the part learned with the heart. No matter how excellent a martial art is, it never truly becomes one’s own if it doesn’t resonate with the heart.”

“Who said that?”

“My master.”

Cheon Ahseong’s eyes glazed over as he lost himself in thought.

Crimson Tiger quietly stepped back and continued reading the manual. He knew better than anyone that in martial arts, even the most trivial thing could lead to a great epiphany.

The Twelve Storm Daggers consisted of twelve techniques in total. The first technique, Avijjā; the second technique, Saṅkhāra; the third technique, Viññāṇa; the fourth technique, Nāmarūpa; the fifth technique, Saḷāyatana; the sixth technique, Phassa; the seventh technique, Vedanā; the eighth technique, Taṇhā; the ninth technique, Upādāna; the tenth technique, Bhava; the eleventh technique, Jāti; and finally, the twelfth technique, Jarāmaraṇa.

In addition to dealing with Cheon Ahseong, he had to memorize the entire manual within three days, but each formula was quite abstract and lengthy.

After studying the manual for a long time, he looked up and saw that Cheon Ahseong had disappeared again.

GRUMBLE...

His stomach rumbled. Four hours had already passed since he entered this place.

Crimson Tiger went to the kitchen area the archive guards had told him about earlier. Various foods were stored there, from simple snacks like jerky and nutrient balls to boiled corn and potatoes and even roast duck and chicken. It seemed there was a cook who came here every day to prepare meals.

Crimson Tiger ate some jerky. It was soft and chewy, with a taste that was on a whole different level from ordinary jerky.

Next, he tried the duck. It was even more delicious than the finest cuisine from a first-rate inn. 

Considering only the highest echelons of the Association ever come here, maybe this is only to be expected?

Crimson Tiger stuffed his belly, then returned to his original spot.

Cheon Ahseong was there waiting for him.

“...Have you eaten?” Crimson Tiger asked.

However, Cheon Ahseong rolled his eyes as if such matters were unimportant and asked, “Who is your master?”

Crimson Tiger hesitated, then lied, “He passed away seven years ago. He said that since he never stepped out into the jianghu his entire life, no one would know him.”

“A pity, such a pity!” Cheon Ahseong genuinely lamented.

If this child’s master were alive, he certainly would have sought him out. He was a man who would roll in the dirt with a beggar and share a table with an assassin if it gave him the opportunity to discuss martial arts. His honor and reputation meant nothing compared to achieving martial arts mastery. 

Crimson Tiger said nothing. The rumors were right. He’s totally obsessed with martial arts and martial arts alone.

Cheon Ahseong muttered regretfully, “For the last three years, I haven’t made any progress in my martial arts. I’ve tried various methods, but nothing has worked. That’s why I sometimes come here to clear my head. Rummaging through the manuals here sometimes provides stimulation. Of course, most of what I learned came from negative examples.”

His words implied the futility of his efforts. Those stimulations hadn’t helped him break out of his slump.

“Listening to you earlier, however, I suddenly realized something. The word ‘resonance.’ I’ve been thinking a lot lately and reading manuals, but my sole purpose was advancing my own martial arts. I approached martial arts only with my head and body. As a result, no part of it resonated with my heart.”

Cheon Ahseong sighed. “I was too arrogant. I thought the time for approaching martial arts with the heart had passed.”

Crimson Tiger listened attentively. It was shocking to realize that even the Martial God had such worries. Of course, even if the concerns were the same, the scope was completely different.

How could Cheon Ahseong claim to have gained enlightenment from such simple words? If wasn’t as if the idea was new to him.

The issue was probably timing. There was an appropriate timing for all things in the world. Just as people perceived their parents’ advice differently as adults than as children, the same applied to martial enlightenment.

Today, Cheon Ahseong had merely been reminded of something he had temporarily forgotten.

Suddenly, Crimson Tiger was reminded of many teachings from his master that he had previously dismissed as nagging.

“Uhm, was I helpful?” Crimson Tiger asked gingerly.

“Of course!” Cheon Ahseong replied. “Thank you.”

“Not at all.” Crimson Tiger bowed his head. It was impossible to know what Cheon Ahseong had realized, but the light in his eyes was clearly different from when they had first met.

When he lifted his head again, Cheon Ahseong was gone.
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To Crimson Tiger’s surprise, Cheon Ahseong showed up again the next afternoon.

“How is it? Is your training going well?” the old man asked.

Crimson Tiger answered honestly, “For now, I am just memorizing it.”

“Just memorizing? Why?”

“I only have three days here... no, now it’s two days. That’s barely enough time to even just memorize the manual.”

Cheon Ahseong extended his hand. “Hand it over.”

Crimson Tiger handed him the manual.

Cheon Ahseong quickly read through it. Midway through, he let out an exclamation of admiration, “Oho! Look at this!”

Apparently, the manual contained something that surprised even him.

In the end, Cheon Ahseong, who seemed like he would just skim through the manual, read it intently for an hour.

Once he had finished, he studied Crimson Tiger seriously and asked, “How did you end up choosing this?”

“My hand just went to it.”

“You’re lucky. It’s not bad. In terms of technique alone, it’s a martial art worthy of a spot in the top ten. However, while the overall technique is good, it lacks power. To reiterate, it’s uncomparable to the Lightning Dagger. Do you really intend to learn this?”

“Yes. As the saying goes, one man’s junk is another man’s treasure. A secret manual that someone might kill a close friend for could be as worthless as toilet paper to someone else. I have no use for the Lightning Dagger.”

A strange grin spread across Cheon Ahseong’s face. It had been a long time since anyone had asserted their opinion against him. 

He changed his mind about offering a quick thank you and leaving.

“So, you’re memorizing this now so you can learn it later?”

“That’s right.”

“Why go to so much trouble just to learn something so simple?”

“Pardon?”

“Master it completely before you go.”

“I only have two more days here.”

“Two days is more than enough.” Cheon Ahseong flipped through the manual again. “Listen carefully to what I say from now on.”

Cheon Ahseong began delivering a lecture on the Twelve Storm Daggers like a martial arts instructor teaching students.

Crimson Tiger’s eyes widened as it dawned on him that he had stumbled upon a lucky encounter. He immediately started paying close attention and actively asking about things he didn’t understand.

Cheon Ahseong answered all his questions, explaining everything in detail.

“Alright, try throwing once based on what you’ve learned so far.”

“Understood.”

Crimson Tiger took a throwing knife out of his pouch. It was one of the newly acquired blades, and he wasn’t used to throwing these yet.

Thankfully, his unfamiliarity with it was helpful in this instance. One inevitably developed certain habits when using a certain type of throwing knife for a long time, and those habits tended to get in the way of learning a new martial art.

SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK!

Seven throwing knives split the air and embedded themselves in a straight line on one wall. The spacing was exact, without so much as a hairsbreadth of error.

Cheon Ahseong nodded in satisfaction. “See? You’ve already reached the fifth stage.”

Crimson Tiger blinked in shock. This was only his first time trying out a new martial art. How could he already be at the fifth stage of mastery?

“Really?” he asked in disbelief.

“Indeed. At this point, you’ll be fine if you just work on the finer details later.”

Crimson Tiger instantly understood the significance of those words. For now, he was learning only the essentials, laying the groundwork for a strong structure like a tree spreading its roots. After that, it was only a matter of time before his work bore fruit.

Cheon Ahseong found a comfortable chair and sat down. “What are you doing? Come over here,” he commanded.

“Ah, yes.”

Although Crimson Tiger was typically confident and poised, he was visibly flustered.

It was only natural. Cheon Ahseong, the Martial God himself, was teaching him!

His diligence and dedication to training contributed greatly to his success, but he could never have reached the fifth stage of mastery so quickly without guidance.

Cheon Ahseong began lecturing again, and Crimson Tiger focused his entire mind. 

Cheon Ahseong was teaching him The Twelve Storm Daggers, but what he learned was more than just a knife-throwing art. It was true enlightenment on the nature of martial arts, delivered by the jianghu’s greatest master. A heartfelt lecture unlike anything Baek Museong or Ju Hwayin had ever heard before.

The time it took to master each stage gradually increased. Nevertheless, the two lost track of time, so engrossed were they in their lively discussion.



Translator’s Note: It took forever to figure out the names of the Twelve Storm Daggers’ techniques... They are based on the Twelve Nidānas of Buddhism, namely (correct me if I’m wrong): ignorance, fabrications, consciousness, conception, sentience, contact, sensation, desire, attachment, manifestation, birth, and death.


V3C10: Pung Yang

Two days later, twelve throwing knives were embedded in a straight line on one wall, spaced evenly without a hairsbreadth of error.

“Congratulations! You have now achieved complete mastery of the Twelve Storm Daggers!” Cheon Ahseong said, smiling radiantly.

Crimson Tiger blinked in shock. In just two days, he had achieved complete mastery of the Twelve Storm Daggers.

Seriously, two days? No one in the jianghu would believe me even if I told them!

Of course, his journey with the Twelve Storm Daggers had only just begun. He had merely grasped the technique, not the full understanding of its application and depth.

Nevertheless, Crimson Tiger knew that most jianghu practitioners wasted their entire lives without ever reaching this stage. Had he simply memorized the formulas of the Twelve Storm Daggers and left, he himself couldn’t be sure how many years it would take him to get here.

At the same time, Cheon Ahseong too was shocked. Not even he had foreseen that Crimson Tiger would attain complete mastery in two days. He had only said it to encourage Crimson Tiger, and because it was possible in theory.

If the jianghu finds out about this, another legend of the Martial God will be born. Everyone would praise me for my excellent teaching and say that it was just what they expected from me.

Only he would know that this legend wasn’t his alone. 

Honestly, Cheon Ahseong was genuinely impressed with Crimson Tiger. For every ten things he taught the young man, he understood twenty.

As the saying goes, teaching is more than just one-sidedly handing out information. The more one teaches, the clearer and deeper one’s own well of knowledge becomes.

He had gained insight through teaching Crimson Tiger as well. In fact, he felt that he had benefited even more than the young man. After all, he had finally overcome an obstacle that had hindered his progress for a long time.

He stared intently at Crimson Tiger. For a while now, he had realized that the brat was using the Thousand Transformations Hundred Faces Art.

“Hey, can I see your real face?” he asked.

Crimson Tiger smiled. “I apologize, but the Twelve Phantoms’ identities are protected by Association law. A law you yourself established, Association Chairman.”

“Hahahaha!” Cheon Ahseong roared with laughter at the witty evasion.

I’ve really taken a liking to this kid!

Until now, the manner in which others dealt with him never strayed beyond a few familiar patterns. Only Crimson Tiger was different. The secret agent was polite but kept a certain distance, neither attempting to ingratiate himself nor fearing him.

“By the way, what is your relationship with my eldest disciple?”

Crimson Tiger’s eye twitched. The very fact that Cheon Ahseong was only asking him this now told him all he needed to know about the old master’s character.

He hesitated for a moment, then answered, “...I do not know him well.”

Cheon Ahseong smiled enigmatically, as if to say that was the perfect answer that best captured Baek Museong’s personality. He asked again, “Where must I go to see you?”

“Since you’re the Association Chairman... you could probably ask any passerby, and they would tell you. Even a maid wiping a table would likely know where I am.” Crimson Tiger grinned mischievously, then straightened himself and bowed deeply and formally. “Thank you, Chairman. I will not forget the teachings you have bestowed upon me.”

When Crimson Tiger stood up straight again, Cheon Ahseong had already vanished.
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The next evening, Hong Maerang’s birthday celebration was held at Crimson Tiger’s house. When some suggested holding it at the Hundred Flavors Restaurant, she adamantly refused, saying that public and private matters had to be kept separate. As such, they decided on Crimson Tiger’s house, which had a spacious courtyard, and he gladly agreed.

“Congratulations, Hongmae!” Crimson Tiger said, handing her a gift he had prepared in advance.

Hong Maerang tore open the gift excitedly. Inside was a beautiful pink silk dress.

Crimson Tiger began, “Well, now that it’s spring and all...”

“When would I ever wear clothes like this? It looks expensive. How much did you pay for it?” Hong Maerang scolded. However, the tremor in her voice betrayed how deeply touched she was.

“Congratulations!”

People gathered around Hong Maerang.

Crimson Tiger smiled. Just by looking at the faces of those sincerely congratulating Hong Maerang, it was clear that she was indispensable to the Hundred Flavors Restaurant. 

As the matriarch of the establishment, she always treated her subordinates fairly. She praised them when they did well and scolded them when they made mistakes. She didn’t distinguish between those she was closer to and those she wasn’t. Because of this, everyone loved her.

He glanced at Soeun, who was sincerely congratulating Hong Maerang. Although she had been unable to concentrate on work recently, she seemed to be feeling better now. She was working hard, and was noticeably more cheerful.

Meanwhile, the special dishes prepared by Gong Suk delighted everyone. 

The long-awaited party reached its peak.

BAM!

Suddenly, the door was thrown open roughly, and an old man strode in, followed by a dozen masked martial artists all exuding chilling auras.

SHING!

Drawing their swords, the masked men spread out and surrounded the Hundred Flavors Restaurant staff.

“Which one of you is Jin Ho, the manager of the Hundred Flavors Restaurant?” the old man, Pung Yang, demanded sharply.

Everyone looked around, but Jin Ho was nowhere to be found.

Pung Yang shouted again, his voice tinged with killing intent. “I asked, which one of you is the manager of the Hundred Flavors Restaurant? Don’t make me repeat myself again.”

“H-He’s not here right now!” Hong Maerang stammered. Until a moment ago, she had been talking to Jin Ho, but he had disappeared at some point during the chaos of the assailants’ arrival.

Pung Yang barked, “Kill them all and find him.”

SHWIK!

“Keuk!”

Suddenly, a masked man let out a scream and collapsed, a throwing knife in his heart.

Soeun, the one who had thrown the knife, snatched the masked man’s sword and spun around to face the other assailants. The other masked men immediately rushed to attack her, but Pung Yang raised a hand to stop them.

“Who in the world are you?” Soeun asked, pointing the sword at Pung Yang.

Pung Yang scoffed. If not for Soeun’s beautiful appearance, which even swayed him, an elderly man, there would have been no opportunity for conversation. “And who are you, wench?”

“Anyone who has learned even a sliver of courtesy knows to introduce themselves first when visiting someone else’s house,” Soeun said boldly.

“Hahaha, aren’t you a spirited wench?!” Pung Yang burst into laughter.

Soeun tensed. Her opponent’s aura was far from ordinary, and the masked men were quite skilled as well. Her surprise attack had succeeded only because it was unexpected. In a direct confrontation, she wouldn’t have been able to subdue one of them so quickly.

Pung Yang smiled. “Fine, I’ll tell you. This old man is known as One Slash Ten Kills.”

Soeun’s eyes widened in shock. “One Slash Ten Kills, Pung Yang? Eum Sagwon’s master?”

“......” Pung Yang’s expression hardened at the mention of his disciple’s name.

Soeun’s heart pounded as she realized that she had slipped up. Pung Yang’s skill was well-known. He wasn’t someone she could confront in battle.

Nervous, she quickly asked, “Why are you looking for our manager?”

“That’s none of your damn business. How do you know my disciple?”

“T-That’s...” Soeun stammered, then grit her teeth in determination. “Senior, you seem to have misunderstood something.”

“Misunderstood?”

“Our manager has nothing to do with that incident.”

Soeun steeled her resolve. She was well aware that Eum Sagwon had died while trying to enter the Ironblood Nines.

Based on how he reacted to Eum Sagwon’s name, Pung Yang must have come for me. Does he want information?

She continued, “I’ll tell you everything you want to know about your disciple’s death if you release all these people. I’m the only one you need.”

Pung Yang hesitated, sensing that something was amiss. He had heard from the Evil Coalition that the restaurant manager was the culprit who killed his disciple, but now a great beauty was stepping forward, claiming it was her doing?

In the end, he said, “...Fine! You, step forward for now.”

“Release these people first!”

“Insolent wench! Who do you think you’re giving orders to?!”

“...I see. You intend to kill us all.” Soeun sighed. She should have known he wouldn’t let any of them go when he revealed himself as One Slash Ten Kills.

Pung Yang sneered coldly in affirmation.

Soeun raised her sword. She knew she was no match for Pung Yang, but she wouldn’t go down without a fight.

Seeing her bravery, Pung Yang chuckled, “Shall we see how many you can save with those pitiful skills of yours?”

SWISH!

In the blink of an eye, a dozen swords were pressed against Hong Maerang’s, Gong Suk’s, and the other Hundred Flavors Restaurant staff’s necks.

“Save Gong Suk!” Hong Maerang shouted.

Gong Suk shouted back, “Nonsense! Save Hongmae!”

“You have children!”

For a moment, Gong Suk was overwhelmed with emotion. Soon, however, he gritted his teeth and yelled, “I’ll leave it up to fate! Soeun, save Hongmae first!”

Pung Yang laughed in disbelief at how everyone placed all their hopes on Soeun, not knowing that she wouldn’t last three exchanges against him. His men laughed along with him.

“Hey, scoundrel! Did you leave these guys behind and run away because you knew they were morons?” Pung Yang looked around. “Get out here, Hundred Flavors Restaurant Manager! If you don’t show yourself in three seconds, I’ll slit all of these mongrels’ throats! One! Two! Three!”

...No one appeared.

Pung Yang scowled. “Seems like the fucking rat bastard has already fled. I guess it can’t be helped then. Kill them...”

“Wait! Hold on!” Crimson Tiger suddenly revealed himself, shouting, “I was just on my way back from the latrine!”

When he sensed a dozen killing intents approaching, he had deliberately slipped away from the party and contacted Yeon. After that, he hid behind a tree and observed the situation to glean as much information as he could about the assailants before stepping in, but the old man’s identity truly shocked him.

How on earth did One Slash Ten Kills find me? Only a few people in the Association are aware of my cover... I see. There’s a Coalition spy among them.

For a moment, Crimson Tiger considered changing to Yang Hyeon’s face, but quickly dismissed the idea. Now that his cover had been blown, he wouldn’t be able to continue working as the Hundred Flavors Restaurant Manager any longer regardless.

Pung Yang eyed Crimson Tiger warily. “Are you the Hundred Flavors Restaurant Manager, Jin Ho?”

“Y-Yes, but what’s all this about?” Crimson Tiger glanced around nervously.

“Have you met Eum Sagwon?”

“Who’s Eum Sagwon? I don’t know anyone with that name.”

Pung Yang eyes flashed with rage. “Nonsense!”

Trembling, Crimson Tiger replied meekly, “I am merely the manager of a simple eatery.”

Pung Yang scoffed. Crimson Tiger’s acting was so convincing that he wondered if he had really gotten the wrong person. To add to his confusion, there was Soeun, who claimed to know about his disciple’s death.

Argh, whatever. It won’t matter who the real culprit is as long as I get rid of them all!

Having made up his mind, he bellowed, “Kill them!”

SHWIIIK! SREUREUK! THUD!

A single, piercing whistle cut through the air, and in its wake, all the masked men crumpled to the ground, a throwing knife embedded in each of their necks.

Pung Yang’s eyes widened in disbelief, and a chill ran down his spine as he recalled the details of the surprise attack.

Crimson Tiger’s hand had flickered once, and then ten throwing knives flew out in all directions, taking down all of his subordinates in one fell swoop. Although his men had been careless, this was nonetheless a feat that even he would find difficult.

Furthermore, that wasn’t even all there was to the attack. To prevent him from interfering, Crimson Tiger had even taken the liberty of throwing two more knives, forcing him to dodge the first and grab the second with his bare hands.

Pung Yang held up the throwing knife he had caught, only to discover blood trickling from the cuts on his fingers. How is he that fast and accurate? I almost failed to block it!

“I guess that wasn’t enough to take you down, huh?” Crimson Tiger remarked, tilting his head casually.

This was his first time trying out the final technique of the Twelve Storm Daggers, Jarāmaraṇa. Despite failing to eliminate Pung Yang, he was still very satisfied with the results. After all, the Twelve Storm Daggers was a purely technical martial art, with very little reliance on qi.

This is more than enough for a supplementary martial art. Now, the only thing left to do is to train rigorously until I perfect it.

“......” The Hundred Flavors Restaurant staff watching the scene were dumbfounded. Although a dozen corpses had appeared at once, it felt so unreal that it wasn’t frightening at all. Rather, they were more stunned by the realization that their manager was a master beyond their wildest imaginations.

Pung Yang gritted his teeth in fury. “It was you! You killed my disciple!”

“If you’re talking about that crazy murderous bastard, then yes, I killed him.”

“!!!” Pung Yang let out a vicious killing intent.

Crimson Tiger faced him head on unflinchingly, taunting, “Don’t worry though. I’ll send you to hell as well so you can re-educate your foolish disciple!”

“You crazy bastard! I’ll kill you!” Pung Yang screamed, lunging forward. 

SHING! VWOOONG!

Crimson Tiger drew Soul Crusher and injected his qi into the sword, infusing it with a chilly aura.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

The two men’s swords clashed over a dozen times in the blink of an eye. As expected, One Slash Ten Kills Pung Yang used a fast sword style, but the speed of Crimson Tiger’s sword was no less impressive.

Everyone watched the scene, spellbound, but no one was more surprised than Soeun.

It was him! It was him all along! The manager is Crimson Tiger!

She could never fail to recognize those fluid movements, that lightning quick swordsmanship that had broken through the Evil Coalition’s encirclement.

Suddenly, she remembered the feeling of déjà vu she had when she first met the manager.

How could I have been so foolish as to dismiss what my senses were telling me? Just because his personality and voice were different? I already knew he was a master of disguise!

Soeun was flustered, but at the same time, she was thrilled to know that Crimson Tiger had been protecting her all this time.

CRASH!

The two combatants fell back to regain their bearings and prepare for the next round.

Pung Yang panted, feeling appalled. His opponent’s skill was on par with his own. In fact, even while they were trading blows, the man hadn’t broken eye contact with him for a single moment. That was no easy feat.

He’s on the same level as me, or maybe even stronger... When was the last time I was this apprehensive about facing an opponent?

BOOM!

Crimson Tiger kicked off the ground and launched himself into the air. 

Pung Yang steeled himself. Based on the vibration he felt through his feet, he could tell how powerfully Crimson Tiger had leaped.

This is dangerous! Really dangerous!

His instincts screamed, warning him of an impending deadly technique. A chilling sense of crisis washed over him, telling him that if he continued to fight as he had, he would be defeated.

Crimson Tiger raised his sword up high.

Pung Yang gathered all of his remaining qi. This was the final clash. He would not have a second chance. Besides, Crimson Tiger only had two options: he could either fly straight at him or come crashing down on him.

It’s all or nothing!

He unleashed the secret technique that had made him who he was today.

ROAAAAAR!

A single, thick strand of sword qi poured out from his blade, splitting into ten strands as it flew toward Crimson Tiger with unimaginable speed and power.

“No!” Soeun cried out in alarm. Everyone else was in a daze, and only she could tell what a formidable technique this was.

Thankfully, Crimson Tiger wasn’t sitting idly by as he was attacked.

WHOOSH-

The sound of a single, refreshing gust of wind.

FLASH!

A blinding flash of light streaking down from the sky.

“!!!” Soeun’s eyes widened in disbelief, and a gasp unconsciously escaped from her lips. In an instant, Crimson Tiger had twisted his body and kicked off the air like it was solid ground, launching himself higher while firing a powerful wave of sword qi at Pung Yang.

She was truly flabbergasted. Crimson Tiger had already remained in the air for several breaths. Kicking off the air again in that situation and launching himself higher was a supreme skill only a true master of movement arts could display.

KWAAANG!

The ten strands of sword qi collided in the empty space where Crimson Tiger had been, sending a tremor through the area.

Normally, the sword qi Pung Yang unleashed would have changed its direction, relentlessly pursuing its target until it tore the opponent’s body to shreds.

This time, however, it simply faded away.

The reason?

The light from Soul Crusher had struck the crown of Pung Yang’s head.

Crimson Tiger descended from the sky, landing gently right in front of Pung Yang. 

Despite that, Pung Yang stood still, his face flushed red. 

“...What is this?” he choked, forcing the words out. His entire body felt like it was on fire, and he could only barely suppress the heat with what little internal energy he had left.

“The Tapana Blaze,” Crimson Tiger whispered softly, so that only Pung Yang could hear. After all, this was the sixth technique of the Asura’s Eight Narakas.

Pung Yang’s face turned even redder. He was doing everything he could to forcefully hold back the heat consuming his body, but his internal organs were already cooked.

Gathering the last of his strength, he stammered, “W-What in the world are you, you...”

Crimson Tiger placed a hand on his shoulder and shook his head. “Sorry, but it’s time for you to go.”

The light in Pung Yang’s eyes faded. The heat in his body had made its way to his brain.

THUD! FWOOOOOSH!

As Pung Yang toppled over like a straw doll, his corpse burst into flames.

“......” For a long time, the staff of the Hundred Flavors Restaurant watched with horrified expressions.

Finally, Hong Maerang broke the silence. “Manager?” she called out hesitantly.

Crimson Tiger turned to face her, smiling faintly as usual. “I told you, didn’t I? I can get rid of all bad guys in a single strike.”

“Good heavens! You were actually telling the truth!” Crying, Hong Maerang ran to Crimson Tiger and threw herself into his arms.

Crimson Tiger hugged her calmly.

“Manager!”

The other staff members also rushed toward Crimson Tiger, their faces a mess of tears and snot. As the metallic smell of blood from the corpses had filled their nostrils, one by one, they came to the realization that he had saved them.

Crimson Tiger asked gently, “Is anyone hurt?”

“No.”

“Phew! That’s good. Please wait here for a while. The Association will clear up this mess, so you don’t have to worry about a thing.”

Everyone nodded blankly.

Crimson Tiger glanced at Soeun, and their eyes met. From the way she was staring at him, it seemed like she had figured out who he was. He hesitated, wondering what he should say to her.

However, Soeun simply nodded at him the same way he had when he left her before.

That gesture alone was worth a thousand words.

Crimson Tiger clasped his hands together in farewell. “Well then, I guess this is goodbye,” he said.

Most of the restaurant staff blinked in confusion, too distraught to realize the implications of his words.

Except for one, that is.

“Have a bite of this before you go,” Gong Suk said, picking up a dish from the table and handing it to Crimson Tiger. It was one of the special dishes he had made just for today.

Crimson Tiger didn’t refuse and took a bite. “This is delicious. I won’t forget this taste.”

Gong Suk nodded stoically. “From now on, wherever you go, whatever you do, always make sure you take care of yourself.”

His words struck everyone like a thunderbolt. Only now did it hit them that Crimson Tiger was leaving for good.

“Manager!”

“Be well, all of you,” Crimson Tiger said, smiling at each of them in turn and committing each face to memory. This was likely the last time he would ever see them again.

Everyone looked at him with regret, saddened by the unexpected parting. They were just beginning to grow fond of each other, yet it was already time to say goodbye.

Crimson Tiger turned to Hong Maerang. “I hope you get a good superior who’s often away.”

Hong Maerang bowed her head and said nothing. Only Gong Suk, standing beside her, knew she was crying.

With a final wave, Crimson Tiger left the scene.
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“Are you all right?” Yeon asked Crimson Tiger. Having watched the entire fight and its aftermath, she couldn’t help but be concerned for him.

“...I’m fine,” Crimson Tiger replied.

The two began walking away from the restaurant manager’s house.

Yeon continued, “I reported the incident to the higher-ups, so a cleanup crew should be here soon. The Third Young Lady’s associates will pick up Soeun as well.”

Crimson Tiger nodded. Now that his cover was blown, he would be assigned to a different role. Where would it be this time? Who would he meet? Before that, though, one problem remained.

“Yeon, don’t you think there’s something weird about all this?”

“What do you mean?”

“The one I just took care of was Eum Sagwon’s master, Pung Yang. There’s no way the First Young Lord or the Third Young Lady sent him. That can only mean there’s a spy in the Radiant Hall.”

“What?” Yeon’s eyes widened in horror. “Are you saying that a spy leaked your information to the Evil Coalition?”

“That’s right. I don’t think this is the first time he’s done this, either. Do you recall how the Ten Evils were already aware of my identity?”

“Ah!” Yeon nodded in understanding. “I will report this to the higher-ups immediately.”

“Wait! Don’t report it!” Crimson Tiger immediately stopped Yeon. “If even my information has been leaked, then that bastard probably has access to all the handlers’ reports.”

He had deliberately incinerated Pung Yang with the Tapana Blaze to ensure that there would be no corpse for the Association to investigate. If Yeon were to report Pung Yang’s death, it would render all of his efforts pointless.

“Oh!” Yeon wiped a drop of cold sweat off her forehead. “You’re right. I nearly missed that.”

“If we move rashly, he’ll just run away,” Crimson Tiger added.

“Then what should we do?”

“We have to catch him ourselves.”

“That won’t be easy.”

The Twelve Phantoms and their handlers were completely isolated from the Radiant Hall’s chain of command. This was a whole other level from infiltrating the Inner Court.

Crimson Tiger thought for a moment, then asked, “Among the people we know, who is the most skilled at ferreting out spies?”

“The first member of the Twelve Phantoms, Olive Rat, of course.”

Crimson Tiger’s eyes filled with a new resolve. “I need to meet him, right now.”


V4C1: Olive Rat

“Sir, this report seems a bit strange,” Jo Birang remarked, approaching with a stack of documents.

Eom Baekyang grunted, but didn’t look up. “Leave it be. Let it be strange.”

“You should at least take one look at it.”

“Go away! I won’t look!”

“......” Jo Birang stealthily placed the documents on Eom Baekyang’s desk anyway.

Eom Baekyang feigned jabbing his fingers at Jo Birang’s eyes. “Aren’t you going to move that? Do you have a death wish? Do you want to set a new record for dying over the most trivial case of insubordination in history?”

Jo Birang flinched and clutched the documents to his chest, but didn’t leave. “There appears to be an error in the documents, ” he insisted.

“Just what is the standard for documentation in the eyes of the most perfect and enlightened Scholar Jo in all the jianghu?” Eom Baekyang drawled sarcastically.

“Still, this...”

“Wait!” Eom Baekyang raised a hand, motioning for Jo Birang to look around.

Jo Birang glanced around the operations room. The scene was depressingly familiar. Hong Sabaek was dozing off while reading a book with his feet propped up on a table. Wang Sochan was sleeping, slumped over his desk. Im Yeongdal was carving an animal sculpture from a potato.

BANG!

Eom Baekyang slammed his hand on his desk.

Startled, Hong Sabaek wiggled his feet on the table, pretending he was awake.

Im Yeongdal didn’t even pretend to have heard anything. Wang Sochan, who had been sleeping soundly, sat up groggily and rubbed his neck. Then, he wiped the drool from the corner of his mouth and rolled over to sleep on his other side.

“Right, your neck must be sore,” Eom Baekyang muttered, a look of pure exasperation washing over his face. “See this? You do know that they’re the ones who wrote these documents, right?”

“Yes.”

“So wouldn’t it be weirder if there weren’t any errors?”

“However...”

“Scholar Jo. How about you go back to your desk and work on turning this ruthless jianghu into an affectionate one?”

“There’s just something too suspicious about this part to let it go.”

WHIZZ!

Suddenly, before Eom Baekyang could respond, something flew through the air.

SMACK!

Once again, a shoe thrown by Im Yeongdal connected squarely with the back of Jo Birang’s head.

“You brat! Stop messing around and get over here!” he shouted.

Jo Birang quietly shuffled back to his spot, looking crestfallen.

Eom Baekyang chuckled and stood up. Contrary to what he said, he had complete faith in his subordinates’ work. Of course, since they were human, mistakes were possible. For now, though, Eom Baekyang didn’t think it was a big deal.

“Where did the Director go?”

“He went to meet the Pavilion Master.”

“I’m going there, too.”

Eom Baekyang left the operations room.

Jo Birang sat at his desk with a serious expression, staring down at the documents. Hong Sabaek glanced at him, then turned back to his book. “What is it? What’s the error?” he asked.

“It’s nothing.”

“Tell me.”

“It’s nothing!”

As if feeling guilty for raising his voice, Jo Birang abruptly stood up and stormed outside.

Wang Sochan, who had been pretending to sleep, half-opened his eyes. “The discipline in this hall is truly a mess.”

Hong Sabaek nodded. “True. It’s been that way since the day you arrived.”

Wang Sochan grinned and slumped back onto his desk.

Im Yeongdal, who was still carving his potato, finally looked up. “What’s with him, anyway?”

Hong Sabaek smacked his lips. “How should I know what’s going on in that guy’s head?”

Wang Sochan lifted his head again. “Just let him be. If you keep messing with a lunatic, you’ll only get into trouble.”

The three men glanced at Jo Birang’s desk. On it lay the document that supposedly contained an error.

No one noticed that there was a strange look in one of their colleague’s eyes.
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“I heard that Crimson Tiger was attacked,” said Yagong.

Gu Yangseo nodded, his expression grave. This event came as quite a shock to the two of them. The identity of one of the Twelve Phantoms, a top-level secret, had been compromised.

Nevertheless, the Mystery Pavilion did not declare an emergency. Since the First Young Lord was probably the one behind it, it was simply an internal affair. Who else could it be?

Yagong asked again, “Whose doing was it?”

Gu Yangseo replied, “We are still looking into it. As the culprit’s body was incinerated, identification is proving difficult.”

“The body was incinerated?

“Yes, it appears he set himself on fire before dying.”

“And the witnesses?”

“They aren’t martial artists, so their testimony isn’t very helpful.”

Yagong nodded, but deep down, he was enjoying himself immensely.

Hmph! You may think your scheme succeeded, but you’re deluding yourself.

Once again, he was amazed at the Third Young Lady’s competence. She had persuaded Crimson Tiger and rescued the First Young Lord’s daughter without a hitch.

Enjoy your little victory while you can.

Gu Yangseo, on the other hand, was lost in thought. He hadn’t expected the First Young Lord to try to eliminate Crimson Tiger again.

Then again, perhaps it was inevitable.

Whatever the reason, the First Young Lord’s most trusted subordinate, Jin Chung, was now in prison because of Crimson Tiger. It was only natural that he would want to retaliate.

“So, why did you assign Crimson Tiger to the Hundred Flavors Restaurant?” Yagong asked abruptly. Although he had already guessed that it was because of the First Young Lord’s orders, he couldn’t let Gu Yangseo know that he had figured it out.

“A position just happened to open up in the Inner Court.”

“Is that so?”

“As you read in the report, the Hundred Flavors Restaurant Manager position is more leisurely than any post in the Outer Court. It was a reward to Crimson Tiger for clearing all of his missions flawlessly.”

“I see.” Yagong nodded. “In any case, continue to update me on the investigation.”

“Understood. I’ll take my leave, then.”

Gu Yangseo gave a light bow and exited the office.

Outside the building, he found Eom Baekyang waiting for him. Unlike when he bantered casually with Jo Birang earlier, he now appeared tense and grim. “How did it go?” he asked nervously.

“He knows and is pretending not to. What about Crimson Tiger?”

“No word yet, but we should hear from him soon.”

Gu Yangseo nodded. The good thing about having a first-rate subordinate was his reliability. Crimson Tiger wouldn’t go into hiding just because of one or two failed ambushes.

“It was them again, wasn’t it?” Eom Baekyang asked.

“That would appear to be the case.”

“What do you intend to do now?”

Gu Yangseo hesitated. If the First Young Lord continued to target the Crimson Tiger, he would have to make a choice , but the answer was predetermined. Abandoning the First Young Lord was not an option, so Crimson Tiger would have to be sacrificed.

Eom Baekyang sighed. He knew Gu Yangseo’s answer without having to ask. Although he knew it wasn’t the right thing to do, he felt as if he were holding a test paper where every option was wrong. Still, he said it anyway, “You may be tired of hearing it, but I’ll say it one more time.”

“Go on.”

“If we cross the line any further, both us and the First Young Lord will be in danger.”

“......”

“You’ve observed that man for seven years. He survived despite being surrounded by literal monsters more than once.”

Gu Yangseo snorted, then narrowed his eyes. “Did you know? I am also a monster. The First Young Lord is too. This whole Association is crawling with monsters like us. Do you know why? It’s because the moment one decides to pursue power, one becomes a monster. If we don’t become monsters, then we’ll be eliminated. This depraved game is not for the virtuous.”

“Director!”

Gu Yangseo grit his teeth. He knew Eom Baekyang’s good nature better than anyone, and it was why he valued him. However, he couldn’t protect that nature forever.

He said sternly, “Sometimes, I imagine what this place would be like if it was filled with good, righteous people. Soon, however, I realize that it’s just a dream. Authority itself is strength, the strength to rule over others. Have you ever met a truly good person who wanted to stand above everyone else? No? Then throw away your kindness and steel your heart.”

“......” Eom Baekyang fell silent, stunned speechless.

Gu Yangseo walked away.

Eom Baekyang watched his superior leave with a wistful look.

I’m not a monster. I’ve never lived that way, nor do I ever intend to.

Nevertheless, the reality that he couldn’t survive without becoming selfish and ruthless suffocated him. Frustration threatened to consume him, and he wondered if he was the last sane person left in this mad world.

[image: sep]


Following Gu Yangseo’s departure, Milyeong, Yagong’s trusted associate, materialized in Yagong’s office. With his face covered in bandages and wrapped in a traveler’s cloak, he gave off a mysterious air.

Yagong immediately discarded his cool facade. “Those crazy bastards tried to kill Crimson Tiger to cover up their secrets!” he growled with open hostility.

At the same time, however, he was impressed that Crimson Tiger had survived again.

What an incredible guy.

He truly coveted Crimson Tiger. Now that was the one man he wanted most as a subordinate.

“......” Milyeong stood silently, his shifty eyes suggesting that he had something to say.

“Is something bothering you? Yagong asked casually.

“I can understand Jin Chung moving to eliminate Crimson Tiger,” Milyeong began. “The second attempt, however, is harder to rationalize.

“In what way?”

“Taoist Scarlet failed to kill Crimson Tiger. If the mastermind behind the second attempt was the First Young Lord, wouldn’t he have sent someone much stronger, someone guaranteed to succeed? And that’s not the only illogical part. The circumstances of the attack were peculiar. It happened during a birthday party with many people present, not when he was alone. No assassin worth their salt would choose such a time to carry out a hit.”

“That’s true.” Yagong nodded. “It stinks of unorthodox tactics, doesn’t it?”

“The First Young Lord might have disguised it that way intentionally, but what are the chances of that? I don’t think it’s a strategy he would employ.”

Yagong shrugged. “It must be due to Jin Chung’s absence. Anyway, don’t worry too much about this failure. There aren’t many in this jianghu who can guarantee victory over Crimson Tiger.”

“......” Milyeong neither agreed nor disagreed. He simply said, “We need to bring Crimson Tiger to our side.”

“That won’t be easy.”

“I suppose not.” Milyeong clasped his hands together in greeting, then turned to leave.

Before he could walk out the door, however, Yagong asked, “By the way, where is Crimson Tiger now?”
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A man walked briskly through a filthy, damp alley. At the sound of a distant dog barking, he looked up , anxiety evident in his gloomy eyes as he scanned his surroundings.

At the end of the alley was an old, shabby shop, with lewd graffiti and obscenities scrawled on its walls.

The shop’s rusty iron door was open, so the man stepped inside. Thick iron bars divided the room in half, and sitting beyond them was an old man.

The old man looked up from his book to examine the newcomer. His name was Ho Seo, and this was his pawnshop. Every local knew him for his extensive knowledge of treasures, artifacts, and secret martial arts manuals of the jianghu.

The man wordlessly handed Ho Seo a small pouch through the bars. 

Ho Seo took the pouch and opened it. Inside was a small Buddha statue carved from jade.

His eyes flashed in recognition. “The Jade Buddha!”

The man nodded. “So you recognize it.”

The Jade Buddha was a famous treasure belonging to the Million Horse Ranch, one of the largest and most renowned ranches in the Central Plains.

“How much will you give me for it?” the man asked.

“This is a dangerous item.”

“Does that mean you won’t buy it?”

Ho Seo shook his head. “I don’t discriminate. But I must say, you are a very lucky fellow.”

“What?”

“Just by the fact that you stole this and arrived here safely despite your paltry skills, it’s clear that luck was on your side. If a person gets three great opportunities in life, you’ve most certainly just used up one.”

“S-Stole it? Nonsense!” the man scowled. “If you won’t accept it, then give it back!”

Ho Seo smiled again. “I said we’ll take it.”

The man’s scowl softened slightly. “How much?”

“Five thousand taels.”

“Damn it! Are you playing games with me? This is the Jade Buddha, a priceless masterpiece! And you’re offering only five thousand?”

“Who told you it was priceless?” Ho Seo retorted calmly.

“What?”

“The Jade Buddha is worth twenty thousand taels. Three years ago, the Million Horse Ranch tried to sell it for thirty thousand, but it didn’t sell. While it’s an exquisitely made work of art, it has no practical use and is merely for appreciation. The jianghu may be full of rich people, but few would pay thirty thousand for it. Would you?”

“......” The man couldn’t answer. Even if he were rolling in money, he wouldn’t pay that much for a mere statue.

“At that time, someone offered twenty thousand, but the owner of the Million Horse Ranch refused. Do you know why?”

“No.”

“Because he bought it for fifteen thousand.”

“Then wouldn’t he still make a five thousand tael profit?”

“Correct.”

“Then why didn’t he sell it?”

“The owner of the Million Horse Ranch is greedy. That’s why he’s rich.”

The man gulped. He was a martial artist from the ranch, but he hadn’t gone there intending to steal. It had been an impulsive, coincidental act. As Ho Seo said, he had been terribly lucky.

Ho Seo added, “I don’t know if you realize this, but stolen goods are very hard to sell. Especially famous ones.”

The man bit his lip. The amount was less than he had hoped for, but if the item was worth twenty thousand taels, then five thousand wasn’t an absurd selling price. Still, he tried to haggle, “Come on, couldn’t you spare just a little more...”

Ho Seo silently pushed the Jade Buddha back across the counter as if to say, ‘Take it and leave.’

“Damn it! Fine, five thousand it is.” The man sighed. He decided to be happy with this. Five thousand taels was enough for a lifetime of opulence.

“Would you like it in bank notes? Or gold?”

“Small-denomination bank notes.”

Ho Seo opened his safe and counted out the notes.

The man stared over Ho Seo’s shoulder. For a moment, a flicker of desire flashed in his eyes as he looked at the stacks of notes piled in the shop.

However, as if he had eyes in the back of his head, Ho Seo muttered, “I’ve dealt with men ten times stronger and a hundred times greedier than you, and I’m still breathing. Don’t get any funny ideas.”

The man flinched. “Who said anything? Just count the money!”

A moment later, the man received the money and turned to leave.

“I hope that wasn’t your third and final chance,” Ho Seo called out.

“Don’t say such unlucky things!” the man shot back, hastily exiting.

Several minutes later, another customer appeared. Judging by his bamboo hat pulled down low, he was a jianghu martial artist.

“What have you come to pawn?” Ho Seo asked.

“I’ve come to borrow, not pawn.”

Ho Seo hesitated. He could tell that this man was far from ordinary. Ultimately, however, he insisted, “Here, you must pawn an item to borrow money.”

“In that case, I will pawn a right.”

“A right? What kind of right?”

“The right to ask for my help.”

“The right to ask for your help...an interesting choice of words.” Ho Seo narrowed his eyes. “Then how much do you intend to borrow in exchange for that?

“What I need is not money.”

“Then what?”

“I need your wisdom.”

“Hahahaha! As you can see, I’m just a foolish, worthless old man trapped in this cramped space, barely getting by.”

The man in the bamboo hat chuckled. “Not the old man. The one I need help from is Olive Rat.”

Ho Seo’s smile vanished. Pursing his lips together grimly, he slowly rose from his seat. “Who are you?”

CLANK!

As soon as he finished asking his question, a trapdoor in the ceiling opened, and a dozen men wearing rat masks dropped down, swords aimed at the lone warrior.

Still, the man in the bamboo hat remained calm as he slowly removed his hat. “I am Crimson Tiger,” he introduced himself.

“Crimson Tiger!” Ho Seo gasped, startled. He gazed intently at Crimson Tiger, taking in every detail. “I have heard many rumors about you.”

Crimson Tiger was indeed correct. He was Olive Rat, the first member of the Twelve Phantoms.

He raised a hand, signaling his men to stand down. His men promptly sheathed their swords and stepped back, though they kept their guards up.

Crimson Tiger glanced at the men. According to Yeon, Olive Rat was an exception among the Phantoms, who typically operated alone. Instead, he led a substantial number of subordinates, rumored to number in the hundreds. 

That’s why he’s the Rat. He commands an army of rats.

Since Olive Rat covered all expenses for his subordinates, the organization didn’t question him. He had also sworn an oath not to reveal the Association’s missions and secrets to his men.

That’s just how much they trust him.

Still, only the top organization in the jianghu could boast such arrogant confidence.

Olive Rat looked at his men, then at Crimson Tiger. “What do you think of my boys?”

Crimson Tiger smiled. “They’re decent.”

Their pride wounded, the men’s killing intents intensified.

Olive Rat grinned. “Care to give them a lesson?”

Crimson Tiger thought for a moment, then nodded. “Sure, why not?”

SWISH!

No sooner had the words left his mouth than one of the men thrust at Crimson Tiger’s shoulder. However, Crimson Tiger easily dodged the sword, grabbed the man’s arm, and threw him. 

Although it was a simple motion, the man couldn’t evade it.

CRASH!

The man was forcefully thrown to the ground. Fortunately, since it wasn’t an attack imbued with qi, he avoided a broken neck.

BAM! SLAM!

Crimson Tiger also threw the next man, then used the momentum to send a third man flying with a kick. Again, it was a common maneuver, but they still couldn’t avoid it.

CLANG! CRACK! BOOM!

A man bounced off Crimson Tiger’s shoulder and flew into the bars. At the same time, another man had his jaw twisted, and an upstart who rushed in from behind spun wildly before crashing to the floor.

THWACK! SMACK! WHACK!

Crimson Tiger whirled around in a blur , his shoulders, elbows, and torso slamming into the men. His attacks were fast yet precise, like a perfect demonstration from a martial arts textbook on how to fight multiple opponents in a confined space.

In the blink of an eye, a dozen men were sprawled on the floor.

“Uuuugh...”

Low groans filled the room. The men were only bruised, but they knew that they had been completely outclassed. After all, subduing an opponent without seriously injuring them was far harder than killing them. Moreover, none of the moves Crimson Tiger used were particularly special, just the kind of techniques taught at any third-rate martial arts academy. 

Speed, power, technique. It was all overwhelming. That was what made it all the more incredible.

The men got up. After glancing at each other, they bowed to Crimson Tiger in a sincere admission of defeat and disappeared back into the ceiling.

“Truly incredible. You’re a lot stronger than rumored.” Olive Rat clapped his hands in admiration. He hadn’t expected his subordinates to be defeated so easily. He thought they would hold out for a while, but the opponent was more than the rumors suggested. “Thank you. It seems to have been very stimulating for my boys.”

“If so, I am glad,” Crimson Tiger said plainly, neither embarrassed nor pleased.

Olive Rat smiled, impressed. It had been a long time since he had met someone who gave him such a good first impression. He asked, “Why did you come looking for me?”

“Have your subordinates withdraw.”

Olive Rat nodded. In any case, if the opponent had come to harm him, the men in the ceiling would be no help. “Everyone, fall back.”

In an instant, the presences in the ceiling vanished. They were truly well-trained.

“Is this sufficient?” he asked.

Crimson Tiger asked again, “Is your handler by any chance listening to our conversation?”

Olive Rat tilted his head in puzzlement. “...Not at the moment.”

Crimson Tiger nodded. “I’ve heard that you’re excellent at catching spies.”

In truth, before finding Olive Rat, he had considered many things. He thought about reporting directly to the Radiant Hall Director because it was impossible for him to be the spy.

However, he decided against it. The conflict between the First Young Lord and the Third Young Lady was vicious, and he was caught in the middle of it. He didn’t know how this conflict might be exploited politically. If the Director made a mistake while searching for the spy, his life could be in danger.

Most of all, one issue weighed on his mind. The spy in the Radiant Hall had likely gathered information on the Twelve Phantoms, the First Young Lord, and the Third Young Lady.

What if information about Seohyeon was leaked to someone investigating the Third Young Lady? That was a thought too horrible to imagine.

He had to catch the culprit, and he had to do it himself.

As expected, Olive Rat narrowed his eyes warily. 

“I have caught a few Evil Coalition mongrels on several occasions,” he said in a low voice.

Three years ago, he had received an order to clean up the spies in the Association. Green Snake and Black Sheep were the most skilled at espionage, but at that time, both were on assignment.

Ultimately, he succeeded in ferreting out five spies within a single month.

“Lend me that ability.”

“What kind of spy is it that made you come to me personally? Tell me everything.”

Crimson Tiger checked his surroundings again, making sure no one was around. Only then did he whisper, “There’s an Evil Coalition spy in the Radiant Hall.”

“What?” Olive Rat shot up from his seat, his eyes wide with shock. “Is that true?”

“I believe so.”

Olive Rat felt his heart sink. If it had been anyone but Crimson Tiger, he would have thought they were misguided or lying. However, Crimson Tiger’s fame preceded him even within the Twelve Phantoms. A man like that wouldn’t have come to him if he harbored any doubts.

“Have you reported it to the higher-ups?” he asked hurriedly.

Crimson Tiger shook his head. “I believe he is a key figure in the Radiant Hall.”

Olive Rat went pale with anxiety. Just a moment ago, he had been ready to help Crimson Tiger, considering it an investment for the future.

However, a spy in the Radiant Hall was a different matter entirely. The spy had to be caught, but if the Evil Coalition was involved, then things went from dangerous to downright suicidal.

Assuming Crimson Tiger was right, how much effort had the Evil Coalition put into protecting the agent who had accomplished such an impossible mission? The risk of being discovered while attempting to flush him out was too great. He didn’t want to take the initiative.

“...I will pretend I didn’t hear this,” he said hesitantly.

Crimson Tiger shook his head. “As you know... it’s already too late for that.”

“Fuck!”

CRASH!

Suddenly, the door was violently thrown open, and a group of martial artists stormed in. Behind them, the man who had pawned the Jade Buddha was dragged in, his face bruised and swollen from a beating.

From the insignia on their clothing, they appeared to be martial artists employed by the Million Horse Ranch.

“You know this man, don’t you?” Hwang Su, the leader, shouted.

Olive Rat nodded expressionlessly.

“Did you know the item this man pawned was ours?”

Again, Olive Rat nodded.

“How dare you do such a thing...”

Olive Rat pulled a rope hanging to one side.

CREAK!

As the iron bars in the middle of the shop shot upward without warning, Olive Rat’s form cut through the air.

CRACK!

His magnificent kick shattered Hwang Su’s jaw. A nearby martial artist reflexively tried to draw his sword, only to clutch his jaw and collapse from Olive Rat’s ruthless punch.

POW! POW! POW! POW! POW!

Olive Rat began to viciously pummel Hwang Su’s face, giving him no time to gather his qi and retaliate.

THWACK!

Another man who tried to help fell, clutching his broken nose. Olive Rat had headbutted him mercilessly.

“Anyone who interferes will be pulverized!”

The other martial artists were dumbfounded. Finally, they realized that Olive Rat was a master beyond their caliber.

“Please! Aaargh!”

POW! POW! POW!

Olive Rat brutally assaulted Hwang Su until dust flew. Then, he leaped back, grabbed the Jade Buddha from a shelf, and ruthlessly threw it to the ground without a moment’s hesitation.

“No!” Hwang Su yelled, but it was too late.

CLATTER!

The Jade Buddha statue shattered into a million pieces.

Olive Rat chuckled. “You know your master’s temper. He won’t let you off the hook if you tell him that I broke it. He’ll kill me and then all of you, too.”

Everyone turned pale. Olive Rat was right. The Jade Buddha was an invaluable treasure.

Olive Rat grinned. “There’s only one way to live. Pack your things quietly and leave this place right now.”

Hwang Su dazedly exchanged glances with his subordinates. They nodded in affirmation, then scurried outside.

Olive Rat looked at Crimson Tiger. “See this? I’m this kind of dirty, vicious bastard! Got it?”

Crimson Tiger smirked. “Compared to the scumbags I usually deal with, you’re a Buddha. They would kill all of those men and use it as an excuse to kill their master and seize his assets. The young women would be raped, and the old women would be sold off...”

Olive Rat let out a long sigh. “Enough, damn it! I knew this wouldn’t work on you. Still, this is too fucking dangerous!”

Crimson Tiger replied calmly, “It is a risk that absolutely must be taken.”

“What do you mean?”

“Think about it. If there really is a spy in the Radiant Hall, what would his goal be?”

“......” Olive Rat froze.

Crimson Tiger continued, “When he completes his missions and withdraws, do you think he’ll just leave us alone?”

“Hmm...”

“What would you do? Or, what orders do you think the Evil Coalition would give him? He will undoubtedly devise a plan to eliminate us Phantoms. He’ll also leak all our information to the Evil Coalition’s assassins. Since he knows our strengths and weaknesses, opponents who know how to counter our abilities will come. Don’t delude yourself. Right now, he’s only leaving us alone because we’re still valuable to him. As long as he’s active, however, it’s only a matter of time before he gets us killed.”

Olive Rat fell silent. Crimson Tiger was right. The spy absolutely had to be caught.

After a long moment of thought, he abruptly asked, “Hey, why did you become one of the Twelve Phantoms?”

“I needed money,” Crimson Tiger replied without hesitation. It was his usual answer, albeit only half the truth.

“I was bored with life,” Olive Rat confessed. “I had earned a lot of money and learned a fair amount of martial arts.” The subordinates you saw earlier were mine from back then. Though others would have envied my life, I felt suffocated day after day. I couldn’t stand the monotony. That’s why I decided to join the Twelve Phantoms.“

“Did the new life give you the excitement you were looking for?”

“At first.”

“...But not anymore?”

“...Honestly, I don’t know. I got used to this life quickly, too. At least one thing is certain, though. I still want to live.”

The two men locked gazes. They had all become Phantoms for their own reasons. 

Crimson Tiger could sense loneliness in Olive Rat’s eyes. Perhaps the reason he commanded so many subordinates was because he wanted companionship.

Finally, Olive Rat sighed. “I won’t help you directly. Instead, I’ll tell you what you can do.”

“That’s enough.”

“Can you keep it a secret that you came to see me?”

“Of course.”

Olive Rat stared at Crimson Tiger for a moment. “...Okay, I’ll trust you.”

He hadn’t said that just because Crimson Tiger was famous. From the moment he met the man, he had taken a liking to him. A desire to solve this case with Crimson Tiger bloomed in his heart.

As one ages, however, an increase in white hair was not the only change that occurs. As one’s appreciation for life grows, so too does one’s wisdom.

A spy in the Radiant Hall? Olive Rat could well imagine the effort the Evil Coalition had invested to achieve this unbelievable feat.

Taking the lead in this situation meant certain death. He could only hope that Crimson Tiger would work a miracle, as he always did.

“Do you know how I caught those spies before?” he asked.

“......” Crimson Tiger listened carefully.

“All spies in the world have one thing in common.”

“What is that?”

“A contact.”

“A contact!”

“Yes, a contact who connects them to their organization. Someone who gives them orders from the Coalition and receives the information they’ve gathered. As you know, information is time-sensitive. A moment’s difference can transform world-changing intelligence into garbage not worthy of a bar snack. That means the contact’s role is as important as the spy’s. It’s why the best spies have the best contacts.”

Crimson Tiger nodded.

Olive Rat’s expression hardened. “But there’s one problem.”

“What is it?”

“If he’s infiltrated the Radiant Hall as you said, he won’t care about trivial information.”

Crimson Tiger nodded in agreement. If the spy acted on every piece of information, he would have been caught long ago. “A whale does not bite a worm.”

Olive Rat’s eyes sparkled. “That’s right, so throw some proper bait. Something very big and tasty that he can’t resist reporting to his superiors about.”


V4C2: The Great Cycle Pill

A single horse carriage hurtled down the main road. 

Yeon skillfully drove the carriage, while Crimson Tiger sat beside her.

After Pung Yang’s ambush, Yeon reported to their superiors that Crimson Tiger was going into hiding. It was an impromptu decision, but they permitted it. After all, taking independent action for survival was considered a matter of course for one of the Twelve Phantoms in an emergency.

Unbeknownst to them, their decision also gave Crimson Tiger the time he needed to meet Olive Rat without arousing suspicion.

“How long until I receive a new identity?” Crimson Tiger asked.

“Three to five days,” Yeon replied. “Once a suitable position is found, the assignment will be sent to you the very next day.”

“We don’t have much time, then.”

“After all, only the great Crimson Tiger can resolve the many matters plaguing the jianghu.”

Crimson Tiger chuckled. As Yeon said, the jianghu was indeed an eventful place. For every good person, there was an evil villain who needed to die.

Regardless, catching the spy within five days was impossible. He would have to hunt the traitor while simultaneously carrying out his next mission.

“Tell me about the Radiant Hall,” he said. Although he was quite knowledgeable about the Association, getting a second perspective often provided him with invaluable insight.

Yeon explained, “As you know, the Radiant Hall is disguised as a low-level spy management department. Despite being a subordinate organization of the Mystery Pavilion, they are fully autonomous. Except for the highest echelons, no one even knows the Twelve Phantoms exist.”

Crimson Tiger nodded. The Inquisition certainly hadn’t known his true identity when they detained him. He asked, “Where exactly is the Radiant Hall located?”

“Like the other agencies of the Mystery Pavilion, it’s located past the Inner Court’s Third Gate. As I’ve said before, the Third Gate is the final threshold to the Association Chairman’s residence, so even you would find it absolutely impossible to infiltrate secretly.”

Crimson Tiger nodded again. He had thought as much. Even the Second Gate had been structured to make a stealthy approach impossible, never mind the Third Gate.

“Even if you attempted a frontal assault, a thousand first-rate masters would reinforce the gate in under thirty minutes. Neutralizing the guards in that time is impossible, and even if you managed it, you could never handle the aftermath.”

Crimson Tiger sighed. He knew this part better than Yeon. He had secretly investigated the Third Gate once, anxious that he might one day have to force his way through.

That was when he discovered the true nature of the gate’s security. The real fight would only begin after defeating those thousand masters, because that was when the true guardians of the Association would appear. They were nameless masters, hidden from the jianghu and unknown even to most within the Association, including Yeon.

They’re likely individuals directly connected to Cheon Ahseong.

The Association was a monstrous kraken. Under the head known as Cheon Ahseong, it possessed countless appendages, each of which claimed to be the right hand and believed itself to be the main pillar. Most importantly, no one knew just how many of these hidden arms existed.

Yeon continued, “The gate to the Chairman’s residence is located at the very end of the Third Gate area.”

“Mmhmm,” Crimson Tiger mumbled, his thoughts drifting to his encounter with Cheon Ahseong.

Will I be able to meet him again?

The martial arts discussion he had with Cheon Ahseong was a priceless opportunity. Even though he couldn’t fully comprehend everything yet, as he slowly digested the essence of martial arts, it would definitely be of great help someday.

“The Association’s main forces are located in the Second Gate, while the intelligence organizations, including the Mystery Pavilion, are in the Third Gate. The warriors at the Second Gate naturally act as a safeguard for the agencies located further in.”

“Is there any chance I’ll be assigned there?”

“None. Besides, the real problem with investigating the Radiant Hall isn’t the Third Gate.”

“Then what is it?”

“It’s the security of the Radiant Hall itself. From the outside, it looks shabby, but the entire building is a fortress filled with terrifying contraptions. Everyone who enters is monitored at all times by unseen eyes. Then there are the peak masters known as the Radiant Protectors who guard it. They have never appeared on the surface, so no one knows how numerous they are or how skilled they are. I’ve heard that they don’t take orders from the Mystery Pavilion Master or the Radiant Hall Director, but rather, they protect the hall solely at the Association Chairman’s command.”

Could I really infiltrate such a highly secured place?

A flicker of doubt entered Crimson Tiger’s mind. This mission felt more difficult than any he had undertaken before. Worse, the only members of the Radiant Hall he recognized were Gu Yangseo and Eom Baekyang.

“How many Radiant Hall members are there?” he asked.

“Four,” Yeon answered. “Their cover identities are public, as befits a low-level spy agency. Their real identities, however, are unknown. Still, they must be the jianghu’s top strategists.”

“Can you find out their personal information?”

“No, their records are kept in the Myriad Secrets Cave.”

“Do you know where that is?” Crimson Tiger asked, recognizing the name. The Myriad Secrets Cave was where the Association’s most classified documents were stored.

Yeon shook her head. “Of course not. Given the importance of what’s stored there, its location is probably one of the Association’s most closely guarded secrets. Only a select few individuals are privy to this information.”

“Would the First Young Lord or the Third Young Lady know?”

“I doubt it. Perhaps only the Association Chairman and the organization that directly manages it know the location.”

Crimson Tiger’s eyes narrowed. “...And our little Coalition spy.”

“Yes, though it’s still hard to believe.”

“Let’s exclude the Director for now.”

Yeon nodded. If Gu Yangseo were the spy, the Association was already doomed. 

Still, finding the culprit was no easy task. The fact that he had infiltrated the Radiant Hall, the very core of the Association, was proof of his skill.

The spy would be cautious and possess abilities to match. He would have an equally outstanding contact, and reinforcements nearby in case of an emergency, likely a group of first-rate experts disguised as a small sect or martial arts academy.

After a moment of thought, Crimson Tiger said gravely, “About the bait to draw out the culprit... I’ve considered it, and there’s only one thing we can use right now.”

“What is it?”

“Soeun.”

Yeon’s eyes widened. “How?”

“We leak to the Evil Coalition that we abducted her. They will surely order the spy in the Radiant Hall to find out why.”

“Ah!” Yeon gasped. “That might work, but... won’t that place her in danger?”

“She’ll be fine.”

“What do you mean?”

“As things stand, she’s going to get caught up in the power struggle between the successors and die anyway. For her, the more variables there are, the better her chances of survival.”

Crimson Tiger took a deep breath and steeled his resolve. He wasn’t entirely comfortable with his idea either, but there was no time to come up with another plan. They had to catch the spy as soon as possible.

“The timing of the leak must be perfect,” he added. “Not too early, not too late.”

Yeon nodded. “Leave it to me.”

“All right. I’m counting on you.”

Just then, the carriage entered a marketplace.

“Stop the carriage.”

“Huh? Where are you going?”

Crimson Tiger smirked coldly. “I need to see Gahwa. Since they’re trying to use me, I should use them as much as I can too, right?”
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An hour later, Crimson Tiger sat on a boat in the middle of a lake and cast three fishing rods into the water.

Another boat passed by, carrying a man and a woman who appeared to be lovers enjoying a secret rendezvous.

“Do you love me?”

“Of course.”

“Then prove it.”

“You know I can’t swim! Still, if that is what you desire, then...!” The man pretended to dive into the water.

The woman giggled and stopped him. Such a gesture was enough to make her happy, even without the leap. Many men in the world wouldn’t even do that much.

As Crimson Tiger watched the flirting couple, he was suddenly reminded of that day two years ago.
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“You’re awake?”

When I opened my eyes, I found myself lying on a bed. A young woman sat at a table in the corner, watching me.

The familiar scent of medicine filled my nostrils. I could feel medicinal paste all over my body.

I turned my head and scanned the area beside the bed for my sword. There was nothing. Come to think of it, I don’t even remember if I escaped with it.

Slowly, I sat up. My body ached as if it would break, but I had no trouble moving. Thankfully, my spine wasn’t injured. Relief washed over me.

I looked at the woman. Her face was familiar. Right, hers was the last face I saw before losing consciousness. She had saved me.

Is she a courtesan?

Her makeup was thick. She was no mere peasant, nor did she seem to be a jianghu martial artist. She had a beautiful face and a slender figure. More striking than all that, however, were her eyes. They were clear and transparent yet filled with a confidence that made one feel tense and intimidated. All of these features combined to form the word “alluring.”

She smiled faintly. “You remember me, right?”

I nodded. “Thank you for saving me.”

“Ah! You remember! I was worried you wouldn’t recognize me.”

“That’s impossible.”

“How did you get so badly injured?”

“I got into a scuffle with some thugs.”

“I see.”

She asked no more questions. I couldn’t tell if she believed me or if that was just her personality. My feelings about her were certainly peculiar. Although I couldn’t sense any qi from her, suggesting that she wasn’t a martial artist, I could feel a certain aura about her. An energy so cold it could freeze one’s body yet draw one in. If she had learned martial arts, she could only be a master.

I slowly got off the bed and walked to the window. The lights outside were blinding, and I could hear courtesans out enticing men. This was the red-light district.

The woman stood up and came over to me. “My name is Gahwa.”

I’m Lim Ho.“

“May I ask what you do for a living?”

“I work at the Association’s Second Warehouse.”

“I am the proprietor of this establishment, the Autumn Moon Palace. Oh! Are you disappointed?”

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

One day, when my true identity was revealed, I would be more ashamed of the scent of blood ingrained in my body. What was her thick makeup and heavy perfume in comparison?

SLAM!

Suddenly, the door was thrown open.

“Hey! Why are you playing so hard to get when I just want to see your face?” a rugged-looking man in his forties bellowed, pushing aside a bouncer.

He was no third-rate ruffian. A true greenhorn would have underestimated my injuries, but this man was different. He was a seasoned mercenary who immediately sensed the danger radiating from me, knowing instinctively that a wounded beast is the most dangerous of all. 

He looked from Gahwa to me, then turned around without a word. “Wrong room,” he said curtly. 

Huh, I was so sure he was the type who would have caused a scene.

“I think he’s scared of you,” Gahwa teased.

I shook my head. “That can’t be. Didn’t he say he found the wrong room?”

“Is that so?” Gahwa smiled mysteriously.

[image: sep]


Why didn’t I accurately grasp the meaning of that smile back then? Why did I just think it was simple fondness for a man, when it was filled with such stark intent?

PLOP!

The fishing float dipped, snapping Crimson Tiger out of his reverie. He lifted the fishing rod, only to find he had caught a fish despite casting a line without bait.

You are one unlucky fish... Don’t get caught again.

He carefully removed the fish from the hook and threw it back into the water.

If only the Radiant Hall spy could be fished up so easily.

Just then, another boat approached. Ju Hwayin, disguised as Gahwa, sat under a large canopy.

“Have you been waiting long?” she asked.

Crimson Tiger shook his head. “No.

“I heard you were attacked. Are you okay?”

He stared at Gahwa intently. Since he was the only one who knew that Pung Yang was the assailant, he suspected she might be concerned that he would blame her faction, but her expression revealed no anxiety.

“Who sent him?” he asked, feigning ignorance.

“It wasn’t us, so it must have been the First Young Lord, right?”

“How can I be sure it wasn’t you?”

Ju Hwayin grinned confidently. “What reason do we have to want you dead?”

“Fine, I’ll believe you.”

“Thank you. But why did you contact me?”

“I have a favor to ask.”

“A favor? Ah, but before that, may I ask you something?”

Crimson Tiger nodded.

“You met the Third Young Lady, right? How was she?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Let’s just say I’m curious, as one woman to another.”

Crimson Tiger hesitated. “Do you really want to hear it?”

She nodded, her eyes sparkling with anticipation.

“She was beautiful.”

“More than me?”

Crimson Tiger nodded again.

Ju Hwayin smiled enigmatically.

“Satisfied now?” Crimson Tiger muttered sullenly.

Ju Hwayin pretended to be miffed. “No! Now I’m upset.”

“This is why I didn’t want to say it.”

She laughed. “You’ve become too honest. You weren’t like this before, were you?”

Crimson Tiger ignored her whimsical behavior. Sometimes, it was easier to think of women as incomprehensible beings. He quickly changed the topic. “Anyway, about the favor...”

“What is it?”

“Help me get a new assignment in the Inner Court.”

“Where in the Inner Court?”

“The Hidden Shadow Hall.”

“The Hidden Shadow Hall? That’s where the Association trains its spies.”

“That’s the place.”

Ju Hwayin tilted her head in surprise. “Why would you want to go there?”

“Since I’m already embroiled in this mess, I intend to confront it head-on.”

Ju Hwayin regarded him for a long moment, trying to discern his true intentions. Crimson Tiger calmly returned her stare, confident that, as long as he remained determined to hide his thoughts, she would not easily see through him.

Soon, she sighed and agreed. “Alright, I’ll do it. It will take a few days to process.”

“Thank you,” Crimson Tiger replied.

In truth, he had hesitated before coming to her. He could have gone to either the First Young Lord or the Third Young Lady, but he chose the latter. While the First Young Lord had also shown him favor by giving him a pass to the Grand Archives, he decided it was best to remain loyal to the Third Young Lady for now.

“Well, then. I’ll be going,” he said, rowing his boat back to shore.

When he was some distance away, Ju Hwayin called out from behind him, “The Third Young Lady would be happy to hear what you said earlier.”
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“The Third Young Lady has made contact,” Ganghae reported.

Yagong raised his head from behind a pile of documents. “What did she say?”

“She requests that we assign Crimson Tiger to the Hidden Shadow Hall.”

“The Hidden Shadow Hall? Why there?”

“She didn’t say why.”

“Damn it!” Yagong narrowed his eyes, and a muscle in his cheek twitched. He was not at all pleased.

This was a request that the Third Young Lady should have approached him about directly. How could she just order him around as if he were a mere subordinate? His pride was wounded.

Currently, the invisible battle between the First Young Lord and the Third Young Lady had begun in earnest, with him and Gu Yangseo at the forefront. At this rate, however, they were nothing more than hunting dogs.

However, Yagong wanted more. He had no intention of simply being the Third Young Lady’s loyal pet.

“In her defense, she must be wary of prying eyes,” Ganghae remarked calmly, perfectly reading his master’s feelings. “The Third Young Lady is no fool. She has no reason to regard you lightly, Pavilion Master. In fact, if she didn’t trust you, she would pretend to value you greatly.”

“Ah, is that so?” Yagong’s mood lightened a little. He hadn’t thought of it that way.

“Also, maintaining discretion is actually better for us,” Ganghae added.

“Why is that?”

“In the unlikely event that we need to pull out, this gives us an excuse, doesn’t it?”

Yagong nodded silently. Of course, he hoped that wouldn’t happen, but it was never a bad thing to be prepared for the worst-case scenario.

Ganghae emphasized, “Especially since there are events unfolding that we are unaware of.”

“With Crimson Tiger at the center of it?”

“Yes. Why do you think the Third Young Lady is paying special attention to Crimson Tiger?”

“He’s certainly worth that much,” Yagong conceded. Ganghae was right. The Third Young Lady had accomplished the operation to rescue Soeun through Crimson Tiger. How could anyone not covet him?

Ganghae went on, “Still, we must not kill Crimson Tiger or let him become the Third Young Lady’s man.”

“Why?”

“He could replace you, Pavilion Master.”

Yagong’s expression hardened. Regardless of how skilled Crimson Tiger was, he was nothing more than a field operative. The mere act of comparing him with the agent was absurd. 

Nevertheless, Yagong tensed. He would have dismissed the notion if it had concerned anyone else, but when it came to Crimson Tiger, he had a bad feeling that anything was possible.

“There is one way you can prevent that,” Ganghae pointed out.

“What is it?”

“You must make Crimson Tiger your man, Pavilion Master.”

“How?”

Ganghae smiled meaningfully. “Remember that thing I told you about before? I believe the time has come for you to use it.”
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BOOM!

Crimson Tiger’s fist struck the air, causing it to vibrate as though a wall were breaking.

BOOM! BOOM!

One attack flowed into the next as he struck with his elbow and then his back.

After returning to his safehouse, he devoted himself entirely to training. His time was too precious to waste on resting.

When he was younger, training had been grueling. He truly didn’t know how many times he had wanted to run away. Now, however, he deeply regretted not having enough time to train. Through countless real battles, teetering on the brink of life and death, he had come to realize one fundamental truth, that excellent practical combat was born of excruciating training.

His movements gradually became more intense.

Right now, he was fighting an imaginary opponent. As always, his first opponent was his master. After studying under the old man for so many years, he could imagine his presence even in his absence. This training was less of a fight and more of a duel.

After that, his opponents changed depending on the situation. He would summon the image of a past opponent who countered his technique the most. This wasn’t easy at first, but after achieving complete mastery of the Asura’s Eight Narakas and putting in continuous effort, it became second nature to him.

Today, his new imaginary opponent was Taoist Scarlet. As the old man primarily used sword qi and enhanced sword qi, he was very difficult to handle using unarmed combat.

For an ordinary master, unleashing mediocre sword qi would usually expose a fatal weakness, but not for a master of Taoist Scarlet’s level. Even for Crimson Tiger, navigating a space filled with vibrant sword qi with just his bare fists was no easy feat.

SWISH!

An imaginary sword grazed Crimson Tiger’s shoulder, and he flinched as if he had taken a real hit. Had this been real, the wound would have been deep enough to expose bone.

If I have to give up flesh, then I must take bone in return.

Crimson Tiger lunged forward, first headbutting his opponent in the chest, then wrapping his arms around his waist while falling forward. This was Grapple Throw, one of the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers.

CRACK!

In his imagination, Taoist Scarlet’s spine snapped.

CRUSH!

Crimson Tiger dealt the finishing blow, shattering Taoist Scarlet’s sternum with his elbow.

“Whew...”

He sat down on the floor and sighed. It had been a difficult fight. If it had been a real duel to the death, things might not have gone his way.

Most importantly, if his opponent’s sword had been imbued with enhanced sword qi when it cut his shoulder, his entire shoulder might have been blown off.

Could I have still used Grapple Throw with one arm?

He shook his head.

No, I lost this duel.

He failed to kill Taoist Scarlet using only the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers.

He sighed deeply. He had not yet reached the sixth stage of the art. He felt that he was almost there, that if he touched it lightly, the flower bud of the sixth stage would burst open. However, he just couldn’t do it.

Although the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers were unknown to the jianghu, it was not at all inferior to the Asura’s Eight Narakas. Compared to the domineering Asura’s Eight Narakas, the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers possessed a more subtle aspect, reflecting the tranquility and profound realization of the Asura King Yama who had achieved the pinnacle of martial arts.

Crimson Tiger was confident that when he mastered it completely, it would not be any weaker than the Asura’s Eight Narakas.

In fact, it would actually become even more devastating to his enemies. Since he wouldn’t be holding a sword, he could lull his enemies into carelessness. The moment they thought he was using a mere brawling technique, he would snap their necks.

Still, the more he practiced, the more difficult the technique became.


“There are times in training when one must hide away and practice alone, and times when one needs another’s help.”



Crimson Tiger recalled his meeting with Cheon Ahseong in the Grand Archives. That old master, too, had been inspired by his words and gained some insight. 

If it was like that for even the Martial God, then the same would be true for him. He needed a breakthrough.

“Hmm?”

His eyes flashed. Suddenly, he sensed dozens of masters taking positions around the safehouse.

Rising to his feet, he strode calmly toward his sword, which was propped against a wall.

SHING!

He drew his sword and opened the front door. “Come out!” he said to the darkness.

A middle-aged man in a bamboo hat stepped into the courtyard. The man removed his hat, revealing his face, and greeted amicably, “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I am the Mystery Pavilion Master. To put it simply, I’m your boss’s boss.”

Crimson Tiger’s eyes widened in surprise. He had expected someone to visit him due to recent events, but he did not expect it to be Yagong, the Mystery Pavilion Master.

Clasping his hands together in greeting, he said, “It is an honor to meet you, sir.”

“I am truly grateful for your loyalty and dedication to the Association.”

“Please, come inside.”

Yagong shook his head, then stood with his hands behind his back in front of a low wall. “The breeze is nice. Let’s talk here.”

Crimson Tiger stood next to him. He could sense Yagong’s bodyguards, skilled martial artists ranging from first-rate to peak level, all around them.

Yagong asked casually, “You understand the general situation, I presume?”

“You mean the fact that you’re trying to kill me?” Crimson Tiger retorted sarcastically.

He had no intention of telling Yagong everything. His first impression of Yagong was that he was a typical bureaucrat, similar to the Radiant Hall Director, Gu Yangseo. This was someone he neither wanted to get close to nor keep at a distance.

“Don’t misunderstand,” Yagong said firmly. “The one behind the attack on you is the First Young Lord. You know that as well, don’t you?”

Crimson Tiger met Yagong’s gaze. From the Mystery Pavilion Director’s self-assured demeanor, it was clear that he truly believed what he said.

Well, the reason I incinerated Pung Yang’s body was so that they wouldn’t know the exact details. I guess it worked?

The opponent knowing the precise situation was disadvantageous. He needed to make the spy believe the entire situation was under his control. That would make them careless and give him an opportunity.

How should I react to this?

It wouldn’t be wise to appear too calm. By seeming a bit careless or showing a hint of weakness, he could exploit others’ misperceptions of him.

Crimson Tiger furrowed his brows in mock annoyance. “Then do you intend to just let them keep attacking me?” he complained.

“I will do my best to stop them, but I cannot guarantee it completely. As you know, the opponent is the First Young Lord.”

Crimson Tiger nodded, his expression showing understanding.

Yagong patted Crimson Tiger on the shoulder. “You are indispensable to the Mystery Pavilion.”

As expected, he didn’t come here on the Third Young Lady’s orders.

Previously, whenever the Third Young Lady wanted to contact him, she always sent Gahwa. There was no reason for her to send Yagong instead now. That meant the true reason for Yagong’s visit could only be his power struggle with Gu Yangseo.

If Gu Yangseo is the First Young Lord’s faithful hunting dog, then Yagong is the Third Young Lady’s.

Over the years, he had learned that in complicated situations, one should never take the first step. It was better to remain silent until one fully grasped how the opponent would move.

I should present myself as an ignorant sword-for-hire, especially when dealing with people who think they are smart.

“What is your dream?” Yagong asked.

Crimson Tiger replied simply, “To retire without dying.”

“A humble dream.”

“Humble, but difficult.”

Yagong nodded. “I will help you achieve that dream.”

Crimson Tiger stared incredulously at Yagong, who was wearing an expression that said, ‘no matter what happens, just trust me.’ 

“Why are you showing me such favor?” he asked suspiciously.

Yagong smiled. “Because I value your skills highly. No, shall I be more honest? I want you to be my trusted confidant.”

Crimson Tiger lowered his head and averted his gaze. “But am I not already your subordinate’s subordinate?”

“No. Right now, you are merely one of the Twelve Phantoms of the Radiant Hall. I intend to change that.”

SNAP!

Yagong snapped his fingers, and Ganghae materialized out of nowhere. Approaching Crimson Tiger, Ganghae offered him a small wooden box.

Crimson Tiger cautiously took it. “What is this?”

Yagong grinned triumphantly. “Open it.”

Crimson Tiger slowly opened the box, curious about its contents. What greeted him was a single large pill with such potent medicinal effects that an intense fragrance instantly exploded in all directions.

His eyes widened. He had never seen this pill before, but he had heard stories about it.

“...Could it be?” he gasped.

Yagong nodded. “This is Shaolin’s Great Cycle Pill.”

Crimson Tiger’s jaw dropped. This time, he wasn’t pretending, he was truly flabbergasted.

This is far too magnificent for a simple gift!

Yagong continued, “Only six of these are known to exist in the current jianghu. Even Shaolin Temple, which created the pill, is said to have only two.”

The creation of the Great Cycle Pill required a great deal of time and effort. If a jianghu practitioner took it, they could gain twenty to thirty years of inner qi. Among the elixirs created by humans, it had by far the greatest potency.

Crimson Tiger stammered, “A-Are you really giving this to me?”

Yagong nodded. “Yes, this is my gift to you.”

Crimson Tiger hesitated. He knew the Great Cycle Pill was more than just a simple gesture of goodwill. It was to make him owe Yagong a debt, just as the First Young Lord had done with the pass to the Grand Archives.

Still, refusing it wouldn’t improve his situation.

I should accept it. If things go wrong, whether I received this or not will mean nothing. Right now, I need to do whatever it takes to increase my chances of survival.

Beside, Yagong wasn’t giving him the pill out of the goodness of his heart, but rather for his own selfish benefit. He didn’t need to show such a person any consideration.

Still, Crimson Tiger feigned uncertainty. “I won’t do anything that violates my principles because of this.”

Yagong cut him off firmly. “That won’t happen. Think of this as a reward for your hard work and for risking your life for the Association. I would be even more grateful, though, if you’d consider my personal fondness for you an added bonus.”

Crimson Tiger studied Yagong for a moment, then bowed his head and put the pill in his shirt pocket. “I will accept it with gratitude.”

Yagong smiled. “I’ll be counting on you.”

With that, he turned around stylishly. He knew how to win a person’s heart perfectly. When giving a great gift, it was better to leave promptly than to negotiate the price on the spot. That discussion could wait.

He and his subordinates left as silently as they had arrived.
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Once they were far from the safehouse, Yagong asked Ganghae, “Do you think we can win his heart with that?”

Ganghae replied confidently, “Every martial artist dreams of consuming the Great Cycle Pill. He wouldn’t dare take it without accepting the emotional debt that comes with it.”

It had to be that way. The pill was priceless.

Yagong nodded. In truth, the pill was not his. It had come into his possession by chance during a Phantom operation, mixed in with the spoils, and no one else had recognized it.

Since then, he had treasured it, but he hadn’t eaten it himself. He wasn’t a powerful enough martial artist to benefit significantly from it anyway, so it was better to save it for a more important purpose.

“If you think giving it to Crimson Tiger is a waste, then who else in the world deserves it?”

“You’re right.”

“But you know... this is also my first time meeting him in person.”

“And?”

“Don’t you think there’s something strangely mysterious about him?”

“Mysterious?”

“Yes, mysterious.”

Yagong nodded silently. Ganghae was unmatched among his subordinates when it came to sensing an opponent’s aura. 

Although he thought the word ‘mysterious’ was an unusual way to describe a person, he guessed that Ganghae meant to say ‘formidable.’

Well, that’s why I gave him my most treasured item. Crimson Tiger is worth that much.

“He is definitely not someone we should make an enemy of,” Ganghae added.

“Indeed.” Yagong nodded. “Well, I’ve laid down my best card now. I have to see this game through to the end.”
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After returning to the safehouse, Crimson Tiger took out the wooden box from his pocket.

The Great Cycle Pill was truly an unexpected gift. Thanks to the Asura’s Eight Narakas and the tuber fleeceflower roots he had consumed while training in the mountains with his master, his current inner qi was much stronger than that of others his age. Even so, having more qi never hurt.

He shoved the box back into his pocket and set up an intruder detection system with invisible thread that would sound an alarm if someone approached. Now, he wouldn’t be caught off guard.

After that, he returned to his training chamber, locked the door, and sat down cross-legged.

He circulated his qi for a full cycle to calm his body and mind, then opened the wooden box and carefully picked up the Great Cycle Pill. He stared at it silently for a moment, took a deep breath, and swallowed it whole.

He had briefly considered saving it and giving half to Seohyeon and half to his master later, but ultimately decided against it. Once this matter was over, he could obtain as many miracle herbs as he wanted.

The real challenge was finishing this job alive. To do so, he had to be stronger.

SSSSSSSS!

The medicinal effect of the Great Cycle Pill spread throughout his body.

As a pure, profound qi spread throughout his body, Crimson Tiger controlled his inner energy more carefully than ever before.

Finally, he understood why everyone raved about the Great Cycle Pill. He had never felt so good after eating anything else.


V4C3: The Hunt Begins

The next day, Crimson Tiger was still lost in the throes of his training. He had not yet been assigned a new identity, and there had been no word from Yeon, who had begun investigating the Radiant Hall.

Worrying won’t solve anything.

He cleared his mind and sharpened his focus. After consuming the Great Cycle Pill, his aura had intensified and his eyes become even clearer.

BOOM!

Power coiled in his outstretched fist. The sheer volume of his inner qi now approached that of his master, but of course, that was merely a quantitative comparison. The most important aspect of inner arts was purity, not volume. 

This was the reason why the inner qi gained through elixir consumption was inferior to that gained through meditation. The energy lacked purity and depth, resulting in an absorption efficiency of only 30 to 70% after the contaminants were filtered out.

As expected from the legendary Great Cycle Pill, Crimson Tiger absorbed qi with about 80% efficiency, meaning he obtained the equivalent of about twenty-four years of qi. This could be considered a miraculous encounter in itself.

However, it was not an entirely welcome development. As with all things, concealing something was never simple, Right now, he had to strive even harder to hide his overflowing energy.

In any case, today, he was once again fighting an imaginary opponent. This time, though, that opponent was himself.

Of all the imaginary opponents, confronting oneself was by far the most difficult. At first, this training method was difficult to adapt to, but now he could readily engage in virtual duels with himself.

POW! SLAM! BANG!

His knee connected precisely with his opponent’s abdomen as he struck the air, and his opponent counterattacked with a punch equally as fast.

A slight disappointment washed over him. As if to prove that mastering an advanced martial art was unrelated to the quantity of one’s inner qi, he had not progressed in the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers at all.

Crimson Tiger bent over backward. When he snapped back upright, he slammed his elbow into his opponent’s chin.

“Keuaak!”

However, it was the real Crimson Tiger who screamed. His opponent’s sword had sliced open his stomach before he could react.

The imaginary blade continued to hack his body to pieces. His alter ego had won yet again.

“Haa...” he sighed deeply.

The result of today’s duel was even more pathetic than yesterday’s. Taking the Great Cycle Pill had actually hindered his training. He was plagued by impatience and frustration at his lack of progress despite having taken the elixir.

Just then, he sensed a familiar energy enter the courtyard.

Without turning around, he asked as he always did, “You’re here?”

“Yes,” Yeon replied. “Were you training? Should I come back later?”

“No... Actually, do you want to watch?”

Yeon widened her eyes in surprise. This was the first time Crimson Tiger had ever offered to show her how he trained. “Is that all right?” she asked hesitantly.

Crimson Tiger shrugged. “Why not?”

He warmed up lightly and began demonstrating the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers. One could never know the true power of these techniques just by watching them, so he didn’t mind revealing this much to Yeon.

When he finished, he asked, “How was it?”

“Impressive.”

“Anything else?”

“Well... I could feel your discipline throughout the entire routine. Your techniques flowed seamlessly from one to the next like it was a single technique, and each movement was so graceful.”

Crimson Tiger smiled bitterly. Yeon’s words sounded pleasant, but it wasn’t the answer he wanted to hear. Then again, what more could she say? He had only demonstrated his martial arts to her out of frustration.

“...Is your message urgent?” he asked, changing the topic.

Yeon shook her head. “No.”

“Would you mind waiting a few minutes? I’ll wash up and come out...” Crimson Tiger suddenly froze. “By the way, could you repeat what you just said?”

“Pardon? I said that the message isn’t urgent.”

“Before that.”

“Yes?”

“You said the combination of my techniques felt like a single technique. What did you mean by that?”

Yeon’s heart raced. Why is he acting like this? 

Still, seeing his serious expression, she felt it must be important, so she answered earnestly, “It was probably because it felt so clean, without any unnecessary movements.”

“Explain in detail.”

“Your techniques were powerful, varied, and unpredictable, but the thing that really struck me was how refined they all felt. Perhaps that’s why it felt like a single, continuous technique from start to finish. Oh, this is just my uninitiated opinion, though, so don’t pay it any mind.”

“......” Crimson Tiger stood quietly, lost in thought.

Yeon froze in place, not daring to even breathe too loudly. He’s entered a state of selflessness.

In the end, Crimson Tiger stood staring at nothing for nearly two hours, seemingly unaware of the passing of time.

“Ah!” Finally, his face lit up with realization. “Yeon! Watch me again!”

He immediately started practicing the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers again.

POW! POW! SLAM!

From beginning to end, he struck the air with his fists and feet as if dancing.

“How was it this time?” he asked excitedly, his face flushed from exertion.

“...Isn’t it the same as before?” Yeon asked honestly. As far as she could tell, nothing had changed. In fact, if she absolutely had to pick out a difference, this demonstration actually felt less polished than before.

To her surprise, though, Crimson Tiger laughed joyfully, “Hahaha! I suppose so. The difference probably isn’t that obvious yet.”

“What on earth happened?”

Crimson Tiger grinned. “Thanks to you, I overcame a major roadblock.”

Much to his amazement, he had reached the sixth stage of the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers with one comment from Yeon. This was a priceless epiphany.

Yeon tilted her head in confusion. “But how? All I said was that it felt like a single technique.”

“Yes! That was the key.”

The Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers was a martial art characterized by extreme fluctuations in intensity and delicacy , but he had been executing them all with a consistent, refined quality.

To use a cooking analogy, it was like this: In order to master the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers, one would have to undergo much trial and error, tasting to see which combination of techniques produced the best result.

However, he was already a master of the Asura’s Eight Narakas. A master chef can guess the taste just by the smell. Furthermore, the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers were a martial art created by the Asura King Yama in his later years. The two martial arts were similar yet distinct.

Therefore, he had estimated some parts when he should have tasted them directly. Although most of his estimations were correct, the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers was a martial art that contained the profound wisdom of the Asura King Yama, who had reached the zenith. It was not a martial art to be treated with such carelessness.

He had overlooked that fact without realizing it, only becoming aware of it after hearing Yeon’s comment. As befitting a supreme martial art, he should have studied and practiced each maneuver carefully.

“ Hahaha! Thank you so much,” he repeated.

His fateful encounter with Cheon Ahseong was helping him even now. After being deeply moved by the fact that the Martial God received help from others without shame, he had shown Yeon his techniques.

Yeon asked cautiously, “Should I just head back today?”

Crimson Tiger smiled. “There’s no need for that, Yeon.”

His master’s words came to mind, words perfect for this very moment.


“For a martial artist, training must be an integral part of life. When martial arts and life are separated, you become too eager to progress, your shoulders tense up, and you start to overthink. This is why many martial artists never fully grasp the essence of their art. Don’t get overly joyful at an achievement or overly despondent when your training hits a snag. Think of it as a trivial matter, like how you wake up feeling sluggish on some days and refreshed on others. Regard your martial arts achievements as just a part and parcel of life.”



If it weren’t for these words, he would have been overwhelmed with the desire to take this sense of achievement to the next level. He would have tried to connect it to another realization, even though he knew that was the wrong thing to do.

Once again, it was his master’s words that came to his rescue. He would gain insight when he embraced his daily life again, just as he had with Yeon’s remark. As with the first, the next realization might come just as abruptly. 

Of course, none of this would be possible without consistent, intensive training.

Suddenly, he noticed the stack of documents Yeon had brought. “What’s that?” he asked.

“This? It’s a personnel list of Radiant Hall members.”

“Wow! There are more than I thought.”

“Yes, I was surprised, too.”

In total, more than a hundred people worked for the Radiant Hall, and this number included only the personnel who were publicly known and hired by the Association. None of them were aware of the organization’s true purpose and the existence of the secret division comprised of the Twelve Phantoms, their handlers, and the six commanders.

Finishing his training, Crimson Tiger took a quick bath and then began to seriously examine the documents with Yeon. Papers littered the large table where the two sat.

He slowly flipped through them. The spy’s contact in the Radiant Hall was surely one of these people, or perhaps even several of them. Like the spy, he must have also led a double life for many years.

Who in the world is it?

Since he couldn’t find the spy by infiltrating the Radiant Hall, he absolutely had to find the contact. Faced with this immense amount of information, however, he felt like he was searching for a needle in a haystack.

Of course, if they launched a dedicated investigation, they would eventually unearth the mole. Right now, though, they didn’t have the luxury of time.

“Besides us, there must be others who are managed secretly, right?”

“Of course. Even the people who manage us handlers aren’t on this list.”

Crimson Tiger sighed. “What’s the likelihood that the contact is among the handlers or scouts?”

“We can’t rule it out, but it’s unlikely.”

“Why?”

Yeon grinned playfully. “Because we’re too damned busy to be contacts.”

Crimson Tiger laughed at her sarcastic jab. At any rate, Yeon seemed convinced that the enemy spy wasn’t among the handlers. Staring down at the documents, he said, “Okay, let’s think about this logically.”

Most of the people referenced in the documents were low-level spies managed by the Radiant Hall. He set their papers aside, saying, “These guys are definitely in the clear.”

“Why are you so certain?”

“The difference between high- and low-level spies is the difficulty of their missions, not the amount of work. In fact, low-level spies probably have more miscellaneous tasks to complete. As you said, they’re too damned busy to be contacts.”

“You have a point.”

“The one we’re looking for is a spy’s contact. They must be ready to relay important orders at a moment’s notice. However, spies often find themselves in situations where they must be away from their posts. They wouldn’t take on the role of a contact while also being a spy.”

Yeon nodded in agreement.

Crimson Tiger excluded those belonging to the Mystery Pavilion’s transport corps for the same reason. They were the ones who always brought him back to the Association after his missions, and likely spent more time wandering the jianghu than they did at Association headquarters.

“Then we should exclude these people as well,” Yeon said, setting aside the files on the martial squads that supported the Radiant Hall.

Crimson Tiger nodded. “Right. The contact needs the freedom to act independently, he wouldn’t have joined a group.”

Yeon concurred and cleared away the documents.

Just like that, more than two-thirds of the documents were set aside. Of course, Crimson Tiger was mindful of the possibility that he could be mistaken. The opponent could act unpredictably, and there could be multiple contacts.

Even if he were wrong, however, now was the time to make bold decisions. He figured that, even if there were multiple contacts among these groups, he only needed to catch one of them.

He pushed a stack of documents forward. “Do you think it’s one of them?”

The documents contained the personal data of the carrier pigeon handlers. An incalculable amount of information passed through them every day. It was the perfect place for a contact to hide.

However, Yeon shook her head firmly. “It’s not them either.”

“Why?”

“The carrier post is surprisingly well-managed. It would cause major problems if important information were to be overlooked. In other words, receiving or sending an unidentified carrier pigeon is by no means easy.”

“Really?”

“Yes, it might be possible to do so once if the opportunity were to arise, but regular illicit activity would be difficult even for the supervisor.”

Crimson Tiger nodded. He hadn’t heard any of this before, but he trusted Yeon. Immediately, he started gathering and clearing away their documents. However, as he was sorting through the papers, his hand stopped mid-motion.

“Wait!” he exclaimed, his eyes sparkling. “Orders from the Evil Coalition don’t have to be delivered to someone inside the Association, do they?”

Yeon’s eyes widened. She hadn’t thought that far. With so many messages coming and going every day, she had automatically assumed the contact was inside the Association.

“Why risk infiltrating the Association when there’s another way, a safer way?”

The Evil Coalition’s orders would be delivered to a base near the Association. From there, the message would be relayed to the spy in the Radiant Hall.

“First, narrow the list down to include only those who deal with external correspondence outside the Association. Then, identify the ones who can contact the Radiant Hall on a daily basis or in an emergency.”

“Ah! I see what you mean,” Yeon replied, her face lighting up. She had a good feeling about this. “I’ll sort through the list myself. I’ll come back and find you then.”

Crimson Tiger’s eyes flashed dangerously. “I’m convinced now. Our target is definitely among those people!”
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SWOOSH!

Soeun swung her sword alone in the pouring rain, the image of Crimson Tiger defeating Pung Yang flickering in her mind. Although it hadn’t been long since they escaped the Evil Coalition, his martial arts had improved tremendously.

As the saying goes, a true master’s abilities are hard to fathom. 

Her blood boiled for the first time in a long time. Apart from her affection for Crimson Tiger, she deeply respected him as a fellow martial artist. Driven by her desire to become as strong as him, she devoted herself to training.

When she first entered the Ironblood Nines, she hadn’t thought her martial arts were lacking at all. In fact, her skills were outstanding for her age, and she took pride in that.

After escaping the Evil Coalition and experiencing this recent attack, though, she now realized that she was just a novice whose life and death hinged on the whims of a master.

I have to become stronger!

Her father’s status motivated her even more. She aspired to live up to his example and not bring shame to him.

Ever since the attack on the Hundred Flavors Restaurant, she had moved back to the safe house where she had previously stayed. Ju Hwayin had also dispersed the restaurant’s employees to various places, worried that singling her out would draw attention to her.

Suddenly, someone entered the garden.

“You wished to see me?” Ju Hwayin asked. As always, she was disguised as Gahwa and wore a light martial arts uniform while carrying a brightly colored oil-paper umbrella.

Soeun nodded. “Yes, thank you for coming.”

“What is it?”

“I have had enough of being confined to this place,” Soeun said firmly. “Please give me a new job.”

Ju Hwayin regarded her with a steady gaze. Is it because she met Baek Museong? Or is it because of Crimson Tiger? In any case, she has become more confident and assertive.

“Will any kind of job do?” she asked.

“Of course.”

“Do you want to see your father?”

“That would be even better, but it’s fine if I can’t,” Soeun replied sincerely. She had already met her father once, and that was enough. She had already confirmed that he was an outstanding man.

She could have waited here, quietly practicing martial arts until her father’s wedding, but that didn’t sit well with her. She wanted, no, she needed to do something, anything to dispel this heart-wrenching anxiety that kept bothering her.

Ju Hwayin thought for a moment, then nodded. “Alright. I’ll contact you soon.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

“One more thing. Can you tell me where Crimson Tiger is?”

Ju Hwayin smiled enigmatically. “I’ll find out for you.”

“Thank you.”

Nodding, Ju Hwayin left the manor.

“Where should we assign her?” Lee Dansim asked as her mistress boarded the carriage.

“Send her to a place where she can see Senior Brother often.”

“Understood.”

“What is that person doing now?”

“He’s drinking in town.”

“Alone?”

“Yes. Will you be joining him?”

Ju Hwayin looked up at the sky. The rain had gotten heavier. “Well... what should I do?” she mumbled.
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Crimson Tiger drank alone at a roadside food stall. He had no particular reason to do so, he had just suddenly felt like getting a drink. His new identity hadn’t been confirmed yet, and Yeon was still investigating the lead. Originally, he had planned to practice martial arts in the garden, but a sudden downpour put a damper on that idea.

Thus, he left the safe house and stopped by the roadside food stall operated by the middle-aged man who had previously been victimized by the Savage Beast Gang. Of course, the man didn’t recognize the disguised Crimson Tiger, but he did tell him that he had entrusted his child to a daycare facility run by the Association. It was welcome news.

“The rain is really coming down.”

Crimson Tiger could see the deep wrinkles on the man’s face. Despite being vulnerable to random assaults by passing thugs, he admired the resilience of a single father running a business to provide for his child.

“Give me another plate of snacks.”

“Right away!” The man grinned and began to prepare the food.

Crimson Tiger emptied another cup.

Yes, this is how everyone lives. If it’s tough, it’s tough. If it sucks, it sucks. Losing a fight is not defeat. Defeat is giving up without even trying to fight.

He stared blankly at the rain. Maybe because it had been a while, the idea of having a drink in the rain didn’t seem so bad.

He reached out for his cup again, but suddenly froze. His senses had picked up on approaching masters from afar. He was tense, but he didn’t show it. Instead, he simply downed another cup and casually refilled it.

“May I join you?” someone asked from behind him.

Crimson Tiger turned around to see Baek Museong entering the tent.

This couldn’t possibly be a chance meeting. The fact that Baek Museong had found him despite his changed appearance meant that he was being monitored constantly within the Association’s territory.

He stood up and bowed politely. “Of course.”

Honestly, he wanted to drink alone, but he couldn’t refuse the First Young Lord’s orders, especially when he was surrounded by several peak masters and dozens of first-rate martial artists.

He’s gotten more subordinates since the last time I saw him, and their numbers are likely to increase further as the wedding draws near.

Baek Museong picked up a piece of the snack that Crimson Tiger was eating. “Oh, this is good!”

“That’s why I come here sometimes,” Crimson Tiger remarked.

Baek Museong emptied his cup. “The alcohol is refreshing, too.”

Crimson Tiger didn’t ask if Baek Museong was referring to the liquor or the rain. It was time to break away from rain-soaked sentimentality. Seeking sentiment in a drinking session with a man racing toward the pinnacle of power was foolish.

“I wanted to see you,” Baek Museong began.

“It’s an honor,” Crimson Tiger replied, putting on a naïve smile. Whether the First Young Lord was sincere or not didn’t matter. He and the Third Young Lady were venomous snakes. If they spoke nice words, they were nice venomous snakes. If they smiled, they were smiling venomous snakes.

“I understand you were attacked a few days ago?”

“Yes.”

“Do you perhaps suspect that it was I who ordered it?

Crimson Tiger broke off eye contact and lowered his head in affirmation. Right now, he felt that the First Young Lord had yet to grasp even half of his true nature. He estimated that the First Young Lord knew 30%, while the Third Young Lady knew 70%.

That was good. If either of them knew everything about him, they wouldn’t leave him alone.

As such, he couldn’t reveal his hand just yet. Even if he did, it would be at the very last moment.

“I’m not the one responsible,” Baek Museong asserted.

Crimson Tiger lifted his head again and met Baek Museong’s gaze. The First Young Lord was calm and confident.

Baek Museong continued, “If I intended to kill you, I wouldn’t have given you the entry pass to the Grand Archives.”

Crimson Tiger nodded stiffly. “...I believe you.”

“Thank you. Do you have any idea who else could have targeted you?”

“As you know, my work is rough and dirty. I have many enemies. My guess is that it was one of them. If not, then perhaps it was the Evil Coalition.”

The First Young Lord nodded silently.

Crimson Tiger deliberately avoided mentioning the Third Young Lady, instead shifting the blame to the Evil Coalition. He knew this would make Baek Museong suspect her even more.

He was right.

Baek Museong immediately assumed Ju Hwayin was the culprit.

She must have found out that I made contact with him.

At first, it seemed out of character for her, but upon further consideration, it was the obvious move. Crimson Tiger’s skills were too exceptional to simply give up. If he were in her position, he would have no choice but to make the same decision.

In any case, Crimson Tiger is a formidable man. 

Baek Museong sighed inwardly. Looking at Crimson Tiger was like looking at a tough weed that had sprouted from a crack in a rock.

“Was your visit to the archives helpful?” he asked, changing the subject.

Crimson Tiger nodded. “Yes, it was very helpful.”

“May I ask what you learned?”

“I learned a knife-throwing art.”

“A knife-throwing art?” Baek Museong tilted his head in surprise.

Crimson Tiger answered calmly, “I’ve been interested in such techniques for some time.”

“Heheh, I didn’t know that. So, what martial art did you pick? Ah, I suppose I shouldn’t ask.”

“It’s fine. I don’t mind. I learned a knife-throwing art called the Twelve Storm Daggers.”

Baek Museong grinned excitedly. “Oho! Interesting.”

In truth, he had never heard of the Twelve Storm Daggers. The only knife-throwing art he knew of was the Lightning Dagger, which Cheon Ahseong had recommended to Crimson Tiger.

Crimson Tiger waited to see if Baek Museong would mention Cheon Ahseong, but he said nothing. The First Young Lord likely didn’t know about their meeting.

He decided not to bring it up. There was no benefit to him in revealing that he had run into the Association Chairman.

“The real pity is that I couldn’t spend more time there,” he sighed regretfully.

“Haha, I’ll give you another chance next time.”

Crimson Tiger bowed his head respectfully. “I am grateful for your kind words.”

Baek Museong nodded, then asked, “Have all the staff from the Hundred Flavors Restaurant left?”

“I heard that some have left while others remain. I don’t know the details.”

“I see.”

Crimson Tiger tensed. He could tell that Baek Museong was curious about Soeun.

Does he know? Or is he interested in a pretty young woman even though he’s getting married soon?

He felt he had to reveal Soeun’s identity before his feelings for her deepened, though not for Baek Museong’s sake, but for Soeun’s. If he tried hard enough, he was sure he could find a way to secretly inform the man without revealing his own involvement.

...Hmm?

Suddenly, he sensed the appearance of other masters, including someone with a familiar aura.

The Third Young Lady, Ju Hwayin.

Baek Museong immediately pretended not to have noticed her as he asked, “Would you kill my junior sister if I asked you to?”

“If it’s an official order,” Crimson Tiger replied without hesitation, despite knowing full well that Ju Hwayin was within earshot.

“That’s a very disappointing thing to say,” Ju Hwayin lamented.

Crimson Tiger turned around just in time to see Ju Hwayin smiling serenely. Across the street, he could see Lee Dansim in an oilskin coat, flanked by the Third Young Lady’s bodyguards.

They were similar in skill level and number to the First Young Lord’s entourage. If a fight were to break out, the surroundings would be utterly devastated.

Baek Museong feigned surprise. “Oh dear, I’m so sorry. I had no idea you were eavesdropping on us, Junior Sister.”

“As you know, my ears are very sharp,” Ju Hwayin shot back.

The two successor candidates’ gazes met. A myriad of emotions were concealed behind those inscrutable faces, and if one were to put it in a nutshell, they might describe it as a love-hate relationship.

Although these two had grown up as close as real siblings, they were now set on killing each other. No one but themselves could even begin to guess the depths of their complex feelings.

“Haha, okay then. Come over here. Let’s have a drink together for old times’ sake.”

“Alright.” Ju Hwayin sat down fearlessly opposite Baek Museong.

Baek Museong’s eyes widened slightly. It had been a very long time since he and his junior sister had sat down face-to-face with him like this. Not only had they both been busy, they had also deliberately avoided each other.

Crimson Tiger stood up awkwardly. “I will take my leave...”

“Greetings, Mr. Crimson Tiger. We’ve met before, haven’t we?” Ju Hwayin asked, stopping him in his tracks.

Crimson Tiger sighed. Despite his changed face, she too had recognized him at a glance. This made it clear that her visit was no coincidence, and that she was openly claiming her connection to Crimson Tiger in front of the First Young Lord.

“It’s been a while,” he said.

Baek Museong narrowed his eyes. “Junior Sister, how did you recognize Mr. Crimson Tiger at a glance even though he’s changed his face?”

“The Mystery Pavilion doesn’t belong to you alone, Senior Brother,” Ju Hwayin pointed out.

“Haha,” Baek Museong laughed hollowly.

Ju Hwayin smiled. “Also, we are quite close. We have overcome danger together before.”

Previously, the Crimson Tiger had asked her for help setting a counter-trap for Jin Chung. That was the most obvious strain in his relationship with Baek Museong.

However, Baek Museong calmly took it in stride. “Men become friends by fighting with each other.”

“I see. In that case, I regret to inform you that if you make any more friends, the jianghu will turn into a sea of blood.”

“After swimming through a sea of blood and reaching land, I believe our bond will be even stronger.”

“Have you even asked if he wants to swim with you?”

The two wolves in sheep’s clothing smiled at each other.

Baek Museong looked at Crimson Tiger. “He even taught me how to cook.”

“That, I am a bit envious of,” Ju Hwayin replied cryptically. Filling Baek Museong’s cup, she added, “Here, Senior Brother. Please accept my toast for old times’ sake.”

Next, she filled Crimson Tiger’s cup. “Crimson Tiger, if there’s another gathering like this, please remember to invite me.”

Crimson Tiger feigned distress, but in truth, he was more cold and detached than ever. Ju Hwayin had definitely come to this place because of him.

If she had wanted to meet Baek Museong, she wouldn’t have come while he was present, or stopped him from leaving.

Is she warning me not to get closer to the First Young Lord? If so, she needs to warn that crafty fox who tried to win my favor with the Great Cycle Pill too.

Ju Hwayin stared intently at Crimson Tiger. “Ahh, this is a good night. I’ve thrown some barbs, met one good person, and the liquor tastes amazing.”

“......” Crimson Tiger feigned ignorance.

Baek Museong laughed heartily, “Indeed, Mr. Crimson Tiger is definitely your type of man!”

Crimson Tiger blushed. “Please do not say such things, even as a joke...”

Ju Hwayin smiled gently. “I would welcome the protection of a dependable man like Mr. Crimson Tiger anytime.”

“Haha, am I a matchmaker now?”

“......” Crimson Tiger resisted the urge to run away. This sibling pair had already forgotten their earlier war of nerves and were laughing comfortably. Even so, he could detect the coldness of their hearts and the venom in their minds, ready to gleefully stab each other in the back at the slightest opportunity.

“Haha! What do you say? Let’s go all the way tonight!” Baek Museong shouted, raising his cup.

“I’m fine with going as far as you want,” Crimson Tiger said, smiling warmly despite thinking the exact opposite.

Two hours later, Baek Museong finally left. He had been shouting as if he were going to drink until dawn, when a subordinate reported that he had urgent business.

Nevertheless, Crimson Tiger was quite sure that he left on his own accord.

Soon after, Ju Hwayin took her leave as well. She stared at Crimson Tiger for a moment with a strange look on her face, but didn’t say anything.
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Long after the two had gone, Crimson Tiger was still seated at the stall.

How did it come to this?

He was furious and upset about being caught in the middle of their power struggle just for doing his job as one of the Twelve Phantoms.

Did everything start going downhill when Gahwa saved my life two years ago?

He shook his head, dismissing the meaningless thought, and looked outside the stall. The rain had let up.

His face lit up. Finally, someone who could wash away his melancholy was walking toward him.

“It’s been a long time since it last rained,” Yeon remarked.

Crimson Tiger smiled sincerely. “The air feels so fresh and clean now.”

“Yes, it’s quite refreshing!”

“Shall we walk for a bit?”

Crimson Tiger paid the stall owner for the wine and left.

The secret agent and his handler walked silently along a small path. The moon was glowing brightly, and an owl hooted in the distance. The ambiance was so inviting that it seemingly transported them to anywhere they desired.

Unfortunately, the two of them had no such luxury.

Crimson Tiger asked, “You have a message for me?”

“Yes. You have been assigned a new identity.”

“Where?”

Yeon handed Crimson Tiger his new set of orders. 

After confirming it, he smirked. Fourth Instructor Yang Ho of the Hidden Shadow Hall, huh?

He was assigned to the Hidden Shadow Hall, as he had requested. While the Hundred Flavors Restaurant was on the outskirts of the Inner Court, the Hidden Shadow Hall was deep inside its territory.

Within the Association, people without martial arts talent often sought to become Mystery Pavilion spies as it was the highest-paying job for non-martial artists. However, the nature of the work meant that the risks were just as high as the rewards.

“The Hidden Shadow Hall is where newly recruited Mystery Pavilion spies are taught the Heavenly Dragon Divine Art for a month,” Yeon explained. “It’s a training center for those who have passed the selection process. I understand it’s a mandatory course for all spies.”

The Heavenly Dragon Divine Art was the Association’s basic martial art, taught to all Inner Court martial artists. Even so, it would be a mistake to consider it unremarkable simply because many people learned it. Those who achieved complete mastery could easily rise to the level of first-rate or even peak master. Many dreamed of becoming an Inner Court martial artist just to learn the art.

Still, the most incredible thing about the Heavenly Dragon Divine Art was that it did not influence any other martial art. Typically, learning two or more inner art techniques caused side effects and harm to the body. However, the Heavenly Dragon Divine Art could be learned in parallel with any other martial art. 

Therefore, it was fitting that the Association had designated it as a basic art, just as it was fitting that the name ‘divine art’ had been given to it.

In general, reaching the third tier of the Heavenly Dragon Divine Art was not very difficult. With a month of training, over eighty percent of trainees reached that level. The fourth tier was where it started to get challenging, and from the seventh tier onwards, it took an average of ten years simply to advance by one tier.

In any case, spies belonging to the Mystery Pavilion were assigned to their desired posts as long as they reached the third tier. Failure to reach this most basic requirement, though, would result in being reassigned elsewhere.

“There are four instructors in the Hidden Shadow Hall, and it seems a vacancy suddenly opened up. It’s a fortunate thing, but I can’t understand why they would assign you to that place... ah! Don’t tell me?”

Crimson Tiger grinned. “Yes, I asked the Third Young Lady for it. The Hidden Shadow Hall is where the Mystery Pavilion’s spies are trained. Being there will make it easier to investigate the Radiant Hall.”

“I see.”

“But there’s one problem.”

“What is it?”

“I’ve completely forgotten the Heavenly Dragon Divine Art.”

“What?”

“I learned it a long time ago, but I haven’t used it in so many years that I’ve forgotten everything.”

“Hahaha!” Yeon burst out laughing. “Okay, I’ll try to get the secret manual for you.”

“Thank you.”

“Oh, but won’t the Third Young Lady or the First Young Lord be suspicious?”

Crimson Tiger thought about it. The fact that he had initially requested to join the Inner Court could certainly arouse suspicion. Nevertheless, he answered firmly, “It doesn’t matter.”

“Pardon?”

“They can’t prove anything, even if they suspect me. Besides, as long as it doesn’t harm them, they won’t care what my intentions are. Either way, finding the culprit as soon as possible is our top priority.”

Yeon nodded. “I’ll keep looking into it and let you know the results soon.”

“Be careful. Contact me immediately if you notice anything unusual, no matter how minor.”

“Don’t worry.”

Crimson Tiger nodded. He had a great deal on his plate now. Not only did he have to adapt to his new identity, he would also soon be assigned a new mission.

“There’s one more thing I need to ask of you,” he said.

“What is it?”

“Can you secretly inform the First Young Lord of Soeun’s true identity?”

“How?”

“When you leak the information to the First Young Lord, make it seem like it came from the spies who infiltrated the Evil Coalition.”

“Ah! That would work.”

Ultimately, as long as the source of the information was the Evil Coalition, the Third Young Lady couldn’t hold him responsible.

“Thank you.”

“Leave it to me.”

Crimson Tiger looked up at the shining moon. The path ahead was a thorny one, dictated by the brutal succession war between the First Young Lord and the Third Young Lady.

Why try so hard to climb to the summit? Being the best doesn’t necessarily mean one is living their best life. The best life... should be a life lived without regrets.

He swore to himself that he would do his best to avoid living with regret.


V4C4: The New Instructor

The next day, Crimson Tiger entered the Inner Court with yet another new face. This time, he took on the appearance of a man in his thirties. His new undercover assignment required him to make a stronger impression, one that conveyed a life of hardship. To that end, he etched the weariness of a freelance warrior into every feature, creating an unapproachable aura.

After walking for a while, he arrived at the Third Gate. While the security at the Second Gate had been formidable, the Third Gate’s defenses were on another level entirely.

The Chief Guard inspected his identity papers and sized him up. “You’re Heo’s replacement?”

“Yes, I am.”

“Teaching those brats is no walk in the park. Make sure you whip them into shape before sending them out.”

“Heheh, will do.”

Crimson Tiger exchanged pleasantries with the guards and passed through the gate.

He had never entered this place before. Various buildings, some grand and some modest, lined the large, central boulevard. Despite their differences in size, they were all the Association’s key institutions.

The Hidden Shadow Hall stood approximately two hundred paces from the gate. Architecturally, it was quite unassuming. A large training ground dominated the center, flanked by a large building for the instructors and a smaller building for the students. Further back behind these buildings lay four smaller training grounds.

Crimson Tiger made his way to the instructors’ offices on the third floor of the large building. There, he was greeted by two men. 

The first was the head instructor and Hidden Shadow Director, Baek Wooyong, while the second was the Chief Instructor, Go Sin. Baek Wooyong was short with a sturdy, determined appearance, while Go Sin was tall and handsome.

“Welcome, Yang Ho,” Baek Wooyong greeted.

“I am Yang Ho. I look forward to learning from you,” Crimson Tiger replied politely.

“I hope we get along well.” Baek Wooyong smiled, hinting at a gentler nature than his appearance suggested.

Go Sin, on the other hand, regarded Crimson Tiger with a sharp, scrutinizing gaze. “Is this your first time working as an instructor?”

Crimson Tiger nodded. “Yes, it is.”

Typically, instructors for the Hidden Shadow Hall were chosen from among the assistant instructors. Only in exceptional cases was an individual with outstanding skill recruited, or a seasoned veteran transferred upon reaching retirement age. In any case, the Hidden Shadow Director had the authority to appoint instructors.

This time, however, the order had come from above. It was a quintessential parachute hire, a dubious personnel decision from an undisclosed source.

Baek Wooyong was willing to let the matter go smoothly, but Go Sin was visibly displeased.

Baek Wooyong shot Go Sin a warning glare. “Everyone has a first time. Guide him well,” he said sternly.

“Of course,” Go Sin replied curtly, hiding his displeasure as he turned to Crimson Tiger. “You, follow me.”

Crimson Tiger followed Go Sin out of the office.

As they walked down the corridor, Go Sin explained, “This Hall is made up of four instructors and twelve assistant instructors. Normally, three assistants are assigned to one instructor, but in your case, you have only one.”

His voice contained no apology, as if the blame lay entirely with Crimson Tiger.

“That’s fine.” Crimson Tiger shrugged. He figured that two of the assistant instructors must have refused to work under him. That was understandable. The real problem was that their unreasonable demand had been accepted.

They’re more conservative than I thought.

Of course, having assistant instructors made no difference to him. He wouldn’t be staying here long, and today might be the last time he ever saw Baek Wooyong or Go Sin.

“Good. Since it’s your first time teaching after all, I hope you’ll be understanding.”

“Yes.”

“Additionally, do not underestimate the significance of this one-month training program. A spy’s life ultimately depends on their martial arts skill, especially when their cover is blown. Remember that our training, though brief, could save their lives. In particular, you must teach the Heavenly Dragon Divine Art up to the third tier. If the students fail to reach that level, they will be fired or reassigned.”

“I understand.”

“I hope you do. After all, those students unfortunate enough to encounter a subpar instructor are destined to have their lives completely ruined,” he warned, dripping with sarcasm.

“......” Crimson Tiger feigned ignorance and held his tongue.

Finally, the two men crossed the training ground and arrived at the students’ quarters.

He was put in charge of Class Four. As he entered the classroom, he saw four men and one woman, fewer than he had expected.

“This is Instructor Yang. He will be teaching you in place of Instructor Heo.”

“It’s an honor to meet you!” the students greeted him in unison.

“Alright, I’ll leave you to introduce yourselves,”

Immediately, the atmosphere in the room soured. An inexplicably cold air began to permeate the air, and five hostile gazes converged on Crimson Tiger.

“Well? Is there something you want to say?” Crimson Tiger asked.

Everyone turned toward a young man with good looks and a self-assured air standing in the heart of the group, their eyes pleading for him to speak on their behalf.

Crimson Tiger could instantly tell he was their ringleader.

“My name is Gwan Hae,” the young man said.

Following his lead, the other students introduced themselves. The large man next to Gwan Hae was Mu Yeol, the older-looking one was Yang Jin, the short one was Sa Cheok, and the woman was Song Ah.

Throughout this time, Gwan Hae stared intently at Crimson Tiger. He was by far the most skilled among them and the only one with practical combat experience. 

Although it was only a brawl with some drunken mercenaries, it was a seven-against-one fight. After surviving it, Gwan Hae had gained a confidence that most spy applicants, who had never been in a proper fight, lacked. Naturally, he became the unspoken leader of Class Four just a few days after being placed in it.

As such, he was extremely displeased with the Association’s sudden decision to change his instructor.

“I heard this is your first time as an instructor,” he said.

Crimson Tiger nodded. “That’s right.”

Everyone’s expression hardened. Rumors about the new instructor’s incompetence had been circulating among the students, spread primarily by the assistant instructors.

“If we don’t reach the third tier of the Heavenly Dragon Divine Art, we won’t be assigned to the posts we applied for. Are you aware of that?”

“Of course,” Crimson Tiger answered.

“In short, our lives are on the line.”

Crimson Tiger raised an eyebrow. “And?”

Gwan Hae’s eyes narrowed with resentment. “Try putting yourself in our shoes. We’ve been assigned a new instructor with no experience right before a decisive exam. How could we possibly be in a good mood?”

Everyone else nodded in agreement.

“Since it’s come to this, let me be frank. Originally, there were twelve of us in Class Four. When they heard that an inexperienced instructor was coming, however, seven of them transferred to other classes. They were all from powerful families and used their connections and money to transfer out.”

Crimson Tiger finally understood their frustration. Just the prospect of a new instructor would have made them anxious, but when their classmates left, they must have suffered an even heavier blow.

He smirked. More than anger, he understood the brats.

“Okay, I understand how you feel,” he said coolly.

“......” Gwan Hae felt flustered. If Crimson Tiger had scolded them or reacted emotionally, he could have used it as an excuse to rebel. However, this new instructor’s laid back conduct put a damper on his ire.

Suddenly, a man entered the room, looked at Gwan Hae, and said, “Since you want us to put ourselves in your shoes, why don’t you think about the instructor’s position for a moment? He started a new job with high hopes, but then met a group of brats who aren’t from powerful families, have no connections, are easily swayed by rumors, and lack grit, confidence, and most importantly, motivation. How do you think he feels getting looked down upon by such pathetic kids?”

The students’ expressions darkened. They were angry, but they couldn’t deny that what the man said was partially true.

The man turned toward Crimson Tiger. “Nice to meet you. I am Assistant Instructor Go Jingeol.”

So he’s the one remaining assistant instructor. He doesn’t really look the part with his long, flowing hair, though.

Crimson Tiger nodded in acknowledgment. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, too.”

Go Jingeol glanced at the members of Class Four. “These guys may be idiots, but they’re not bad kids.”

Crimson Tiger smirked. “I heard there were originally three assistant instructors.”

“The other two went to Classes One and Three.”

“Why? Because they were upset with me?”

“They have good reason to be,” Go Jingeol answered without hesitation, despite the pointed question. “Both of them were hoping to be promoted to full instructor.”

“Why didn’t you leave?”

“What would change if I did? Besides, I’m lazy. I hate being shuffled around, and I have no desire to be a full instructor.”

“Hahaha!” Crimson Tiger laughed boisterously.

Go Jingeol stared at Crimson Tiger. His first impression of the new instructor was different from what he had imagined. Instead of being bureaucratic, reckless, or incompetent, he had a strange, indescribable air about him, though at least he seemed friendly.

“You’ll be the teacher for tomorrow morning’s class.”

“You want me to teach your very first class on your very first day?”

“Why? Is that against the rules?

“No, sir. I will obey your command.”

Crimson Tiger spun around abruptly. “Gwan Hae!”

“Yes!” Gwan Hae shouted back, startled by the sudden call. Almost immediately though, his face flushed in shame as he realized that he had acted like a freshly disciplined recruit right after brazenly standing up to Crimson Tiger.

“From now on, you’re the class representative. You’re dismissed for today.”

Crimson Tiger walked out of the classroom without another word.

Dumbfounded, Gwan Hae looked at his classmates, but they were all just as bewildered.

In contrast, a light of interest gleamed in Go Jingeol’s eyes. “This is quite interesting.”

Gwan Hae scowled. “You mean that weird instructor?”

“You’re so bad at judging people, it’s no wonder you’re all just shivering idiots, terrified you won’t even make it to the third tier,” Go Jingeol remarked nonchalantly.

Crimson Tiger did not return to his quarters. There was one thing he never forgot to do when he received a new identity, and that was to survey the surrounding terrain. Just as when he infiltrated the Evil Coalition, this was something he could only do on the first day.

SSSK!

Two martial artists materialized from behind the trees in a flower garden.

“Halt! State your affiliation and name!”

“H-Hidden Shadow Hall Instructor, Y-Yang Ho,” Crimson Tiger stammered, feigning nervousness. 

Despite being stronger than the Association’s squad captains, these two peak masters are merely relegated to guard duty? As expected of the highest security area in the organization.

“Do you not know this is a restricted area?”

“M-My apologies, I didn’t mean to break the rules! It’s my first day, so I made a mistake.”

“Withdraw,” the guard warned sternly, then disappeared back into the vegetation.

Crimson Tiger turned back. This was the first checkpoint on the path to the Chairman’s residence, and he had no idea how many more there were.

Having checked the most heavily guarded area, he headed in the opposite direction. The grandiose Mystery Pavilion was there, as well as the Sword Seeking Pavilion, which rivaled it in prominence.

The Radiant Hall was situated a short distance away from the Mystery Pavilion. It was a shabby five-story building that looked just as unremarkable as Yeon had described , yet it was the most terrifying place of all the structures here.

Staring at it from afar, Crimson Tiger felt the urge to rush over and explore it immediately, but he forced himself to calm down. Now was not the time to act impulsively.

He surveyed the area as much as he could, then returned to the instructors’ quarters. However, no sooner had he entered his room than someone knocked on the door.

“Anyone home?”

“Yes, come in.”

A middle-aged man in his forties opened the door. “I’m Ha Jong, the instructor for Class Three.”

“I’m Yang Ho. I look forward to working with you.”

Ha Jong sat down without waiting for Crimson Tiger to offer him a seat. “Give me a cup of tea,” he barked.

Crimson Tiger glanced around the room, visibly troubled. “I don’t know where anything is yet.”

“The tea is in there,” Ha Jong groaned with a hint of annoyance.

He seems to be a frequent visitor to this place. Crimson Tiger narrowed his eyes imperceptibly. Nevertheless, he took out the tea from the cabinet Ha Jong had indicated, then boiled water and prepared it.

“Where did you work before?” Ha Jong asked.

“I was stationed outside.”

“Outside where?”

“Here and there. Many places.”

“You’re young, but you must be talented. I didn’t expect Instructor Heo to be reassigned so suddenly.”

“You must have been close with him.”

“Not that close. Have you met the kids?”

“Yes.”

“How were they?”

“They were cute.”

“Really?” Ha Jong shot him a skeptical look. “Don’t be fooled by appearances. They’ll try to walk all over you because you’re a rookie. You need to show them who’s boss right from the outset.”

KNOCK KNOCK!

“Come in,” Crimson Tiger said.

Assistant Instructor Go Jingeol entered. “I have something to report regarding tomorrow’s class schedule.”

“Hey, am I invisible? How rude!” Ha Jong snapped.

“......” Go Jingeol bowed halfheartedly, making no effort to hide his dislike.

“You insolent brat! I’ve reminded you time and again, yet you still act this way.”

“......” Go Jingeol stayed silent, playing dumb.

Ha Jong shot up from his seat.

“I will scold him separately,” Crimson Tiger cut in. He could tell that Ha Jong wasn’t just scolding Go Jingeol for not greeting him. Their relationship was evidently poor. “I have something to discuss with my assistant instructor, so would it be alright if we talked another day?”

Ha Jong’s expression soured at the clear dismissal. “Hmph!” he snorted as if holding back a torrent of words, but he turned on his heel and left the room regardless.

Crimson Tiger gestured toward a chair. “Take a seat.”

Go Jingeol sat down, and Crimson Tiger observed the man carefully.

This guy is special.

He could understand why Ha Jong found the assistant instructor impolite and disrespectful. There was something dark and cynical about Go Jingeol. Instead of finding it unpleasant, however, he thought it was strangely charismatic.

“What did you come here for?” he asked casually.

“Aren’t you going to scold me? I hate being kept dangling.”

Crimson Tiger smirked. “Okay. Don’t do it again, got it?”

“Is that it?”

“Isn’t the point of a scolding to make the other person understand their mistake? I think this is sufficient.”

Grinning, Go Jingeol outlined the daily schedule. Life at the Hidden Shadow Hall was very structured, with almost every moment dedicated to education and training.

None of the students complained. In fact, they were the type to train during their breaks, making the most of every moment. After all, each of them had gone through all sorts of hardships to get here. If they failed the final test and couldn’t enter their desired division, their efforts would have been for naught.

“Which positions are the kids in our class applying for?”

“They’re all aiming for the Mystery Pavilion. Not just our class, but all the kids here want to become Mystery Pavilion spies.”

“What if they don’t reach the third tier?”

“They’ll be assigned to a support team, like the transport corps or the pigeon loft. Worst case, they be sent to the kitchens where they’ll become hunchbacked from cooking rice. In short, their lives will be completely ruined.”

Crimson Tiger nodded. Now he understood even more why the members of Class Four were so on edge. “Aren’t any of them aiming to be posted to the Radiant Hall?”

“The Radiant Hall? That’s a place they can only go to if they saved the jianghu in a past life.”

“What do you mean?”

“Isn’t the Radiant Hall crawling with the world’s biggest slackers? It’s really hard to get in.”

“Pfft!”

“But why are you asking about the Radiant Hall?”

“I wanted to work there, too.”

“If you get a chance to transfer there, please take me with you.”

“I will.”

The two grinned at each other.

Crimson Tiger found that he quite liked Go Jingeol. For some reason, he was reminded of Gong Cheol and Hong Maerang. Of course, in every organization, there were always people you didn’t like and people you felt an affinity for.

Unfortunately, forming bonds in a place one must soon leave was bittersweet, and leaving without saying goodbye was even worse.

He rose to his feet.

“Where are you going?” Go Jingeol asked.

“To learn martial arts.”

“What martial arts?”

“The Heavenly Dragon Divine Art, obviously. It’s been so long since I learned it that I’ve forgotten everything.”

“...You’re joking, right? Right?”

Crimson Tiger winked and walked outside.

Go Jingeol’s eyes widened in disbelief. “Wait, that wasn’t a joke?”
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Two hours later, Crimson Tiger rendezvoused with Yeon in a room at an inn on the outskirts of town.

“Here’s what you asked for,” she said, handing him a copy of the Heavenly Dragon Divine Art manual.

The Twelve Phantoms were also fundamentally part of the Inner Court. When Crimson Tiger first joined, he had learned up to the seventh tier of the Heavenly Dragon Divine Art, but after a few years of neglet, he had forgotten everything. Needless to say, if he wanted to teach it, he would have to relearn it.

Still, he thought that while the first half of the manual might be readily available, the latter half would be difficult to obtain, as only those of captain rank or higher had access to it. However, Yeon had obtained the entire manual the day after he asked.

Once again, he was reminded of how remarkably capable she was.

“I only borrowed it for four hours,” she added.

Crimson Tiger nodded. “That should be enough. What do you want to do? You can wait here or take care of your business and come back.”

“I’ll wait here.”

“Alright, I shouldn’t need the full four hours.”

Crimson Tiger sat at a side table and flipped through the manual. Soon, the insights he had gained in the past came flooding back to him. “Did you learn this, too, Yeon?” he asked casually.

“Of course,” she nodded. “We’re part of the Inner Court, too.”

“How far did you get?”

“I learned up to the eighth tier.”

“That’s amazing. I’ll have to ask for your help with difficult missions from now on.”

Yeon giggled. “Are you sure? As you know, I’ve almost never had to use it. Although I’m at the eighth tier in theory, my practical application is a mess.”

Crimson Tiger chuckled in understanding. The Heavenly Dragon Divine Art was, in essence, a symbolic martial art. Inner Court martial artists were required to learn it, but there was no rule that said they had to use it. Thus, many of the Inner Court’s masters only ever used their own specialty martial arts.

Silence settled in as he immersed himself in the manual. Suddenly, he asked, “Was this technique originally supposed to be completed over the course of seven breaths?”

Yeon came over, looked down at the part Crimson Tiger was reading, and raised an eyebrow as if he were stating the obvious. “Ah, yes, seven breaths is correct. Why do you ask?”

“I think it can be done in one breath?”

“What? No way.”

Crimson Tiger tilted his head, stood up, and drew his sword.

SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH!

Even in the confined space, his sword danced through the air without restraint.

Yeon’s jaw dropped in shock. This was not the technique she was familiar with. Crimson Tiger’s movements were fast, intense, and precise. Just thinking about being on the receiving end of that attack made her heart pound.

“Indeed, it’s hard to do in one breath,” Crimson Tiger sighed when he finished.

“But you did it, didn’t you?”

“There’s a fatal weakness. If the opponent dodges the sword like this and stabs this way, it would be disastrous.”

Crimson Tiger twisted his body as if dodging an imaginary thrust. Just as he said, he lost his balance and stumbled.

Yeon’s eyes widened. She hadn’t noticed the weakness at all.

“Of course,” Crimson Tiger grinned. “I’ll have to teach according to the manual, right?”

“Are you planning on taking them as your disciples?”

“Absolutely not.”

Yeon smirked. “Then teach them according to the manual, Instructor.”

Crimson Tiger nodded. To be honest, though, he had sensed more than just one flaw, or rather, there were elements of the technique that suited him poorly. Before, he would never have noticed so many imperfections, but his martial arts skills had improved considerably lately.

Once again, he owed this growth to Cheon Ahseong’s teachings.

No, at times like this, I have to be all the more careful. The deeper I dive into martial arts and the higher I climb, the easier it is for a very small mistake to lead to qi deviation.

Crimson Tiger flipped through the manual again.

“By the way, how is the investigation into the Radiant Hall going?” he asked.

“I’ve narrowed it down to a dozen people,” Yeon replied.

“That many?”

“I will narrow it down further and report back to you.”

Crimson Tiger stared closely at Yeon. Come to think of it, she looks exhausted.

“Get some sleep over there,” he said.

Yeon shook her head. “I’m fine. Also, I leaked information about Soeun to the First Young Lord’s spies in the Evil Coalition.”

“Well done!” Crimson Tiger complimented sincerely. He was genuinely grateful to Yeon. Without her, he could not have done any of this.

In a one-on-one duel, victory or defeat was decided by one’s martial arts prowess. However, this was a fight against the Association and the Evil Coalition, massive organizations which basically encompassed the entire jianghu. They weren’t enemies he could take on alone.

He immersed himself in the manual again.

Yeon leaned against the window frame and gazed outside. The lights of the city that never slept were going out one by one as dawn approached. Yet, their absence revealed the starlight, making for an even more beautiful moment.

She glanced over at Crimson Tiger. He was so focused on martial arts that he wouldn’t have noticed even if someone had shouted next to him.

Meeting him had completely changed her life. She could be killed for making a false report to the organization, but she didn’t regret it. 

She liked the person she was these days. Of course, her feelings toward Crimson Tiger were the foundation of her ability to keep moving forward, even in the face of adversity.

She didn’t know what others thought of handlers, but she considered herself a martial artist of the jianghu, proud warriors who devoted everything to chasing their dreams.

At the very least, she was certain that her feelings weren’t just self-consolation.

“Yeon, could you look at this part, too?” Crimson Tiger suddenly requested again.

Gazing at the stars, Yeon smiled warmly. “Sure.”
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A few days later, Gwan Hae visited Crimson Tiger’s office during class.

“What is it?” Crimson Tiger asked lazily.

“Are you really going to leave us entirely to Assistant Instructor Go?”

“Didn’t you all disapprove of me? I thought you’d prefer that he teach you.”

Gwan Hae bowed his head deeply. “I’m really sorry for disrespecting you that day.”

“Alright, I accept your apology,” Crimson Tiger replied. The boy’s tone didn’t exactly come off as sincere, but his apology was respectful.

“Thank you. Then... could you instruct us personally?”

“Why? Did Assistant Instructor Go teach you the wrong thing?”

“That’s not it, but...”

“But?”

“From a student’s perspective, isn’t it only natural to want to learn from an instructor instead of an assistant?”

Crimson Tiger nodded. “Very well.”

Gwan Hae inwardly gloated. In reality, his motives were not so pure. He wanted to assess Crimson Tiger’s true skill level before deciding on a course of action.

He was confident he could reach the third tier himself, but the world was an unpredictable place. If he failed, it would be devastating.

Additionally, as class representative, he had to consider his peers’ concerns. Besides him, most of them were nowhere close to the third tier. He had even heard that the other classes were betting that only one out of the five Class Four students would pass.

Damn it! I’m not going to let that happen!

Gwan Hae gritted his teeth as he followed Crimson Tiger to the training ground, where Go Jingeol and the other Class Four students were waiting.

“He insists he must learn from you, Instructor,” Go Jingeol said, sighing self-deprecatingly, though the glee on his face was unmistakable. “This is why I’ll live and die an assistant instructor.”

Crimson Tiger chuckled. “First, I want all six of you to show me your Heavenly Dragon Divine Art.”

Go Jingeol stepped forward and began going through the moves, followed by Gwan Hae and the other Class Four students.

Crimson Tiger evaluated them. First, Go Jingeol understood the Heavenly Dragon Divine Art very well. His technique was impeccably accurate, even more so than his own. In comparison, the Class Four students were pathetic. Even Gwan Hae, the best among them, could only manage a pale imitation of the martial art.

After everyone finished, Crimson Tiger asked Gwan Hae, “So, what’s the problem?”

“The problem is that there is no problem,” Gwan Hae complained.

“Explain clearly.”

“Assistant Instructor Go’s teaching method is too orthodox. He doesn’t share any tips with us at all.”

Crimson Tiger looked at Go Jingeol.

Go Jingeol shrugged. “It seems they’re hoping you can simplify the lessons.”

“No, we’re not asking you to simplify the lessons,” Gwan Hae interjected.

“Then what?”

“We’re asking you to teach us the trick to reaching the third tier. It’s not like were talking about reaching the tenth star from the ninth, it’s just the third tier. There must be a more efficient way to reach it than training methodically. Isn’t it the instructor’s job to teach us that?”

Go Jingeol snorted. “I didn’t learn any such trick or shortcut. I’m simply teaching you the way I learned.”

Gwan Hae and the students frowned in dissatisfaction.

Crimson Tiger smiled mysteriously. He had Go Jingeol bring over the wooden training posts from the side of the training ground, set up the posts all around him, and stood in the middle.

“Watch carefully,” he said. “I will now demonstrate the Saṃsāra Fist, which can be used once you reach the third tier of the Heavenly Dragon Divine Art.”

BANG! BANG! BANG! BANG!

Crimson Tiger spun once quickly, punching four times in different directions.

BOOM!

Simultaneously, four wooden posts shattered and broke apart.

“Wooooow!”

“Whew!”

Crimson Tiger sighed. He hadn’t used even a tenth of his power, yet everyone was so startled that their jaws dropped. 

Well, at least they could tell that this was no easy feat.

In particular, Go Jingeol was the most surprised. He had seen his seniors demonstrate the Heavenly Dragon Divine Art many times before, but never with such sheer power and pinpoint precision.

Crimson Tiger looked at Gwan Hae. “How was it?”

“It was amazing!”

Gwan Hae and everyone else were stunned speechless. They had only intended to learn the Heavenly Dragon Divine Art up to the third tier, and mastering each tier had never crossed their minds.

Crimson Tiger sneered. “Does this look like a martial art that can be learned through cheap tricks?”

“......” Gwan Hae couldn’t answer.

“Besides, Assistant Instructor Go has already told you the trick.”

“What? When?”

Crimson Tiger looked at Go Jingeol. “Repeat what you said earlier to my dear student.”

“I didn’t learn any tricks or secrets. I’m simply teaching you the way I learned.”

Crimson Tiger looked at everyone again. “That’s right. The secret to quickly learning the Heavenly Dragon Divine Art is to train seriously without thinking about cutting corners.”

The students remained silent. Had they not seen Crimson Tiger’s demonstration, they surely would have expressed their discontent, but they couldn’t find it in them to refute a martial master’s words.

“So that you won’t bother me again, I’ll tell you the second secret in advance. Use it when the first one doesn’t work.” Grinning, Crimson Tiger turned around and began walking away, shouting, “Double your training time, even if you have to sacrifice your sleep!”


V4C5: The Cat Is Out of the Bag

Jongri Mun was surprisingly calm when he received the report of Pung Yang’s defeat. He had imagined this moment several times, envisioning the moment he would hear this very report. 

In a way, it was a relief to once again be reminded of Crimson Tiger’s ridiculous martial prowess. If he had made the wrong call under pressure when the secret agent had infiltrated, it would have been a disaster.

Giyeong stood in front of him with his head bowed low and an apologetic look on his face. Since it was was he who had suggested using Pung Yang to eliminate Crimson Tiger in the first place, he was somewhat downcast.

Jongri Mun asked calmly, “How did the Association react?”

“They have been quiet. Today, we received a follow-up report stating that Pung Yang’s identity wasn’t revealed because his corpse was incinerated. The men he took with him were also individuals whose identities are difficult to trace.”

“His corpse was incinerated? Jongri Mun tilted his head. ”Hmmm, I see. Interesting.“

“Is something the matter? Do you have a theory?”

“How often do masters of Pung Yang’s caliber burn to death?”

“What do you mean?”

“Crimson Tiger might have deliberately mutilated the corpse.”

“Why would he do that?”

Jongri Mun narrowed his eyes. “Something is happening that we don’t know about.”

KNOCK, KNOCK!

The door opened, and a subordinate entered with a letter for Giyeong.

Giyeong’s eyes widened as he read it. “We’ve received a new report.”

“What is it?”

“Apparently, when Crimson Tiger escaped from us, there was a woman with him.”

“What? A woman? Who?”

“Our spies were unable to determine her identity.”

The subordinate withdrew, and a brief silence fell over the room.

Giyeong opened his mouth to speak, but Jongri Mun raised a hand to stop him. He needed time to think. 

His eyes darted back and forth, glinting in the dim office. “...You said there was a fight at the document archive, right? Who was involved?

“We found Smiley’s corpse near the archive.”

“He was probably caught while tailing Crimson Tiger.”

“That seems to be the case.”

“Why would Crimson Tiger infiltrate that archive? Nothing useful is stored there...” Jongri Mun’s eyes flashed. “Wait. Don’t the Ironblood Nines discard their names upon entry? The only record of their real names is in that archive, isn’t it?”

“That’s right! Don’t tell me?”

“Yes, he needed information on someone from the Ironblood Nines. Damn it! Why didn’t I think of that sooner?”

Jongri Mun cursed his tunnel vision. He had focused too intently on the Ironblood Commander’s death and overlooked the real objective. He asked sharply, “There was a woman among the dead Ironblood Nines. Who was she?”

“Seventh Six. Her body was found badly mutilated.”

“It’s her.”

“Pardon?”

“That isn’t Seventh Six’s corpse, but rather the missing Snakeflower’s. Crimson Tiger must have mutilated the body on purpose to hide its identity.”

“If that’s true, then... Damn it! Was the Ironblood Commander’s murder just a ploy to throw us off?”

“Exactly. Bring me all the files on Seventh Six right now! Immediately!”

“Understood.”

“And contact Enigma. Tell him to find out who the woman he rescued is!”

Giyeong quickly exited the office.

Left alone, Jongri Mun’s eyes sparkled brighter than ever before as his strategist’s intuition began to stir.

KNOCK KNOCK!

Jongri Mun sprang up from his seat at the arrival of a new guest. It was none other than the Coalition Leader, Neung Pungbi.

“It’s been a while. Let’s go out for a drink,” Neung Pungbi said, holding out a bamboo hat he had brought.

“Yes.” Jongri Mun politely accepted the hat and followed him, feeling uneasy about this surprise visit.

As they headed out of Coalition Headquarters, Neung Pungbi remained silent, as if he already knew all the sins Jongri Mun had committed.

A shiver ran down Jongri Mun’s spine. He knew Neung Pungbi better than anyone. Contrary to his public image as a simple man bent on domination, the Coalition Leader was both prudent and shrewd.

They entered the Pear Blossom Inn, where Crimson Tiger had once shared a drink with Soeun, and took a seat in the corner on the second floor. Their bodyguards disguised themselves as customers and sat at the surrounding tables. 

Jongri Mun estimated their number. This was a minor detail compared to usual. Normally, when the Coalition Leader visited a place, all the other customers would be ushered out while his bodyguards formed a security perimeter. Today, however, it seemed he intended to be discreet.

The two removed their bamboo hats. Fortunately, no one in the inn recognized them.

A waiter brought them liquor and snacks.

Immediately, one of the bodyguards at a nearby table approached and quickly inspected the food and drink. After confirming that there was no poison, he withdrew.

“It’s been a while, hasn’t it?” Neung Pungbi began.

“Yes.”

There was a time in the past when the two men spent a lot of time together. Recently, though, Neung Pungbi had been restraining himself, in part because he was accused of favoring his strategist too much.

“Let’s have a drink.”

The two men emptied their cups.

“So, has that man Cheonsu been bothering you?

Jongri Mun nodded. Jwa Cheonsu was the man in charge of investigating the Ironblood Commander’s death. “Yes, he is very annoying,” he complained.

Neung Pungbi smiled at Jongri Mun’s honest answer.

Jongri Mun hastily added, “Senior Jwa may be inflexible, but he’s very thorough.”

Neung Pungbi smirked. Jongri Mun was not afraid to criticize others, even in front of his superiors. He must have known it might come back to haunt him, yet he voiced his unfiltered opinion with no regard for the consequences.

Neung Pungbi knew this was his strategist’s unique way of demonstrating loyalty, a gesture intended to prevent misunderstandings and misperceptions. This was one of the reasons he cherished Jongri Mun.

Jongri Mun sighed. The moment had come to confess, regardless of whether Neung Pungbi had knowledge of the situation or not. 

Still, he could not disclose everything. Doing so would jeopardize some of his plans.

Fortunately, he had received the news about Crimson Tiger’s true objective before Neung Pungbi’s visit. Using that as an excuse, he could hopefully make up for his mistakes in regard to this incident.

“...Coalition Leader, I’m afraid this incident is not as straightforward as it seems,” he said hesitantly. “The Association’s main objective was not the Ironblood Commander’s assassination.”

Neung Pungbi’s eyes widened in surprise, but he filled Jongri Mun’s cup and quietly waited for the strategist to continue.

Jongri Mun explained, “He abducted a woman from the Ironblood Nines. The assassination of the Ironblood Commander was just a ruse. The woman was his primary objective.”

Neung Pungbi’s eyes lit up in interest. As he had expected, Jongri Mun had not just been sitting back and accepting defeat. If he understood the situation correctly, then this recent damage was nothing. 

His trust in his strategist grew even stronger.

Jongri Mun took a deep breath. It was time to reveal one of the secrets he had kept hidden from Neung Pungbi. “Actually, there is a matter I have been working on for a very long time.

“What is it?”

“I have planted one of our own in the Radiant Hall. His name is Enigma.”

“Oho!”

“This is the real reason why I advised against seeking revenge when the Heaven-Destroying Corps Commander was assassinated two years ago. I was afraid that if we took action against the Twelve Phantoms carelessly, the spy we had planted would become worthless.”

“So that’s how it was.” Neung Pungbi nodded. He wasn’t bothered that Jongri Mun had hidden this fact even from him. An ordinary person would have revealed it, if only to brag, and possibly sabotaged the entire operation in the process.

Yes, you of all people should be able to do at least this much.

He was satisfied. This prize was worth the Ironblood Commander’s life.

“Enigma has only recently begun to act in earnest,” said Jongri Mun.

“You’ve kept him hidden very well.”

“Yes, after all, the Radiant Hall is the Twelve Phantoms’ command center. They are by no means easy foes to deceive. Recently, thanks to information provided by Enigma, we uncovered two spies who had infiltrated our Coalition.”

“Huhu, so you did.”

“That was just our secondary goal, though. Enigma’s main mission is another matter entirely.”

“What is that?”

“To raid the Myriad Secrets Cave.

“The Myriad Secrets Cave!” Neung Pungbi’s eyes gleamed. The Myriad Secrets Cave was where all of the Association’s confidential information was stored.

“That’s right. If we obtain information from there, the Association will undoubtedly suffer a devastating blow. What’s more...” Jongri Mun grinned wickedly. “...Enigma is now only one step away from success.”
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A man crept stealthily through the document archive in the Radiant Hall. His movements were swift and silent, completely unlike his usual self.

He took out several documents and began tampering with them. Spread out before him on a cloth were brushes of various sizes and chemicals of unknown use.

If those who made a living in the jianghu by forging documents were to see his handiwork, they would have gaped in disbelief at how flawlessly he was forging the documents. His skill was so impressive that no one would be able to detect the slightest trace of tampering.

Finishing his work in an instant, the man slipped out without a trace, as stealthily as he had entered. No one would ever know what he had done in that short time.

One thing was certain, however. His work would change his own fate and that of everyone else.
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DRIP!

A drop of water fell on Baek Museong’s shoulder as he navigated a humid, moldy corridor that reeked of filth. Pausing for a moment, he looked up at the ceiling, only to see that it was dotted with water droplets that looked ready to fall.

He resumed walking. The person he was supposed to meet was in the room at the end of the corridor.

“Have you been well?” he asked.

From behind the bars, Jin Chung looked a little gaunt. However, his eyes were clearer than when he was free.

Jin Chung smiled. “You seem to have lost some weight,” he remarked, even though he himself had slimmed down the most. Regardless, he was more worried about his master than himself.

Baek Museong looked down at himself. “Really?”

“Please eat well.”

“I will.”

Their gazes met. 

Baek Museong sighed. He wanted to get Jin Chung out of there as soon as possible, but he knew it would have to wait until after the wedding at least. 

“What business did you want to see me about?” he asked. Jin Chung had contacted him about an urgent matter, so he had come immediately. He knew that given his subordinate’s personality, he would never have called for him if it wasn’t important.

Jin Chung bowed his head in apology. “I apologize for forcing you to endure the miserable conditions of this hellhole. I simply felt that this was something I should tell you in person.”

“What is it?”

“We have a spy planted in the Evil Coalition.”

“And?”

“He has made contact.” Jin Chung paused for a moment, as if giving Baek Museong time to brace himself for what was about to come. “...He says that when Crimson Tiger escaped from the Evil Coalition, he brought a woman with him.”

“What?” Baek Museong’s eyes widened. No one had surprised him more in a long time.

A heavy silence ensued.

Eventually, Baek Museong stammered, “D-Don’t tell me...is that woman...?”

Jin Chung nodded. “I’m quite certain that she is your daughter.”

For a moment, Soeun’s face flashed in Baek Museong’s mind. Never before had a woman made such a strong impression on him.

“Ah! It’s that child,” he gasped. He finally understood why his heart ached so much when he looked at her.

His feelings were complex. One thing was certain, however. Amidst his bewilderment, he felt more happiness than anger.

This confused him even more. No matter how shocked he was, he should have been furious!

“How did this happen?” he pressed.

“I don’t know how she did it, but it seems the Third Young Lady convinced Crimson Tiger to rescue her instead of kill her.”

Baek Museong was stunned speechless for a while. “...What should I do now?” he muttered blankly.

Jin Chung answered sincerely, “First, go meet her. After that... just do as your heart tells you.”

[image: sep]


About twenty teenagers, aged thirteen or fourteen, sat in a circle in the training ground of the Tempest Martial Arts Academy, listening to their new instructor’s lecture.

“You must never trifle with the sword,” Soeun said. “The weapon you carry can kill people. If you stab someone with it, they will die.”

Few of the teenagers were actually listening, but they were all staring at their new instructor with sparkling eyes. Her appearance commanded that much attention.

The Tempest Martial Arts Academy was an educational institution fully supported by the Association. Boys and girls between the ages of thirteen and nineteen from all over the land gathered here to study both martial arts and academics.

Students with excellent grades were immediately recruited by the Association. Occasionally, those with truly outstanding skills were admitted directly to the Inner Court, though that was uncommon. Most entered as martial artists of the Outer Court.

A few days ago, Soeun was appointed as a swordsmanship instructor at the academy. She was sent here by Ju Hwayin because Baek Museong regularly came to lecture here once every five days. Of course, Ju Hwayin also came to lecture, though on different days.

A bold-looking child raised his hand. “I have a question.”

“Go ahead.”

“Have you ever killed someone, Teacher?”

Soeun could feel the derision in the brat’s question. The kid was basically calling her out for teaching them about things she’d never even done, like murder.

Then again, due to the long truce between the Association and the Evil Coalition, more than half of the instructors at the academy had no real combat experience.

Nevertheless, the children’s primary concerns were the same as at any other martial arts academy . Which teacher fought well? Which teacher was a phony? Which teacher had killed someone in the past?

Moreover, the families who sent their children to this academy were mostly martial families of the jianghu. Having heard all sorts of rumors from their parents and family members, these children were particularly sensitive to such stories.

Soeun smiled mysteriously. “Why do you ask?”

The child grinned. “Because I can.”

The other children burst out laughing.

Soeun grew flustered, unsure of how to handle the situation. It would be awkward to scold the boy, but it would also be wrong to let it slide. She definitely had experience in combat, but there was no way she could tell them about her own experiences with the Ironblood Nines!

Just then, a man’s voice rang out, saying, “Don’t worry, kid, I assure you Miss Baek here has a great deal of practical experience.”

Soeun spun around to find Baek Museong walking toward her.

Startled, the children rose from their seats.

“First Young Master!” they greeted politely.

Although they were still young, their teachers and parents had nagged them about never being rude to Baek Museong and Ju Hwayin until they were sick of hearing it.

“Miss Baek may look young, but she is actually a jianghu veteran.”

The students immediately exclaimed in renewed admiration, going “ooh” and “aah.”

“She has had a lot of practice dealing with the Evil Coalition. In fact, she participated in an operation that I oversaw myself.”

The students cheered even louder.

“Now, I have something I’d like to consult Miss Baek about, so shall we end the class early?”

The students looked at Soeun with reverence.

“See you tomorrow, Miss Baek!”

They bowed deeply and ran into the building.

In an instant, they had changed their form of address from Teacher to Miss Baek. Normally, the students called the young or easygoing teachers “Teacher” and only addressed the older and stricter ones formally.

“It has been a long time.” Soeun greeted Baek Museong. She had never dreamed that he would appear here. Furthermore, she had not expected him to lie to the students on her behalf.

Baek Museong chuckled. “Children are as shrewd as adults, and sometimes even more so. At the same time, however, they are naive. The atmosphere of the class changes completely depending on how you interact with them. I also had a hard time adjusting to teaching at first, haha!”

Soeun smiled.

Baek Museong studied her face closely. Now that he knew she was his daughter, the family resemblance was obvious.

To think that such a pretty woman is my daughter. I can hardly believe it.

Soeun asked, “What brings you here?”

“I also teach a class here,” Baek Museong replied.

“What? Really?”

“Indeed. I used to come once every five days, but from now on, I’ll be coming more often.”

“Ah!” Soeun’s heart fluttered. Now she understood why Ju Hwayin had sent her here. “That’s nice. I’m looking forward to seeing you more often.”

“Really?”

Soeun beamed. “Of course!”

Baek Museong’s heart stirred at the sight of his daughter’s radiant smile. He wanted to run to her and hug her right away. He wondered if she knew he was her father.

Now I understand why Junior Sister sent this child to me. She wants to give me an obvious weakness that she can exploit.

A sense of coldness and unease washed over him, as if a fissure had formed in his otherwise impenetrable steel heart.

Damn it. What if I hadn’t known Soeun was my daughter? What if I fell for her? 

Baek Museong shuddered. That was something he didn’t even want to imagine.

He set aside the tangle of complex emotions in his heart and grinned at his daughter. “Let’s see each other again next time. Take care, Soeun.”

As with all parent-child relationship issues, he knew this wasn’t something he could rush.
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Crimson Tiger knew the moment he saw Baek Museong’s face that the First Young Lord had discovered the truth about Soeun.

The man’s aura had completely changed. He was no longer holding back his anger or forcing himself to speak civilly with his daughter’s murderer.

Of course, the reason he let Baek Museong know that Soeun was alive was not to provoke him, but to get closer to him.

Right now, he needed to recalibrate his own position between the First Young Master and the Third Young Lady and ensure that he remained impartial to both sides. To that end, the time had come for him to have a small showdown with Baek Museong.

He seized the initiative, asking, “Have you met your daughter?”

Baek Museong stiffened, and his usual mask of composure slipped for a moment. “How did you know?” he demanded.

“Because I was the one who let your spy in on it.”

Baek Museong’s eyes widened. “What?”

Crimson Tiger explained calmly, “I’m the one who kidnapped your daughter and informed you about it.”

Baek Museong blinked in confusion. He’s the one who gave Jin Chung’s spy that piece of information?

“Why did you do that?” he asked incredulously.

“Why did I do what? Are you asking why I disobeyed orders and spared your daughter? Or do you want to know why I informed you of that fact?”

“Both.”

“The Third Young Lady came to see me and threatened to kill me if I didn’t kidnap her.”

“And why did you inform me that she was alive?” Baek Museong demanded, releasing his killing intent.

“Because you granted a lowly secret agent like me access to the Grand Archives. I thought I should let you know, even if it meant losing my life,” Crimson Tiger lied without batting an eyelid. In truth, Soeun was the 90% of the reason why he decided to let the cat out of the bag, and the remaining 10% was because he was also the father of a daughter.

Baek Museong sighed and withdrew his killing intent. “I see. Thank you.”

“......” Crimson Tiger relaxed a little. He could tell that Baek Museong believed him.

Baek Museong asked again, “But why did you give me this information through an Evil Coalition spy?”

“I need to deceive the Third Young Lady into thinking that the information was leaked during our escape.”

“Oh, that makes sense.”

“I deserve to die for deceiving you. Please punish me harshly.”

Crimson Tiger knelt before Baek Museong and prostrated himself. He didn’t find it humiliating at all. For Seohyeon’s sake, he would gladly kneel a hundred, a thousand times if it meant he could survive this damn power struggle.

Baek Museong looked down for a moment before pulling him up. “No, thank you. Really. I mean it.”

“Not at all. I only did what I had to do.”

“Can I continue to trust you in the future?”

Crimson Tiger shook his head. “I’m just a sword-for-hire, and I’ve only ever lived for myself. It’s better if you don’t trust me. For my sake, too, please do not expect too much from me.”

Baek Museong’s face brightened.

Crimson Tiger rejoiced inwardly. It seemed that his humble words had the intended effect of making Baek Museong see him in an even more favorable light.

“I will arrange a separate occasion to reward you for today’s matter,” Baek Museong said.

The brief conversation over, Baek Museong turned around and left.

Crimson Tiger’s gaze grew cold as he watched the First Young Lord disappear into the distance. “I will accept everything you give me,” he whispered.

He felt as if something that had been plaguing him had been laid to rest. This was the most he could do for Soeun. If she were to die even after Baek Museong discovered the truth about her, then that was her fate.

He waited around a little longer, and finally, Yeon appeared.

“Good work!” he praised.

“Will he believe it?” Yeon asked anxiously.

“Is there any reason for him not to believe it?” Crimson Tiger shrugged casually. Ultimately, the only thing that mattered was that Baek Museong believed he had disobeyed the order because the Third Young Lady had threatened to kill him. As long as Seohyeon’s existence remained hidden, all else was irrelevant.

“Oh, and there’s good news.”

“What is it?”

“I have narrowed down the suspects to three people.”

“Three? Already?” Crimson Tiger observed Yeon carefully. Her face was marred by fatigue. She had probably been investigating without sleeping at all.

“I had all three of them watched by reliable spies.”

“You’ve worked hard.”

“Will the culprit really be among them?” Yeon’s face clouded with worry. Despite her thorough investigation, during which she took only catnaps, she was not at all confident. What if she had been on the wrong track from the beginning?

“Let’s hope so.”

“Okay. Unfortunately, I also have bad news...”

“Bad news?”

Yeon sighed. “You’ve been assigned a mission. What should we do?”

“We just have to carry it out as usual,” Crimson Tiger replied coolly. Finding the spy was important, but so was carrying out his own work.

If his foundation was shaken, everything would collapse. He couldn’t risk anyone suspecting him of anything right now.

“Where is it?” he asked.

“Four days travel from here.”

“That’s quite far away. What’s the mission about?”

Yeon handed Crimson Tiger the mission directive.

Crimson Tiger read it, then tilted his head. “Gwe Sansan? I’ve never heard that name before.”

“That’s only natural. We’ve only just recently identified this man.”

“What does he do?”

“He’s a black market merchant who deals in people.”

“Deals in people...?” Crimson Tiger narrowed his eyes. “You mean... human trafficking?”

Yeon nodded. “Yes, and he’s the worst of the lot.”


V4C6: Gwe Sansan

Seven days later, two carriages sped over rough roads under the cover of moonlight and entered a gloomy manor.

A dozen martial artists stood in the courtyard, swords at their hips. Their upright posture and sharp gazes marked them as highly skilled warriors.

“Get out quickly!”

Around twenty people disembarked from the carriages, terror evident on their faces. Most were young adults, with a few teenage boys and girls aged thirteen or fourteen mixed in. Bruises marred their faces in a testament to their forced abduction.

When they saw more martial artists waiting in the courtyard, they sank deeper into despair. Regardless of the reason for their kidnapping, they were determined to find a chance to escape, but they couldn’t even fend off the four martial artists who had driven the carriages. How could they possibly face this many?

“Now, everyone, hurry up,” Wang Gyu commanded. As Gwe Sansan’s most trusted subordinate, he was responsible for managing most of the work.

His men led the captives into the main hall.

Gwe Sansan stood to one side, inspecting the people who had been dragged in.

Wang Gyu walked over to his boss. “There are twenty-one in total.”

“Good work. Go and unwind.” Gwe Sansan took a thick wallet from his shirt pocket and tossed it to Wang Gyu.

“Heheh, thank you.” Wang Gyu put away the pouch, then asked, “Who are the clients today?”

“Huhu, they’re an interesting pair. Care to stick around and watch?”

“I’d like that.”

The two entered the main hall. Martial artists stood on all sides, swords drawn, while the captives huddled together in the center, trembling.

One of the young men bravely asked, “Why did you bring us here?”

Gwe Sansan smirked. Seeing faces filled with fear was his ultimate pleasure. He had learned early in life that he derived happiness from the misfortune of others.

The misery of others was a balm to his soul. Whenever he heard that something bad had happened to someone, he would be in a good mood for the rest of the day. The relief that it wasn’t his problem was pure bliss.

This perverse disposition had long since surpassed normal human emotion, progressing from a severe mental illness to an extreme evil.

At twelve years old, he committed his first murder. Surprisingly, it was not as satisfying as he had thought it would be. Seeking even greater pleasure, he pursued only the misfortune of others and studied how to torment them.

Until finally, he achieved his dream.

Gwe Sansan grinned insidiously. “The last ones who we brought here all died, without exception. Their inner qi was sucked dry.”

A shudder ran through the group as they wondered if he was trying to scare them.

Unfortunately, what Gwe Sansan said was true. Previously, he had kidnapped ten martial artists using honey traps and Qi Dispersing Poison at a makeshift brothel. There had even been a fairly well-known master among them.

The victims were then sold to the Laughing Buddha of the Corpse Bloodsucking Worm, an unorthodox sect that fed on qi. The price for each person was determined by how much inner qi they had.

Gwe Sansan had watched from start to finish as they died, their qi drained until they became mummified husks. That sight gave him greater pleasure than sleeping with a woman.

Today, a pleasure no lesser awaited him.

A door on the side opened, and two masked individuals entered. One was a middle-aged man and the other was a young man in his late teens.

“Welcome,” Gwe Sansan greeted politely.

The middle-aged man lightly raised a hand in acknowledgment, but the look he gave Gwe Sansan was anything but friendly.

Gwe Sansan sneered inwardly. How ridiculous.

Although the client had used a proxy, he knew exactly who he was. Despite belonging to an orthodox sect, he had signed a secret contract for an act that an orthodox martial artist must never commit.

The middle-aged man turned to face the young man who had come with him. “Are you ready?”

The young man nodded. His eyes, the only feature visible through the mask, were tense, but there was also a strange anticipation flickering within them.

The middle-aged man nodded and signaled to Gwe Sansan, who in turn gestured to his subordinates.

The martial artists handed a sword to each captive.

“What is this for?” a boy asked.

“You are all so very fortunate. If you try really really hard, you may just survive.” Gwe Sansan grinned and glanced at the masked youth. “Should you prevail in combat with that young man, you may leave here unharmed.”

“What?”

A murmur of alarm rippled through the group. Most of those present had never touched a sword before, and the few who had were at best second- or third-rate martial artists. In contrast, the masked young man had the aura of a properly trained swordsman.

The middle-aged man said coldly, “If you’ve made up your mind, do not hesitate!”

The masked youth took a step forward.

“Aaaak!” a young girl screamed, dropped her sword, and trembled with fear. “Please, spare me!”

The youth remained completely unmoved. Instead, he bit his lip and focused his killing intent.

The middle-aged man watched the scene before him with satisfaction.

Suddenly, a young man next to the girl yelled, “Wait! Why are you doing this to us? We don’t know martial arts!”

Gwe Sansan stepped forward again. “Your opponent is of roughly the same age as you. What’s more, you outnumber him. Isn’t he the one at a disadvantage?”

Of course, this was nonsense. No matter how young the masked youth was, he had undergone formal martial arts training. Even an adult with no martial arts experience didn’t stand a chance against him.

The middle-aged man said softly, “Kill them quickly! You cannot become a true master unless you know how it feels to cut down a person!

Finally, everyone understood why they had been brought there. The masked man wanted to teach his son how to kill a person.

As he said, the difference between someone who had killed and someone who hadn’t was significant. In these peaceful times, however, opportunities to kill were few and far between, to the point where there were plenty of middle-aged martial artists who had never killed.

Nevertheless, this man did not want to raise his son to be weak.

“You can do it, right?”

“Yes, of course.”

The masked youth allowed his killing intent to take hold as he advanced toward his prey.

The twenty captives screamed in terror. Someone shouted that they could survive if they attacked together, but no one dared to lead the charge.

Gwe Sansan grinned maniacally, reveling in the scene. His whole body tingled as waves of pleasure surged through him.

The relief of knowing he was not one of them, of being a spectator to their despair, gave him more joy than anything else. Once the blood began to flow, he would be consumed by an even more intense ecstasy.

Just then, a young male captive stepped forward, holding one of the swords that had been handed out.

“Oho! You’re a brave one... hmm?”

The captive’s demeanor was unusual. He wasn’t at all frightened. On the contrary, he was downright cocky as he said, “If you don’t like being forced to do this, just refuse.”

“What?” The masked youth looked at the captive in disbelief. “You’re mistaken. I’m the one who requested this.”

The captive stared at his opponent. Killing intent flowed through the eyes beneath the mask. It seemed that this young man had truly inherited his father’s blood.

“Oho!” Gwe Sansan exclaimed in admiration. He had assumed the father had coerced his son, so these words came as a surprise.

The captive sighed. In truth, he was actually Crimson Tiger, who had disguised himself as an inconspicuous young man and slipped among the captives to take down Gwe Sansan.

“...I guess age is irrelevant when it comes to evil,” he lamented, but nevertheless, he gave the masked youth one last chance. “Are you really going to kill us?”

The youth smiled coldly. “Is there such a thing as a pretend killing?”

Crimson Tiger looked at the middle-aged man. “If one is enough, why did you capture so many?”

“Confronting one individual and confronting a group are not comparable.”

“There are other ways, aren’t there? For example, you could subjugate the Viridian Forest.”

“That is too dangerous.”

How absurd. Crimson Tiger’s expression grew cold. “I see. In that case, I will fight with all my might.”

The middle-aged man scoffed. Since Crimson Tiger was concealing his aura, he hadn’t noticed that the captive was hiding his abilities.

“Die!” the masked youth shouted, lunging forward and thrusting his sword.

SWISH!

The sword sailed through the air, aiming for Crimson Tiger’s neck.

SWISH! THWOCK!

The sound of wind mingled with the sound of flesh being cut. A moment later, Crimson Tiger and the masked youth had switched places.

“Huh?” Gwe Sansan’s eyes flew open.

THUD!

The masked youth fell to his knees.

SPUURT!

A gaping wound appeared on his chest, and blood gushed out.

“Cheong!” Startled, the middle-aged man rushed to his son’s side, but by the time he reached him, he was already dead.

His eyes glazed over. Never in his wildest dreams did he imagine that anything like this would happen.

“You bastard! Do yoo know hoo you jus killed?” he shrieked, so agitated that his words came out in a jumble.

Crimson Tiger looked around at the quivering captives, then asked coldly, “And do you know who you were trying to kill?”

“You son of a bitch!”

“Be grateful I gave him a swift death.”

“I’ll tear you to pieces!”

The man rushed forward, swinging his sword.

SHWIIIING! WHOOSH!

Unfortunately, even if he was calm and fought with all his strength, he would still have been no match for Crimson Tiger. Now, blinded by rage, it was impossible for him to so much as land a blow.

Crimson Tiger swung his sword mercilessly. The mere fact that the man had schemed such atrocities was unforgivable.

PWAAAAAK!

His sword pierced straight through the man’s chest.

The middle-aged man glared at Crimson Tiger with eyes full of hatred, but Crimson Tiger looked him straight in the eye.

“When the King of Hell asks why you’ve come, do not meekly repent,” Crimson Tiger whispered. “I hope he drags you to the place where demons educate their children and you receive the same treatment you intended to give these good people today.”

SPLURT!

Crimson Tiger pulled out his sword and the middle-aged man collapsed, dead.

Gwe Sansan, who had been watching the bloody spectacle with mounting terror, cried out, “Kill him!”

Martial artists rushed in from all sides.

SHWING! SHWING! SHWING! SHWING! SHWING! SHWING!

Crimson Tiger hurled throwing knives at the bodyguards’ vitals, instantly killing them. Pouncing on the opportunity, Gwe Sansan and Wang Gyu ran out the door without looking back as their underlings fell.

Still, Crimson Tiger was in no rush. He turned toward the captives and advised, “Always be careful and don’t get caught by bastards like this again.”

“Thank you.”

“Sob, thank you so much.”

Even while trembling in fear, the captives bowed their heads to their savior.

Crimson Tiger took his time making his way outside. In the distance, he could see Gwe Sansan and Wang Gyu fleeing as fast as their legs could carry them.

“Just what is that bastard?” Wang Gyu yelled.

“How should I know, you idiot? You’re the one who brought him here!” Gwe Sansan barked angrily. Since he was only about as skilled as the middle-aged man from before, he knew he was no match for Crimson Tiger.

Wang Gyu glanced back, then screamed, “Holy shit! He’s chasing us!”

Gwe Sansan also looked back. Like Wang Gyu said, Crimson Tiger was hot on their heels, and he was catching up to them at an alarming speed.

“Should we split up?”

“No! Just run! We have a better chance of survival if we stick together!”

Despite the circumstances, Gwe Sansan remained cool and calculating.

If we split up, that monster will chase me for sure! However, if I stick with Wang Gyu, I can sacrifice him and escape alone.

The two ran frantically down a slope.

Wang Gyu looked back again. Crimson Tiger was nowhere to be seen. “I think we lost him?!”

“What?”

SWISH!

“Uwaaaaak!” Suddenly, Wang Gyu let out a scream.

Crimson Tiger had attacked from the blind spot above his head.

PAPAPAPAPAK!

Crimson Tiger showed no mercy, severing Wang Gyu’s arms and legs with his sword.

“Euaaaaaaaaak!”

Gwe Sansan bolted, ignoring his surbordinate’s bloodcurdling screams.

SWOOSH!

A throwing knife grazed his arm. Blood gushed out from the wound, but he did not look back.

PLOP!

Without a second thought, Gwe Sansan flung himself over the edge of the hill and into the river below, letting the rapids carry him away. As he swam desperately, he caught a glimpse of Crimson Tiger standing on the hill far away.

He smiled inwardly. He was confident in his swimming abilities, and had fled this way intending to jump into the river all along.

Nevertheless, he pretended to be caught in the current and let himself be swept underwater, worried that his pursuer might jump down and chase him. He had no desire to ever lay eyes on that face again.

And so, Gwe Sansan disappeared far away.

Crimson Tiger observed him in silence.

“Did you lose him?” Yeon asked, appearing behind him.

“Yes.”

Yeon blinked in confusion. Crimson Tiger seemed too calm for someone who had just let his target escape. Moreover, considering his skills, there was no way Gwe Sansan could have gotten away if Crimson Tiger hadn’t allowed it.

Still, she said, “I know a number of active spies in the vicinity, so we should be able to find him soon. I’ll go prepare a boat for the pursuit.”

She quickly turned to leave.

However, Crimson Tiger stopped her. “There’s no need for that.”

“Pardon?”

“Gwe Sansan will die in ten days.”

“What?” Yeon tilted her head in puzzlement.

Crimson Tiger smiled triumphantly. “I coated the throwing knife with Bone-Eating Poison. Gwe Sansan will die in exactly ten days, after experiencing the most terrible pain in the world.”

“Why did you do that?!” Yeon’s eyes went wide, but not out of horror for the slow, agonizing death that awaited Gwe Sansan. He deserved it. Rather, she was stunned because Crimson Tiger had never used poison before.

“To buy time, of course,” Crimson Tiger replied.

“Huh?”

“We’re returning to headquarters right now, but tell the higher-ups that I’m busy pursuing Gwe Sansan.”

“Ah!” Realization dawned on Yeon. Gwe Sansan was now on the run, and would die far from here. If they made it seem like he was killed elsewhere, they could buy at least ten days. And in this time...

“It’s exactly what you’re thinking.” Crimson Tiger grinned deviously. “We are going to catch the contact.”
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“Aren’t you sick of peeling potatoes?” Wang Sochan asked.

Im Yeongdal offered him a few potatoes in lieu of an answer.

“That’s not to say I want to eat them,” Wang Sochan clarified, but took the potatoes and placed them on his desk anyway.

Im Yeongdal looked at his potato. “I ate a lot of these when I was young. They were all we had to eat. Still, our family was one of the luckier ones. We could at least grow some potatoes. Many people starved to death because they didn’t have potatoes to eat. Just looking at them reminds me of my late mother.”

Wang Sochan blinked, taken aback. Im Yeongdal was being unusually sentimental today.

Im Yeongdal asked, “Everyone has a memory like this, don’t they? What about you?”

Wang Sochan shrugged. “Nope, none at all.”

“Hmph! You’re a rich man’s son, huh.”

“For me, it’s books,” Hong Sabaek chimed in.

“Do you have a story?”

“My father was a violent drunkard.”

Im Yeongdal and Wang Sochan’s eyes lit up with interest. This was the first time they were hearing this story.

“You look kind of cheerful even though you’re about to share a sob story” Im Yeongdal joked.

Hong Sabaek shrugged as if it were no big deal. “It’s all in the past, and it wasn’t something I could do anything about anyway. In any case, my whole family suffered from my father’s domestic violence. Since he’s passed away, though, I don’t have any particular regrets. I’ve forgotten it all.”

He took a deep breath, and then continued, “Anyway, what saved me during those dark times was the bookstore in our town, or rather, it was the owner. He never stopped me from reading there, and sometimes he even gave me food. I loved being cooped up in there. The Greatest Genius of Guangdong was born in that very seven-tatami bookstore.”

“How nice it would have been if that bookstore didn’t exist,” a voice remarked from behind.

The three turned around, only to see that Eom Baekyang had entered the operations room.

Hong Sabaek smirked. “Then you would have been working with a different Greatest Genius of Guangdong.”

“Haha, you’re here.”

“Either say ‘hello’ properly or stand up and greet me, you rude, lazy bastards. So? Any updates from Crimson Tiger?”

“We received word two hours ago that he had infiltrated safely.”

“Then the mission should be finished by now.”

“Yes.”

Eom Baekyang sat down and looked around the operations room. “By the way, where is our youngest?”

“He’s been coming and going like a ghost these days. It’s hard to see his face. Let’s just send that brat on a mission.”

Eom Baekyang shook his head at Hong Sabaek’s nonsense.

CLANK!

At that moment, a mechanism on the wall moved. Everyone tensed and shot up from their seats.

SHWING!

The mechanism stopped at a painting of a tiger, and a report descended from a hole.

Im Yeongdal quickly grabbed the report and began reading it. “Crimson Tiger has eliminated all the other gang members, but he lost Gwe Sansan.”

“What? He lost him? Why?”

“He says it was because he prioritized rescuing the captives.”

“Really? Then what about the clients?”

“He eliminated both clients.”

Eom Baekyang smiled with satisfaction. “Then that’s fine. With Crimson Tiger after Gwe Sansan, he’s a dead man regardless. We can let him enjoy a few more days of life.”
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That night, in the pitch-black darkness, two men had a secret conversation.

“Have you figured out who the woman Crimson Tiger kidnapped is?”

“No, I failed.”

“I’ll ask the higher-ups for more time.”

“Do so.”

“However, something unusual has happened. Someone is investigating individuals associated with the Radiant Hall.”

“Who?”

“They left no trace, so I could not identify them.”

“Not even when you took action personally?”

“Yes, they were really careful. In fact, if it weren’t for the order to pay special attention to such things, even I wouldn’t have noticed. Could it be the work of that rookie who’s been stirring things up in the Radiant Hall lately?”

“No, it’s not him. He only found some clues about us through sheer dumb luck, but he’s still too inexperienced to do anything about it.”

A brief silence fell.

A sharp glint flashed in one man’s eyes. “It’s one of the handlers.”

“Whose handler do you think it is? Crimson Tiger’s?”

“Probably not. Crimson Tiger is busy pursuing Gwe Sansan.”

“Then who?”

“I can’t be sure, but this is definitely unprecedented. For now, we should assume they’re digging into us.”

“What should we do about it?”

“...Activate the Assembly of Evil.”

The other man flinched. The Assembly of Evil was their last resort, meant only to be activated when they were ready to escape from the Association. All martial artists mobilized for this mission would gather, and their higher-ups would provide the appropriate support.

“Are you serious?”

“An unknown person is investigating us, and the rookie has gotten in too deep. It’s only a matter of time before everything is revealed. We’ll cut off all loose ends and execute the final phase of the operation.”

“Understood. I will activate the Assembly of Evil.”

“We’re almost at the finish line. Let’s get this done and go home.”
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“Mu Dal, age thirty-seven, born in Shaanxi, has worked for the Association for twelve years. He is permitted entry to the Inner Court, where he delivers food and liquor to various departments.

Yeon and Crimson Tiger observed a man entering his house from a dark alleyway nearby. He was one of the three final suspects that Yeon had identified.

“Daddy!”

Mu Dal’s children ran out to greet him.

“How long has he been married?” Crimson Tiger asked.

“Eight years.”

“How many children does he have?”

“Three.”

“Are they really his? Or are they adopted?”

“All three are his real children.”

Crimson Tiger sighed. “Why did you put a man with three kids on the list?”

“He is a master of movement arts, but he’s hiding that fact from others.”

“So?”

“Don’t you find that suspicious?”

Crimson Tiger thought for a moment, then shook his head. “No, he’s not the one.”

“Why?”

“A top-level spy could marry and have children to keep up appearances, but the person we’re looking for is a contact.”

Yeon tilted her head, as if wondering why a contact couldn’t also marry to cover their tracks.

Crimson Tiger answered, “Spies try to protect themselves by forming deep relationships with those around them. After all, the deeper their relationships with others, the less suspicious they seem, right?

“You have a point.”

“Would a contact do the same? I doubt it. They never know when they’ll need to relay a message. If one of your friends or family suddenly disappeared without an explanation, wouldn’t you suspect something was amiss? Because of problems like that, I would think contacts in general would avoid forming intimate relationships. Instead, they would try to form a lot of superficial ones so that others would easily accept lousy excuses. But this man has three children?”

“I see.” Yeon folded her arms, impressed. Only at times like this was she reminded of Crimson Tiger’s extraordinary intellect, as it was usually overshadowed by his immense martial prowess.

“Mu Dal must have learned movement arts somewhere by chance, and he’s keeping it secret because he’s worried his family would be in danger if it were revealed,” Crimson Tiger concluded.

He had already dismissed his suspicion of Mu Dal. Although he knew that the most unlikely suspects were often the true culprits, there really were some who genuinely came off as innocent.

“Who’s next?” he asked.

“A man named Hong Ban. Let’s go.”

The two left the alley.

“Kuhahaha! There are two types of people in this world, those who seize an opportunity when it comes, and those who miss it every time,” Hong Ban shouted drunkenly.

His drinking buddies listened to him halfheartedly, seemingly accustomed to his drunken rants.

“Missing an opportunity is also a habit, I tell you. It’s easy to become a loser in life. When one or two bad habits pile up...”

Outside the inn, Crimson Tiger and Yeon observed the man, one of the last two remaining suspects.

“That man is Hong Ban. He supplies the Radiant Hall with brushes and paper. He can enter the Radiant Hall at any time.”

“Family status?”

“Single. I heard he is cheerful and likes to socialize.”

Crimson Tiger looked at Hong Ban. The man certainly fit the profile of a contact. “Why was he left on the list?”

“The scouts lost track of him twice while tailing him. No ordinary person can do that. He definitely has some special skills.”

Crimson Tiger nodded. The bait that was Soeun had been cast. If Hong Ban was the contact, he would have surely acted by now.

“You know where he lives, right?”

“Yes.”

“Let’s go there.”

Yeon nodded. The drinking party seemed like it would go on for a while, which meant they could search Hong Ban’s house in the meantime.

“How long has he been with the Association?” Crimson Tiger asked.

“Seven years.”

“That long? Has he caused any trouble in that time?”

“Not once.”

“Hmm...” Crimson Tiger narrowed his eyes. That was actually very fishy. After all, it meant that Hong Ban had gotten by all this time without attracting any attention. “Does he know martial arts?”

“He goes around bragging that about his family’s specialty technique, but no one has ever seen him use martial arts.”

As the two talked, they arrived at a nearby thatched-roof house which consisted of a main building, a yard, and a small warehouse.

“He moved here four years ago and has been living here ever since. Oh, I nearly forgot to mention something. When he leaves the inn, we’ll receive a message from the scouts who are keeping an eye on him.”

Crimson Tiger smiled. Yeon was always very meticulous with her work.

He carefully opened the door. If he were the contact, he would have set up countermeasures in case someone broke into his house. For example, he could have wedged a thread or a piece of paper in the door to detect any intrusion.

He checked carefully, but found no such traces. Still, he couldn’t let his guard down.

The two entered the house.

Looking around the room, Crimson Tiger tilted his head. “Does he sleep with women often?”

“No.”

“You said he’s cheerful, right? Likes to socialize and drink.”

“Yes.”

“He likes partying, doesn’t have a lover, yet his house is this clean? This isn’t normal for a single man.”

Crimson Tiger recalled Gong Cheol’s house, which he had visited before. That place was a literal pigsty! While it might be difficult for the average person to match Gong Cheol’s level of filth and clutter, it was also quite unlikely for a single man to be this clean and tidy.

He carefully looked around here and there, but he couldn’t find anything else strange.

“I’ll check the warehouse,” Yeon offered.

Crimson Tiger nodded and sat on the edge of the bed, waiting for her. Before doing so, though, he made sure to check underneath it. After all, people often hid important things under the bed because of the psychological sense of security that came with keeping valuables close to where one slept.

Bingo!

His eyes shining with a fiery brilliance, he quickly ran out of the room.

“Yeon! There’s a trap! Be careful!”

CLICK!

The next moment, he heard the sound of a trap activating inside the warehouse.

CRASH!

He broke down the door and rushed inside.

“Yeon!”

Crimson Tiger’s eyes fell upon Yeon, who was sprawled out on the floor. Startled, he began to run to her, but she pushed herself up and gestured that she was all right.

He heaved a sigh of relief. A dozen hidden weapons were embedded in the wall behind her.

“If you hadn’t warned me, I really would have been killed,” she gasped.

“There’s a trap under the bed, too. This is definitely our guy!”

There was no way that an ordinary supply manager’s house would be booby-trapped.

Suddenly, one of Yeon’s scouts burst in, shouting, “There’s trouble!”
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When the two returned to the inn a short while later, they found the place in a complete mess. Officials had arrived and were holding back the curious onlookers.

Crimson Tiger peeked inside. Hong Ban, their suspect, was lying in the middle of the inn, unmoving and soaked in a pool of his own blood. He was already dead.

“What happened?” Yeon asked the scout, who had followed them to the scene.

The scout replied softly, “Not long after you left, Hong Ban got in an argument and started a brawl.”

“With whom?”

“A merchant who was drinking next to him. We pursued the murderer, but we lost him in the end.”

Yeon narrowed her eyes. “There’s no way a merchant could have eluded all of you.”

“Yes, he’s definitely a professional assassin. Also, look at this.” The scout held out something. “I found this in the victim’s clothes.”

Crimson Tiger and Yeon’s eyes lit up as they examined the item. Crimson Tiger took it and put it in his breast pocket.

“Understood. You may withdraw for now.”

The scout quietly disappeared.

“The spy must have eliminated the contact,” Yeon said to Crimson Tiger, who was staring into the inn without saying a word.

Crimson Tiger nodded silently. “It seems they noticed our investigation.”

He wasn’t the least bit surprised. They were hunting a spy who had infiltrated into the heart of the Radiant Hall. No matter how stealthily he and Yeon moved, there was always a chance they would be discovered.

“What will you do... hmm?” Before Yeon could finish her line, the scout who had withdrawn a moment ago reappeared with an urgent expression, quickly passed something to her, then disappeared again.

Yeon’s eyes widened in shock. “There’s someone who wants to speak with you right now, Crimson Tiger.”

“Who?” Crimson Tiger blinked in confusion. No one had ever requested to see him through the handler network before.

“It’s the new scholar from the Radiant Hall.”

“...What?”


V4C7: Ambush

Jo Birang glanced behind him as he nervously hurried through the marketplace.

I’m being tailed!

He had sensed the pursuit from the moment he left the Association, but it wasn’t because he could feel their presence. His only accomplishment in martial arts was the third tier of the Heavenly Dragon Divine Art, the bare minimum required to join the Radiant Hall, and he had no practical combat experience at all.

He knew he was being followed because someone had poisoned his tea that very morning. Fortunately, he possessed keen observation, a sharp memory, and most importantly, a healthy dose of luck.

If he hadn’t seen the dead insects around the teapot, if he hadn’t remembered that those particular insects sometimes got into his tea, and if he hadn’t realized he was conducting a very dangerous investigation, he would have joined those bugs in the afterlife.

Terrified, he had immediately left the Radiant Hall and contacted Crimson Tiger through the handler network. He knew whoever was trying to kill him would know he had sent a message, but they wouldn’t be able to alter its content or stop its delivery.

Well, if his foe was capable of that, it would mean the entire Radiant Hall had been compromised, and they were all doomed.

As he made his way to his destination, Yang Su’s Inn, he deliberately wove through only the most crowded streets, steering well clear of dark alleyways and the shady parts of town.

Finally, as he was about to enter the inn, a telepathic message reached his ear.

[This is Crimson Tiger.]

He flinched, his head instinctively starting to turn, but the voice cut in again, sharp and urgent.

[Don’t stop, keep walking! Don’t look around!]

Jo Birang twitched, but forced himself to act natural.

[Keep going past the inn and turn the corner to your right into a small alley.]

Jo Birang’s heart pounded.

He’s noticed the one tailing me. Is he trying to save me? No, what if he isn’t Crimson Tiger? What is this is a trap?

Regardless, he had no choice but to obey.

He cautiously walked past the inn and turned the corner to his right.

[Run! At the end of the alley, turn left!]

Jo Birang broke into a run. At the end of the alley, he turned left as instructed.

“No!”

It was a dead end.

SWOOSH! THWACK, THWACK!

The sound of heavy impacts rang out from behind him, followed by an unnerving silence.

He cautiously poked his head around the corner. Two men were collapsed on the ground, and a man in his thirties was standing over them.

Suddenly, the man spun around. Something flashed in his hand.

SHING! SHWIIIIK!

“Eeeek!” Jo Birang squeezed his eyes shut, clutched his head, and sank to his knees.

THUD! THOCK! CRASH!

He heard the sickening tear of flesh, followed by two heavy thuds right beside him.

He opened his eyes, heart pounding with terror. Two corpses lay next to him, throwing knives embedded in their necks.

The man who had thrown the knives strode towards him.

“Uwaah!”

Screaming, Jo Birang briefly considered trying to scale the walls, when two men leaped down from above.

SHWIIIIK!

Two daggers flew at his neck.

“AAAAAAAAH!”

Thinking this was truly the end, he squeezed his eyes shut.

WHOOSH! SPURT! SQUELCH!

The horrifying sound of steel ripping through meat and bone assaulted his ears, making him wish he were deaf.

And then there was a long silence.

Jo Birang cautiously opened his eyes. The throwing knife master was looking down at him, while the men who had attacked him lay sprawled on the ground, all of them taken down within the span of a few breaths.

Fear overwhelmed him.

“Uweeeh!”

“Calm down. I’m Crimson Tiger,” the man said gently.

Jo Birang fell silent, dumbfounded.

Seconds ticked by. Soon, his tension eased, and tears welled up in his eyes.

“Crimson Tiger? Are you really Crimson Tiger?” he wailed.

“Let’s get out of here first!”

Crimson Tiger wrapped an arm around him, leaped high, kicked off the wall, then kicked off the roof again and shot across the rooftops.

“Aaaaaaaak!” Jo Birang cried, his face pale from the blinding speed of his rescuer’s movement arts.

Not long later, Crimson Tiger left the bustling marketplace behind, fled the city, and set Jo Birang down in a quiet, distant forest.

“Huff... huff... huff!” Jo Birang panted. Even though he was the one being carried, he was winded from everything he had just gone through.

Crimson Tiger waited a moment for the scholar to calm down, then asked, “Why did you want to meet me?”

“You... are you really Crimson Tiger?”

“Yes, I am.”

“Who was the target of your most recent operation?”

“Gwe Sansan.”

Phew, it really is him! Jo Birang heaved a sigh of relief. But wait... why is he here?

“Uhm, weren’t you in the middle of pursuing him?” he asked hesitantly.

According to Crimson Tiger’s report, Gwe Sansan had escaped while he was rescuing the hostages, and he was in the middle of a pursuit. How on earth did he return to the Association so quickly?

Well, it’s a good thing he came back early. At least the spy doesn’t know he’s here.

Crimson Tiger frowned. “You shouldn’t have called me if you were going to doubt me,” he said, turning away without another word.

Jo Birang shouted urgently, “Wait! Hold on!”

Crimson Tiger stopped and glanced back, his attitude clearly saying he would leave immediately if Jo Birang didn’t get to the point right away.

Jo Birang sighed. “Look, I’m sorry. Please understand. I-I have something really important to tell you.”

“......” Crimson Tiger waited silently, his eyes hard and firm.

“Also... who were those men just now?”

“You’re the one who should be telling me that.”

“I don’t know who they are...”

Crimson Tiger narrowed his eyes. During his many years as a secret agent, he had encountered countless villains. Since they always lied, he had somehow developed the ability to see through most falsehoods in an instant.

As such, he was convinced that Jo Birang was lying. Even if the scholar didn’t know who the assassins were, he definitely knew why they were targeting him.

I can’t trust this man.

He turned to leave again.

Jo Birang panicked. Gritting his teeth, he said grimly, “...There’s a spy inside the Radiant Hall!”

I knew it. Crimson Tiger’s eyes flashed. He had expected this, but wasn’t this man a rookie?

How did he manage to discover something that has eluded his superiors for years? Could this be a trap set by the spy?

Then again, it was possible that he was telling the truth. First, his act was far too clumsy and emotional. Second, who would be so foolish as to bribe an incompetent rookie to stage such a ploy?

Crimson Tiger focused his senses and carefully surveyed his surroundings to confirm they were alone, then said curtly, “Tell me in detail.”

Jo Birang explained everything. He talked about how he had reviewed old files since joining the Radiant Hall and explained his obsessive-compulsive disorder regarding proper documentation.

Crimson Tiger listened silently.

“The errors I found at first were minor. Just my colleagues’ little blunders. I told the Deputy Director about them, but he wouldn’t listen. Wanting to prove my point, I dug even harder to find a really glaring mistake. And I found one. But it wasn’t just a normal mistake. Someone had accessed a classified document they weren’t authorized to see. The log made it seem like the Director had viewed it, but he wasn’t at the Association that day. He was on a business trip elsewhere.”

“How did you know he was on a business trip?” Crimson Tiger asked skeptically.

Jo Birang retorted defensively, “Didn’t I say I read all the documents?”

Crimson Tiger’s eyes widened. “You mean you memorized them.”

In short, Jo Birang had stumbled upon information that could never have been uncovered during a normal investigation because it would require either painstakingly cross-referencing all the documents, or...

He has an eidetic memory!

Jo Birang rolled his eyes. “What’s the difference? Anyway, I focused on finding other such incidents. Besides that document, I found out the same thing had happened to the records about a mission two years ago.”

“A mission two years ago? Wait... don’t tell me?”

“That’s right. I’m talking about your mission. Since it happened before I joined the Radiant Hall, however, there was nothing I could do except look deeper into it.”

Crimson Tiger’s expression grew serious. If Jo Birang was right, then the Evil Coalition knew that it was him who had carried out that mission two years ago.

If they knew, then why have they left me alone until now?

He couldn’t have guessed it was to protect Enigma from being found out too early.

Jo Birang continued, “That’s not all. The reason Green Snake’s identity was compromised and Black Sheep died was because the spy leaked their information. Their mission documents were similarly modified to make it appear as if the Mystery Pavilion Master or the Radiant Hall Director had reviewed them.”

“Who is the spy?”

Jo Birang’s face fell. “I don’t know. The culprit left no trace. But! There is definitely a spy among us!”

“Why did you come to me instead of the Director?”

“That’s...” Jo Birang hesitated for a moment, then continued, “This morning, someone poisoned my tea. It must have been the spy’s doing. I panicked. Not knowing what to do, I immediately contacted you and ran outside. I couldn’t think straight.”

He fell silent. Despite often complaining about the secrecy surrounding Crimson Tiger, he himself didn’t know why he had chosen this man.

Did I do it simply because he’s strong? Or am I that curious to know what he’s hiding?

In any case, he believed that Crimson Tiger was the only person who could protect him in an emergency.

“Please believe me! No, you must believe me...”

SHWIIING! SHWING! SHWIK!

Jo Birang’s voice trailed off at the sight of hidden weapons flying toward him.

TATATATATANG!

Crimson Tiger leaped into the air, positioning himself between Jo Birang and the assailants, and deflected the incoming daggers with his sheathed sword.

A dozen masked men emerged from the forest, each a master a level above the previous assassins.

Jo Birang’s legs gave out under the weight of their killing intent, while Crimson Tiger calmly drew Soul Crusher.

VWOONG!

Soul Crusher let out a long, resonant cry, dispelling the suffocating killing intent. Immediately, Jo Birang, whose face had turned purple from the pressure, gasped for air.

The masked men remained silent and still.

Crimson Tiger knew this type well. These men were emotionless killing machines, forged through rigorous training and intense brainwashing. They followed orders without question, and never underestimated their opponents.

“Attack!” the leader shouted.

FWIP!! THUD! THUD!

Crimson Tiger unleashed twelve throwing knives and lunged at the assassins before they could reach their target. Unfortunately, only two of them fell, confirming all of them were at least peak-level masters.

Regardless, the others were unfazed, instantly thrusting seven swords at his vitals.

SWISH! SQUELCH!

Crimson Tiger’s form blurred, and before anyone knew what had happened, he had stabbed the leading assassin in the neck. Another assassin immediately took his place, grabbing Crimson Tiger’s blade with his right hand while reaching out with his left to grab his throat.

CRUNCH!

Unfortunately, Soul Crusher was no ordinary sword. It sheared cleanly through the man’s reinforced skin, flesh, and bone, severing his arm and then plunging into his chest.

FWOOSH!

Sensing an incoming attack from behind, Crimson Tiger whipped around and used the impaled man as a shield.

THWOCK!

Several blades stabbed into the human shield, but one pierced through and homed in on his torso.

Crimson Tiger immediately kicked off the ground and launched himself into the air, unleashing streams of sword qi from his blade.

“Kuaaaaaak!”

The deadly slashes cleaved through the two most distant and careless assassins, bisecting them in half.

BOOM! CRACK!

Crimson Tiger landed, instantly dodged a sword flying in from the left and broke its wielder’s arm, then used the momentum to drive his elbow into the man’s solar plexus and shatter his ribs.

WHISTLE! RIIIP!

Suddenly, a sword grazed Crimson Tiger’s shoulder from behind. Disregarding the pain, he threw himself backward and thrust Soul Crusher into the new attacker’s stomach. Then, twisting the blade to facilitate pulling it out, he spun upward like a whirlwind and threw two throwing knives with deadly accuracy.

“Aaaaaak!” Jo Birang screamed.

He crumpled to the ground and looked around. By the time he realized that he had survived the initial ambush, the fight was already over. All of the assassins were now cold corpses, strewn haphazardly in every direction.

Holy shit, I’m so sorry for complaining about you being paid more than me. You deserve every tael you received.

“Huff... huff!” Crimson Tiger gasped for breath several times.

After catching his breath, he slowly approached Jo Birang and extended a hand.

Jo Birang took it and struggled to his feet.

Crimson Tiger smiled. “I believe you.”

“Do you really?”

“And I think I know who the spy is.”

“What did you say?”

Crimson Tiger took out the item he had received from the scout at the murder scene earlier. “Have you seen this before? The spy is someone related to this.”

“!” Jo Birang’s eyes shook.

A single potato, bearing small carved letters, rested in the palm of Crimson Tiger’s hand.

Eliminate Jo Birang.
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“You crazy son of a bitch!” Eom Baekyang, who was just about to return to his dorm room, clutched his heart as a figure abruptly emerged from the darkness. “You almost gave me a heart attack!”

“I have something urgent to tell you,” Jo Birang whispered.

Eom Baekyang, who had been about to smack his junior, grew serious. Although he often teased the rookie, he knew the brat was a genius. If Jo Birang wasn’t crazy, then he must have a reason for his recent odd behavior.

He sighed. “First, come in.”

The two entered Eom Baekyang’s room.

Eom Baekyang brought out a cup of warm tea and handed it to Jo Birang. “Are you injured? You reek of blood.”

“...No.” Jo Birang shook his head.

Even though he had changed his clothes, it seemed that the metallic stench of blood had seeped into his skin. Nevertheless, he stayed silent about the earlier incident as Crimson Tiger had explicitly requested.

He knew his superiors would find out eventually, but chose to keep his promise, both for the sake of honor and because he thought it was best for the spy to remain ignorant of a powerful ally’s presence for as long as possible.

“Tell me what you were going to say.”

Instead of answering, Jo Birang took several documents out of his pocket and handed them to Eom Baekyang.

“Y-You damned fool!” Eom Baekyang roared in shock and rage upon seeing the titles, but soon caught himself and lowered his voice. “I knew you were nuts! How dare you take this out of the office?”

Stealing documents from the Radiant Hall was a grave crime. Depending on the sensitivity of the information, offenders could be executed.

BONK!

Eom Baekyang smacked Jo Birang’s head with the documents. “You dumbass! Die! Die!”

Much to his surprise, Jo Birang, who was usually a big baby, took the beating in grim silence.

Eom Baekyang paused. “...Why did you do this?”

These were documents that even he himself was not authorized to read.

“Please read it first.”

Eom Baekyang examined the document carefully. As he read it, his expression gradually darkened. “Wha... what the hell? Is this true?” he asked seriously.

Jo Birang nodded. “Yes, I’m certain.”

Eom Baekyang’s eyes shook. “How did you take this from the office?”

“I did it the same way the culprit did.”

“Damn it! Who was it?”

Jo Birang held out a potato.

After inspecting it, Eom Baekyang’s expression grew cold. “Who have you discussed this with?”

“You are the first, Deputy Director.”

Eom Baekyang hurriedly searched a closet, took something out, and tossed it out the window.

WHIZZ.... BANG! BANG!

Two purple fireworks exploded in the sky.

“What’s that for?”

Eom Baekyang said nothing.

Exactly fifteen minutes later, a group of masked men with auras as sharp as a blade stormed into the room. They were the Radiant Protectors, the guardians of the Radiant Hall who defended it from the shadows.

“What’s the matter?” their captain asked.

Eom Baekyang replied gravely, “There’s a pebble in the rice.”


V4C8: Nothing Is As It Seems

The doors to the Radiant Hall’s operations room burst open and a dozen martial artists rushed inside.

Hong Sabaek jumped up from his seat in surprise, as did everyone else. No outsiders had ever entered the operations room without warning before.

The lead martial artist said calmly, “Do not be alarmed. We are the Radiant Hall Protectors.”

Instead of calming them, however, those words only deepened their shock. The Radiant Hall Protectors were the secret masters who guarded the Radiant Hall.

Of course, they were all aware of their existence. That said, Hong Sabaek had worked at the Radiant Hall for ten years without ever seeing them in person. Their appearance meant that something serious had occurred.

Gu Yangseo and Eom Baekyang emerged from the director’s office. After hearing the whole story from Eom Baekyang, Gu Yangseo wasn’t surprised by the visit.

A middle-aged man, who appeared to be the leader of the Protectors, stepped forward and clasped his hands together in greeting.

Gu Yangseo returned the greeting, saying, “I am Radiant Hall Director Gu Yangseo.”

“We know,” the middle-aged man replied. Since the Protectors never revealed their names or faces, he did not introduce himself, but he was their leader, the Radiant Hall Guard Captain, Seok Juha.

Hong Sabaek asked nervously, “Director, what on earth is going on?”

“For now, just do as you’re told,” Eom Baekyang answered softly.

Seok Juha slowly surveyed the operations room. Finally, his gaze settled on one person, and he walked toward him.

“Are you Im Yeongdal?”

Flustered, Im Yeongdal stammered, “Yes, that’s me. What is it?”

The Protectors immediately surrounded him completely.

“Im Yeongdal! You are under arrest for suspected illegal espionage activities.”

“What?” Im Yeongdal was shocked. He shouted, “What is this nonsense?” with a dumbfounded expression.

He looked at Gu Yangseo and Eom Baekyang in disbelief, but the two only stared back at him coldly.

Despairing, he proclaimed his innocence. “It’s a misunderstanding! It’s a misunderstanding, Director! Deputy Director!”

Seok Juha gave an order with a glance, and the Protectors dragged him out.

“Director! This is a misunderstanding! It’s a mistake!”

Gu Yangseo replied coldly, “If so, you will be released soon.”

However, he was convinced that Im Yeongdal was the culprit. The potato bearing the order to kill Jo Birang was decisive evidence.

The remaining Protectors began to search his desk thoroughly.

Hong Sabaek looked at Jo Birang, who stood silently to one side. His junior’s eyes seemed to suggest that he knew something; he hadn’t seemed very surprised when the Protectors stormed in.

“You son of a bitch! What the hell did you do?” he roared, blaming Jo Birang for everything.

Eom Baekyang shot him a warning look not to act rashly.

Hong Sabaek approached Eom Baekyang. “This is absurd. Yeongdal, a spy?”

Eom Baekyang handed the potato to Hong Sabaek, whose expression hardened as he read the words carved on its surface.

“This is... it can’t be!”

Eom Baekyang then handed him another document, one stating that someone had accessed unauthorized confidential information.

Hong Sabaek turned pale. He had never imagined that a spy from the Evil Coalition had infiltrated their group, and that it was none other than Im Yeongdal!

Gu Yangseo looked at Jo Birang. “Well done. If it weren’t for you, the Association would have been in great danger.”

“Not at all.” Jo Birang blushed.

Suddenly, one of the Protectors who had been investigating Im Yeongdal’s desk approached with a serious expression and handed something to Gu Yangseo. It was a potato peel, the same kind Im Yeongdal was always carving, and it had something written on it.

Seok Juha’s expression hardened, and the atmosphere in the room turned frigid.

“What is it?” Eom Baekyang asked anxiously.

Seok Juha replied gravely, “From this moment on, the Radiant Hall will be completely sealed.”

“What did you say?”

Seok Juha took a sheet of paper from his pocket and wrote something down. He then took out his identity plaque, stamped the paper with it, and operated the wall mechanism differently from how the scholars usually did.

CLUNK.

A section of the wall slid away, revealing an unfamiliar panel marked with the character for “Protectors.” Embedded in it was a slot for sending orders.

Seok Juha quickly inserted the stamped message into the slot.

DRRRRNG! KUUUUNG!

Several seconds later, iron gates descended on all sides, and the Radiant Hall commenced sealing itself.

These were no ordinary iron gates. They were forged from a metal alloy that could not be damaged by enhanced sword qi. Besides the entrances, even the windows were completely barred as well.

“From now on, no one may enter or leave this place.”

Gu Yangseo’s jaw dropped in confusion. “What on earth is going on? Wasn’t the spy already arrested?”

“This and that are separate matters.”

Seok Juha handed Gu Yangseo the potato peel, and he glanced down at it. A single phrase was written in tiny letters.

The Myriad Secrets Cave. Infiltration successful.

“The Myriad Secrets Cave? Don’t tell me? Has the confidential information there been leaked?”

“Judging by the content, we must suspect as much.”

Seok Juha’s expression was grim. The mere presence of a spy in the Radiant Hall would turn the Association upside down, but this was worse. If the spy had also obtained information from the Myriad Secrets Cave, it would be the biggest crisis since the Association’s founding.

“Given the unfortunate mention of the Myriad Secrets Cave, we must investigate it immediately.”

Gu Yangseo nodded. Seok Juha’s words made sense, but something about it felt off. “I understand, but why is the Radiant Hall being sealed?” he asked.

Seok Juha replied softly, “Because the Myriad Secrets Cave is right here, underground.”
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Crimson Tiger sighed with relief as he watched Im Yeongdal being bound, loaded onto a carriage, and taken away.

With this, we’ve solved the spy problem.

Since he had asked Jo Birang not to mention his involvement and saved the young scholar’s life, he was sure the guy would keep his promise.

He turned away, intending to head back to his quarters, when suddenly, he saw the members of Class Four approaching him from afar.

Oh no, wasn’t today the day of their final exam?

Crimson Tiger felt a pang of guilt for not having paid his students any attention while he was busy catching the spy.

“...How did it go?” he asked.

Everyone’s expression clouded over.

Mu Yeol, the tall boy, replied cheerfully, “Everyone passed except for me... Hey, don’t look so down. I failed, and I’m fine, so why are you all so glum? The Laundry Department isn’t that bad, and who knows? This job might suit me better than being a spy.”

Gwan Hae patted his shoulder. “Alright, let’s go for a drink. We’ll party until we drop today.”

“Huhu. Let’s.”

The members of Class Four bowed their heads to Crimson Tiger. “Thank you for your guidance.”

Crimson Tiger winced, embarrassed to be thanked for doing almost nothing. If he had paid his students a little more attention, Mu Yeol would have passed too.

Just then, Assistant Instructor Go Jingeol came over. “The kids really did their best.”

Even though Crimson Tiger was absent most of the time, originally, all the students but Gwan Hae would have failed. It was Crimson Tiger’s demonstration that had motivated them. From that day on, they worked hard and cut down on their sleep. Mu Yeol’s failure was unfortunate, but this was still a surprise to the other classes.

“Also, there’s a rumor that Ha Jong from Class Three lost a lot of money betting that all of our students would fail. Hahaha!” Go Jingeol laughed hysterically while holding his stomach. Suddenly, though, he became serious. “...You’re leaving, aren’t you?”

He had already suspected that Crimson Tiger wouldn’t stay long.

“......” Crimson Tiger smiled faintly.

“I knew it. I may be lazy, but I’m quick-witted.”

Crimson Tiger nodded. “Keep up the good work.”

He decided to speak to the higher-ups and recommend Go Jingeol as his replacement. The man was lazy, but he was qualified and had the ability to be an excellent instructor.

After saying his farewells, he walked away. After taking a few steps, however, he froze in his tracks.

He felt uneasy. A profound sense of incongruity rooted him to the spot. His intuition, the instinct that had kept him alive for so long, was screaming that he had missed something. Something critical.

“Wait!” he shouted, jogging back toward Go Jingeol.

“Yes?” Go Jingeol eyed the serious Crimson Tiger quizzically.

Crimson Tiger gritted his teeth. Mu Yeol’s words echoed in his mind.

> “Everyone passed except for me... Hey, don’t look so down. I failed, and I’m fine, so why are you all so glum? The Laundry Department isn’t that bad, and who knows? This job might suit me better than being a spy.”

“Mu Yeol just said that he’s been posted to the Laundry Department, right?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“What is that place?”

“You don’t know? The Laundry Department is responsible for washing uniforms and delivering them to the Inner Court. Don’t clean uniforms arrive at your room every morning, Instructor? That’s where that work is done.”

Crimson Tiger narrowed his eyes. “Are people from the Laundry Department allowed to enter the Inner Court? Even here?”

Go Jingeol nodded as if it were obvious.
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Two hours later, Yeon met with Crimson Tiger at a safehouse.

“Did you bring what I requested?” he asked hurriedly.

“Here you go.” Yeon placed a stack of documents on the table, the same pile from when they first started the Radiant Hall investigation.

Crimson Tiger quickly sifted through the documents while Yeon looked on silently.

After checking the files, he muttered, “Just as I thought, it’s not here.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Why isn’t the Laundry Department included here?”

“The Laundry Department? They’re an outsourced division that operates on the outskirts of the Association. It’s mostly staffed by middle-aged women, and they don’t use messenger pigeons, so I excluded it from the investigation.”

“......” Crimson Tiger’s expression darkened.

“Is something troubling you?”

Crimson Tiger nodded grimly. “Yes, there’s something I need to check.”
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The Radiant Hall Protectors operated a hidden mechanism inside one of the walls of Gu Yangseo’s office, which even he hadn’t known about.

Upon activation, the map on the operations room wall began to rotate.

Originally, a decoy map was hidden behind the operational map. The secret wall behind that, was densely adorned with hundreds of numbers and letters.

Five Protectors began entering the device’s code, each responsible for a different section. None of them could unlock it alone. To unlock this device, one would have to subvert not just one Protector, but all five, which was an impossible task.

Seok Juha said emotionally, “It’s been twelve years since we last activated this mechanism.”

“Then who on earth organizes the documents?” Wang Sochan asked.

“They are automatically sorted and stored. We seal each confidential document in a small scroll tube and place it into the input slot corresponding to its affiliation. Then, it is automatically sorted and stored in its designated location. The retrieval process is identical. This is the best technology the Association has developed.”

“That’s truly incredible,” Wang Sochan exclaimed in genuine admiration.

“You are all now part of a historic moment.”

Eom Baekyang asked cautiously, “But is it all right to show us this?”

“This place will be moved anyway, and the code for the mechanism will be changed, so it doesn’t matter.”

The code entry process was so complex that one wouldn’t be able to open it without training, even if it were explained.

“Did Yeongdal, that spy bastard, open this by himself? That’s impossible.”

Eom Baekyang was certain that they had never left the operations room empty for such a long time. Even if Im Yeongdal had the time, it was unlikely that he could have cracked such a complex code.

Seok Juha felt the same way, but since the message was written on a potato peel, he had to check it out. Fortunately, since the spy had been caught, he felt less worried.

Finally, when the code was fully entered, the floor slowly began to open.

CREEEAAAAK!

A massive entrance to the basement was revealed.

Eom Baekyang looked at Seok Juha and joked, “Let us have a look, too.”

“This is probably the place housing the most documents you’ve written. Wouldn’t it be a waste to be executed just for reading them again?” Seok Juha replied seriously.

“Hahaha.” Eom Baekyang laughed heartily.

Four of the Protectors, including Seok Juha, went inside while the rest guarded the passage.

Wang Sochan shook his head in genuine disbelief. “To think the Myriad Secrets Cave was hidden right under our feet.”

Everyone felt a similar sense of amazement and wonder. Since the cave was such an important place, they didn’t feel deceived.

A short while later, Seok Juha and the others came out.

“Luckily, we didn’t find any evidence of an intruder.”

Eom Baekyang frowned doubtfully. “Then why did the culprit leave such a message?”

Neither Seok Juha nor the members of the Radiant Hall had an answer.

Seok Juha said, “In any case, all the data will be moved by the end of today, and this mechanism will be completely disabled.”

Suddenly, Wang Sochan sniffed the air. “By the way, what is that smell?”

“A smell?” Hong Sabaek sniffed, but couldn’t smell anything. “I don’t smell anything.”

Wang Sochan sniffed the air again, searching for the source of the smell. “I definitely smell it. My nose doesn’t deceive me.” Finally, he found something under Im Yeongdal’s desk. “What’s this?”

Something was burning on a small plate and still emitting smoke.

Seok Juha’s eyes widened as he ran over and snatched it up. “Don’t tell me? Is this the Thousand Miles Bewitching Essence? Why is this here?”

His subordinates had surely searched the area thoroughly. There was no way they could have missed something like this.

PWEOK!

A tearing sound echoed as a sword burst from Seok Juha’s chest.

“Keok!” Coughing up blood, Seok Juha spun to throw a desperate palm strike at the man who had stabbed him, but the blow missed completely.

His assailant, Wang Sochan, regarded him with coldly sunken eyes. “How could you be so foolish, even after knowing you’ve been poisoned by the Thousand Miles Bewitching Essence?”

THUD!

Jo Birang collapsed on the spot, followed a moment later by Hong Sabaek.

As if on cue, Jo Birang collapsed, followed a moment later by Hong Sabaek. The Thousand Miles Bewitching Essence rising in the air was the most potent of its kind, a drug designed to neutralize inner arts and drain all physical strength.

Wang Sochan leaped forward, a throwing knife already in his hand. His movements revealed that he was at least a first-rate martial artist, making one wonder how he had managed to hide his strength for so many years.

SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK! PUK! PUK!

“No!” Gu Yangseo and Eom Baekyang cried out in unison, but their pleas were useless.

The poisoned Radiant Hall Protectors, though all martial masters in their own right, were completely debilitated and helpless against the assault. Wang Sochan continued his slaughter without pause, and in an instant, all the Protectors in the room lay dead.

The Radiant Hall scholars were paralyzed by terror and disbelief.

Eom Baekyang looked at Wang Sochan grimly. “The spy... it was you.”

Wang Sochan, or rather, Enigma, who had concealed his identity for seven long years, confessed, “Yes, it is I.”

Gu Yangseo, Eom Baekyang, Hong Sabaek, and Jo Birang huddled together.

Enigma said coldly, “Why did I leave a message about the Myriad Secrets Cave on a potato peel? It was to open this door. I already knew the cave was in the basement.”

Everyone’s eyes widened at the shocking revelation.

Dumbfounded, Eom Baekyang shouted, “Then what about Yeongdal?”

“That stupid bastard took the fall for me.”

“You vile bastard! You set a trap!” Eom Baekyang accused fearlessly.

Gu Yangseo held him back and calmly said, “You may be able to kill us, but you won’t be able to escape this place.”

This was the worst-case scenario. Their own deaths were insignificant. If Wang Sochan set fire to the secret archive, all of the Association’s confidential data would be lost. The repercussions would be enormous, and dying in this place would dishonor their memory for ages to come.

Gu Yangseo said coldly, “If you think you can weaken the Association by destroying the documents, you are mistaken. Stop this pointless act and leave. I will let you go.”

Of course, he didn’t expect his words to have any effect. Considering how Wang Sochan had deceived them until now, he was truly a terrifying and formidable adversary.

Enigma smirked. “What makes you think I want to burn it?”

“What?”

“I’m going to take the most important documents with me.”

“Do you think that’s possible on your own?”

“Why are you assuming I’m alone?”

“What did you say?”

Everyone’s jaw dropped in alarm. The Radiant Hall was completely sealed. How could Wang Sochan possibly call in reinforcements?

Enigma took out an emergency order slip used by the Protectors.

Surprised, Gu Yangseo shouted, “How did you get that?”

Enigma sneered. “How did I get it? You idiotic fools! What do you think I’ve been doing here for the past seven years?”

Gu Yangseo staggered where he stood.

Enigma searched Seok Juha’s body, took out his identity plaque, stamped the order form with it, then put the order into the slot marked with the character for ‘Guard.’

KRRRRRRNG!

The seal on the Radiant Hall began to release.

CLANK, CLANK!

The wall mechanism moved again and the wall blocking the entrance disappeared.

Enigma took out another form. This time, it was stamped with Gu Yangseo’s seal.

“What on earth are you trying to do?”

Smiling cryptically, Enigma put the form into the hole.

SHWING!

“You’ll see if you just wait.”
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Crimson Tiger and Yeon arrived at the house of Hong Ban, the man who had died at the inn.

Crimson Tiger kicked open the door to the warehouse, the very place where Yeon had almost been killed by a trap, and carefully examined the wall. There, he discovered another hidden compartment.

Without professional training, the compartment would have been difficult to recognize. An old abacus placed carelessly in a corner was the device for entering the code to open it.

“Can you dismantle it?” Crimson Tiger asked. When it came to dismantling mechanisms, Yeon was a cut above him.

Yeon nodded. “Probably.”

“How long will it take?”

“An hour at the fastest and about two hours at the slowest.”

“Too slow! Stand back, Yeon.”

Yeon stepped back.

“Just in case, move further back.”

She moved far away.

Crimson Tiger drew his sword and channeled qi into Soul Crusher, causing it to emit a powerful burst of energy.

SSUUUUUK!

Enhanced sword qi extended from the blade.

Yeon was impressed. She had seen the Crimson Tiger use enhanced sword qi a few times in battle, but this was her first time witnessing it up close.

His sword qi was blue and sparkled like waves in the sunlight. Observing its gentle ripples as if it were alive, she was struck by its beauty and found herself yearning to reach out and touch it.

SAAK! SAK! SAAAAAK!

Crimson Tiger calmly and swiftly began cutting the door as if it were butter, destroying the mechanical lock in the process. Fortunately, the door opened without exploding.

The two entered to find a small warehouse filled with goods.

After examining them, Crimson Tiger quickly concluded, “We were wrong.”

The goods piled inside were supplies for the Inner Court. Hong Ban had been smuggling them out and selling them secretly.

“This guy isn’t the contact. Someone framed him to deceive us. The real contact is still alive.”

There was no way a man who smuggled supplies could have rigged the trap that almost killed Yeon. The whole thing had been a scheme to deceive them.

Yeon’s eyes widened in shock. “No! Then the potato, too!”

She had found that potato in the deceased Hong Ban’s clothes. If it was also fabricated, then they had caught the wrong spy!

“Yeon, follow me.”

Crimson Tiger quickly leaped into the air.
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Moments later, Crimson Tiger and Yeon arrived at the Laundry Department, which was in a remote area a short distance from the Association.

The wide yard was designed for doing laundry, and dozens of middle-aged women were washing clothes there. Due to the nature of the work, it had to be outsourced. After all, there was no way a group of women would be allowed to do laundry inside the Association premises.

A man greeted them. “Who are you looking for?”

“I am here to see the person in charge.”

“That would be me. I am Hwang Yeong, the General Manager of the Laundry Department.”

“I have something to ask you.”

“But where are you from?”

“I’m from the Radiant Hall.”

“Ah, I see. How can I help you?”

“Who is the Radiant Hall’s liaison here?”

Hwang Yeong hesitated, then asked cautiously, “Why do you ask? Have we made a mistake?”

“No, I just need to confirm something.”

Hwang Yeong shuddered. He didn’t like where the conversation was going. However, the cold gaze directed at him held blatant killing intent, leaving no room for refusal.

“...The Radiant Hall’s liaison is Go Cheon,” he replied honestly, if reluctantly.

“Where is he now?”

“I will guide you. Follow me.”

Since Hwang Yeong was the manager, he felt he needed to know what was going on, so he led the way. Since starting here, Go Cheon had never caused a problem, so he wondered why people from the Association were looking for him.

When the three of them arrived at Go Cheon’s quarters, the place was empty.

“This is the place.”

“I’ll check inside,” Yeon said, then promptly entered the house uninvited.

Hwang Yeong was about to stop her when Crimson Tiger asked coldly, “How long has he worked here?”

“Seven years.”

“Seven years, huh?” Crimson Tiger narrowed his eyes. That was more than enough time for someone to establish themselves here.

Yeon came out of the room and shook her head slightly, her expression indicating that nothing was out of the ordinary.

Crimson Tiger walked toward the backyard. As he surveyed the area, his eyes lit up. “What’s that?”

Several large bird cages were placed on one side of the yard, and a falcon was kept in one of them.

He approached and examined it.

Hwang Yeong explained, “Go Cheon enjoys falconry. At first, he started with one bird, but he now raises several.”

“The contact is this bastard!”

“Pardon?”

“This isn’t a hunting falcon, it’s a messenger bird!”

Yeon’s eyes widened. “Oh no!”

Crimson Tiger quickly asked Hwang Yeong, “Where is Go Cheon now?”

“I don’t know... There!” Hwang Yeong was about to say that he didn’t know when he suddenly stared at something behind Crimson Tiger.

Crimson Tiger immediately whipped around, only to see a man running away, leaping over the wall smoothly with advanced movement arts.

Yeon dashed after him, and Crimson Tiger followed.

As expected of a spy’s contact, Go Cheon’s movement arts were incredibly fast. Even Yeon, who prided herself in her unrivaled speed, could not easily catch up to him.

The distance between them gradually widened.

Crimson Tiger gritted his teeth. Had he not consumed the Great Cycle Pill, he would have lost track of the man by now.

Soon, Go Cheon realized he couldn’t shake Yeon, so he gave up trying to throw her off. Switching directions, he entered a small hut hidden in a nearby mountain.

Yeon pulled up a short distance away. She couldn’t follow him recklessly, so she calmly surveyed the interior and waited for Crimson Tiger to arrive.

Crimson Tiger arrived a minute later. He had only been able to catch up because Yeon had left marks by breaking tree branches along the way.

She gestured toward the hut, and he charged straight into it without slowing down.

CRASH!

Crashing through the wooden wall, he burst inside.

PADADADAK!

A falcon flew through the window of the hut into the sky.

“No!”

SHWIIK!

Crimson Tiger prepared to unleash his sword qi, but Go Cheon interrupted him, thrusting his sword and unleashing a secret technique. It was a formidable move, as great as his outstanding martial arts.

Unfortunately, his opponent was Crimson Tiger.

Crimson Tiger spun, dodging Go Cheon’s sword.

PWEOK!

Crimson Tiger struck Go Cheon’s neck with the edge of his palm, throwing the man back and slamming him into a wall.

However, in that brief moment, the messenger falcon flew out of the range of his sword qi.

“Kehehehe!” Glancing at the falcon outside the window, Go Cheon muttered, “It’s too late now. You cannot stop them anymore!”

Crimson Tiger saw two emotions in the man’s laughter. There was the satisfaction of a man who had completed his mission, as well as the resolute will of someone who had prepared for death.

He frowned.

This man is the Evil Coalition’s best contact. He’ll never talk.

SWISH! SQUELCH!

He beheaded Go Cheon without hesitation and jumped out the window, muttering, “We’ll see about that.”

Yeon had already run after the messenger falcon, and he pursued it in the same direction.

The two of them ran past their limits trying to keep track of the bird. No matter how fast they moved, however, they couldn’t catch up to it. If the falcon had gone just a little further, they would have eventually lost it.

Fortunately, just before they ran out of stamina, the falcon landed at a small manor not far from the Association.

They hid in the bushes on a hill overlooking the manor.

“They’re all masters.”

Crimson Tiger sensed sharp auras not only from the martial artists walking in the manor’s front yard, but also from inside the house. In fact, the ones inside were even stronger.

Suddenly, the men began moving around busily, likely because of the messenger falcon. Go Cheon’s final mission was to deliver an order he had received from the spy to these people.

He and Yeon cautiously approached the manor.

Yeon naturally concealed her presence. Although Crimson Tiger knew she wasn’t much of a fighter, he wasn’t worried about her. In terms of stealth, she was superior to him.

He approached without a sound, put his ear to the wall, and assessed the situation as he crept slowly along. Finally, he made his way to the spot where he felt the fewest and weakest presences.

Seeing the back of a masked man in the distance, he cautiously approached. His plan was to take the man out, change into his clothes, and infiltrate their ranks. Since they were all masked, this method might just work.

Just before he leaped to snatch him...

CREAK!

The door to the building opened, and someone walked out.

“Everyone, assemble!”

The Crimson Tiger quickly hid behind a tree, suppressing his presence as much as possible.

The man he had been targeting ran to the middle of the manor yard while the man who had come out of the building scanned the area with a gaze as sharp as a blade.

He’s much stronger than my first target!

The one who had even made Crimson Tiger tense was none other than Slayer of the Ten Evils. Soulchaser and Hellfiend followed behind him.

Soulchaser asked softly, “Are you going to proceed as planned?”

Slayer nodded silently. “Judging by the handwriting, it was clearly an order given in a hurry while being pursued. It’s worth checking out.”

Soulchaser felt a sense of foreboding. He was a meticulous and detail-oriented man.

Hellfiend chimed in. “There is no time for that.

“It doesn’t matter.” Slayer stepped forward. “The Assembly of Evil has already been issued. We will do as ordered.”

He was the de facto leader. As the one with the most outstanding martial prowess, he had naturally become the leader.

“Even if our contact was taken down, it doesn’t matter. Everything will be over soon anyway.”

Three of the Ten Evils, including the strongest one, were participating in this mission. Their subordinates were also chosen from the Evil Coalition’s strike teams for their exceptional skill and agility.

Crimson Tiger crouched behind a tree, still as a statue. With three masters present, taking someone out and hiding was out of the question. He had to focus all his senses on simply not being noticed.

Slayer barked orders, “Begin the operation!”

“Understood.”

The martial artists took off their masks and changed their clothes on the spot, disguising themselves as cooks, waiters, and musicians with instruments. After finishing their preparations, they pulled back a large cloth, revealing a carriage.

Crimson Tiger’s heart pounded. The carriage was adorned with banners bearing phrases that welcoming the spies of the Mystery Pavilion.

They’re going to enter the Inner Court!?

The men boarded the carriage. In particular, the three Evils lay down in a secret compartment at the bottom of the carriage, an exquisitely crafted space that was nearly impossible to find.

Since their auras were extraordinary, they chose to hide rather than wear a clumsy disguise. They were confident that with the banners marking them as members of the Mystery Pavilion, no one would check the carriage thoroughly.

“Let’s go! It’s time to start the banquet!”

The carriage quickly left.

Crimson Tiger emerged from behind the tree, and Yeon appeared next to him.

“What on earth are they planning?” Yeon asked.

Crimson Tiger shrugged. “I’m not sure, but one thing is clear. The Radiant Hall is in danger.”

“What should we do? Even if we want to help, we can’t infiltrate the Radiant Hall.”

Crimson Tiger thought for a moment, then said, “Yeon, go to the First Young Master right now!”

“The First Young Master?”

“Yes.” Crimson Tiger’s gaze deepened. “I need you to deliver a message to him.”



Translator’s Note: Bet you didn’t see this coming. No one believed in the Potato Dude! Despite his potato background story!


V4C9: Crimson Tiger Strikes Back

Enigma sat in his usual seat in the office, whistling leisurely, while the scholars huddled on the side of the room furthest from the messaging contraption. He wasn’t worried about them running away. Since they were still under the influence of the drug, they couldn’t escape even if the door were held open for them.

Gu Yangseo and Eom Baekyang shared a look, each aware of the need to communicate the danger to the people outside, but neither had any idea how to make it happen. Enigma knew everything about the Radiant Hall, right down to their personalities and habits.

Eventually, Eom Baekyang gathered his courage and asked, “...How did you infiltrate the Radiant Hall?”

He still couldn’t understand how Enigma had gotten past their stringent security. To enter the Radiant Hall, one had to undergo a grueling background check that encompassed even one’s extended family. Any connection, whether to the Evil Coalition or any unorthodox sect, was absolutely forbidden.

Enigma smiled faintly. “Everything, from my birth to my training, was planned a long time ago.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes. Dreadful, isn’t it?”

“Don’t you have any feelings for us and the time we spent together? How could you do this?” Hong Sabaek asked irritably, staring at the dead bodies.

“Don’t act so naive.”

“What did you say?”

“Do you know why I often slept with my head on my desk?”

“Why?”

“Every time the desire to kill you all and flee this place arose, I forced myself to sleep. I was trained to conceal my feelings and resist my temptations, but having to endure sparing you bastards all the time was truly difficult.”

The scholars winced. This was not the Wang Sochan they knew. The lazy person they remembered was merely a facade for the real monster beneath.

“Bleaaargh!” Hong Sabaek couldn’t hold it in and puked. The thought that every conversation, every laugh, and every joke he had shared with Wang Sochan over the last seven years was nothing more than a fabrication disgusted him to no end.

Wang Sochan snickered. “Eww, stop that. I’ll kill you!”

“Just kill me right now, you filthy bastard!” Hong Sabaek yelled back.

“No! Please...” Jo Birang held Hong Sabaek back and urged him to be patient.

CLANK! SHWING!

Suddenly, the mechanism on the wall began to move, stopping on the character for ‘Association’. Enigma read the new report and smiled triumphantly.

“What does it say?” Gu Yangseo asked anxiously.

Enigma answered leisurely. “My friends have arrived.”

Eom Baekyang’s eyes widened. “What? You mean they really passed through the Inner Court gate?”

“Of course,” Enigma grinned. The order form stamped with Gu Yangseo’s seal was an order to allow his allies into the Radiant Hall.

“No!”

Something that should never have happened was happening now.

CLANK... SHWING!

A report was sent each time the invading Coalition forces ascended a floor. Although the Radiant Hall’s communication and security systems remained ironclad, this was ironically the main reason the inside situation could not be conveyed to the outside.

A short while later, the door opened. Slayer entered first, followed by Hellfiend, Soulchaser, and a dozen subordinates.

“Welcome. Glad to see you,” Enigma greeted casually.

Slayer gave a light nod but said nothing.

Instead, Hellfiend was the one who replied, “You’ve really been through a lot.”

It was only revealed on this mission that Enigma had been working undercover in the Radiant Hall for a long time. His existence had been concealed even from the other Ten Evils.

Hellfiend added proudly, “I believe this is the first time four of the Ten Evils have gathered in one place.”

The scholars gaped in shock and disbelief.

Gu Yangseo let out a heavy groan. “The Ten Evils!”

Eom Baekyang turned pale. They knew better than anyone in the jianghu how formidable the Ten Evils were. Making matters worse, the subordinates who came with them were all first-rate masters. Clearly, the Evil Coalition placed great importance on this mission.

Gu Yangseo and Eom Baekyang exchanged looks of despair.

However, Jo Birang subtly met their gazes and soundlessly mouthed the words ‘Crimson Tiger.’

Eom Baekyang blinked in confusion. He was sure he had read his junior’s lips correctly, but why was Jo Birang suddenly bringing up Crimson Tiger?

Jo Birang nodded toward the window, and the quick-witted Eom Baekyang immediately caught on.

Suddenly, Soulchaser, who had his back to them, spun around. “Crimson Tiger? Did you just say Crimson Tiger?”

“How?” Jo Birang gasped. He had only mouthed the words soundlessly. Had Soulchaser discerned what he said just by sensing the vibrations in the air?

Enigma glared at the startled Jo Birang and said coldly, “Now I get it. Crimson Tiger was your accomplice, huh? I was wondering how you were still alive.”

“It was you!” Jo Birang clenched his teeth.

Enigma sneered. “Then the one digging into my background must have been him too. Clever bastard. He filed a false report about chasing Gwe Sansan and tracked me instead.”

“Crimson Tiger will definitely come rescue us,” Jo Birang proclaimed.

“How?”

“......” Jo Birang couldn’t answer.

“As you know, this building is impenetrable. Even if that weren’t the case...” Enigma finished his sentence by eyeing the other members of the Ten Evils and smiling knowingly.

Slayer asked calmly, “Is Crimson Tiger involved in this matter?”

“It seems so.”

“It’s a pity, but you can’t face him this time,” Enigma said firmly.

Among the Ten Evils, it was an open secret that Slayer wanted to duel Crimson Tiger to the death. Nevertheless, he was concerned that the man might become overzealous and jeopardize the mission.

Slayer’s mouth twitched in annoyance. He genuinely wanted to fight Crimson Tiger. Killing him would cement his status as the best not just among the Ten Evils, but in the entire jianghu.

Still, he was not so foolish as to sabotage their mission now. Nodding, he sighed, “A pity, indeed.”

“Really? As you’ve seen for the past seven years, Crimson Tiger never fails,” Eom Baekyang mocked.

“This time, he will fail.” Enigma brushed off Eom Baekyang’s taunts and walked toward the entrance of the Myriad Secrets Cave.

“No!” Gu Yangseo screamed. If the cave were raided, the Association’s very foundation could crumble.

“Hahahahaha!” Enigma laughed triumphantly.

He had endured seven years for this moment. The whole reason he killed only the Radiant Hall Protectors and spared the scholars was to savor their despair!

I’ll be able to learn all the Association secrets I couldn’t find out until now here, including about the woman Crimson Tiger kidnapped!

Turning to his subordinates, he commanded, “Gather everything I have designated. Understood?”

“Understood!”

Gu Yangseo slumped to the ground, and Eom Baekyang clenched his teeth bitterly. They knew all too well that they were still alive only because Enigma wanted to gloat. Once this nightmare was over, they would be killed.

Enigma took a step into the Myriad Secrets Cave.

CLANK!

Suddenly, the mechanism on the wall moved and stopped at the character for ‘Alliance.’

SHWING!

A report descended, and one of the Evil Coalition warriors read it. “There’s an intruder on the first floor!” he exclaimed.

“An intruder? That’s impossible. Could our entry have been detected?”

“No, sir. It says he’s breaking through the first floor alone.”

“What did you say?”

SHWING!

Another report arrived.

“The first floor has been breached. The intruder has made it to the second floor.”

Enigma’s eyes widened in shock. “Already? How is he that fast?”

Slayer smiled cryptically. “Hey, I thought you said the Radiant Hall was impenetrable.”

Hellfiend, standing behind Slayer, chuckled at the joke.

“...It’s Crimson Tiger,” Eom Baekyang whispered, feeling his fading hope rekindle.

He’s here! Only he can show such divine prowess.

“It’s Crimson Tiger, it’s Crimson Tiger!” Jo Birang shouted joyfully.

SHWING!

A report arrived that Crimson Tiger had reached the third floor.

Slayer drew his sword, and the others followed suit. Despite their strength and self-confidence, the four Evils and ten first-rate masters formed a tense semicircle around the entrance.

CLICK!

The moment the door opened, Slayer’s enhanced sword qi raged forward, followed instantly by a volley from the others.

BOOM! FLASH!

The wall by the entrance exploded, but no one was there. Instead, a dozen arcs of light lit up the darkness as Crimson Tiger unleashed Jarāmaraṇa, the final technique of the Twelve Storm Daggers.

THWACK! THWACK! THWACK!

A sharp pain shot through the Coalition warriors as cold steel pierced their backs.

“Behind us!” Slayer yelled, but he was too late.

He managed to deflect the knife aimed at him, but the other masters couldn’t block the unexpectedly powerful surprise attack from Crimson Tiger. Screaming in agony, they slumped to the ground.

Crimson Tiger dropped from his impossible hiding spot on the ceiling and fell upon Hellfiend.

SWISH!

Slayer’s sword passed through the spot where Crimson Tiger had landed, but it was vacant. He had swayed bizarrely, employing the Shadow Python Bind of the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers to coil his body around Hellfiend’s arm.

CRACK!

Crimson Tiger broke Hellfiend’s arm, but he narrowed his eyes. Just now, he had barely dodged Slayer’s sword. The man’s highly practical and experienced swordsmanship was a dangerous variable in such a confined space.

WHOOSH!

Despite his surprise at being targeted first, Hellfiend quickly retaliated, unleashing a powerful qi wave from his free fist.

To his astonishment, though, Crimson Tiger’s movements were bizarrely fast. He ducked under the attack, zoomed past Hellfiend, and thrust at Soulchaser’s stomach.

Seeing this, Hong Sabaek tackled Jo Birang to the ground.

BAM!

Hellfiend’s qi wave missed Crimson Tiger and struck the wall behind where Jo Birang’s head had just been.

SWOOSH!

Soulchaser leaped into the air to avoid the thrust, but Crimson Tiger’s body twisted unnaturally beneath him.

“Watch out!” Slayer roared, but again, the warning came too late.

The moment the words reached Hellfiend’s ear, he felt a foreign object impale his chest.

He looked down. Crimson Tiger’s sword had skewered him. The attack on Soulchaser had been a feint, he had been the true target all along.

Unfortunately, not everything went according to Crimson Tiger’s plan. The biggest variable... was Slayer.

SPLURT!

Instead of saving Hellfiend, Slayer chose to sacrifice a colleague to slash Crimson Tiger across the back.

“Aaargh!” Crimson Tiger screamed, blood erupting from the wound.

““No!”” Jo Birang and Hong Sabaek cried out in unison.

Sensing an opportunity, Soulchaser launched a lightning-fast attack at Crimson Tiger’s neck. As his sword closed in, however, Crimson Tiger leaned to the side and met Soulchaser’s gaze.

Soulchaser winced. There was no pain or surprise in those eyes, only cold focus. He had misjudged.

Fuck, that scream was a feint!

SWOOSH!

As if to confirm his suspicions, Crimson Tiger’s sword flew toward him. He wrenched his body around as quickly as possible, but a burning pain seared across his shoulder.

At least I avoided a fatal blow! he thought in relief.

SWISH!

Slayer immediately thrust his sword at Crimson Tiger, who spun around to meet him.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

Their swords clashed thrice before Slayer grimaced and stumbled back from the force of Crimson Tiger’s qi.

That single step sealed Soulchaser’s fate.

Crimson Tiger whirled around and sped after his prey like lightning. Soulchaser miraculously blocked five attacks, but he was no match for his opponent’s sheer speed and power.

SQUELCH!

Crimson Tiger’s sword plunged into Soulchaser’s heart.

“Keuk!” With a final gasp, the light faded from Soulchaser’s eyes.

Slayer grit his teeth. “You bastard!”

KRAKOOM!

An enormous energy exploded from his body. Crimson Tiger’s movements were unlike anything he had ever seen. For the first time, excitement, fear, and joy dominated him as he focused all his qi into his sword.

“Hoo! Huff!” Crimson Tiger bent over slightly, gasping for breath. He had only breathed twice since the fight began, a testament to his immense self-control and mastery of combat pacing.

Enigma noticed the enemy’s condition immediately. “What are you waiting for? Now’s your chance!” he shouted to Slayer.

“Shut up, you fucking moron!” Slayer bellowed. In his eyes, there were no openings. Crimson Tiger’s guard was so impeccable that even he trembled with awe.

Sighing, Crimson Tiger straightened his back.

Jo Birang called out in relief, “Crimson Tiger...mmph!”

Hong Sabaek slapped his hand over his junior’s mouth. “Hey, is Crimson Tiger your friend?”

The Radiant Hall scholars were relieved and happy that their ally wasn’t grievously injured. While they were not expert martial artists, they knew that killing a dozen men in an instant was no easy task, especially when two of those men belonged to the Ten Evils.

The same thought filled their minds: It’s a good thing Crimson Tiger is on our side... Holy shit, a man like this actually carried out missions on our orders?

Eom Baekyang cheered softly, “We’re counting on you, Crimson Tiger!”

His colleagues desperately nodded in agreement.

“Bullshit! If you move even one step, I’ll kill all of them!” Enigma shouted as if having a seizure. His eyes blazed with murderous intent, giving the impression that he might kill the Radiant Hall scholars at any moment.

Crimson Tiger raised an eyebrow at Slayer. “Taking hostages? Really? I thought better of you.”

“There’s no way I would do something so despicable!” Slayer glared daggers at Enigma. “You. If you dare take hostages, I won’t stop him from killing you.”

“What? You stupid sword-for-hire! You don’t give a shit if all of us die, do you?!” Enigma shouted back, his eyes flashing with fury. He could tell that Slayer meant what he said. The man was more interested in dueling Crimson Tiger than protecting him!

“Do you think hostages would work on him?” Slayer sneered, then turned back to Crimson Tiger. “Isn’t that right?”

Crimson Tiger was not an opponent who could be defeated by taking hostages. In fact, even if he gave it his all and used every dirty trick in the book, there was still no guarantee that he would win.

Crimson Tiger nodded. “If I were a man who took risks to save hostages, I wouldn’t have survived until now.”

Slayer smirked. He could feel a strange kinship with Crimson Tiger. Being the two top secret agents in the jianghu, he felt like he was representing the Coalition in a grand clash between orthodox and unorthodox.

If he had his way, he would have wanted to drag out the fight. He imagined sharing a drink and exchanging stories with Crimson Tiger in a reed field under a moonlit sky before a fateful showdown.

Unfortunately, that was just a pipe dream. Still, he was happy he could at least speak briefly with the man.

“I didn’t know you could use throwing knives,” he remarked.

Crimson Tiger nodded honestly. “I learned a new martial art recently.”

“Impressive.”

“But who are you?”

“Slayer.”

“Ah! I’ve heard the rumors.”

“As have I.”

“Then shall we begin?”

The two top agents readied their swords, their gazes clashing more sharply than blades.

Crimson Tiger searched for the single most efficient move to kill the man before him. Slayer’s aura felt like a sheet of precarious ice—cold, unapproachable, and threatening to drop anyone who drew near into an endless abyss.

Since he couldn’t use the Eighth Naraka in front of the Radiant Hall members, he had only one option.

I have to take him down in a head-on clash.

Crimson Tiger lunged at his opponent.

SWISH!

His sword brushed past Slayer’s face, so fast that Slayer’s own flushed reflection on Soul Crusher was a blur.

CLANG!

The two swords met, creating a shower of sparks.

Slayer’s eyes widened. It’s heavy!

Normally, a fast sword was light, while a heavy sword was slow. That was a fundamental rule of martial arts. Crimson Tiger’s sword, however, was both.

CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!

Slayer gritted his teeth. Crimson Tiger’s powerful strikes threatened to rip the sword from his grip.

Their exchange rapidly intensified, the blades slicing through the air so quickly that the onlookers saw not swords, but dozens upon dozens of madly flashing light streaks.

Like a carriage rolling down a cliff, once the duel picked up speed, it continued to accelerate. Now, this was a fight where the first to relent would die.

WHOOSH! WHOOSH! WHOOSH! WHOOSH!

The light from the swords soon built up to a blinding radiance that spread out in all directions.

“Euaaaaaaaaaaah!” Slayer roared.

He could feel himself nearing his limit. He wanted to pull back for a moment and get his bearings, but he didn’t have time to speak, let alone breathe. His arm, moving on pure instinct, felt weak and about to give out. His lungs seared with every breath, and his head swam from dizziness.

Still, he persevered, convinced that if he was having such a hard time, his opponent must be having an even harder time.

CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!

“Ack!”

SQUELCH!

Someone screamed, followed by the sickening sound of splitting flesh.

The two swords stopped, and the brilliant light disappeared. Crimson Tiger and Slayer stood silently, swords lowered, staring at each other. No one watching could tell who had won.

Slayer opened his mouth with difficulty. “Crimson... Tiger!”

That was the end.

THUD! SPLAT!

His body split in half and fell to the ground.

Crimson Tiger was drenched by the fountain of blood spraying from his bisected opponent. Although he could have avoided the mess, out of respect for this opponent who had forced him to go all out, he chose not to.

“No!” Enigma cried out in indignation.

I sacrificed everything for this day! I can’t let my efforts go to waste now!

Raising his sword, he rushed at Gu Yangseo. “Die!”

SWOOSH! THWACK!

Crimson Tiger’s sword whizzed through the air and embedded itself in Enigma’s chest, throwing him back and pinning him to the wall like a fly pinned to an inn wall by an old master’s chopsticks.

“Fuck... I didn’t want to die feeling like dog shit,” he muttered.

His body writhed for a moment, then his head slowly drooped as he took his last breath.

Silence fell over the room. The Radiant Hall scholars looked around blankly, stunned that Crimson Tiger had single-handedly slain all the intruders.

“Phew!” Crimson Tiger broke the silence, letting out a long sigh as he sank to his knees in exhaustion.

Only then did the scholars come back to their senses.

“Crimson Tiger! Are you alright?” Jo Birang cried, running to support him.

Hong Sabaek grabbed his junior by the scruff of his neck. “This is not your place to step in!”

Gu Yangseo approached Crimson Tiger and offered both of his hands. “Thank you.”

Crimson Tiger stood up with Gu Yangseo’s assistance. To be honest, the fight with Slayer had been difficult and fraught with danger, but he still had plenty of qi left. Nevertheless, he acted as if his qi was at rock bottom.

“You saved us all,” Gu Yangseo said emotionally.

Crimson Tiger shook his head. “Not at all.”

“Don’t say that. You saved not just us, but the entire Association. Your reward... you can look forward to it.”

Crimson Tiger smiled faintly. As always, he would not refuse a freely given reward. After all, as Gu Yangseo said, he had just risked his life for the Radiant Hall and the Association.

Eom Baekyang approached him and hugged him tightly, tears welling up in his eyes. “Thank you. I will never forget this debt.”

“I merely fulfilled my obligation.”

Gu Yangseo looked up at the ceiling where Crimson Tiger had appeared. “May I ask how you were able to come out from there?”

He would have been less surprised if Crimson Tiger had broken through all the defense systems, but of all places, he had entered the operations room through the ceiling.

That was why his initial attack had been so effective. If he had come through the door, the fight would have been much tougher.

“Also, reports kept coming up that the Radiant Hall was being breached. How did that happen?” he added.

Everyone’s gaze focused on Crimson Tiger.

Crimson Tiger replied calmly, “The surviving Radiant Hall Protectors helped me. They sent the false reports and unlocked the entrance to air vents in the ceiling.”

“Them? That can’t be.”

Crimson Tiger opened his mouth to answer, but before he could say anything, someone else responded.

“I asked the Protectors for a favor,” Baek Museong said, entering the room.

The Radiant Hall scholars’ jaws dropped at the First Young Lord’s unexpected appearance.

Eom Baekyang asked, “How? Even if you’re the First Young Master, you don’t have the authority to disable the Radiant Hall’s defense system!”

“That’s right. The Protectors’ decisions can only be overridden by the Chairman’s orders... so I used this thing.”

Baek Museong took out a plaque engraved with the words ‘Minor Heavenly Order’ from his pocket. The Order granted him the authority to issue one command to any organization within the Association, and it would be carried out without question.

Crimson Tiger smiled. This was what he had asked Yeon to do. He had instructed her to inform the First Young Master of the situation and request his assistance.

Thankfully, the First Young Master played his role splendidly.

Eom Baekyang let out a sigh of relief. “At the end of the day, it looks like Gwe Sansan was the only lucky bastard,” he joked.

CLANK! SHWING!

Suddenly, the messaging contraption moved to the picture of a tiger, and a report descended.

Jo Birang took the report and read it, then tilted his head in confusion. “...Huh? It says here that Gwe Sansan just died a little while ago.”

Everyone stared at Crimson Tiger in disbelief.

““How on earth?””

Crimson Tiger shrugged nonchalantly. “That’s a trade secret.”
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A modest drinking party was held in the Radiant Hall operations room. All work within the Radiant Hall was suspended for the day while an investigation team reporting directly to the Chairman looked into the incident.

To the people outside, it seemed as if a celebration for newly recruited officers was being held at the Mystery Pavilion. As such, they pointed their fingers and clicked their tongues, complaining that the Radiant Hall must be slacking off yet again.

Eom Baekyang worriedly said to Gu Yangseo, “We won’t be able to avoid punishment for failing to notice a spy for seven years.”

Gu Yangseo nodded stiffly. “Yes, but... the same is true for the Pavilion Master.”

Rather, the primary responsibility lay with his superior, the Mystery Pavilion Master Yagong.

The consequences of this incident, both positive and negative, were hard to predict. They were certainly responsible for failing to detect the espionage, but thanks to Jo Birang’s efforts, they could also be said to have contributed to the spy’s death. Even better, four of the Ten Evils were now dead.

If things went well, perhaps the rewards and punishments would cancel each other out, and they might get away scot-free?

“Is everyone all right?” Yagong asked, barging into the operations room.

Gu Yangseo nodded. “Yes, fortunately, no one was injured.”

At least that concern was sincere. The Radiant Hall Director and the Mystery Pavilion Master were joined at the hip. Due to the nature of the organization, if he, the Radiant Hall Director, was fired, the Mystery Pavilion Master would be too.

“Wang Sochan was the spy?”

“Yes, he was one of the Ten Evils.”

“Holy shit!” Yagong’s eyes widened in disbelief.

Gu Yangseo sighed softly, as if to test the waters, “Tell me, how deep in shit are we?”

Yagong gritted his teeth. “...I’ll try to do something about it.”

Gu Yangseo nodded, silently conveying that he would also devise a solution. Despite their usual rivalry, it was clear to both of them that they had to work together during this critical period.

Yagong spun around and hurried out of the office. When he received the report that Crimson Tiger had eliminated all the intruders, he had been in a good mood, convinced that he had made a wise investment.

However, if he were to lose his position as Mystery Pavilion Master over this incident, all his efforts would be for naught. He had to hold onto his position no matter what.

“...At times like this, both you, Director, and the Pavilion Master really terrify me,” Eom Baekyang remarked honestly.

Gu Yangseo smirked. “Don’t forget what I told you last time.”

“Hey! You heartless people! Can you even drink?”

At that moment, Im Yeongdal, who had just been released from prison, joined them. From the way he was already joking around, it was clear that he had somewhat recovered from the ordeal.

“You’ve been through a lot.”

Everyone apologized to him.

Im Yeongdal nodded, aware of the severity of the situation. More than anything, he could hardly believe that Wang Sochan was the spy. “So? Where is that crazy bastard?” he asked.

“Crimson Tiger killed him.”

“Damn bastard!”

“Haa...” Hong Sabaek sighed. Among the scholars, he was by far the most shaken. Although Gu Yangseo and Eom Baekyang were in managerial positions, he was the first to accept Wang Sochan as a junior and show him the ropes.

Im Yeongdal poured his gloomy colleague a drink. “Have a drink.”

“Yes, let’s drink...” Hong Sabaek murmured drearily. “...But give some to that kid too.”

“Sure thing.” Im Yeongdal filled Jo Birang’s cup. “You’ve accomplished a tremendous feat. Thank you for your dedication to your work.”

“Not at all,” Jo Birang muttered, his heart pounding. At last, he felt like a true member of the Radiant Hall.

“Are you going to dig up my mistakes from now on, too? You damn prying son of a bitch with obsessive compulsive disorder,” Im Yeongdal teased to lighten the atmosphere.

Jo Birang waved his hands in protest. “Do you know how many times I almost died? A compulsion for tidiness? I’ll only use that for cleaning from now on. An obsession with satisfying my curiosity? Who needs that in this busy world? I assure you, my obsessive compulsive disorder has been fully cured. Corruption? Mistakes? If you have any of those, give them to me now. I will cover them up perfectly for you.”

Everyone smiled at his banter.

Im Yeongdal offered a toast to Hong Sabaek. “Cheer up, pal. Everything will get better with time.”

“Yes, I’ll forget it all someday...”

“Of course. Still, are we going to get a new junior?”

Eom Baekyang shrugged. “If we don’t all get fired, then yes.”

Jo Birang cheered. “Aren’t we just the luckiest bunch in the history of the Radiant Hall?”

Hong Sabaek sighed and shook his head. “This guy is already a pain in the ass. What if an even crazier one comes?”

“What can we do? The world is always evolving.”

“I don’t like it! It’s scary!”

Jo Birang cut in drunkenly, “Ask them to send a woman, if possible!”

Im Yeongdal filled Hong Sabaek’s cup and grinned. “Whatever happens, I guess we’ll just have to adapt. But... where on earth is today’s hero? Didn’t you guys invite Crimson Tiger?”
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Crimson Tiger and Yeon walked side by side through the marketplace. He had politely declined Gu Yangseo’s invitation to join the party, believing that, as a Phantom, he should keep his relationship with the Radiant Hall scholars strictly professional.

He glanced at Yeon. “Want to get a drink?” he asked casually, as he always did.

To his surprise, Yeon, who always refused, nodded. “Sure, I’ll treat you.”

“No, it’s my treat. As you know, I make good money.”

Yeon smiled gently. “Then I gladly accept.”

“Feel free to drink as much as you want.”

The two entered a nearby inn. As it happened, it was Yang Su’s Inn.

Since Crimson Tiger had changed his appearance again, Yang Su didn’t recognize him. He stood in a corner talking with several other customers.

He hasn’t changed at all. Still a talkative social butterfly.

Crimson Tiger glanced toward the kitchen. He had thought Chef Min would have quit by now, but the man was still working there.

A waiter rushed over. “What can I get for you?” he asked.

A smile formed on Crimson Tiger’s lips. The waiter was none other than Chef Min’s son, Chusam.

Looking at him, he could feel the sincerity in the young man’s expression. Clearly, he had come to his senses and turned over a new leaf after leaving the Savage Beast Gang.

Crimson Tiger, who was about to order snacks, paused and glanced at Yeon.

Come to think of it, I don’t know what she likes, and it’s not just regarding food. I’ve never tried to get to know her personally.

“Order whatever you want to eat,” he told her.

“Really? You don’t mind if I order something expensive?”

“Go ahead.”

“Hmm, what do you recommend, waiter?”

Chusam began to explain the dishes.

Meanwhile, Yeon’s heart was beating ten times faster than it had when she drank the tea he had made for her earlier. It was the first time she had sat face-to-face with Crimson Tiger like this.

She made sure to hide her nervousness, though, knowing that sometimes, feelings shone more when hidden.

In the end, she ordered beef, steamed fish, and stir-fried vegetables.

“Is it too much?” she asked Crimson Tiger, smirking playfully.

Crimson Tiger grinned. “It’s a rare opportunity to spend someone else’s money. If I were you, I would have ordered a lot more.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll get you drunk and fleece you for seconds and thirds.”

“Hahaha!”

In this moment, Crimson Tiger was truly content. Yeon was such a good person that he felt this kind of work didn’t suit her. On second thought, however, he realized that the same could be said of him.

For a while, he reminisced about simpler times, when he did nothing but train with his master in the mountains.

I suppose not everyone gets to live doing the work they enjoy. That’s probably why people dream. Hoping for the day when they will get to do what they really want to do.

“You’ve been through a lot, haven’t you?” he suddenly said, staring at Yeon.

Why didn’t I notice it before? Her eyes are bloodshot, her skin rough and callused, and her hair oily and tangled. Is she in this state because she’s lazy? No way.

He apologized, “I’m sorry for putting you through so much.”

Yeon pouted. “I’ll be very disappointed with you if you say such things.”

Crimson Tiger grinned. “Alright, I get it. I won’t say it again.”

Yeon felt a surge of happiness wash over her. Since Crimson Tiger rarely smiled, she really cherished these rare moments.

No matter how comfortable one may be physically, if their heart is troubled, how can they truly be at ease? Despite her fatigue, she felt content with the knowledge that someone had her back.

The two were lost in their own thoughts for a moment.

The Crimson Tiger thought of Seohyeon. He remembered the sound of her giggling, the sight of her falling and whimpering, and the look on her face as she slept soundly. No matter how hard things got, thinking of those moments gave him strength.

Looking at him, Yeon realized he was thinking of his daughter. She hadn’t known before, but after hearing about Seohyeon’s existence, she finally understood what he was thinking whenever he made that wistful expression.

Just then, Chusam brought over the liquor and food. “Please enjoy!”

Crimson Tiger quickly snapped out of his reverie. “Shall we toast to this momentous occasion?”

With each round of drinks came a new story. Yeon was unusually talkative today. She talked about wanting to see Seohyeon and about her experiences during handler training.

She quickly got drunk. After dozing with her chin propped up for a while, she laid her head down and fell asleep. As the tension eased, the fatigue that she had been trying to ignore overwhelmed her.

Crimson Tiger felt a dull pain in his heart. He had never seen Yeon so vulnerable.

He took off his coat and covered her with it, drinking alone as he listened to her soft breathing.

Rest well, Yeon.

At least for today, he would watch over her.

He looked out the window. The moon was unusually bright tonight.

Seohyeon’s face overlapped with the moon. He missed his daughter. He really missed her. His soul stirred with the desire to run to her right away. If he ran until he was out of breath, he felt like he could arrive before the longing disappeared.

He emptied his cup. Looking down at it, a sense of loneliness washed over him, and his master’s words came to mind.


“Don’t ignore your loneliness. Ultimately, we’re all alone in this jianghu, so sometimes, it’s okay to wallow in loneliness. Just don’t drown in it.”



Back then, he hadn’t understood how lonely the jianghu could make a person. As long as he couldn’t be with the person he missed, he would always be lonely.

His master’s words seemed to flow down with the moonlight.


“You’ll be fine, though. Loneliness is also part of the jianghu’s charm.”



The wind drifting in through the window ruffled the hem of the coat he had draped over Yeon.


V4C10: Flying Dragon in the Dark

When Sin Chohui woke up, she realized someone was watching her in the darkness. Before she could scream, however, the sound died in her throat. For some reason, she felt like she knew who the intruder was.

Sitting up slowly, she whispered, “Unnie?”

Indeed, the figure in the darkness was her older sister, Sin Yeongyeong.

Sin Chohui’s feelings for her sister were complicated, consisting of a mixture of fear, anger, and hatred. It was tragic, but she didn’t harbor a single positive emotion for this blood relative.

“Have you ever thought of me as your Unnie?” Sin Yeongyeong sneered sarcastically.

So it is her. Sin Chohui’s pounding heart calmed a little. Nevertheless, a different kind of adrenaline awakened, one that warned her of impending danger. “What do you mean?” she asked as innocently as she could.

“Sigh, I’m disappointed that you misunderstand me.”

“Don’t make me laugh!”

“I don’t hate you, you know?”

Sin Chohui was about to accuse her sister of lying, but before she could open her mouth, Sin Yeongyeong added, “I think you’re insignificant.”

“What?” Sin Chohui glared at her sister in shock and disbelief.

Sin Yeongyeong’s eyes were cold and sunken, yet they were not the detestable, falsely affectionate eyes she had grown used to. Instead, they held open, unhidden contempt.

“You whore! I can’t believe you tried to break off my marriage just because you were bewitched by a man!”

“What?”

“I said, you’re a hopeless, worthless bitch!”

Sin Chohui was taken aback. Her elder sister had always been polite and reserved, never uttering a single profanity. Of course, she was the only one in her family who knew her sister was not the virtuous woman the world believed her to be, but still, Sin Yeongyeong had never lost control like this before.

“So you’re finally showing your true colors,” she snarled through gritted teeth, but even so, she couldn’t hide the slight tremor in her voice. 

She was frightened. She couldn’t understand why her older sister had suddenly changed. Right now, Sin Yeongyeong seemed like she might draw a dagger from her sleeve and attack at any moment. 

Is she revealing her true intentions because she’s going to kill me?

“I’m showing my true colors? Then what about you? What are your true colors? A bitch who spreads your legs for Young Lord Baek, trying to steal your own sister’s fiancé?”

“What?”

“Or are you trash who runs around drinking with worthless scoundrels? That’s your true colors.”

Sin Chohui clenched her fists in indignation. “Fine, you’re right! But even so, I’m a hundred times better than you, Unnie! Did you think I didn’t know about all the terrible things you’ve done? Did you think I wouldn’t know that you murdered everyone who crossed you?”

Sin Yeongyeong smiled brightly, a crazed smile brimming with killing intent.

Horrified, Sin Chohui trembled uncontrollably. Trying desperately to fight off her fear, she screamed, “Go ahead! Kill me too! Just try to kill me! I know everything about you anyway!”

Sin Yeongyeong silently rose from her seat and left without a word.

This only deepened Sin Chohui’s terror. Tears streamed down her face, and even after her elder sister had left, she continued to quiver violently.

On the other hand, Sin Yeongyeong walked down the dark corridor, smiling mysteriously. “You know everything about me? I don’t think so.”
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Four martial artists were riding at a gallop when they suddenly spotted a young man standing in the middle of the road.

The lead rider shouted, “There’s someone on the road ahead! Hey, you! Move!”

Despite the man’s warning, the young man didn’t budge.

“Just trample him!” one of the other riders yelled.

CLIP CLOP CLIP CLOP!

Instead of slowing down, the four riders spurred their horses on even faster.

SQUELCH! THUD! THUD! THUD! THUD!

A series of ominous sounds echoed across the area.

The young man on the road stepped aside to let the four horses pass. As for the men riding them? They were lying sprawled on the ground, each one bisected at the torso.

So, what had cut them? Upon closer inspection, a blood-soaked thread could be seen stretched across the middle of the road. This was no ordinary thread, but rather a terrifying weapon made by processing Heavenly Silkworm Thread until it was tough and sharp enough to cut through steel.

The man sat down on a nearby rock. He had handsome features and an intense gaze.

He was Flying Dragon, the second most skilled agent of the Twelve Phantoms after Crimson Tiger.

Suddenly, another man materialized out of thin air and handed an envelope to Flying Dragon. “Here you go, your payment.”

He was Flying Dragon’s handler, Gon.

Flying Dragon took the envelope and checked its contents. “Four hundred taels? That’s it?”

Gon walked toward the corpses and sighed. “These idiots used to be known as the Four Great Mountain Ghosts, but now everyone knows they’re nothing more than dogs. A while ago, they even robbed and murdered passing travelers.”

Gon took out two small bottles from his pocket, mixed the two powders inside and sprinkled it over the corpses.

SIZZLE!

The corpses began to dissolve, emitting a foul stench in the process.

Flying Dragon snorted coldly. “Clean that up for me, too,” he commanded, pointing to the thread stretched across the road.

Gon nodded obediently. After disposing of the bodies, he carefully retrieved the thread and returned it to Flying Dragon.

“See? Wasn’t it a good thing I didn’t use my sword?” Flying Dragon chuckled derisively.

Gon tilted his head. “What do you mean?”

“Don’t you think it’s a waste to pull out my blade for a job worth only four hundred taels?”

“......” Gon’s expression remained grim, even though he knew Flying Dragon was joking.

“You know, you really need to fix your shitty personality.”

“What’s wrong with my personality?”

“You always act like you’re pissed off.”

“I’ve never done that.”

“Also, you’re too quiet. Angry people aren’t usually quiet, are they? Your appearance and behavior are too contradictory!”

“Doesn’t that also apply to you, Flying Dragon?”

“What? What’s that supposed to mean?”

“...Nothing. Just rest today. You’ll be assigned a new mission tomorrow.”

“Wait a minute! Tell me what you meant before you go!”

Gon ignored Flying Dragon and vanished into thin air.

“Hey! Come back! You need to fix your tendency to leave your conversation partner hanging while you disappear!”

Once he was alone, Flying Dragon let out a small laugh. His expression clouded over, and the bright mood from earlier vanished, replaced by a flicker of melancholy.

RATTLE, RATTLE. 

From the road where the Four Great Mountain Ghosts had come, a large carriage drawn by four horses approached. The driver, an old man with a harsh expression, looked ready to lash his whip at anyone who blocked the way. 

The carriage slowed and stopped beside Flying Dragon.

A woman’s voice rang out from inside, “Get in!”

The carriage door opened, but the interior was concealed by a curtain, making it impossible to see who was aboard.

“Hmph! You’ve got the wrong person. I’m not some pushover who boards a random carriage just because a woman tells me to.”

“Then how do I get you to come in?”

“Try saying this: Handsome Young Lord, for the sake of this humble girl trembling in loneliness, please grace this carriage with your presence.”

“Pfft ahahahaha!”

“If you don’t say it, I’m leaving.”

“Handsome Young Lord, for the sake of this humble girl trembling in loneliness, please grace this carriage with your presence... if you don’t want to die, that is!”

Flying Dragon feigned surprise. “Wow! To think that a beautiful young lady could spout such harsh words! This Young Lord will have to teach you a lesson.”

He lifted the curtain and hopped in as the carriage began to roll forward.

Inside, the space had been converted into a large bed. A woman lay with her back to him, her thin, sheer garment revealing every curve of her voluptuous figure.

“How are you going to teach this humble girl a lesson?” Sin Yeongyeong asked, turning over with a coquettish hum. “It’s been a while, Flying Dragon!”

Flying Dragon’s face instantly soured. “I told you not to call me by that name, didn’t I?”

“Sorry, Ah Gyeong, I forgot that you hate being referred to by your work alias.”

Flying Dragon’s expression remained dour. He knew that this woman’s apology was devoid of substance. As always, she was merely teasing him and toying with his emotions.

Sin Yeongyeong slowly extended her hand. “Hold me. I missed you.”

Unable to refuse, Flying Dragon climbed onto the bed.

CLIP CLOP CLIP CLOP!

As the carriage picked up speed, soft moans drifted from within, synchronizing with the rhythmic jostling until the tremors became a manifestation of ecstasy.

Some time later, the driver parked the carriage in a secluded forest. Inside, two naked bodies lay side by side.

“...Are you still angry at me?” Sin Yeongyeong asked.

Flying Dragon stared blankly at the carriage ceiling and grumbled, “I became one of the Twelve Phantoms for you, but what do I receive in return? Nothing.”

“You have me.”

“You, who’s marrying another man in a month?”

“Yes, that me.”

Flying Dragon bit his lip. He had met Sin Yeongyeong when they were very young and had fallen for her at first sight. He loved her looks, her smile, her voice—everything. 

He had committed his first murder for her, then his second and third, until he lost count of how many he had slain. When a girl at her birthday party received more attention than she did, this woman, then little more than a child herself, hired someone a year later to disfigure the girl and then had him kill the one who carried out the deed.

Later, she even convinced him to join the Twelve Phantoms so that he could grow stronger. She promised him that the money he earned would be for their future together.

Everything was a lie, and he knew it. What this woman really wanted was a loyal Phantom who would freely share the Association’s information with her.

Nevertheless, even knowing she would become another man’s woman next month, he couldn’t leave her.

Not once has she claimed that she’s being forced into an arranged marriage.

He was well aware that his was a mad love, a trap from which he could not escape, a one-way bridge where each step forward caused the path behind him to crumble.

“Do you remember when we first met?” Sin Yeongyeong asked.

Flying Dragon nodded. “Yes. Back then, you and I weren’t like this.”

“What were we like?”

“At least you were kind. Really kind and pure...”

“You’re saying I was an idiot!” Sin Yeongyeong cut him off coldly, sitting up straight. Her anger flared, raw and primal as her perfect curves.

Flying Dragon sat up after her and shouted, “Why in the world did you change so much? Why?”

“I didn’t change. I’ve always been like this.”

“No, you weren’t!”

“Don’t fool yourself. You only see what you want to see, cherish the memories you want to remember. You take my rare moments of purity and convince yourself that’s my real self. However, you’re wrong. The real me is a dirty, vicious bitch who would even kill her own sister to achieve her goals!”

SLAP!

Flying Dragon slapped Sin Yeongyeong across the cheek.

She quickly bowed her head in shame, but still, she snarled, “He’s found a woman he likes.”

“...!”

“Kill her for me, will you?”

Flying Dragon hesitated, but he knew. Ultimately, he would grant this ridiculous request, too.

“Her name is... Soeun.”
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Crimson Tiger left the Mainland Bank with a broad smile on his face, having just transferred the fifty thousand taels he had received from the Radiant Hall to the North Sea Branch. It was a substantial sum, but well deserved for assisting in the defense of the Myriad Secrets Cave.

He had worried before today whether he had enough money for the final rite, but that concern was now gone. He felt as if a great weight had been lifted from his shoulders.

Walking into a deserted alley, he reverted to his usual face. He no longer wore a human skin mask, relying instead on the Thousand Transformations Hundred Faces Art to alter his appearance.

Thanks to his nightly hour of practice, the transformation was taking less and less time. Each time he improved, he marveled more and more at the martial art’s miraculous results.

On the way back to the safehouse, he wandered through the marketplace. 

Suddenly, he noticed a group of children playing and stopped to watch them. Their antics, laughter, and quarrels were so endearing that he could have stayed for hours, but he left before he risked appearing like someone suspiciously watching them. 

He loved the slow, peaceful rhythm of this street.

He thought of Hyeon, who had only known life in the mountains. He wanted to teach her about the jianghu and the wider world, to let her taste the cheap snacks sold in back alleys and the rare delicacies that not even the emperor could have.

Although his own life was steeped in bloodshed, he wanted his daughter to live a life free from needless danger.

Time seemed to drag on forever, but the days passed slowly but surely. The day he had longed for, when the grand rite would succeed, would soon arrive.

When he returned to the safe house, he found Yeon there waiting for him.

“You’re back?”

“Yes.”

“You look well.”

“I’ve rested well these past few days.”

Crimson Tiger’s condition was good, as he had not received any missions lately. The Radiant Hall had effectively granted him a short vacation, allowing both him and Yeon to fully recover from their accumulated fatigue.

“Rest well when you can.”

“Thank you for your concern.”

“No need to thank me. It’s a Phantom’s job to worry about their handler, after all.”

Yeon’s eyes widened for a moment before she giggled. “Pfft!”

“Did my joke land?”

“Perfectly.”

They exchanged a brief laugh.

“You should rest more. Why did you come?”

“You’ve been assigned a new identity.”

“Already? Where’s the next mission?”

The news startled Crimson Tiger. The order had come faster than expected. He quickly scanned the mission details Yeon handed him.

“The Tempest Academy, Knife Throwing Instructor Gyu Ho? Why am I a teacher again?”

The Tempest Academy was not part of the Association, and his assignment there as a knife throwing arts instructor was unusual. Few knew he had learned such skills, and though the Radiant Hall scholars had seen him use them, it was still an unprecedented appointment.

Just then, Baek Museong entered. He was one of the few who could freely come and go from the safehouse. Yeon bowed politely before leaving.

“Good afternoon, First Young Lord,” Crimson Tiger greeted.

“I was the one who issued that order,” Baek Museong said without preamble.

“Why are you sending me there?”

“That child is there. She was recently appointed as a swordsmanship instructor.”

Crimson Tiger immediately understood that he was referring to his daughter, Soeun. It seemed he had accepted Soeun as his daughter and was no longer considering killing her.

“The Tempest Academy is a place where Junior Sister and I lecture from time to time,” Baek Museong remarked. Pausing for a moment, he added grimly, “However, a problem has arisen. Miss Sin has hired someone to assassinate my daughter.”

“By Miss Sin, do you mean...”

“That’s right, it’s Sin Yeongyeong. The very woman I am to marry.”

Crimson Tiger was about to ask why when a thought struck him. “Could Miss Sin have misunderstood your relationship with that young lady?”

Baek Museong nodded stiffly. “It’s my mistake. I didn’t realize she was monitoring me that closely.”

After a brief pause, Crimson Tiger asked carefully, “Have you thought about being honest with her?” 

He believed the situation would improve if Baek Museong revealed the truth about his father-daughter relationship with Soeun. His impression of Sin Yeongyeong had been poor, finding her cold and sharp, but he felt she was someone capable of separating public from private matters.

“She might understand since it’s a mistake from your youth, right?”

“Perhaps,” Baek Museong admitted, “but I don’t want to do that.”

He had no intention of yielding even the smallest measure of control over his daughter to Sin Yeongyeong.

“I received information that she has hired a formidable expert.”

“A professional assassin?”

“I am not sure of the exact details, but I am certain that anyone she chooses would be truly formidable.”

Crimson Tiger sighed, “Protecting people is not my specialty.”

“I know, but I want to entrust this matter to you.”

Crimson Tiger hesitated. It was clear that at the root of this order was trust in him.

“If I try to smuggle my daughter elsewhere, it will only become more dangerous,” Baek Museong said worriedly. “There is the assassin, but Junior Sister will not stand by either. For that child’s sake, it is best that I pretend not to know about her existence until the wedding ceremony.”

Crimson Tiger nodded. He was right, the Third Young Lady would not allow Soeun to be murdered easily. As long as she had use for Soeun, she would protect her in her own way, making it unlikely an assassin could kill her quickly. However, if he did not coordinate with the Third Young Lady’s subordinates, their efforts might end up interfering with each other.

“I thought it would be better to eliminate the assassin while he is in the open,” Baek Museong said.

Crimson Tiger fell silent, thinking. There was one month left until Baek Museong and Sin Yeongyeong’s wedding. For someone who had to endure this year at all costs, this was the greatest crisis yet, and the mission he had been given was one he absolutely had to succeed in.

“Before that, I have one question.”

“What is it?”

“The Third Young Lady will surely reveal your daughter’s existence to the world before the wedding ceremony. That is why she had me kidnap her, after all.”

“I suppose so.”

“What do you intend to do then, Young Lord?”

Baek Museong narrowed his eyes. “Why do you ask?”

Does Crimson Tiger have a crush on Soeun? 

It was only natural to wonder. His daughter’s beauty would draw the attention of any man.

“I am sorry,” Crimson Tiger said quickly. “I was only curious. Please forgive me for overstepping.”

He truly was curious, and he believed it was a question he could ask. At the same time, he thought that showing no curiosity at all might make Baek Museong suspicious.

“No, it is natural to be curious. To be honest, I haven’t planned my next step yet,” Baek Museong admitted honestly.

One thing was certain, though. He had to use his daughter to gain an advantage against Ju Hwayin, who was trying to use her against him. He didn’t like treating his own child this way, but given the flow of events, it was unavoidable. 

Regardless, he had no intention of allowing Soeun to come to harm. That was the source of his headache and the reason he still couldn’t decide how to proceed.

Crimson Tiger did not press further and bowed his head. “Please entrust this mission to me.”

Though, it is not as if I can refuse...

Suddenly realizing something, he added, “However, there is a part you need to correct.”

“What is that?”

“I must go to the Tempest Academy as a student, not an instructor.”

“Why?”

“It is the student who spends more time with the teacher, not a fellow teacher.”

“Ah, I see. I was too short-sighted. I will issue a new mission slip. Do you have any other requests?”

“While I’m carrying out this mission, please ensure that no other missions are assigned to me.”

This was both a protection and an assassination mission, which meant he either could not leave his post, or had to take Soeun with him.

“Sure.”

“Lastly, for this mission, I will surely need to make contact with the Third Young Lady. I ask for your understanding.”

“Got it.”

Crimson Tiger clasped his hands respectfully. “Then, I may be lacking, but I will do my best.”

“Thank you. I am counting on you.”

After patting Crimson Tiger’s shoulder, the First Young Lord left.

Once alone, Crimson Tiger tossed the mission order into the air, his eyes glinting colder than a sword’s edge.

SWISH SWISH SWISH!

His sword drew a dozen arcs of light in the air, shredding the slip of paper into pieces so small that they drifted to the ground like tiny snowflakes.

“If it was a request, you should have asked me nicely instead of forcefully assigning me a mission. The only reason I accepted was not for your sake, but for your daughter... and for my daughter as well.”

Yes, everything he endured, he endured for his daughter.


V5C1: Reunion with White Rabbit

Yagong stepped into the heavily guarded manor where he had previously met the Third Young Lady. His stride was brisk, his urgency reflected in every step.

When he saw Ju Hwayin, he didn’t bother with greetings. “You must have heard the news, right?”

Ju Hwayin nodded. “I heard you caught one of the enemy’s spies?”

“That’s right.”

For seven years, the spy had managed to infiltrate the Association’s most sensitive department without being caught. If that wasn’t bad enough, the Myriad Secrets Cave had come dangerously close to being breached because of him.

This was a grave enough matter to justify the resignations of both the Mystery Pavilion Master and the Radiant Hall Director, so Yagong rushed straight to Ju Hwayin as if his feet were on fire.

“You very nearly caused a great disaster,” she said softly.

Yagong bowed his head. “It was a gross oversight on our part. I won’t make any excuses.”

When he first heard the report, he was so shocked that his legs gave out. How long had he devoted himself to achieving success? This incident was the worst kind of setback, the kind that could render all his efforts meaningless in an instant.

Ju Hwayin softened her tone. “In war, mistakes are inevitable. Raise your head.”

To be fair, what happened wasn’t entirely Yagong and Gu Yangseo’s fault. The Evil Coalition had spent decades orchestrating this scheme. Trying to thwart it was akin to stopping a natural disaster.

“I’m not afraid of stepping down,” Yagong said. “But all the groundwork I’ve laid out for you, Young Lady, will be wasted.”

He looked troubled, but the truth was that he feared losing his position more than anything else. He had already given the Great Cycle Pill to Crimson Tiger and bet everything on this course of action. Turning back was no longer an option.

“It’s not entirely without hope,” Ju Hwayin remarked. “I heard that, while dealing with the spy, you eliminated four of the Ten Evils. That’s no small feat. Was it Crimson Tiger’s work?

A spark lit in Yagong’s eyes. This was exactly the point he had been hoping she would raise. Nodding eagerly, he replied, “That’s right, and he’s already been rewarded.”

The reward was a generous fifty thousand taels, the largest sum in the history of the Association, but Crimson Tiger was worth the investment.

“If we highlight that achievement, you may be able to avoid dismissal. Besides, I’m sure Senior Brother doesn’t want the Radiant Hall Director replaced either. With our combined influence, we could limit the punishment to a pay cut.”

“I’ll put my trust in you, Young Lady,” Yagong said, bowing his head. A temporary pay cut was nothing to him. If the Third Young Lady became the successor, his future would be secured. After that, wealth would surely follow.

Ju Hwayin reassured, “Don’t worry, I’ll do everything I can to help you.”

Yagong’s bow deepened. “I pledge my loyalty to you!”

After disclosing a few more details about the spy incident, he left the manor.

Ju Hwayin watched Yagong leave with a satisfied smile on her face. Despite his prior pledges of allegiance, he had always exhibited a sense of self-importance while in her presence. Only now had she truly brought him to his knees.

Lee Dansim, who had been guarding the entrance, stepped inside. “If it weren’t for Crimson Tiger, we’d be in serious trouble right now.”

Ju Hwayin nodded. If the Myriad Secrets Cave had been breached, the Evil Coalition would have gained access to even her and her senior brother’s personal information.

Furthermore, that would have only been the beginning. If every secret spanning the Central Plains had been exposed, the loss of manpower and resources would have been immeasurable. The Association’s covert organizations would have had to be disbanded, and warehouses across the land looted. Every carefully planted spy would be eliminated.

Rebuilding the entire system would cost not fifty thousand taels, but millions.

“The Evil Coalition must be in chaos right now,” she said.

“Yes, the atmosphere there must be absolutely dreadful, ” Lee Dansim chimed in.

“It’s not something to celebrate, though. They might retaliate.”

“Shouldn’t we be doing the same?” Lee Dansim’s face flushed with rage. “They snuck four of the Ten Evils into the deepest part of the Inner Court. If that’s not a blatant declaration of war, then I don’t know what is.”

Fortunately, since all of the spies were killed, this matter would be quietly buried. Both sides knew it was best to let matters of espionage fade into obscurity.

Ju Hwayin reached for her cold tea and took a sip.

“We also have new information. Crimson Tiger’s new undercover identity is a student at the Tempest Academy,” Lee Dansim reported.

SPURT!

“The Tempest Academy?” Ju Hwayin spluttered, spraying tea everywhere in surprise. She set the cup down, frowning slightly. “That’s strange.”

“Yes, it’s quite the coincidence.”

“Any sign Senior Brother is involved?”

“None so far.”

KNOCK KNOCK!

A subordinate came in with a message that Lee Dansim quickly passed on.

“Crimson Tiger wants to meet you in person.”

“Me?”

“Yes, but he didn’t say why.”

“It’s probably about the academy,” Ju Hwayin replied. “...Okay, I’ll meet with him.”
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CRASH!

A jade ornament that had sat on Jongri Mun’s desk for years flew into the wall and shattered into pieces.

Normally, Jongri Mun despised people who smashed things when they were angry. He had never expressed his frustration that way himself. However, he could not control himself this time. Never before had he been this incensed.

Giyeong silently observed his superior, trying to read his expression. An immense amount of preparation, effort, and funds had gone into this matter, yet three of the Ten Evils had died alongside Enigma.

After looking down at the broken fragments in silence for a while, Jongri Mun asked, “Who did it?”

“We don’t know. We’ve lost contact with everyone who was deployed. We’re currently sending in new personnel to assess the situation...”

“Enough!”

Giyeong shut his mouth.

“How could this happen?!” Jongri Mun squeezed his eyes shut. The details of the job, why it failed, and who killed them were irrelevant now. The only thing that mattered was that they had failed spectacularly.

A flash of killing intent crossed his eyes as a sudden thought crossed his mind.

“No way... could it have been Crimson Tiger?” he muttered.

Giyeong replied, “I doubt it. According to Enigma’s final report, Crimson Tiger was busy pursuing Gwe Sansan and eliminated him far from the Association. There’s no way he could have rushed back in time.”

SLAM!

Jongri Mun slammed his fist on the desk again. “Then who the fuck cut down four of the Ten Evils, including Slayer, the strongest Evil, at the same damned time?”

Giyeong suggested cautiously, “The Radiant Hall Protectors, perhaps?”

“......” Jongri Mun considered the possibility. According to the information provided by Enigma, all of the Radiant Hall Protectors were at least peak-level masters, but so what? He didn’t think Enigma was so foolish as to execute the operation without a plan to take them down.

“Or... could the Association Chairman himself have intervened?”

“Don’t be ridiculous!” Jongri Mun retorted.

Giyeong fell silent. He knew Jongri Mun had done extensive research on Cheon Ahseong and concluded that the old man had no interest in the Association’s affairs. Rather, he was the type of martial arts fanatic who wouldn’t bother dirtying his hands with the insignificant Ten Evils even if the Association were to fall.

Jongri Mun sighed. Regardless of who the culprit was, the deed was done. Their greatest setback was the loss of Enigma. The other Ten Evils could be replaced on short notice, but Enigma, who had infiltrated the Radiant Hall, was an asset so valuable that not even a transcendent master could replace him.

He groaned, “What am I going to do when the Coalition Leader finds out about this major fuck-up?”

Neung Pungbi was bound to be disappointed, but in any case, this wasn’t something that could be kept secret for long. Instead, he needed to focus on accomplishing something extraordinary to offset this failure before the news got out.

He sat and contemplated for a while.

Finally, he barked, “Use all our resources to find out who the woman Crimson Tiger kidnapped is! Do it as quickly as possible! By any means necessary!”

It would have been better if Enigma had at least reported on this before he died, but they hadn’t even received that message.

“Understood.” Giyeong clasped his hands together briefly in farewell, then quickly exited the room.

Left alone, Jongri Mun sank into his chair. A sense of crisis heavier than ever before pressed down on him.

Damn it! I won’t go down without a fight!

He repeated the vow over and over again, but it offered him no comfort. He knew better than anyone else how easily power abandoned a person.

[image: sep]


Go Wonjeong, Crimson Tiger Kwon Kangho’s master, gazed up at the night sky with his hands clasped behind his back. Forgotten memories carried on the moonlight seeped into his deep wrinkles, while the voice of his younger self echoed thunderously in his mind.


“Hahahaha! I am Go Wonjeong, the third successor to the Asura King Yama!”



The opponent who had fallen before him was the Dawn Moon Swordsman, Lim Chan.

He was twenty-five at the time. Having already achieved complete mastery of the Asura’s Eight Narakas, he had not known defeat since his debut.

Unfortunately, compared to his martial arts prowess, his knowledge of the jianghu was that of a complete novice. No, even that expression was insufficient.

He was a total dumbass who didn’t know how despicable and petty his enemies could get. 

And so he had forgiven a total trash of a human being.

“If you ever commit the same act again, I will cut off both your hands and make an example of you.”

Mistaking generosity and compassion as the hallmarks of a great martial master and a righteous warrior, he had forgiven someone who should never have been forgiven.

Go Wonjeong sighed. Killing intent brimmed in his eyes as a haunting memory of a past trauma he could never put behind him flashed before his eyes.


“No! No! Please! This can’t be happening!”



Two corpses lay before his distraught form. His wife and three-year-old son, whom he cherished as much as his own life, had been brutally hacked to pieces alive.

Sitting in a sea of blood, Go Wonjeong shed tears of blood. He thought about slashing his own neck and joining his family in death, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. Even if he were to die, he had to get his revenge first.

He immediately set out to find the murderer with a ferocity and intensity unlike ever before.

Two months later, he found the culprit, the Dawn Moon Swordsman, and beat him to a pulp.

The man clung abjectly to his trouser leg, begging for mercy, and he murdered him in the most brutal way possible. He also killed everyone connected to the crime.

His eyes wild with rage, he intended to kill the Dawn Moon Swordsman’s entire family as well. However, he couldn’t bring himself to cut down the child who looked up at him pitifully. He also couldn’t bring himself to kill the woman pleading for her life.

After that day, Go Wonjeong left the jianghu. Eventually, he roamed the world, often contemplating suicide, yet unable to follow through.

One day, he met a villager who told him that people who committed suicide ended up in hell and couldn’t meet those who had passed away before them. It might have just been a story meant to deter him, but he chose to believe it. If the villager was right, and he couldn’t see his family even after death, then there was no meaning to killing himself.

He continued his travels. Ironically, the day he first met Kwon Kangho was the anniversary of his wife and child’s death, which had occurred several years earlier.

After crying for half a day straight, he had descended from the graveyard and seen a boy rummaging through a trash can. 

Suddenly, the thought struck him that if his son were alive, he would be about that age.

Once that thought entered his mind, he couldn’t bring himself to abandon the child, and took him in as his disciple.

Back then, I only took him in out of guilt.

Go Wonjeong stopped reminiscing and let out a soft sigh. If he hadn’t met Kwon Kangho, he would have spent his entire life resenting the world and himself, living in self-reproach. He would have lived waiting for the day he died, missing his deceased family all the while.

Heaven must have taken pity on me and sent me a disciple... and Seohyeon, too.

Tears welled up in his eyes, when suddenly, a clear, bright voice rang out from behind him.

“Grandpa!”

Go Wonjeong turned around and saw Kwon Seohyeon standing behind him. The grief etched on his face vanished instantly, replaced by a bright smile and open arms.

Seohyeon leapt into his embrace. “Grandpa!”

“Hyeon! My precious little one!”

“Hehe, I couldn’t sleep.”

“The moon is lovely, isn’t it? Want to play with Grandpa for a bit before you go back inside?”

“Aren’t you tired, Grandpa? You worked all day today.”

Go Wonjeong’s daily routine was extremely hectic. He helped Sagong Hu with Seohyeon’s treatment, inspected the formations, and cultivated medicinal herbs for Seohyeon. On top of that, he did many other chores.

Seohyeon began massaging Go Wonjeong’s shoulders with tiny hands that lacked the strength a child her age should have.

“Ah! Right there! Perfect!”

“Hehe, it feels good, right?”

“My Hyeon is the best!”

“I’ll do this for you every day!”

There were times when a child matured beyond their years. Usually, this happened when their family was going through a difficult time, when they faced hardship, or when they were very sick, like Seohyeon.

“Grandpa.”

“What is it?”

“Daddy’s okay, right?”

“Of course.” Go Wonjeong stroked Seohyeon’s head affectionately. “You miss him, don’t you?”

Seohyeon smiled shyly and nodded.

Go Wonjeong’s heart ached. He missed his disciple deeply, too, but the thought of how much this little one must miss her father pained him even more.

In an attempt to change the mood, he asked cheerfully, “Seohyeon, what do you want to do with Daddy when you’re all better?”

As if the mere thought made her happy, Seohyeon beamed. “More than anything, I want to... I just hope Daddy doesn’t have to suffer anymore.”

No one had ever told Seohyeon that her father’s work was difficult, but she figured it out on her own. After all, children were the most perceptive people in the world.

Go Wonjeong gazed at the moon. “That day will come soon. Winter will be here before we know it. By next spring, my Hyeon will be healthy.”

Seohyeon smiled shyly. “That moon... do you think Daddy is looking at it too?”

“Of course.”

“Yeah, he’s definitely looking at it!”

Seohyeon closed her eyes, clasped her hands together, and made a wish to the moon for her father’s well-being.

Go Wonjeong added his own prayer to the one from those small, fragile hands.

Kangho! Please just hang in there a little longer!
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“What are you looking at so intently?”

Crimson Tiger turned to look at Yeon. “The moon tonight is really beautiful.”

His eyes are moist... Yeon realized that Crimson Tiger was thinking about his daughter again. “Hey, do you believe that wishes made to the moon come true?” she asked.

“I don’t know.” Crimson Tiger shrugged. He didn’t really believe in superstitions.

“I do. Can you imagine how bleak the night sky would be without the moon? Something so mysterious and beautiful wouldn’t be floating up there for no reason.” 

Smiling, Yeon clasped her hands together, closed her eyes, and prayed.

Crimson Tiger looked up at the moon. He didn’t know whether the moon granted wishes or not, but it was true that looking at it brought him peace. 

Do people get more sentimental at night? Looking at such a bright moon reminds me of Seohyeon and Master.

He prayed in his heart for the two of them and Sagong Hu to be healthy and well.

Yeon opened her eyes.

Crimson Tiger asked curiously, “What did you wish for?”

Yeon grinned mysteriously. “It’s a secret.” 

She was someone who occasionally looked at the moon and made wishes. Until now, she had always wished for herself, but this time, she had wished for Crimson Tiger to be safely reunited with his daughter.

She took a slip of paper out from her pocket. “Your new undercover identity has arrived.”

Crimson Tiger read through the details of his new cover identity. As he had requested, he would be a student at the Tempest Academy. 

When he finished, he looked up at Yeon. “Before you go, mind helping me with something?”

Yeon nodded, and Crimson Tiger turned around.

CRUNCH... CRACK...

The sound of his face changing echoed ominously in the still night.

Crimson Tiger had already informed Yeon that he had mastered the Thousand Transformations Hundred Faces Art, but she had politely declined his offer to teach it to her, and he hadn’t forced her to learn. While it was extremely useful, learning an advanced martial art always came with risks. 

Well, I’ll get another chance to teach her when the time is right.

A moment later, he turned back around with a new face.

Yeon quietly studied it. “Isn’t the overall impression a bit too strong for a student?”

Crimson Tiger looked at his reflection in the courtyard pond and nodded. “You’re right.”

The lines of his eyes and jaw gave him an impression that was far too sharp to be a novice martial artist.

“That face would be a perfect fit for an assassin,” Yeon joked.

Crimson Tiger chuckled. Creating a face suitable for a Tempest Academy student was more difficult than he had thought. A young, naive face simply did not match his naturally piercing eyes. While trying to create a face that matched his features, he had made it too imposing.

“All right, I’ll try again!” He spun around and started creating a new face. Not wanting to waste Yeon’s time, though, he asked, “Could you tell me about the Tempest Academy while I’m working on this?”

Yeon always gave him the most accurate and helpful information before a mission.

“Of course,” Yeon replied. “The Tempest Academy is fully supported by the Association. While it’s an independent institution, in reality, it’s no different from a subsidiary of the Association.”

“Does every graduate from there join the Association?”

“Not necessarily. They have to pass a test. Every year, the Association holds an aptitude test to select new recruits. Anyway, the academy program lasts for two years. First-year students are called Green Plums, while second-year students are called White Orchids.

“Soeun must be a teacher for the Green Plums.”

“That’s right. There are four Green Plum classes: Heaven, Earth, Sable, and Yellow. Soeun teaches the Sable clas , and that’s the class you’ll be joining. Since all of this year’s Green Plums have already been admitted, you’re enrolling as a transfer student.”

Crimson Tiger nodded silently, his back still turned. Occasional cracking and crunching sounds could still be heard as he adjusted his face.

“Most of the students who take the test to join the Association are White Orchids who have completed the two-year course, but some exceptionally talented Green Plums have passed the test as well. There are no restrictions on who can sit for the exam. If a White Orchid fails, they can repeat the year up to two more times. If they still don’t pass within that period, however, they aren’t given any more chances.”

“How many students are in Soeun’s class?” Crimson Tiger asked, putting a stop to Yeon’s rambling. For this job, he only needed information about the Green Plums.

“Fifteen in total,” Yeon answered. “There are several standouts among this year’s Green Plums, and one of them is in Soeun’s class.”

“Who is it?”

“Jaegal Soyeon, a direct descendant of the Jaegal Clan. She’s the brightest of the great families’ prodigies. Rumor has it that if she wasn’t a girl, she would have become the next head of the Jaegal Clan.”

“I see,” Crimson Tiger acknowledged blankly.

Yeon could tell he wasn’t interested in the matter. To him, all of these prodigies were nothing more than a bunch of privileged children.

GRIND...

The sound of Crimson Tiger’s bones shifting rang out again. Yeon imagined that it must be painful, but he continued the conversation nonchalantly.

“Are there any teachers to watch out for?”

“The Principal, Bang Hagi, is an unknown figure in the jianghu. My guess is that he’s probably connected to the Association. The Vice Principal is the Headwind Blade Ban Yang, a renowned martial artist in the jianghu. He’s famous for cutting down all of the Seven Ghost Blade Knaves, who were notorious in the jianghu a decade ago, and the story is still told once in a while.”

“I’m all done. How is it this time?”

Crimson Tiger spun around. He was now a handsome young man who looked to be around seventeen.

“Ah!” Yeon gasped in admiration. This eye-catching yet assertive appearance suited Crimson Tiger impeccably. “It’s perfect! It suits you so well!”

Crimson Tiger smiled. “That’s a relief,” he said in a youthful voice.

As he improved his mastery of the Thousand Transformations Hundred Faces Art, his transformations became more perfect. Now, he could change not only his appearance, but also his voice.

Staring intently at the Crimson Tiger, Yeon shook her head. “All the girls are going to fall for you.”

“This is what I looked like when I was young.”

Yeon’s eyes went wide. “Really?”

“No, I’m kidding.”

Yeon’s spirits sank instantly. I wanted to see his real face, damn it! 

Unfortunately, it seemed that Crimson Tiger never used a face that was even remotely similar to his own. That face was saved for one moment only.

Yeon took the details of the cover identity from Crimson Tiger and read it aloud. “Okay, so you’re Gyu Ho, the youngest son of the Fujian Gyu Swordsmanship Family, a fake sect we fabricated. The Gyu Swordsmanship Family’s fortunes have declined, and they’ve been recorded as having withdrawn from Fujian. Unless someone deliberately digs into your background, your cover won’t be blown. Even if they do, the distance between here and Fujian is so great that, by the time they discover the truth, the situation here will already be resolved.”

Crimson Tiger nodded, not at all worried. The Radiant Hall’s work was flawless when it came to matters like this. The only thing that worried him was the identity of the assassin Sin Yeongyeong hired.

“I wonder how that bastard will approach her?”

As the First Young Lord had emphasized, the opponent would undoubtedly be a master among masters. If he made a single mistake, Soeun would lose her life. His gut told him that this might be the most difficult mission he had ever undertaken.

Yeon voiced her uncertainty. “There are several possible scenarios. First, he could infiltrate her bedchambers late at night. That’s the most common method used by assassins, and I believe it’s the most likely method this time as well.”

The Crimson Tiger nodded. If this was the assassination method, he could definitely stop it because it was easier to detect an assassin’s presence at night. However, this wasn’t the only means of killing someone.

Yeon added, “The assassination could also be carried out boldly in plain sight. Truly skilled assassins don’t distinguish between day and night.”

Crimson Tiger sighed deeply. That would not be easy to anticipate. Protecting someone in a crowded place, especially a bustling marketplace, was no easy task. 

Ultimately, he would have to stand guard over her round the clock. Could he even get any sleep at this rate?

That wasn’t even all. What if the enemy approached Soeun disguised as a passerby? What if they killed someone close to Soeun and approached her wearing a human skin mask? While he had a knack for identifying such masks, if the enemy used a supreme disguise art like the Thousand Transformations Hundred Faces Art, he would be completely helpless.

Yeon let out a heavy sigh as well. She was in a similar predicament. Since she had only ever supported Crimson Tiger’s missions, her knowledge of bodyguard duties was limited. Nevertheless, she was more confident than anyone when it came to stealth.

She suggested, “For now, I’ll guard her surroundings...”

“No!” Crimson Tiger interjected firmly.

“What?”

“This time, you absolutely cannot interfere.”

The opponent this time was a top-tier assassin. Although Crimson Tiger trusted Yeon’s stealth skills, what if she was discovered by the enemy? They would definitely try to eliminate her first, and she wouldn’t be able to defend herself. He couldn’t risk exposing her to such danger.

“Then what should we do? You can’t protect her all day by yourself, Crimson Tiger.”

Crimson Tiger contemplated for a moment, when suddenly, he remembered someone and grinned. “I know an expert bodyguard we could consult.”
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“You must not interfere.”

Dressed in a white martial arts uniform with her hair tied back tightly, White Rabbit stopped her current client, Jin Gigwang, with a firm gaze instead of her usual gentle smile.

Jin Gigwang’s scowl was his only answer. Shoving her aside, he strode toward the scene of the fight and shouted, “You cur, you’re worse than a dog! Stop bothering that poor woman and face me!” Four men followed behind him. They were bodyguard warriors who had protected Jin Gigwang since he was young.

White Rabbit sighed. The man she was currently assigned to protect was the eldest son of the recently successful new sect, the Jin Sky Society, and a greenhorn who had just turned twenty. The Jin Sky Society had recently formed a strategic alliance with the Association, but although the words sounded grand, it actually meant their complete subservience to the Association.

In any case, this was something Jin Sky Society had long desired. The Association offered a few rewards in return, one of which was a special bodyguard. Just this mere fact alone was enough to make the surrounding sects envious. Regardless, White Rabbit’s job was supposed to be a formal, one-month bodyguard assignment, but today, Jin Gigwang had decided to meddle in affairs he really shouldn’t have.

All eyes in the establishment focused on Jin Gigwang.

A middle-aged man in his forties stepped forward, bellowing even louder, “Which mongrel just ran his mouth?”

White Rabbit let out a deep sigh. She recognized this man. He was the Prince of Pleasure, Chu Yang, a rather famous figure in the jianghu. Well, he was kind of too old to be called the Prince of Pleasure, but the activeness of the part below his belt remained unchanged, and unable to abandon the lust of his youth, he had made passes at a woman in the inn today. Spotting the sexual harassment, the hot-blooded Jin Gigwang simply couldn’t resist saving the damsel in distress.

From White Rabbit’s perspective, however, knowing full well how frequently Jin Gigwang himself flirted with women, one was just as bad as the other.

“It was me, you filthy old monster!” Jin Gigwang roared back fearlessly.

Truly, for a rising power like Jin Sky Society, this level of bravado was something he could afford. The problem was that his opponent was Chu Yang. Among the many figures in the jianghu who used the alias the Prince of Pleasure, he was the most skilled and had the most vicious nature. He was adept at using various poisons, especially sordid aphrodisiacs.

Unaware of who his opponent was, Jin Gigwang was simply excited by the prospect of a fight. He trusted the four bodyguards behind him, all reliable, first-rate masters who had protected him for a long time. However, in White Rabbit’s eyes, their combined strengths were no match for the Prince of Pleasure.

Jin Gigwang gestured to the woman, “Young Lady, please stand behind me!”

The woman hid behind Jin Gigwang. “Sigh... I’m in a bind, so I’ll accept your help, benefactor.”

Triumphant, Jin Gigwang declared loudly, “I am Jin Gigwang of the Jin Sky Society!”

Chu Yang snorted derisively. The reason the notoriously vicious he hadn’t done anything wasn’t because he was afraid of Jin Gigwang and his bodyguards, but because of White Rabbit. Just as he was about to break both of Jin Gigwang’s arms in one move, that woman had released her aura. He instantly realized that she was a greater master than he was. Still, he did not retreat. He had an ace up his sleeve, some Qi Dispersing Poison hidden in a fan. This simple poison had helped him overcome countless crises throughout his life.

White Rabbit sighed again. She had hoped Chu Yang would back down on his own, but it turned out to be just wishful thinking.

“Oho! So you’re the First Young Master of the Jin Sky Society, the group that’s shaking up the jianghu these days,” Chu Yang taunted, even as his gaze remained fixed on White Rabbit.

A self-satisfied smile spread across Jin Gigwang’s face. “Hmph! So your eyes haven’t rotted yet, you old monster! If you know who I am, apologize to the Young Lady and get lost!”

Killing intent filled Chu Yang’s eyes. Originally, he had just planned to flirt with the woman a bit and leave, but now, he had changed his mind. His lust had been stirred, so he now intended to dispose of all the men in the room and abduct the two ladies. He stepped forward, gently fanning himself, but the four bodyguards quickly blocked his path.

Chu Yang flinched, but it was not them he was wary of. Just as he was about to release the Qi Dispersing Poison from his fan, White Rabbit took something out from her pocket and held it out on her palm for all to see.

Scowling, he growled, “Fufu, as expected of First Young Master of the Jin Sky Society, you travel with some impressive masters.”

The thing White Rabbit was holding was a bead. While others here might not know what it was, Chu Yang knew it was an Anti-Poison Bead, and judging by its luster like a black pearl, it was a high-grade one of excellent quality.

“Dammit!” he ground his teeth. Against an Anti-Poison Bead of that quality, his Qi Dispersing Poison was useless.

White Rabbit popped the bead into her mouth and drew her sword.

SHING!

However, Chu Yang abandoned all thoughts of fighting and leaped away, fleeing the inn. “Hahaha! Next time won’t be like today!”

“Kwahahaha! You cowardly lecher! Still running your mouth as you flee! If I ever see you again, I’ll cut off your arms and legs and throw you in a pigsty!” Jin Gigwang burst into an arrogant laugh, completely unaware of what had just transpired between White Rabbit and Chu Yang.

Standing behind him, White Rabbit shook her head and spat out the Anti-Poison Bead.

“You’re still the same,” a low voice suddenly whispered from behind her.

Startled, White Rabbit spun around. “You!” she exclaimed, recognizing Crimson Tiger, who was wearing the same disguise as the last time they had met.

Crimson Tiger grinned. “Long time no see. Got a moment to chat?”

White Rabbit was at a loss for words from the joy and surprise. She glanced behind her where Jin Gigwang was boasting to the woman he mistakenly believed he had saved, then turned back with a broad smile. “Looks like I have plenty of time,” she said.

She chose a seat in the corner, ensuring that Jin Gigwang remained in her line of sight, and the two sat facing each other.

“What do you mean, ‘I’m still the same’?” she began, pouting. “Is it the way I worry about other people?”

“No, I’m talking about how you try so hard to protect your client.”

White Rabbit giggled. “It’s my job.”

Crimson Tiger concluded that White Rabbit’s work was truly arduous. The incident that had just occurred was a perfect example. If he had to protect such an unruly guy, he would go insane with frustration and beat the crap out of the idiot until he came to his senses.

“So, what brings you here? You didn’t come just because you missed me, did you?” White Rabbit asked.

“I did miss you.”

“You don’t have to lie like that. Just tell me the truth.”

Crimson Tiger chuckled. “There’s a personal matter I need your help with.”

White Rabbit immediately understood what he meant. She stared at him for a moment, then addressed her handler, who was hiding in the ceiling. “Sorry, Yu, but could you give us a moment?”

“Understood.”

Crimson Tiger waited for the presence in the ceiling to vanish completely, then said, “What I’m about to say is highly confidential. Can you keep a secret?”

“Of course,” White Rabbit replied seriously. She had a favorable impression of Crimson Tiger and trusted that he wouldn’t bring her harm.

Crimson Tiger nodded and got straight to the point. “I want to ask you for tips on being a bodyguard.”

White Rabbit tilted her head, taken aback by the unexpected topic. “You want tips on being a bodyguard?”

“Yes, I’ve been assigned an unofficial bodyguard mission.”

White Rabbit caught on right away. She herself had undertaken a few such missions from the Radiant Hall that required absolute secrecy. She asked, “Is your client a woman?”

Crimson Tiger nodded.

“That makes it harder.” White Rabbit sighed. Protecting someone of the opposite gender was always more difficult.

“To put it plainly, there are no official guidelines on how to protect someone. You just can’t let your guard down for a single moment because that moment of carelessness is exactly what assassins aim to exploit.”

Crimson Tiger teased, “Want to come and help me protect her?”

White Rabbit could tell that Crimson Tiger was joking, but the sincerity in his words was evident. If she could, she wanted to help him. Carrying out a mission with him sounded enjoyable. Still, she hid her inner thoughts and offered her advice, “In short, you have to become one with the person you’re protecting.

“I see.” Crimson Tiger nodded. He could tell that even as White Rabbit spoke, she was still keeping an eye on Jin Gigwang across the room.

“Regardless, protecting someone isn’t easy, even for a bodyguard with years of experience. It’s not just a matter of martial arts skill. You have to change your entire mindset.”

“......” Crimson Tiger gazed at her silently.

White Rabbit smirked. “You didn’t come all this way just to hear this, did you?”

Crimson Tiger’s eyes sparkled. This was the moment he had been waiting for.

“There’s no tried-and-true method, but there is a secret technique.”

“What is it?”

White Rabbit lowered her voice. “Do you know what bodyguards want most of all?”

“The Ten Great Protective Armors of the jianghu?”

“Of course, that would be great to have, but that’s not the answer.”

Crimson Tiger thought of a few more things, but in the end, he shook his head cluelessly. If it wasn’t protective armor, it was even less likely to be a weapon.

White Rabbit whispered, “It’s the Monochrome Cats.”

“The Monochrome Cats?”

“They’re a pair of spirit beasts cats, one black and one white, and they’re said to be able to tear a tiger to shreds. I’m not surprised if you haven’t heard of them before, they aren’t that well known in the jianghu.”

“Incredible,” Crimson Tiger remarked, impressed. It was hard to imagine such small creatures killing a tiger.

“Their claws are fast, sharp, and powerful beyond belief, and they’re so fast that only a peak master can catch them.”

“But why would bodyguards want them?”

“Because of the Monochrome Cats’ special trait. If one cat senses killing intent, the other immediately senses it too. They’re known to be able to communicate with each other from at least seven hundred meters away.”

Crimson Tiger’s face lit up as he finally understood. With the Monochrome Cats, he would know in advance when an assassin was coming. That would make protecting Soeun much easier.

“I even got my name, White Rabbit, from the Monochrome Cats.[1] That’s how much of a symbolic spirit beast they are for us bodyguards.”

“If they’re so great, why haven’t you gotten a pair?”

White Rabbit grinned. “It’s not that I can’t get them, but that I don’t need them.”

Since she was born with the ability to sense killing intent, she didn’t need the help of spirit beasts.

Crimson Tiger smiled along with her. “So, who has them?”

“There are said to be twelve pairs total in the jianghu, including a pair near the Association Headquarters.”

“Who has them?”

“A man named Director Hwa. He’s a famous tycoon in the area but is known for being meticulous and ambitious. He probably won’t lend them out easily.”

“I’ll take care of that. Thanks.”

Crimson Tiger rose from his seat. Seeking White Rabbit out had been worthwhile. The Monochrome Cats would be a great help on his mission. 

White Rabbit was sad to see him go, but with every meeting comes a parting. She saw him off, looking forward to the day they would meet again.

SHIIING!

As Crimson Tiger turned to leave, his sword suddenly sprang from its sheath with lightning speed.

THUD! THUUD!

The blade plunged twice into the wall next to where they had been sitting, the steel cutting through the wood as if it were tofu. Crimson Tiger pulled his sword free, and it came out dripping with blood.

CHWAAAAAK!

Crimson Tiger flicked Chu Yang’s blood onto the floor with a snap of his wrist. Unbeknownst to White Rabbit, the man hadn’t left. Instead, he had been lying in wait on the other side of the wall, waiting to pounce.

Ever since his days as the Prince of Pleasure, Chu Yang had possessed a knack for stealthy infiltration and concealment. Distracted by Crimson Tiger and Jin Gigwang, White Rabbit had failed to notice his presence.

Had Crimson Tiger simply left, she would have been in grave danger.

THUMP!

The sound of a lifeless body crashing to the ground resounded from behind the wall. Crimson Tiger’s sword never showed mercy to sexual predators.

Crimson Tiger glanced at Jin Gigwang, who was making serious passes at the woman he’d ‘rescued’. “Worry about yourself before that moron.”

He turned and walked away. 

“It’d be nice to see you again before winter comes.”

His words harbored a hidden meaning, serving as a final farewell, but White Rabbit failed to comprehend it. She could only stare at the departing Crimson Tiger, her gaze full of longing and gratitude.



Footnotes:

[1] White Rabbit: White Rabbit (白卯) is “Baek Myo (백묘)” in Korean, which sounds identical to White Cat (白猫). 


V5C2: The Monochrome Cats

Crimson Tiger returned to Nanchang, where the Association was located, and walked toward Director Hwa’s house with Yeon at his side.

Time was running short, as he was set to start school at the Tempest Academy in three days. The First Young Lord had already contacted him to explain that he had sent a bodyguard to protect Soeun until then. Between the First Young Lord’s and the Third Young Lady’s bodyguards, Soeun was safe for the moment.

Yeon hurriedly had her subordinates gather information on Director Hwa as they traveled.

“His real name is Hwa Gyeongsu, and he’s fifty-nine years old. He’s an entrepreneur with a remarkable talent for making money. Word is he’s been exploring various avenues for a joint venture with the Association recently.”

“With the Association?”

“Yes. Apparently, he’s dreamed of this for a long time. However, things didn’t work out well for him. The Association chose to work with the Jin Sky Society instead.”

“I see. What about the extent of his wealth?”

“He’s an immensely successful tycoon with his own trading company.”

“So we can’t buy the Monochrome Cats with money, at least.”

“No, I suppose not.”

“What does he like?”

“Besides money, you mean?” Yeon’s retort was laden with sarcasm.

Crimson Tiger let out a dry laugh and pressed further. “His relationships with women?”

“He lost his wife early on and dated a few younger women, but he lives alone now.”

“Children?”

“Four daughters, and they’re all married.”

“So he lives alone now, without any family?”

“That’s right.”

“Gambling?”

“They say he doesn’t touch it at all.”

“He’s addicted to making money but not to spending it!” Crimson Tiger sighed. Hwa Gyeongsu had no obvious weaknesses he could exploit.

Finally, the pair arrived at Hwa Gyeongsu’s house.

“I’ll be waiting nearby. Good luck!”

Crimson Tiger nodded and knocked on the door.

A middle-aged man opened it. He was the head servant, known as Chamberlain Go, and he happened to be nearby when Crimson Tiger knocked. 

“Hello. Would it be possible for me to speak with Director Hwa?” Crimson Tiger asked.

Chamberlain Go answered with a haughty attitude, “No. You cannot meet the Director without a prior appointment.”

Each day, dozens of visitors lined up to meet Hwa Gyeongsu, but not all of them were able to speak with him. Hwa Gyeongsu only met with a chosen few, mostly those connected to high-ranking officials, influential families of the jianghu, or major merchants.

In fact, countless people spent months trying to meet him to no avail. They came every morning to ask again, only to be turned away. Under the circumstances, it was only natural for Chamberlain Go to be stiff-necked.

Crimson Tiger said calmly, “Tell him it’s a very important matter, one where a person’s life is at stake.”

Chamberlain Go scoffed. People made all sorts of excuses to meet with Hwa Gyeongsu. The most common one was the one Crimson Tiger had just given.

“Leave your lodging information and go back. We’ll send word when a meeting is arranged,” Chamberlain Go replied, obviously annoyed.

How long will you wait? A hundred days? Let’s see if you’re still so eager then.

He turned around, only to see Crimson Tiger walk past him, into the manor.

“Hah! This man!”

Crimson Tiger ignored him and entered the courtyard. “You aren’t qualified to pass judgment on this matter. Go relay my message exactly as I said it.”

Chamberlain Go’s expression hardened. “Do you know where you are? How dare you cause a scene here? Get out while I’m still being nice.”

“Deliver my message to Director Hwa.”

“You’ll regret this.”

Crimson Tiger’s aura turned cold. “I said it was an important matter concerning a person’s life. Are you confident you won’t regret dismissing me so carelessly?”

A chill ran down Chamberlain Go’s spine, and his balls shriveled in fear. “F-Fine. Wait here,” he stammered, before rushing into one of the buildings.

Crimson Tiger stood around, waiting. The method he chose was a forced breakthrough, as he didn’t have the luxury of time to devise various strategies. His would simply charge in first and wing it.

Shortly thereafter, Chamberlain Go reappeared with a confident air. Following him was the Domineering Sword, Ha Gyun, who had once made a name for himself in the Shandong region. Of the many masters who stayed at the Hwa Family Manor as guests, Ha Gyun received the best treatment.

“That’s the man!” he shouted triumphantly.

Ha Gyun had resolved every dispute assigned to him until now. The man had persuaded those who would listen with words and punished those who wouldn’t with his sword. More than one or two reckless fools who didn’t know their place had lost their heads to his blade. He was certain this time would be no different.

“What did you say earlier? That I’m not qualified to pass judgment on this matter? Try spouting that nonsense again!” he cackled.

Ha Gyun sighed, “He’s right. This isn’t a matter you can decide.”

“What?” Chamberlain Go looked at Ha Gyun with a dumbfounded expression, silently demanding that he punish the intruder immediately.

However, Ha Gyun was more cautious than usual, having sensed that Crimson Tiger was no run-of-the-mill martial artist. “Who are you?” he asked.

“I am Lim Ho.”

“What’s your reason for meeting the Director?”

“I’ll tell him in person.”

Enraged, Chamberlain Go stepped forward. “Look at the way this man talks! He’s looking down on me...”

Ha Gyun raised a hand to stop Chamberlain Go, then stared at Crimson Tiger in silence. In his eyes, this was not a man he could underestimate. Rather, he wasn’t even sure he could win a fight against the young man before him.

He didn’t know Crimson Tiger was only revealing just enough of his aura to make him doubt himself.

Ha Gyun narrowed his eyes warily and said to Chamberlain Go, “Go call Martial Artist Gong.”

Chamberlain Go’s face immediately turned pale with shock. The man Ha Gyun was referring to was the Divine Vacuum Fist Gong Ha, a master on par with himself. 

He eyed Crimson Tiger with newfound respect, finally realizing why Ha Gyun had acted as he did.

Crimson Tiger met his gaze. “If you do anything for too long, you’re bound to fall into a routine.”

Chamberlain Go blinked in confusion. He didn’t understand why Crimson Tiger was saying such a strange thing. 

Crimson Tiger shook his head. From his perspective, Chamberlain Go was the type of person who would one day encounter someone with a nasty temper, act arrogantly, and meet a sudden, violent end. His advice was a polite way of expressing how he would rather the man live a long life.

“To think I couldn’t recognize a young hero like you! The jianghu is truly vast,” Ha Gyun exclaimed honestly. “Now, follow me.”

Crimson Tiger followed him silently to was a small annex deep in the manor.

“Will you wait here for a moment?” Ha Gyun asked. “I’ll bring the Director here shortly.”

“Of course.”

Ha Gyun withdrew, and Crimson Tiger, now alone, slowly looked around the room. As expected of a tycoon’s annex, the furniture and decorative ceramics were all expensive items. 

Suddenly, a painting on the wall caught his eye. He stood with his arms folded, appreciating the painting.

A deep voice rang out from behind him. “That’s a landscape painting by Lim Cheon, the greatest artist in the Central Plains. I bought it for five thousand taels.”

Crimson Tiger whirled around and saw an old man staring at him. It wasn’t hard to guess that he was Hwa Gyeongsu, the master of this house.

Ha Gyun and another old man, likely Gong Ha, entered behind the director. Upon seeing Crimson Tiger, Gong Ha nodded affirmatively to Ha Gyun, confirming that his suspicions about Crimson Tiger were not unfounded.

Crimson Tiger looked at the painting again and said, “I hate to say it, but you’ve been scammed.”

Hwa Gyeongsu narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean?”

“This painting is a fake.”

“A fake? Do you know how to appraise paintings?”

“No, I do not.”

“Then why would you say such a thing?”

“Because I know who forged it.”

Was it the year before last? A large-scale forgery of Lim Cheon’s paintings had been uncovered, and Crimson Tiger had arrested the forger himself.

Smiling faintly, he added, “Ah, please don’t misunderstand. I just happened to be there when the forger was arrested.”

“Aha, I see.” Hwa Gyeongsu strode over, took the painting off the wall, and tore it to shreds without hesitation.

Crimson Tiger was amazed. Ripping the painting based on his word alone was one thing, but even more impressive was the fact that a merchant had unhesitatingly walked into his range of attack.

Not only is he bold by nature, he also trusts his two old bodyguards with his life.

Hwa Gyeongsu led them to a round table where the four men sat in a circle. Ha Gyun and Gong Ha naturally sat to his left and right, wary of Crimson Tiger.

“So, why did you come to see this old man?”

“I wish to borrow something from you.”

“Borrow what?”

“The Monochrome Cats.”

Hwa Gyeongsu winced in surprise. “How did you know about them?”

“Was it supposed to be a secret? If so, you’ll have to be more careful about the way you keep secrets.”

“Hoho,” Hwa Gyeongsu laughed hollowly, a look of disbelief on his face. “What will you give me in exchange for lending them to you?”

“The lender should decide the terms. Please tell me what you desire.”

Hwa Gyeongsu scoffed. “Can you grant me anything I ask for?”

“I’ll do anything within my power to make it happen.”

“I like money. How rich are you?”

“I could probably scrape together about a hundred taels.”

Hwa Gyeongsu shook his head. Regardless of whether Crimson Tiger had money, the man was essentially implying that he should ask for something other than cash. “I like beautiful women. Can you introduce me to one?”

“I thought the maid I saw on the way in was quite beautiful.”

A mischievous smile played on Hwa Gyeongsu’s lips. Another tactful refusal, eh?

“All right, I’ll state my condition.” Grinning, he said loudly, “Arrange a meeting for me with the Association Chairman. I’ll lend them to you then. Hahaha!”

Ha Gyun and Gong Ha laughed along with the director. This ridiculous demand essentially amounted to a blatant rejection.

“The Monochrome Cats aren’t something I can loan out carelessly. Now, be on your way.”

Deep down, Hwa Gyeongsu was furious. While the Monochrome Cats were indeed a very expensive and rare collector’s item, they were also completely useless to him. Even so, he was a possessive man. He could neither bring himself to sell them nor was he brave enough to raise such ferocious creatures.

“Consider yourself lucky that I’m letting it end here. I’m letting you off the hook because I’ve heard you’ve achieved great things at a young age.”

As impressive as Crimson Tiger’s martial arts skills seemed, he was still infuriated by some young punk of unknown origin showing up out of the blue and demanding to borrow the Monochrome Cats. Furthermore, the fact that the Lim Cheon painting was a fake irked him. The wasted money was one thing, but what angered him more was being seen as foolish enough to purchase a forgery.

He rose to his feet and prepared to leave.

“Very well. I’ll accept that condition,” Crimson Tiger said.

“What?” Hwa Gyeongsu’s eyes widened in shock.

Ha Gyun immediately roared, “Don’t speak so recklessly!”

Crimson Tiger stood up. “Let’s go.”

Gong Ha’s expression hardened. “What kind of trick is this?”

Crimson Tiger replied seriously, “I’ll arrange a meeting with the Association Chairman for you. Why? Don’t you believe me?”

“What? Say something that makes sense!”

“Wait!” Hwa Gyeongsu stepped forward and stopped Ha Gyun. Although he was livid, he stared calmly at Crimson Tiger. “Fine, let’s say I believe you. So? When can I meet him?”

“Before the day is out.”

“What?” Hwa Gyeongsu was stunned speechless. He glanced at Ha Gyun and Gong Ha, but both men shook their heads, indicating they thought Crimson Tiger was crazy.

Countless stories about the Association Chairman circulated throughout the jianghu, but no one had ever mentioned seeing Cheon Ahseong in person. Meeting the man was more difficult than plucking a star from the sky.

Hwa Gyeongsu didn’t understand why Crimson Tiger would lie, but he was also curious.

What kind of expression would this young man make when his lie is exposed?

“Hmph! Fine, let’s go!” he said.

[It could be a trap. We should send him away,] Ha Gyun argued, sending a telepathic message to Hwa Gyeongsu.

[If it is, then you two can just stop him,] Hwa Gyeongsu replied. He had already made up his mind. 

Ha Gyun and Gong Ha exchanged glances and nodded. It seemed the day had come for them to truly earn their keep.

The three men followed Crimson Tiger out of the annex.

“If you’re bluffing, there will be severe consequences,” Ha Gyun warned, his voice laced with killing intent.

Crimson Tiger didn’t answer. Yeon was waiting outside the Hwa Family Manor, hidden behind a tree in the distance. As he left, he contacted her via telepathy. [Can you send word to the Association Chairman right now? Tell him the junior who learned the Twelve Storm Daggers requests an audience with him.]

[Understood,] Yeon acknowledged, then her presence vanished.

Crimson Tiger steeled his resolve. This was a gamble for him. There was no guarantee that Cheon Ahseong would agree to meet him just because he sent word like this. 

Still, he didn’t have any other choice. He could have met the Chairman through the First Young Lord or the Third Young Lady, but he had neither the time nor the desire to do so.

He decided to trust his intuition and took his time walking toward the Association.

Hwa Gyeongsu, following behind Crimson Tiger, was relaxed. He was convinced that the young man was bluffing, and looked forward to the moment the lie would be revealed.

On the other hand, Ha Gyun was nervous. [When his bluff is exposed, he might launch a surprise attack and flee. We should be prepared,] he said to Gong Ha.

[Understood. I’ll be prepared.]

The four men arrived at the main gates of the New Righteous Association.

Hwa Gyeongsu said with a smile, “I’ll give you one last chance to admit your mistake. I can still forgive you.”

Crimson Tiger didn’t reply and approached the Association’s martial artists guarding the entrance. “Have you received any orders from the Association Chairman?” he demanded.

The martial artists gave him an incredulous look that said, ‘Who in the world are you to say such a thing?’

“I told you to stop!” Hwa Gyeongsu bellowed, furious.

Ha Gyun and Gong Ha stealthily stepped forward, ready to rush in and subdue Crimson Tiger the moment the order was given.

CLIP CLOP CLIP CLOP!

Suddenly, a carriage came rushing toward the entrance of the Association. The martial artists who recognized it tensed up. This was the carriage used by the Association Chairman, and the guard captain of the Third Gate was driving it.

The guard captain pulled up at the gate and stared at Crimson Tiger. [Are you Crimson Tiger?]

[Yes, I am.]

The guard captain nodded and got down from the carriage. “Let’s go! Everyone, get on board!”

Crimson Tiger glanced at Hwa Gyeongsu. “Shall we?”

He boarded the carriage.

“What?” Hwa Gyeongsu turned to Ha Gyun and Gong Ha in confusion, but they didn’t understand the situation either.

“Get in quickly!” the guard captain urged.

At any rate, they were inside the Association. There was no way this was an assassin’s trap, so Hwa Gyeongsu’s party scrambled aboard the carriage.

CLIP CLOP CLIP CLOP!

The carriage raced toward the Inner Court.

“W-Where are we going?” Hwa Gyeongsu stammered, utterly stupefied.

He still thought Crimson Tiger was playing a trick on him, but nevertheless, he was now riding in a carriage moving through the Association’s grounds unimpeded.

He felt anxious and confused. He had once heard that only a select few were permitted to ride in a carriage within the Association, and exceptions were rare.

“Where else? We’re on our way to meet the Association Chairman, of course.”

“What!? That’s...” Ha Gyun was about to shout that it was impossible when he looked out the window and flinched. “Huh? Look over there!”

The carriage passed right through the heavily guarded Second Gate, and the guards didn’t even bother to inspect it.

Hwa Gyeongsu and the two masters gasped in astonishment.

Ha Gyun quickly contacted Hwa Gyeongsu. [Something is strange.]

Hwa Gyeongsu swallowed dryly and looked at Crimson Tiger, but the young man was silently gazing out the window, not a hint of mischief or trickery on his face. Even so, up to this very moment, the three men were still thinking: There’s no way, right...?

Before long, the carriage arrived at the Third Gate.

CLIP CLOP CLIP CLOP!

This time, too, it passed through unhindered.

Finally, the faces of the three men turned deathly pale. Hwa Gyeongsu even shot up from his seat hit his head on the carriage ceiling.

All of them stared at Crimson Tiger, but he didn’t spare a glance at them.

He was thinking of Cheon Ahseong. For some reason, his heart pounded at the thought of meeting the old master again.

Finally, the carriage came to a stop.

“Please disembark,” the guard captain said.

The four men disembarked from the carriage. They were in the deepest part of the Third Gate’s territory, where the Association Chairman’s quarters were located.

Ha Gyun and Gong Ha gulped nervously as they got out of the carriage. About thirty martial artists, each with skills comparable to their own, were lined up in front of them.

The guard captain pointed to Crimson Tiger and Hwa Gyeongsu. “You two, follow me. The other two will have to wait here.”

As men who were supposed to assist their master, Ha Gyun and Gong Ha were upset, but they couldn’t insist on following.

Crimson Tiger and Hwa Gyeongsu followed the guard captain inside. He led them through a maze-like path, which was designed to prevent them from learning the exact route to the Chairman’s office.

Hwa Gyeongsu’s heart pounded. He still couldn’t believe that he was truly going to meet the Association Chairman.

In contrast, Crimson Tiger expanded his senses to pinpoint their location and survey the area. He could sense the auras of countless unseen masters all around him, and he noted their hiding spots. 

Still, he hoped, no, prayed that he would never have use this information.

After walking for a long time, they arrived at a flower garden where Cheon Ahseong was waiting for them.

“Hahahaha! It’s been a while, my friend.” Cheon Ahseong strode over and greeted Crimson Tiger warmly. The delight on his face was genuine.

“Yes, it has, Association Chairman,” Crimson Tiger returned the greeting, bowing politely.

Hwa Gyeongsu, who was watching them, felt like collapsing on the spot. Cheon Ahseong was smiling brightly at Crimson Tiger!

Crimson Tiger visibly relaxed. Cheon Ahseong’s eyes seemed to say that he understood the situation somewhat, which put his mind at ease.

Suddenly, however, a strange light shone in the old man’s eyes.

“Oho, I see you’ve had a miraculous encounter since we last met.”

With a single glance, he had discovered that Crimson Tiger had taken the Great Cycle Pill.

“I was lucky.”

“Haha, in the jianghu, luck is also a skill. I like lucky people.”

Crimson Tiger smiled. Even though they had only met once, he liked Cheon Ahseong. Along with his respect for the old man as a martial artist, looking at him reminded him of his master.

Suddenly, his master’s words came to mind.


“When dealing with people, you must always be vigilant, especially with those you’ve formed close bonds with. One mistake is all it takes for conflicts to arise and relationships to become strained.”



Crimson Tiger steeled himself. He wasn’t that close to Cheon Ahseong, and deluding himself was dangerous. He couldn’t know what thoughts lay behind that smile. He had to be careful.

Cheon Ahseong glanced at Hwa Gyeongsu, who stood behind Crimson Tiger. 

A thrilling shiver ran through Hwa Gyeongsu’s entire body upon meeting that gaze, which seemed to pierce his very soul. It was the first time in his life he was meeting someone with such eyes. It was like seeing twinkling stars in the night sky, being blinded by the intense sun, and looking into a deep abyss that inspires fear all at the same time.

Hwa Gyeongsu showed his sincere respect with a deep bow. “I am just an old man who does business in the marketplace. My lifelong wish was to meet you, Association Chairman. Today, I’ve fulfilled that wish.”

Cheon Ahseong smiled. “Hahaha! I’m just an old man who knows how to swing a piece of iron. I’m ignorant of worldly affairs.”

Hwa Gyeongsu had never dreamed that he would actually get to see the Association Chairman. This meeting would not remain just a fond memory. Of course, he wouldn’t be able to openly boast about the meeting, but if he subtly let those he did business with know about it, it would surely boost sales.

This effect was something that transcended money. People tried so hard to meet the chairman just once for this very reason.

The two exchanged some small talk, and a short while later, a middle-aged man entered the garden.

Cheon Ahseong introduced him, “This is the person in charge of our Association’s finances. It would benefit you more to talk with him rather than an old fool like me.”

“Meeting you was the greatest honor of my life,” Hwa Gyeongsu said.

Although their meeting was brief, it was enough. The mere fact that they had met was important. Moreover, his business would greatly benefit if he could establish a relationship with the person in charge of the Association’s finances.

As he was about to leave, Hwa Gyeongsu told Crimson Tiger, “I’ll be sure to keep my promise.”

“Thank you.”

Hwa Gyeongsu left with the finance manager.

Once alone with Crimson Tiger, Cheon Ahseong asked, “What were you trying to get from that man?”

“The Monochrome Cats.”

“Why do you need those?”

“I’ve been assigned a mission to protect someone. I heard they would be a great help.”

“That’s right. In that regard, the Monochrome Cats are quite useful...” Cheon Ahseong mumbled, seeming to know a lot about the Monochrome Cats. “The person you’re protecting must be important.”

“Yes.” Crimson Tiger did not answer in detail, and Cheon Ahseong did not ask any further questions.

“It’s been a while since we met. How about we exchange some moves?”

“Very well.”

Crimson Tiger did not refuse. Cheon Ahseong could tell just by looking if someone’s inner arts had improved. He was not an opponent from whom he could hide his skills.

On the contrary, he had to use this opportunity to improve his own skills. He wanted to know how strong he was without the Asura’s Eight Narakas and the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers, only with the practical swordsmanship he had been using on missions.

SHING!

He drew his sword.

Cheon Ahseong noticed Soul Crusher’s sharp aura right away. “That is one fine sword,” he exclaimed.

“Its name is Soul Crusher, and I obtained it by chance on a previous mission.”

Crimson Tiger did not hide the truth from Cheon Ahseong. He was honest about everything except the few things he had to hide, even if it meant death. After all, with a single word from the chairman, even an investigation into how many pairs of underwear he owned would be launched in the blink of an eye... if it wasn’t already in the records.

“Come.”

WHOOOOOOSH!

Crimson Tiger lunged, aiming a strike with all his might at Cheon Ahseong’s neck. His blade carried enough speed and power to overwhelm even a peak master, yet it missed.

Crimson Tiger’s eyes widened. He wasn’t surprised that he missed, but how he had missed. For a fleeting moment, despite aiming precisely for his target, he felt the distinct illusion that his sword had struck an entirely different place.

Pressing the attack, he aimed for Cheon Ahseong’s heart.

WHIIIIIIISH!

Again, his blade met only empty air, creating the unnerving sensation that his thrust had been meant to miss from the very beginning. 

Only then did Crimson Tiger understand for sure. The illusion was a product of Cheon Ahseong’s movement arts, a technique so exquisite that it warped his perception of his own attacks. The Association Chairman moved without a sound, not even a whisper of a footstep betraying his intentions.

A thrilling shiver ran down Crimson Tiger’s spine. He had never witnessed such incredible movement arts before. Now, he finally understood why his opponent was known as the ‘Martial God’.

RUSH!

He instinctively wanted to activate the Asura’s Eight Narakas, but forcibly suppressed the urge and took a step back. Still, he had never felt so excited, so tempted to go all out before.

SWISH! SWISH! SWISH! SWISH! SWISH!

He released the Twelve Storm Daggers, and at the same time, he became the thirteenth projectile and lunged at Cheon Ahseong.

FWIP! FWIP! FWIP! FWIP! 

He saw it clearly. Cheon Ahseong just literally snatched the twelve throwing knives out of the air. 

Instead of succumbing to despair, though, he felt a surge of pride in himself. Simply being able to see the old man’s movements was proof of his ability.

Very well! Then how will you handle me?

WHOOOOOOOOOSH!

Crimson Tiger brought his sword crashing down on Cheon Ahseong’s shoulder.

SWISH!

Once again, Cheon Ahseong appeared to retreat smoothly before he ducked forward into Crimson Tiger’s space. 

Crimson Tiger saw the entire maneuver clearly, yet he was powerless to stop it. The Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers threatened to activate and counter the attack, but he also suppressed it.

THUD!

Cheon Ahseong lightly struck Crimson Tiger’s chest with his palm, pushing him away.

Despite the apparent effortlessness of the action, Crimson Tiger was thrown back ten steps. The strike contained no qi, yet his insides churned as if he had been slammed by a piece of iron. Fortunately, he suffered no internal injuries, but the shock made it difficult to stand his ground.

He stood there blankly, unsure of his next move. What he had just experienced wasn’t a matter of physical strength or speed. It was precision. The most precise and correct response born from the most ideal movement, and the unstoppable power created by that perfection.

Suddenly, Cheon Ahseong let out a roar and unleashed a palm strike. “HAAAAAAP!”

WHOOOOOOOOM!

A tremendous tsunami of qi rushed toward Crimson Tiger, its range so vast that it was impossible to avoid. He quickly formed a barrier of enhanced qi and crossed his arms to protect his face.

BOOOOM!

A wave of power crashed over him and swept past. His body swayed precariously, as if he were standing on the edge of a cliff in a storm. Simultaneously, the wall behind him crumbled to dust.

Amazingly, Crimson Tiger, who was standing in front of the wall, was not affected at all. His body had merely swayed in the wind. Overcome with disbelief, he slowly turned around.

CRASH!

His whole body quivered, and his mouth fell open in astonishment. A part of the wall remained, perfectly outlining the shape of a standing person. However, only the silhouette of where he had been standing remained, while the rest had turned to dust.

RUMBLE!

The wall slowly toppled backward and crumbled.

Cheon Ahseong smirked. “How was it?”

The sound of the old man’s voice snapped Crimson Tiger back to his senses, though he still couldn’t think of what to say. Even the word ‘amazing’ didn’t do Cheon Ahseong’s martial arts justice. That final move, which turned everything but his silhouette to dust, was merely the Martial God’s idea of amusement—a fun little game.

What if that attack had been focused on him? If this was Cheon Ahseong holding back, what would happen if he attacked with all his power? Crimson Tiger couldn’t imagine how much devastation would result.

Most importantly, Cheon Ahseong was a swordsman, yet he had this much power without even drawing his sword! How formidable would he be if he were to actually draw his sword?

Goosebumps rose all over Crimson Tiger’s body at the prospect.

“This was thanks to the enlightenment I gained from you last time,” Cheon Ahseong explained, growing serious. “My strategist told me that there’s only one person in this jianghu who can block this attack.”

Crimson Tiger gulped nervously. “Who is it?”

“The Evil Coalition Leader.”

Crimson Tiger’s pulse quickened. He could sense the mad fervor, the anticipation in Cheon Ahseong’s voice.

Cheon Ahseong realized what he was concerned about right away. “Don’t worry, I don’t intend to start a war,” he reassured. “I just want to exchange a few moves with that person if we get the opportunity. Though... if you’re okay with it, we could storm the Coalition HQ right now. What do you think? Want to head there together?”

Crimson Tiger replied with a smile, “My mission is to borrow a pair of cats and protect one person.”

“Hahaha! I knew you’d say that!” Cheon Ahseong burst into laughter. “Relax, I plan to challenge the Coalition Leader alone. I’ll decide on a successor soon, and then I’ll visit him with a light heart.”

Crimson Tiger was totally blindsided by this shocking statement that came out of the blue. Since Cheon Ahseong was still smiling, however, it was impossible to tell if he was serious or just kidding.

“Well then, let’s meet again sometime.”

“All the best to you, Chairman.”

“I’m looking forward to our next meeting already!” Cheon Ahseong chuckled as he walked back to his residence.

Crimson Tiger also turned to leave, but suddenly, he heard Cheon Ahseong’s voice from behind. “Oh, look at this old codger with his poor memory! Did I forget to tell you about that?”

Crimson Tiger spun around, but Cheon Ahseong was still walking away. “Tell me what?” he asked.

Cheon Ahseong glanced back and grinned mysteriously. “There’s a rather intriguing secret about that pair of cats. A secret that only I know. Want to hear it?”

[image: sep]


That night, Crimson Tiger meticulously set up alarm threads around the safehouse. He had something important to accomplish away from prying eyes. 

After thoroughly scanning his surroundings, he slipped into the safehouse and locked the door behind him. A small steel animal cage sat on the table, housing two cats—one pristine white, the other midnight black. 

They were the legendary Monochrome Cats. Despite their fearsome reputation for possessing monstrous strength capable of tearing tigers apart, the creatures sat quietly, watching Crimson Tiger with deceptively cute and innocent faces.

Not long ago, Hwa Gyeongsu had respectfully handed over these precious creatures, his demeanor shifting to something almost subservient. “You don’t have to return them. I’m giving them to you.”

He had gained far more from this entire affair than the cats were worth. He had been trying to establish a relationship with the Association for a long time, and with one decisive move, he had secured the best possible relationship with them.

Furthermore, his instincts had noted how friendly Cheon Ahseong was with Crimson Tiger. Every fiber of his being told him that investing in the young man was the right move. He had nothing to lose and everything to gain by giving away the cats, which had done nothing but eat and sleep while languishing in captivity.

“I’ll accept them gratefully,” Crimson Tiger replied, though he had been hoping to hear precisely that. Cheon Ahseong’s earlier statement had sparked his interest in the cats.


“There’s a rather intriguing secret about that pair of cats. A secret that only I know. Want to hear it?”



Now that they’re mine, I can try out the secret trick he told me about.

Crimson Tiger carefully opened the cage, and the two cats emerged, cautiously exploring their new environment.

He observed their movements with quiet intensity. After surveying their surroundings thoroughly, they finally trained their attention on him.

Slowly, he began releasing his qi.

“Grr...” Both cats bared their teeth and growled menacingly.

Crimson Tiger ignored them and unleashed his energy with greater intensity, following Cheon Ahseong’s instructions. It had been quite some time since he’d revealed his aura in its entirety.

SLASH!

The male cat struck first, attacking with lightning speed. It moved so quickly that anyone below Crimson Tiger’s skill level would have been unable to dodge it. Finally, he understood why these creatures were said to hunt tigers.

The cat’s claws tore a long gash across Crimson Tiger’s forearm. Still, he deliberately avoided creating a qi barrier for fear of harming the creature’s claws.

SLASH!

After landing on the floor, the cat immediately launched yet another assault. Crimson Tiger took the attack without resisting.

RIP! RIP! RIP!

A long gash blossomed across his thigh. His stone-hard muscles, honed through years of training, were shredded like paper by the beast’s razor-sharp claws. Fortunately, the claws were too short to actually sever his limbs.

“Hiss...”

Crimson Tiger focused on enveloping both creatures in his qi. The energy flowed warm yet powerful, collected yet not devoid of emotion.

At last, the female joined the fray after watching from the sidelines.

SLASH! SLASH! SLASH!

The relentless attacks continued.

Soon, Crimson Tiger was drenched in blood. A metallic scent filled the air as time crawled by, but he maintained his steady output of aura.

Gradually, the creatures’ behavior changed as they realized that he was holding back. They were intelligent beings.

They leaped onto Crimson Tiger’s body, and he allowed them complete freedom. Then, they began licking his blood, which tasted unlike anything they had ever experienced. 

The scene would have been scary enough with regular cats, but these supernatural creatures made it much scarier.

After licking their fill, the cats returned to the cage on the table.

Crimson Tiger covered the cage with a black cloth he had prepared beforehand and quietly left the safehouse. Once outside, he let out a long sigh. Waves of excruciating pain washed over his entire body. Had he lacked the necessary endurance, he would not have made it through that brutal ordeal.

“NYAAAAAAH!”

Piercing shrieks echoed from within the safehouse, but Crimson Tiger feigned ignorance.

“Meow...”

At long last, he heard gentle purring from inside.

He reentered the safe house and removed the cloth covering the cage.

An extraordinary sight greeted him. Only the black cat was still alive. The white cat was dead, its carcass resembling a withered husk as though all its life force had been drained away.

Crimson Tiger recalled Cheon Ahseong’s explanation.


After feeding the cats your blood, put them together in an enclosed space. They’ll fight each other, and only the cat whose nature is closer to that of the blood’s owner will survive. Rather than killing each other, it’s more like they absorb each other. There’s no need to mourn the death of the other cat. Such is the original fate of the spirit beasts known as Monochrome Cats. A pair of cats that hasn’t undergone that absorption process isn’t living up to its true destiny. The surviving cat will be several times stronger and smarter than before, with strong resistance to blades, poison, fire, water, and wind.“



The black cat’s transformation was remarkable. Its eyes became clearer and more luminous, its fur softer with a lustrous sheen, and its retractable claws hardened to a steel-like strength.

Crimson Tiger understood why the black cat had survived. The Asura’s Eight Narakas was an extreme yang martial art. His qi and blood naturally aligned with the male cat’s yang energy. Had he practiced a martial art rooted in extreme yin, the white female cat would have emerged victorious.

Of course, Crimson Tiger’s real reason for having one cat absorb the other wasn’t to increase its strength, but rather to awaken its other remarkable ability.

Now, instead of communicating with the other cat, the surviving cat could communicate directly with him and alert him to any killing intent it sensed while he was protecting his charge. Furthermore, only he, who was bonded to the cat through blood, could hear its warnings.

This arrangement would allow him to protect Soeun far more effectively than if he had used two cats.

Crimson Tiger gently stroked the black cat’s head, and it purred contentedly and licked his finger. At first glance, it appeared to be an ordinary house cat.

After his finger, it began licking his wounds. To his surprise, the wounds bubbled as if they were being disinfected and began to heal rapidly.

Seriously? Even though I’m seeing it with my own eyes, I can hardly believe it.

“Let’s get along well from now on,” he said to the cat.

The black cat leaped gracefully onto his shoulder, as if it could comprehend his words perfectly.


V5C3: The Tempest Academy

Crimson Tiger shouldered his large backpack and gazed up at the stone statue in the corner of the training grounds. The figure depicted a man pointing a sword forward.

He immediately recognized it as a statue of Cheon Ahseong. Those bold, masculine features bore a striking resemblance to the real man.

Anyway, today was his first day at the Tempest Academy. The massive complex spread out before him with the training grounds at its center, a central building rising ahead, flanked by dormitory buildings where students lived and ate.

“This isn’t an academy, it’s a training center for the Association’s martial artists,” a female voice said.

Crimson Tiger turned to see a girl around fifteen or sixteen with a pretty face and intelligent air about her.

The girl smiled. “First day here?”

“How’d you know?”

“None of the kids who come here every day here stare at that statue with such a dazed expression.” The girl pointed at his back. “And that big bag gives it away too.”

“Ah!” Crimson Tiger chuckled. She’d figured it out just from his backpack.

“What class are you in?”

“The Sable Class.”

The girl’s eyes sparkled briefly. They were in the same class. Still, she feigned ignorance as she looked up at the statue. “Is the Martial God really like the rumors say? Does he truly possess such incredible martial arts?”

“Why? You don’t believe it?”

The girl nodded. “Heroes are always glorified.”

Crimson Tiger chuckled inwardly. Unfortunately, that’s not the case for Cheon Ahseong.

“Hey, Soyeon! What are you doing over there?” a tall, sturdily built boy shouted, running toward them.

So she’s that Jaegal Soyeon that Yeon told me about! Crimson Tiger realized.

Jaegal Soyeon snorted. “That’s Go Jin, also known as our class’s moron number one. He doesn’t know why I hate him, and he probably never will.”

“How many morons are there?”

“Ten.”

“And how many boys are in the class?”

“Ten.”

“Hahaha!” Crimson Tiger burst out laughing. It was a fitting remark for this seemingly prim girl from the Jaegal Clan. “Looks like I’ll be moron number eleven soon.”

Jaegal Soyeon shot him a peculiar look. “Hmm... you don’t seem the type.”

“Then you’ve misjudged me.”

Go Jin arrived and immediately glared at Crimson Tiger warily. ‘I have a crush on Jaegal Soyeon’ might as well have been written on his forehead.

“Hey, you bastard, who are you!” he yelled rudely.

“He’s the new transfer student,” Jaegal Soyeon explained on Crimson Tiger’s behalf. With that, she walked toward the classroom gracefully.

Go Jin scowled at Crimson Tiger, warning him that he would not tolerate him speaking to Jaegal Soyeon again. Crimson Tiger avoided Go Jin’s gaze submissively.

Go Jin smirked triumphantly, thinking he had won the battle of wills. “Hey, Soyeon! Wait up!” he bellowed, dashing after Jaegal Soyeon.

Crimson Tiger smiled as he watched the boy go. He wasn’t angry at all. In fact, he found this situation amusing.

“How refreshing.”

As far as he was concerned, the teenage years were unquestionably the most enjoyable time of one’s life.
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Crimson Tiger made his way to the central building and asked a passerby for directions to the Headmaster’s Office on the third floor. 

“I’m Gyu Ho, the new student who arrived today,” he introduced himself.

Bang Hagi replied, “Welcome. I’ve been waiting for you.”

Crimson Tiger observed the Headmaster, Bang Hagi. He was short and stout with a benevolent face to match, but Crimson’s Tiger first impression of the man wasn’t his appearance.

It was the fact that his instincts instantly screamed, He’s a master!

The man before him was a fearsome opponent, an absolute master who had reached the pinnacle. Since he wasn’t carrying a sword, it was likely that Bang Hagi specialized in fist fighting or other close-combat martial arts. Additionally, he was far colder and more resolute than he appeared.

Although they had just met, Crimson Tiger did his best to observe the man he would be interacting with from this point forward. Since this place was affiliated with the Association, he had expected the Headmaster to be extraordinary, but Bang Hagi exceeded even that expectation. 

It made sense, though. This was where the First Young Lord and Third Young Lady regularly taught classes. It was only natural that someone exceptional would be posted here.

Crimson Tiger made sure to conceal his aura, reminding himself that as of this moment, he was just a seventeen-year-old brat. After all, this mission was so secret that not even Headmaster Bang Hagi had been informed of the full circumstances. He didn’t know that the new transfer student was using a fake identity or that he was here on a bodyguard mission. All he knew was that the new kid had transferred in with the support of a mid-level Association executive, as arranged by the First Young Lord.

“Everyone dreams of entering this academy. Do you know why?” Bang Hagi asked.

Crimson Tiger replied without hesitation, “Because we can get a job at the Association upon graduation.”

“Yes, that’s precisely why. I assume your goal is also to join the Association?”

“Of course.”

“Do your best, then. You may go now. One of our support staff will lead you to your new room. ”

Seeing that Bang Hagi didn’t seem to have seen through his pretense, Crimson Tiger inwardly heaved a sigh of relief. Bowing, he left the office.

A martial artist guided him to his assigned dorm room. Normally, two people shared a room, but since he had enrolled late, he had one to himself.

“If another student joins, you’ll have to share. Try to bear with the loneliness until then.”

Crimson Tiger didn’t reply. That was unlikely to happen, and he preferred having a room to himself anyway.

After the man left, he inspected the room thoroughly. Only after confirming that everything was in order did he unpack his belongings.

He put on a wrist guard and a chest guard fitted with throwing knives. Anyone who saw them would think it strange for a student to possess such items, but he had them prepared just in case.

He couldn’t help but feel anxious and on edge. He understood from firsthand experience how swiftly skilled assassins eliminated their targets, because that was how he did it as well. A single moment of carelessness could mean losing Soeun in an instant.

He then checked his medical supplies. He had prepared various antidotes for poison, among other things. Besides the antidote bead he normally used, he had brought an extra, high-grade one capable of neutralizing most poisons.

Still, he wasn’t confident. Assassins who used poison were the most difficult type to contend with. He could only hope that one like that wouldn’t appear.

DING DONG!

The bell rang, signaling the end of class. Immediately, the training grounds bustled with noise as the children scattered in all directions.

Students normally had a one-hour break after each two-hour class, though sometimes they had consecutive two-hour classes. On average, each student took three classes a day.

Leaving his room, Crimson Tiger headed for Soeun’s office. It was less than a fifth the size of the headmaster’s office, and books lined the walls of the small room.

Soeun sat at a desk by a sunlit window, reading. She was beautiful, resembling the blue sky stretching out behind her. Looking at her, he felt that this was where she truly belonged.

His heart fluttered slightly, though he’d never thought of her as a woman before. Still, this feeling was different from his attraction to the Third Young Lady. Soeun’s youthful appearance reminded him of his first love.

For this reason, Crimson Tiger hoped she could step away from the bloody jianghu, filled with intrigue and schemes, and live a normal life in a peaceful place.

Soeun looked up at his arrival. “Ah, you must be Gyu Ho, the new student,” she greeted warmly.

“That’s right. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Teacher.”

Soeun unfolded a document lying on the side of her desk. “You said this is your first time at a martial arts academy, right?”

“Yes.”

“There’s no need to feel too pressured. You’ll get used to it.”

Soeun offered Crimson Tiger the same words of encouragement that she had received when she first started the job. Thanks to the lie the First Young Lord had told on her behalf, no one looked down on her anymore, and teaching had become much less stressful.

She studied Crimson Tiger carefully. The teenage boy had handsome features and a steadfast gaze that would probably make him popular with the girls in class.

Although, his calm gaze seems familiar somehow.

A certain person came to mind, but she quickly chuckled to herself and shook off the thought. She knew Crimson Tiger was capable of perfect transformation and top-tier acting, since she never realized that he was the Hundred Flavors Restaurant Manager.

Could he transform himself into a teenager? No, there’s no way.

While it might be possible to disguise oneself as an older person, transforming oneself to look so much younger was impossible.

Unfortunately, she had no way of knowing the wonders of the Thousand Transformations Hundred Faces Art.

“It’s almost time for class. Let’s go together,” Soeun said, leading Crimson Tiger out of the office.

They arrived at the training grounds where the Sable Class was held. All eyes instantly focused on Crimson Tiger, except Jaegal Soyeon, who was staring elsewhere blankly as if she hadn’t spoken to him that morning.

Soeun introduced him, “This is a new friend who’s just joined us. Please introduce yourself.”

“I’m Gyu Ho. I look forward to working with you all.”

Crimson Tiger’s greeting was simple, yet the girls’ eyes sparkled. His striking good looks stood out among the other boys in the class.

“Hmph!” Go Jin scoffed. He was still displeased about seeing Crimson Tiger with Jaegal Soyeon that morning.

“Pair up. We’ll be continuing with free sparring practice today, just like yesterday,” Soeun said.

The students each picked up a wooden sword from a rack on the side.

Go Jin pushed aside the nearest student and took their place as Crimson Tiger’s opponent. He was smiling, but his intentions couldn’t have been more obvious.

The other students exchanged glances, but no one tried to stop Go Jin, even though they knew he was picking on the new kid. Jaegal Soyeon didn’t stop him either. In fact, she was the one watching with the most interest.

Crimson Tiger realized that Go Jin must be the strongest in the class. Regardless, he silently picked up a wooden sword without a hint of fear.

A murmur of admiration and anticipation spread through the students.

Soeun shouted, “Begin!” 

Everyone began to spar.

CLACK CLACK CLACK CLACK CLACK!

Go Jin thrust his wooden sword forward, and Crimson Tiger swiftly parried. Before long, Crimson Tiger came to the painful conclusion that the difference in their skills was so vast that it was actually difficult to hold back and match the kid’s level.

CRACK! SWOOSH!

In just a few exchanges, Crimson Tiger’s wooden sword flew out of his hand. Seizing the opportunity, Go Jin swung at his shoulder.

Before his blow could land, however, Soeun snatched his wooden sword away. Having sensed Go Jin’s animosity earlier, she had paid close attention to them in case she needed to intervene. 

“What do you think you’re doing? This is a practice duel!” she scolded, then checked on Crimson Tiger. “Are you alright?”

“Yes.”

Everyone stared at Crimson Tiger in disappointment.

He looked like he could fight, judging by his face.

They thought the new student might have a trick up his sleeve, but he lost too easily. The sense of mystery and expectation that often surrounded a new student their age vanished in an instant.

In contrast, Go Jin was triumphant. At this rate, Jaegal Soyeon will surely be disappointed in him.

Crimson Tiger felt a little sorry for losing so easily, but he nonetheless chuckled to himself. Everything was going according to plan. Being the center of attention was the last thing he wanted.

Another student became Crimson Tiger’s opponent. The class continued, and he finished his first day at Tempest Academy without incident.
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“I’m disappointed.”

Crimson Tiger looked up from washing his face, only to see Jaegal Soyeon standing beside him.

“To think you couldn’t even handle that moron,” she added, scowling. “And you lost in just four exchanges.”

“It was five.”

“Oh, please!” 

“That’s why I said I’d be moron number eleven,” Crimson Tiger replied calmly as he resumed washing his face.

Jaegal Soyeon tilted her head. “That’s strange. My intuition is never wrong.”

“What intuition?”

“The moment I saw you standing in front of the statue, I felt this intense, thrilling sensation run through my whole body. I’ve felt something like this before.”

“When?”

“The most prominent example would be when I first saw my grandfather, the Association Chairman.”

“The Association Chairman?”

Jaegal Soyeon nodded.

Crimson Tiger stared at her. Neither he nor Cheon Ahseong would intentionally project their aura toward a young girl. If she was telling the truth, then she clearly had a special gift, similar to how White Rabbit could sense even the slightest hint of killing intent.

Well, it wouldn’t be strange for someone from the Jaegal Clan, famous for their intelligence, to have inherited such an ability.

Crimson Tiger grinned mischievously. “That feeling you had, maybe you just fell for me?”

“What?” Jaegal Soyeon blushed furiously for a moment, but she quickly countered boldly, “I’m not interested in kids!”

“Aren’t you also a kid?”

“Also, being old doesn’t automatically make someone an adult, and being young doesn’t automatically make someone a kid.”

Crimson Tiger was familiar with this sentiment. At the core of a teenager’s rebellious heart was a desire to grow up quickly. Even he had only realized much, much later just how precious that time he so desperately wanted to escape truly was.

He suggested, “Well then, maybe you were reminded of that feeling because of the Association Chairman’s statue?”

Jaegal Soyeon tilted her head, wondering if that could be it, but soon dismissed the idea as ridiculous. It was a statue she saw several times a day coming and going. “No way,” she denied, then stared at Crimson Tiger suspiciously. “You’re hiding your skills, aren’t you?”

“Of course. I’m hiding incredible skills,” Crimson Tiger answered without hesitation, turning away as he dried his hair.

Jaegal Soyeon trailed after him. “Don’t try to brush it off!”

Crimson Tiger smirked. He felt completely at ease, as he couldn’t think of Jaegal Soyeon as anything other than a kid. Moreover, as he had become more proficient in the Thousand Transformations Hundred Faces Art, he had almost perfectly assimilated into his disguise, leaving no trace of awkwardness in his appearance or mannerisms.

Unfortunately, Jaegal Soyeon was persistent. She followed him all the way into his room. 

“Hey, don’t ignore me! I don’t talk to boys often!”

Crimson Tiger didn’t turn around, but he had no intention of ignoring her, even without her saying that. If he was going to deal with the assassin, he needed to adapt perfectly to this place. To that end, she seemed quite helpful.

“You’re using the room alone? Lucky!” Jaegal Soyeon scanned the room, inspecting every corner.

“Why did you come here?” Crimson Tiger asked. “You’re from the Jaegal Clan, right? You don’t need to join the Association to make a living.”

“Of course I don’t. Even if I graduated as valedictorian, I’d only become a squad leader in the outer court or a regular martial artist in the inner court.”

“So why are you attending this academy?”

Jaegal Soyeon’s face darkened slightly. “My father sent me here. He thinks that enduring some hardship will temper my reckless and immature personality, but he miscalculated.”

“Miscalculated how?”

“His idea that suffering makes one a better person is wrong.”

“Isn’t it true?”

“Maybe for ordinary kids, but I’ve lived for seventeen years as a direct descendant of the main house of the Jaegal Clan. Bossing people around rudely is ingrained in my very bones. Do you think suffering for a year or two is going to change me now?”

“Hahaha!” Crimson Tiger couldn’t help but laugh. This girl’s candidness was endearing.

“Besides, a woman from the main family is destined to be forced into a political marriage, and a smart girl like me especially will be sold off for an important cause...” Jaegal Soyeon’s voice trailed off, her brow furrowed slightly.

A realization dawned on Crimson Tiger. Whenever Jaegal Soyeon got angry or upset, she would furrow her brow in an adorable way.

“So why did you come?” she asked, changing the topic back to Crimson Tiger.

“Ever heard of the Gyu Swordsmanship Family?”

“No.”

“That’s why I’m here. I have to at least get into the Association to bring honor to my family.”

“With your skills, you’ll have a hard time just feeding yourself.”

“I’ll manage somehow if I work hard. By the way, what’s our teacher like?”

“Her swordsmanship is nothing special compared to her pretty face.” 

Crimson Tiger chuckled. He could sense the girl was jealous of Soeun. “If she could wield a sword as well as she wields her looks, she’d be the world’s strongest, wouldn’t she?”

Jaegal Soyeon’s eye twitched at the mention of Soeun’s beauty, but she merely pouted and retorted, “You have quite the unique taste, don’t you? You... Ah! SO CUTE!”

Suddenly, she spotted the black cat sitting quietly to one side, and fearlessly approached the kitty.

Crimson Tiger watched nervously. This was the first time the black cat had met someone other than himself since fusing with the white cat.

His worry turned out to be unfounded. The black cat responded favorably to Jaegal Soyeon’s touch, just like a normal cat would. It was in complete sync with Crimson Tiger’s emotions.

He stood by the window and left Jaegal Soyeon, who was smitten with the black cat, to play with it. As he stared out at the training grounds, his gaze deepened.

How will they approach Soeun?

The Tempest Academy was bustling with teachers, students, and many other people. No one would notice even if an assassin boldly strode onto those training grounds.

Crimson Tiger considered what he would do in their shoes. First, he would observe Soeun’s surroundings. He’d watch her every move to find out who was protecting her, and then formulate a plan to kill her. 

Would I kill her bodyguard first and then her, or launch a surprise attack and kill only her before escaping?

He would have to make a decision soon. Ideally, the enemy would attempt the assassination quickly to catch him off guard. If the enemy was confident in his martial arts skills, that was a real possibility.

He had already received word that the masters sent by the First Young Lord and the Third Young Lady had withdrawn the moment he arrived. Even if they hadn’t left entirely, they were at least not in Soeun’s immediate vicinity, but rather watching from a distance.

However, if they were to intervene in a situation involving an assassin, it could lead to an even more dangerous situation by allowing the enemy to take advantage of the confusion between the Association’s different factions. He had to move cautiously and keep all possibilities in mind.

Jaegal Soyeon walked over to Crimson Tiger, holding the black cat with one arm. “What are you thinking about?”

Crimson Tiger lifted his gaze from the training ground to the blue sky. “I was wishing for it to snow,” he replied.

Jaegal Soyeon’s eyes widened at the unexpected answer. “What? Why are you talking about snow in the middle of spring?”

Crimson Tiger turned to her and smiled. “Dear Young Lady, with your sharp and brilliant intuition, you should know that it’s better if you get going before moron number one comes looking to punish this poor moron number eleven.”

The black cat leaped out of her hands.
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That afternoon, Soeun pulled Crimson Tiger aside. “How are things?”

“What do you mean?” he asked, pretending to be puzzled. He knew what she was worried about but feigned ignorance.

Soeun smiled. “Go Jin might be rough, but he’s not a bad kid. Please forgive him. Still, if he or any of the other kids try anything again, come find me right away, okay?”

“Yes, I understand.”

Soeun gave him a friendly, trustworthy smile. It was common for new students to be hazed at the academy, but the boy in front of her seemed like he’d endure it well. For some reason, she felt certain of it.

“You must be lonely with your family so far away. If you want, I’m available for a chat anytime.”

Crimson Tiger hesitated. Whether in reality or on paper, his family was indeed very far away. “Is that really okay?”

Soeun smiled warmly. “Of course.”

“Meow!” A black cat poked its head out from inside Crimson Tiger’s shirt.

“Ah!” Soeun was startled at first, but a bright grin soon spread across her face. “It’s so cute!”

The black cat crawled out of Crimson Tiger’s shirt and climbed into her arms. She petted it while the cat nuzzled against her affectionately.

“Would you mind looking after it for a while?” Crimson Tiger asked abruptly.

Soeun blinked in surprise. “Why?”

“I kind of busy adjusting to my new life... so please?”

Soeun looked back and forth between the black cat and Crimson Tiger. “Alright, then. I’ll take care of it for a while.”

“Thank you.”

The black cat eyed Crimson Tiger, then snuggled into Soeun’s arms as if to say it understood his feelings.

“How adorable!” 

Looking at the black cat, Crimson Tiger pleaded inwardly, I’m counting on you.
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CLANK!

The Radiant Hall’s messaging mechanism activated and rotated until it stopped at a picture of a dragon.

Jo Birang grabbed the incoming message and reported, “Flying Dragon has eliminated the entire Nine Revolutions Gang.”

Hong Sabaek nodded approvingly. He had thought it would take more time to eliminate the group, but this was Flying Dragon, after all.

“However, he was injured in the process,” Jo Birang quickly added.

Hong Sabaek blinked in shock. “Injured? How badly?”

“It’s not a serious injury. He’s requested a leave of absence until he’s fully recovered.”

“You’re sure it’s not serious?”

“Yes.”

“Then that’s fine. Process it as usual.”

Jo Birang quickly drafted the order and brought it over. Hong Sabaek stamped it with the official seal of the Radiant Hall, and he placed it back into the opening in the wall mechanism. Just like that, Flying Dragon was granted a brief medical leave.

“Can we finally get some rest now?” Im Yeongdal asked as he stretched, looking exhausted.

Although the newcomer had quickly learned the ropes at the Radiant Hall, they had still been busy all morning handling the Twelve Phantoms’ missions. Since only three people were handling the workload of four, they were naturally overwhelmed.

“When are they going to send us a new rookie?” Jo Birang complained.

Hong Sabaek replied grumpily, “Forget it. Never mind finding a new guy, we might have to start looking for work elsewhere.”

“What do you mean?”

“What do you think I mean? For seven years, none of us realized that we had a spy in our midst. Do you think they’ll just leave us alone?”

Jo Birang’s eyes widened. “Don’t tell me you mean we’re all going to get fired.”

Hong Sabaek rolled his eyes as if it were obvious. “The possibility is high.”

“Very high,” Im Yeongdal chimed in.

“But I just started work here!” Jo Birang protested loudly.

Im Yeongdal clicked his tongue and teased, “You’ll be the record-holder for the fastest dismissal in the history of the Radiant Hall.”

Jo Birang had thought he was the most successful of his cohort when he started working at the Radiant Hall, but now he was suddenly facing the threat of being fired. He scoffed. “Hmph! Then I’ll just quit and become a schoolteacher.”

Hong Sabaek stared at the defiant young man incredulously. “Do you really think teaching is an easy job?”

“What’s so hard about it? I know the material, and they’re just kids. What’s the problem?”

Im Yeongdal shook his head. “This is why people say there are no true educators these days. It’s because of thoughtless guys like him who think they can teach.”

Jo Birang pouted. “Are teachers the only ones lacking? There aren’t any good students, either. Speaking of which, I heard that Crimson Tiger was sent to an academy this time.”

“Yes, we’re sending him there for a vacation.”

“Wow! I’m so jealous. He gets to hang out with all the fresh-faced kids.”

“Is Crimson Tiger you? Do you think he’d enjoy something like that?”

“What? You think Crimson Tiger doesn’t have childhood memories? The way I see it, Senior, you view my Crimson Tiger as a cold-blooded man with no blood or tears.”

““Your Crimson Tiger?”” Hong Sabaek and Im Yeongdal exchanged incredulous looks.

“Of course,” Jo Birang said triumphantly. “After all, Crimson Tiger and I are comrades who have overcome a crisis together by entrusting our lives to each other.”

“You mean you entrusted your life to Crimson Tiger, and he saved your ass from a crisis.”

“Hey! Don’t forget! I saved the Radiant Hall! Me!”

“I see you saved it again while I was away.”

Jo Birang pouted, and Hong Sabaek laughed heartily. They liked teasing their junior a lot, but ultimately, if it hadn’t been for the Jo Birang and his obsessive compulsive disorder, things would have gotten really bad.

Jo Birang asked seriously, “So, what do you plan to do if you get fired, Senior?”

Hong Sabaek’s expression darkened. “Will we even have the chance to go job hunting?”

“Huh? What do you mean by that?” Jo Birang tilted his head in confusion.

Im Yeongdal frowned. “We know too much.”

Jo Birang winced in fright. “D-Don’t tell me... they’re going to e-eliminate us!” He clamped a hand over his own mouth, then whispered, “S-Shouldn’t we escape this place right now...?”

THWACK!

Reeling from a smack to the head, Jo Birang turned turned around tearfully to see Eom Baekyang standing there.

“That would be impossible even if your soulmate, Crimson Tiger, came to rescue you, Scholar Jo!”

“Sob! Are you really planning to dispose of us?”

“Of course, and you especially! You know the most secrets among us, don’t you? I’d bet you’re number one on the elimination list.”

“Gasp!” Horrified, Jo Birang shouted, “This can’t be happening! Aren’t we employees of the New Righteous Association, which prioritizes diplomacy over violence? To think our trust would be betrayed like this! How could those who call themselves righteous commit murder just to silence someone!”

SMACK!

Jo Birang’s head started ringing from another blow.

“Oh please, get a grip! Who on earth taught this kid to speak so bluntly? Don’t you know that some things shouldn’t be said out loud? Ugh, just thinking about it is terrifying.” Eom Baekyang pretended to shiver as he hurried into the Director’s office.

Only then did Hong Sabaek and Im Yeongdal start snickering, and Jo Birang realized it had all been a joke.

“You guys are so mean!” he cried.

The two teased Jo Birang again.

“What’s there to worry about? Crimson Tiger will surely save you.”

“Of course. You’re comrades who overcame the brink of death together.”

Jo Birang pouted. “Stop teasing me and tell me properly. What’s going to happen to us?”

“What do you mean, what’s going to happen? If we get fired from the Radiant Hall, we’ll be assigned somewhere else. The only time we’d actually be killed is if we broke the confidentiality rules. After all, we’re not the Evil Coalition, which commits murder just to silence someone, right?”

“Phew!” Jo Birang heaved a sigh of relief.

Watching him, Hong Sabaek and Im Yeongdal roared with laughter.
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Eom Baekyang stared blankly out the window of the director’s office. “I just talked to the three stooges. Thankfully, none of them seem too traumatized.”

The fact that a colleague of seven years was a spy caught everyone by surprise. He’d been worried it might cause strife within their workplace, but it seemed everyone was coping well.

“That’s a relief,” Gu Yangseo replied absentmindedly as he pored through a thick stack of documents.

Eom Baekyang turned to face him. “I heard you sent Crimson Tiger to an academy as a student.”

Finally, Gu Yangseo raised his head. “That’s right.”

“As expected, was it his request?” Eom Baekyang asked knowingly.

Gu Yangseo nodded, silently confirming that the First Young Lord had given the order. 

Eom Baekyang sighed. Whenever the Radiant Hall assigned cover identities to the Twelve Phantoms, they were never assigned to be academy students who had to attend school every day. As such, he suspected there was a hidden reason, and the answer confirmed his theory.

“Why?”

“Let’s go hear it directly from him.”

“Pardon?”

Gu Yangseo stood up and walked out of the office. Eom Baekyang quickly followed, realizing that Gu Yangseo was on his way to meet the First Young Lord.

After leaving the Radiant Hall, the two men disguised themselves and headed to the meeting place. The location was the same construction site where Gu Yangseo had previously met the First Young Lord.

Gu Yangseo introduced Eom Baekyang, “This is Deputy Director Eom. I rely on him a great deal.”

As a matter of fact, Eom Baekyang had met the First Young Lord several times at Association events. He had even crossed paths with Baek Museong in the operations room during the recent spy incident. This was, however, the first time Gu Yangseo had formally introduced him to the First Young Lord.

He was deeply moved. This proved that Gu Yangseo considered him his true successor.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“I am still greatly lacking.”

After exchanging greetings, the three men sat side by side beneath a large tree. Baek Museong was drenched in sweat, perhaps because he was working without using qi. Furthermore, he lacked the typical arrogant air of those in power. 

Eom Baekyang felt he had a strange sort of charisma. He didn’t know what terrifying things were hidden in the First Young Lord’s heart, but he thought that the man’s simple, down-to-earth appearance was one of the reasons he had become who he was today.

Gu Yangseo asked cautiously, “How are things progressing regarding the recent incident?”

“A high-level meeting will be held soon. A decision will be made there, but don’t worry too much.”

“Do you have a plan in mind?”

“It’s not much of a plan. There is just one thing I’m counting on.”

“What is that?”

“My Junior Sister.”

“Pardon?”

“My dear Junior Sister also needs the Mystery Pavilion Master, doesn’t she?” 

Gu Yangseo nodded, finally understanding what Baek Museong meant. The aforementioned high-level meeting was one that both the First Young Lord and the Third Young Lady would attend. If they had different opinions, that would be one thing, but if they both tried to protect Yagong and him, they might be able to avoid the worst-case scenario of losing their jobs. All that was left was to trust the two young leaders.

He subtly changed the subject. “Crimson Tiger has enrolled in the Tempest Academy. We plan to give him a break for the time being and won’t assign him any missions.”

Although it was the First Young Lord’s order, he called it a break since Eom Baekyang was present, phrasing it as if it were the Radiant Hall’s official stance.

“Is that so?” Baek Museong replied with finality. As this matter concerned his daughter, he didn’t want to discuss it in detail. “He is an excellent martial artist. Treat him well.”

Gu Yangseo picked up on the hint immediately. “Understood. We will take our leave now.”

Gu Yangseo and Eom Baekyang rose from their seats.

After walking for a while, Eom Baekyang finally asked, “What on earth is going to happen at the academy?”

Gu Yangseo continued on in silence for a moment before answering, “The same things that always happen.”

“Director!”

“You’ve already forgotten what I told you before.”

Eom Baekyang’s face darkened. “Are you talking about becoming more ruthless? That’s a different issue altogether. The Tempest Academy is a school for children!”

Gu Yangseo halted in his tracks. “Since when have those in power distinguished between children and adults?”

Eom Baekyang was left speechless. Those were truly heartless words, yet at the same time, they were the reality of the jianghu. While the words were infuriating, he couldn’t refute them.

He sighed. “At least we have someone reliable on the job, right?”

Gu Yangseo patted Eom Baekyang on the shoulder. “Yes, we should believe in Crimson Tiger. He’ll do well, as he always has.”


V5C4: Tiger Vs. Dragon

Flying Dragon hummed a tune as he looked up at the sign for the Tempest Academy. He wore a new human skin mask that gave him an unfamiliar appearance, but his leisurely demeanor remained unchanged.

He strolled along the outer wall, surveying the academy and mapping out its terrain. Since it was a path frequented by pedestrians, no one found him suspicious, and no martial artists appeared to be guarding the academy. 

Since his target was the First Young Lord’s woman, a master must be protecting her, but he wasn’t particularly worried. It didn’t matter who guarded her. As long as he set his mind to it, she would surely die. While this might have seemed arrogant, he was just that confident in his abilities.

The only problem was that he didn’t have much time. This was a side job he had taken on while on leave, avoiding his handler’s eyes. He had to finish before a new mission was assigned.

After scouting the area around the academy, Flying Dragon returned to town and entered the inn where he had booked a room.

“Did you have a good look around?” the waiter greeted cheerfully, recognizing him immediately.

Previously, Flying Dragon had given him a generous tip. However, this wasn’t something he did out of generosity, but rather to imprint himself in the waiter’s memory. Even the distinctive human skin mask he currently wore, with its large and easily identifiable birthmark, was intended to facilitate this.

If he succeeded in this job, countless masters would be dispatched to catch him. A thorough investigation would reveal that a suspicious foreigner had stayed there under the pretext of sightseeing. Eventually, they would pursue the assassin based on the waiter’s testimony. 

Of course, they would never find him. If they investigated under the assumption that the assassin was wearing a human skin mask, they would end up chasing someone else wearing a human skin mask, and the cycle would repeat endlessly.

“Haha! I’ve been looking around here and there. By the way, I came across the Tempest Academy. Is it a famous place?”

“Of course! It’s one of the most famous academies in the jianghu, and backed by the Association to boot.”

“Oh, is that so?” Flying Dragon pretended to be interested in the Tempest Academy. “There must be many great masters there.”

“Of course. Vice Principal Ban, in particular, is a master who cut down the Seven Ghost Blade Knaves in one strike.”

“No wonder it’s so renowned in the jianghu.”

“Once a student graduates, they are immediately accepted into the Association. You can’t compare it to regular academies. By the way, would you like a drink?”

“I’ll go upstairs and rest early today.” Flying Dragon tossed a silver coin to the waiter. “I want to take a bath. Prepare some warm water for me.”

The waiter’s mouth stretched into a huge grin. “Hehe, please wait a moment. I’ll get to it right away!”

After making himself an even more unforgettable guest, Flying Dragon went up to his room on the second floor. Fortunately, the small thread he had placed in the crack of the door was still there, confirming that there had been no intruders.

He pulled out the luggage he had stored under the bed and opened it, revealing a dao of the same size as the one he usually used. Of course, it wasn’t his own favorite dao, but one he had acquired for this occasion.

Beneath the dao was a small wooden case. Inside, there were ten sharp throwing knives stuck in a leather belt. Beneath the case was a small envelope, containing a map of the Tempest Academy.

Flying Dragon looked down at the map and memorized the floor plan. The training regimen of the Twelve Phantoms included reading and memorizing blueprints, so he could grasp the layout of any place, no matter how complex, at a single glance. Once he had memorized it, he burned the map.

The last items inside the luggage were a martial arts uniform and a human skin mask with a new face. This was the mask he would use to escape after finishing the job. 

Of course, he hadn’t prepared any of these items himself, to ensure he left no evidence behind.

A peculiar grin spread across his face.

They’ll never know who the assassin is.

After all, that was how the Twelve Phantoms handled their business.
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Crimson Tiger sighed. At the Tempest Academy, half of the classes were taught by the homeroom instructor, while the other half were special lectures by different instructors. As such, he wasn’t only taking Soeun’s class, but he couldn’t just follow her around, asking to be taught by her. 

His only hope was the black cat, but he had yet to hear it cry to signal that it had detected killing intent, so he remained somewhat doubtful.

Still, he decided to trust the cat for now. Fortunately, he could hear its cries from anywhere within the academy grounds.

“Let’s hurry! Before we’re late!”

“Did you polish your sword beforehand?”

“Damn it! My martial arts uniform is wrinkled!”

Unlike usual, the children running to the training grounds for class were buzzing with excitement. Finally, it was time for the last class of the day, Ju Hwayin’s lecture on practical swordsmanship.

Ju Hwayin appeared at the training grounds.

“We greet the Third Young Lady!” Everyone greeted her in unison, their faces flushed with excitement.

The students genuinely admired the First Young Lord and the Third Young Lady. Their power struggle was as thrilling as an action-packed story recounted over and over again in town.

Many of the children dreamed of catching their eye and dedicating their lives to them. The boys mostly looked up to Ju Hwayin, while the girls generally preferred Baek Museong.

Jaegal Soyeon was one of the oddballs who preferred Ju Hwayin.

“Isn’t she so cool? Even from a woman’s perspective, I think she’s amazing,” she exclaimed.

Crimson Tiger remained silent, trying his best to avoid meeting Ju Hwayin’s gaze. He was here as a student. Still, based on past experience, she likely knew he was disguised as Gyu Ho.

There’s no way I can escape her notice, can I?

Ju Hwayin began teaching. “Today, we will learn practical swordsmanship.”

Upon hearing the words ‘practical swordsmanship,’ everyone’s expression lit up with interest. Real combat was most valued in their families and sects, and a martial artist’s fame was determined by who they had cut down in the past.

“Has anyone here experienced real combat even once?”

Everyone looked around, glancing at each other. During breaks, they bragged to one another, but they were all mere fledglings at best. 

Go Jin raised his hand. “I have. I once crossed swords with some mercenaries at an inn,” he boasted, trying his best to look good in front of Jaegal Soyeon.

“How many?”

“Three of them.”

“What was the result?”

“I killed them all.”

Ju Hwayin smiled mischievously, instantly realizing that Go Jin was lying from the slight shaking of his eyes and unsteady voice. “What’s your name?” she asked.

“I’m Go Jin.”

“Step forward, young warrior.”

Go Jin stepped forward.

“Draw your sword.”

Go Jin was visibly flustered by the unexpected demand, but he bravely drew his sword because Jaegal Soyeon was watching.

SHING!

Ju Hwayin drew her sword as well. Somehow, even the sound of her blade being unsheathed was different.

Go Jin’s body froze, his gaze fixed on the edge of Ju Hwayin’s sword. He couldn’t look away from it. 

Suddenly, a chill ran down the back of his neck as he stood in a daze. Before he knew it, Ju Hwayin’s sword was pointed at his neck.

“Uwaaaah!”

He sank to his knees, terrified that the sword would pierce his throat. 

Ju Hwayin sheathed her weapon. “Do you know what happened to you? You were completely intimidated by your opponent’s killing intent.”

Everyone held their breath at the strange spectacle. To the onlookers, Go Jin had simply stood there blankly, lost in thought, as Ju Hwayin approached him.

“You may return to your spot.”

Go Jin stumbled back to his seat. 

Watching him, Ju Hwayin said, “True courage isn’t about blindly stepping forward. Courage exists in the space between recklessness and cowardice. Too much, and it becomes recklessness. Too little, and it becomes cowardice. Do you understand why I’m saying this?”

Jaegal Soyeon shook her head with a look of pity.

Ju Hwayin looked around at the other students. “What mindset should you have when engaging in real combat? Does anyone wish to answer?”

Everyone glanced at each other hesitantly. 

Ju Hwayin walked over to Crimson Tiger. “I haven’t seen your face before. Why don’t you answer?”

She knows exactly who I am.

Crimson Tiger groaned inwardly. This question wasn’t meant for Gyu Ho, but for him. Ju Hwayin must have felt awkward teaching about real combat with him right in front of her. 

He wondered where to begin and what to say. Real combat wasn’t something that could be explained in a few words. The nature of a fight was unpredictable and depended heavily on the opponent and the situation.

In the end, he offered the most general explanation. “First, you must make a decision. Will you kill the opponent or simply subdue them?”

“What if it’s an opponent you must kill?” Ju Hwayin quickly asked.

“You must assess their intentions and identify their weaknesses.”

Most of the children scowled. They didn’t agree with the idea of finding a weakness. Most of them were children of prestigious families, and learned martial arts at renowned orthodox sects. The more pride they had in their martial arts, the more they considered finding an opponent’s weakness a lowly tactic. 

Of course, Ju Hwayin was not one of them. Smiling, she asked again, “And after that?”

“There is no after.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“You can’t afford to have any other thoughts.”

“Hahaha! A fine answer!” Ju Hwayin burst out laughing. Those words perfectly described Crimson Tiger’s approach to combat. Once he decided to kill, he focused solely on eliminating his target. There was no need to look back and no room for other thoughts. 

“Thank you,” Crimson Tiger said.

“Let me ask one more question. What if you were to face a woman in real combat?”

“I don’t understand the question.”

“I’m asking if you can kill a woman without hesitation.”

“If she must be killed.”

“What if she was the world’s most beautiful woman?”

Crimson Tiger answered confidently, “I would have to kill her even more decisively, because she exploited her beauty to commit a crime worthy of death.”

Ju Hwayin’s smile broadened. They both knew very well that his words were directed at her.

With that, the day’s class came to an end.

Jaegal Soyeon asked Crimson Tiger, “Would you really kill a beautiful woman so cruelly?”

“I don’t recall saying anything about doing it cruelly.”

“What if it was me?”

Crimson Tiger discreetly took a few steps back, then replied, “You don’t fall into that category, do you?”

“...What’s that supposed to mean?!” Jaegal Soyeon screamed as the implication of Crimson Tiger’s words dawned on her, but he was already running away as fast as his legs could carry him.

Go Jin came up beside her. “As expected, pathetic weaklings are just full of hot air, huh?”

Jaegal Soyeon stormed off in the opposite direction. “You definitely fall into that category!”
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Two days passed, but there was still no sign of the assassin. As the saying goes, ten strong men are no match for a single thief. It was always the one standing guard who had to remain on edge.

Crimson Tiger was in his room, training quietly. Taking off his shirt, he did handstand push-ups in the centre of the room. Each movement was performed with flawless precision, and sweat poured from him like rain. 

Physical conditioning was one of the most crucial aspects of martial arts training. A strong body was necessary to exert one’s inner arts to its fullest potential. The Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers, in particular, was a martial art in which the whole body was used as a weapon.

“Hngh!” With a grunt, Crimson Tiger completed his thousandth repetition and rose to his feet.

“Phew!”

He swung his arms around to loosen up his tense muscles. Cooling down after training was more important than the training itself. 

After stretching, he took out his throwing knives.

SWISH! THWACK!

Twelve throwing knives flew from his hand and embedded in the wall in a straight line, without the slightest deviation. Although he had already perfected the Twelve Storm Daggers, he still hadn’t fully mastered their practical application.

He walked over to pull the knives from the wall, when he suddenly glanced at the door. Someone was approaching with muffled footsteps. 

He shook his head. It wasn’t hard to guess who was visiting.

The door opened, and Jaegal Soyeon poked her head in. “Can I come in?”

“You should knock and identify yourself before opening the door.”

“You’re an expert martial artist. I’m sure you sensed me at the door,” Jaegal Soyeon said, when she spotted the throwing knives stuck in the wall. “Ooh! What’s this? Were you a knife-throwing expert all along? Is that why you lost to that moron in swordsmanship?”

Crimson Tiger smiled enigmatically and exited the room.

Jaegal Soyeon followed him. “Where are you going?”

Crimson Tiger walked toward the boys’ bathroom at the end of the hall. “Are you going to follow me in there?”

“Hmph! You think I wouldn’t dare?”

Despite her bravado, ultimately, Jaegal Soyeon couldn’t bring herself to enter the bathroom.

SPLASH!

She blushed at the sound of water being splashed. “If you’re playing hard to get, then your strategy is totally ineffective.”

There was no reply.

Jaegal Soyeon continued, “I’m a smart woman. I won’t fall for such an obvious trick.”

Crimson Tiger, who was taking a bath, chuckled. “If you have nothing better to do, why don’t you go do your homework?”

“Hmph! As if I care about the classes here. Even if I join the Association, I’ll probably end up with some boring job,” Jaegal Soyeon scoffed. She was smart enough that she could disregard the academy’s lessons. 

Crimson Tiger retorted, “Not every Association job is boring, you know?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, there could be exciting jobs beyond your imagination. You just don’t know about them,” he said, thinking of the Radiant Hall. Jaegal Soyeon’s young age might be an issue, but for some reason, he felt she would be a good fit there. Unfortunately, he couldn’t tell her about it himself.

“Hmph! You talk as if you’ve actually been to the Association.”

Crimson Tiger smiled faintly for a moment, but it faded the moment he sensed someone else coming.

“Hey, Soyeon! What are you doing here?” Go Jin barked.

“It’s nothing.”

“What do you mean nothing? Who’s in there?”

BOOM!

Go Jin flung open the bathroom door. 

Crimson Tiger breathed a sigh of relief. Fortunately, he had already anticipated this and put on his pants.

If this moron’s thoughtless recklessness could be sublimated into his martial arts, he would be able to draw a sword with astonishing speed.

“You bastard! I told you to stay away from Soyeon...” Go Jin’s voice trailed off. He couldn’t finish his sentence. 

Crimson Tiger’s appearance was simply too shocking. First, there were the perfect muscles forged through real combat. Then, there were the numerous scars that covered his skin, some of which were likely a result of deep sword wounds. Go Jin felt his heart sink just by looking at them. 

Crimson Tiger froze. His mastery of the Thousand Transformations Hundred Faces Art had not yet reached the stage where it could perfectly transform his body. He hoped Go Jin wouldn’t catch on to anything suspicious.

Behind Go Jin, Jaegal Soyeon’s eyes widened in shock as well. Crimson Tiger’s body was a testament to his formidable strength, a literal warning against approaching him carelessly.

Crimson Tiger smiled brightly, in stark contrast to his intimidating body. “Please wait a moment. Let me finish getting dressed.”

“O-Okay...” Go Jin stammered nervously as he gently shut the door.

Crimson Tiger slowly put on his clothes. Never mind martial arts, he seriously felt he should pull Go Jin aside and give him some love advice.

He needs to know that he’ll never win Jaegal Soyeon’s heart by being an ignorant, violent brute. He has to change himself. If he still doesn’t listen after that... I guess I’ll just have to beat him up a few times.

However, when he came out of the bathroom, Jaegal Soyeon was the only one standing there.

“Where’s Moron Number One?” he asked.

“I sent him away. I couldn’t let you beat him to death, could I?” Jaegal Soyeon joked awkwardly. She too was intimidated by Crimson Tiger’s horrific scars.

“How nice of you to look out for your friend,” Crimson Tiger laughed as he returned to his room.

Jaegal Soyeon shouted from behind him, “Don’t talk like a grown-up when you’re just a kid!”
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Two hours later, a deep darkness had settled over the world, yet Crimson Tiger was still awake. Maybe it was because his nerves were on edge, but sleep did not come easily. He felt as if an assassin was lurking in the shadows, waiting for the perfect moment to infiltrate the academy. Several times, he seriously considered running to Soeun to check on her.

How does White Rabbit live like this every day? She’s truly amazing.

At the same time, he still had his doubts. Would the black cat really sense the killing intent and cry out properly?

Staring out the window, he suddenly recalled the events of that day twelve years ago. That was the day he first met Seohyeon’s mother.
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“Hey, you!”

I turned around and saw an angry-looking woman standing in the middle of the marketplace.

“What is it?” I asked, wondering why she was so upset.

“I called you several times, but you didn’t answer me until now.”

“Ah, did you? My apologies, I was lost in thought. So, why did you call me?”

It had been a while since I last descended the mountains, and I was both captivated by the wondrous sights of the city and overwhelmed by the hustle and bustle.

“I have a favor to ask.”

“What is it?”

“I need to cross that mountain today. Can you escort me?”

I hesitated, rendered speechless by her unexpected request.

She asked again, “They call you the Little Master, don’t they?”

“How did you know that?”

“A moment ago, when you were ignoring me, I asked that person over there.”

I looked where the woman was pointing. A saleswoman waved at me. Indeed, everyone in this marketplace knew me and Master.

“They just call me that out of respect for Master.”

“Anyway, you’ve learned martial arts, right?”

“Yes.”

Had I ever answered someone’s questions so meekly before? She was haughty yet refined. Dazzlingly beautiful. Totally my type. I might have seen women more beautiful than her, but none of them attracted me more than she did.

“I heard there’s a tiger on that mountain, right?”

“That’s right.”

“You wouldn’t let a woman cross that dangerous mountain alone, would you, Little Master?”

“...Let’s go.”

If I hadn’t found her to my liking, I would have described her as ill-mannered and rude instead of haughty yet refined. If I hadn’t been so taken with her, I would have told her that it had been years since a tiger last attacked a traveler, and I wouldn’t have followed her like a fool. ‘Bewitched by a woman’ was the perfect description of my state of mind at that moment.

When I came to my senses, I was trekking with her on a mountain trail.

“Aren’t you curious? Why a beautiful woman like me would cross a mountain alone?”

I thought it was quite shameless of her to call herself beautiful, but then again, it wasn’t exactly wrong.

“No, I don’t care.”

“Why are you lying? You’ve been sneaking glances at me all this time. You wouldn’t look at a woman you’re not interested in like that, would you?”

I could feel the tips of my ears turning red. She was right, I had unconsciously glanced at her a couple of times. Or was it three or four times? Either way, she hadn’t missed it. Fortunately, she didn’t press the matter any further.

“Ah, my legs hurt.”

“We have a long journey ahead of us if we’re going to get across the mountain.”

“I’m going to rest here.”

Before I could answer, she sat down on a rock by the side of the trail. 

She was willful, but I didn’t dislike this side of her. In fact, it was rather refreshing.

She tilted her head slightly and stared at me. “You, what’s your name?”

“Why are you asking?

“Because I’m curious, of course. Isn’t a name meant to be known by others?”

“Well, that’s true, but...”

“Tell me.”

“I’m Kwon Kangho. ‘Kangho’ is written with the characters for jianghu.”

“Hmm, that’s a good name. A very good name indeed.” She smiled pleasantly.

“What’s your name?”

Her eyes widened in disbelief. “Which idiot shares their name with someone they just met?”

“What?”

She smiled even more brightly.

Later, after time had passed, I asked her why she had approached me that day. Apparently, it was the way I stood foolishly in the marketplace that caught her eye. Out of all the people there, I was the only one she saw.

I didn’t press her to see if that was true. At that time, I would have been happy with any answer. At that time, I was truly in love with her.

The highlight of the day we first met was when we miraculously encountered a tiger. The elusive beast I had been hunting without success for so long simply appeared right before our eyes.

“Wow! It’s a real tiger!” she exclaimed.

She wasn’t scared, but rather excited. I could never forget the way she beamed, her expression saying this was surely a destined moment.

The tiger lunged at us, its jaws wide open.

ROOOOARNYAAAAAAH!

The tiger’s roar blended into a cat’s yowl.

I snapped out of my reverie and whipped my head around in the direction of the black cat’s cry.
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Flying Dragon walked slowly down the hallway. It was well past one in the morning, a time when everyone should have been fast asleep. Although he was striding forward, his footsteps were soundless.

For some reason, his emotions were more agitated than usual, so he decided to cut down not only the bodyguard but also anything that caught his eye from that point on. He wasn’t worried that it would affect his performance, though. His skills were not so lacking that he would botch a task of this level.

In fact, he was far more skilled than was known. Whenever someone compared him to Crimson Tiger, he sneered inwardly. If he revealed his true abilities, Crimson Tiger’s position would be his. He had only yielded the top spot because his goal was not merely to become the best among the Twelve Phantoms.

Please, don’t let anyone stand in my way! Flying Dragon prayed sincerely, hoping that his target to be the only one to die by his hand today.

Soon, however, he scoffed. 

No, I can’t be so cowardly and petty.

If he was worried about the possibility of killing innocents, he should never have embarked on this path in the first place. As she said, he was a hypocrite.

Perhaps, like her, he had been evil from the start. He just hadn’t wanted to admit it.

Flying Dragon stopped walking. Someone was standing in the darkness at the end of the hallway, in front of Soeun’s room.

He stared into the shadows for a moment, then instinctively took a step back. He had focused all his senses, yet couldn’t get a feel for his opponent. This was a first, and it meant that his situation was ten times worse than when he sensed a powerful presence.

With a grave expression, he slowly drew his blade. 

Fuck, is he the one protecting her? He’s totally composed even though I’m here. This bodyguard’s a hell lot stronger than I bargained for.

Crimson Tiger emerged from the darkness, his face covered by a mask.

It was a meeting of the two most prominent Phantoms, but they did not recognize each other.

Looking Crimson Tiger in the eye, Flying Dragon whispered, “Authority is a remarkable thing.”

“What do you mean?”

“It can employ someone like you as a mere bodyguard.”

“The same is true for you, isn’t it?”

“What do you mean?”

“It sent someone like you as a mere assassin,” Crimson Tiger acknowledged, admitting that before meeting Flying Dragon, he too had underestimated his opponent.

“Hahaha.”

Suddenly, an instructor opened his door and came out, aroused by the presence outside his door.

SHWIK!

A throwing knife flew from Flying Dragon’s hand. Before it could pierce the man’s face, however, Crimson Tiger released a finger qi bullet, deflecting the knife.

PAK!

The knife lodged itself in the wall.

SHWIK!

Crimson Tiger fired another finger qi bullet toward the man, who stood there dumbfounded. 

THUD!

The man fell backward. Crimson Tiger had sealed his sleep acupoint.

Fortunately, Soeun and the other instructors did not wake up. It was the middle of the night, and the two men were quiet and stealthy.

Crimson Tiger strode toward Flying Dragon, who unconsciously took a step back. He felt an overwhelming pressure from his opponent, and his instincts whispered that he was afraid.

Still, Flying Dragon struggled to shake off his fear. The moment he lost the battle of wills, he would die. This was one of the precious lessons he had learned from all his past fights.

Crimson Tiger quietly closed the door to the sleeping man’s room.

“Aren’t you merciful?” Flying Dragon sneered.

“I want to catch you with my own hands.”

Crimson Tiger played up his competitive spirit, warning that if they fought noisily, everyone would come running and put Flying Dragon at a disadvantage. In truth, it would be troublesome for both of them, but Flying Dragon didn’t know that.

Flying Dragon nodded. “It’s a bit cramped here. Let’s go outside.”

Crimson Tiger was inwardly relieved to hear those words.

Flying Dragon launched himself through an open window, and Crimson Tiger followed him.

Soaring silently through the air, Flying Dragon touched down once on the Tempest Academy’s training grounds before soaring up again. He jumped over the academy’s outer wall, then landed in a wide, open lot nearby in a display of incredible movement arts.

However, Crimson Tiger arrived at the same spot by taking the same path.

The men’s eyes met. The hoot of an owl carried on a gust of wind.

Flying Dragon squeezed the hilt of his dao. This might be the last wind I feel while alive.

Similarly, Crimson Tiger didn’t dare show even a sliver of carelessness as he faced Flying Dragon. He could smell the dangerous scent of blood on his opponent, branded on him like a stigma, and more intense than any enemy he had ever met.

Someone in the same profession, huh?

Flying Dragon chuckled. “The jianghu is a funny place, isn’t it? We have no grudge against each other, yet we must kill each other.”

Crimson Tiger replied calmly, “We may not have any grievances, but there’s a reward at stake, no?”

Flying Dragon smiled bitterly. The words had struck a chord within him. “Now that you mention it, that’s true.”

Crimson Tiger, on the other hand, maintained his poker face. He was always wary of showing useless sentimentality in front of a strong enemy.

He slowly drew Soul Crusher. “Shall we begin? There’s really no reason for us to waste time on empty threats.”

Flying Dragon’s heart pounded. Regardless of where he looked, he couldn’t find any openings in his opponent’s stance. This bodyguard was a stronger foe than any he had ever faced.

If I don’t do my best, I’ll die.

He slowly raised his blade.

Crimson Tiger probed Flying Dragon’s qi. His opponent was solid—no, not just solid, but as hard as diamond. 

He slowly searched for any cracks in that hard surface, but found no weaknesses. The nihilistic attitude the assassin had exhibited earlier was just his quirky personality and had no bearing on his martial arts skill.

His heart pounded with anxiety and excitement, and he tightened his grip on his sword.

Now, come!

Flying Dragon launched himself forward, closing the distance in an instant and bringing his blade crashing down.

SWOOOOOSH!

Crimson Tiger twisted his body, dodging the blade. The wind from the blow whipped through his hair, sending a thrill through his entire body. The tension of a fight where a single mistake could mean death was more exhilarating than anything else in the world.

SWOOSH! SWOOOSH!

He continued backpedaling, dodging the lightning fast attacks half by sight and half by instinct.

Moonlight reflected off Flying Dragon’s blade, lighting up the darkness of the night. Crimson Tiger danced lightly as a feather, while Flying Dragon relentlessly pursued him.

SWOOSH! SWOOSH! SWOOSH!

Flying Dragon’s attacks were faster than those of most swordsmen. A dao like his was originally a slashing weapon, but he wielded it with complete freedom. Just as his blade sped up, though, Crimson Tiger’s movements changed.

This was the moment Crimson Tiger had been aiming for, a perfectly timed counterattack his opponent could never have predicted.

SHWIIIIING!

Crimson Tiger exploded forward like an arrow released from a bowstring. Caught by surprise, Flying Dragon staggered as he dodged the attack and found himself pushed back by a swift counter as fierce as his own earlier assault.

CLANG! CLAANG! CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!

Sparks flew where the swords met. Flying Dragon’s grip ached as if it would tear apart, but he gritted his teeth and let out a shout: “Haaaap!”

He swung his blade hard, using the recoil of the powerful clash to retreat and escape the immediate crisis.

Crimson Tiger unleashed his sword qi against the dazzling and threatening blade qi. The two waves of energy collided in mid-air.

KWAAAAANG!

The two men were thrown back in opposite directions. Flying Dragon was pushed back further, proving that Crimson Tiger was clearly the superior in terms of qi.

Crimson Tiger made no secret of his martial skill, but he refrained from using the Asura’s Eight Narakas and the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers. He couldn’t rule out the possibility that a master sent by the First Young Lord or the Third Young Lady was spying on them from somewhere.

SWISH SWISH SWISH!

Soul Crusher stabbed swiftly toward Flying Dragon.

He dodged the sword by swaying his body as if in a dance. While the sight was ridiculous, anyone watching would not have laughed. They would have been astonished that he could dodge strikes as fast as chain lightning in such a manner.

For once, Flying Dragon did not know what expression to make. No expression could do justice to the urgency his situation.

THWIP THWIP THWIP THWIP THWIP THWIP!

He desperately dodged six attacks aimed at his vitals. 

Holy shit! a curse escaped him involuntarily. It was too fast, far too fast. The sword would thrust into even a hair’s breadth of an opening without fail.

However, Flying Dragon did not just take it. The moment he dodged the sixth sword strike, he threw his body forward.

WHOOOOOOOOSH!

He swung his blade powerfully, forcing Crimson Tiger to do a backflip to avoid it.

Crimson Tiger sighed with relief. That last blow had been a close call. If he had been distracted or careless for even a fraction of a second, his face would have been smashed.

“You dodged that?” Flying Dragon exclaimed, appalled. His last slash had been filled with killing intent, a sign of how terrible the fight would become. Of course, this wasn’t all bad.

If I’m going to die anyway!

The look in his eyes deepened as he steeled himself for death. Drawing on all he had, his energy grew more intense.

“TAKE THIS!” he roared powerfully.

Recognising his opponent’s conviction, Crimson Tiger cleared his mind.

There is only one way to face an enemy prepared to die. I must fight with the same kind of resolve.

VWOOONG!

Soul Crusher let out a long cry in reply. 

Yes, if I’m going to go all out, I might as well make it spectacular.

Crimson Tiger kicked off the ground and soared into the air. As he expected, Flying Dragon guessed his next move and took off after him without hesitation.

CLAAAANG! CLANG! CLANG!

Sword and blade illuminated the darkness with fiery sparks and permeated the silence with metallic ringing. This life-or-death battle between tiger and dragon was a scene that could be called a true spectacle.

Flying Dragon poured out every bit of skill he possessed. 

Unfortunately, where there is a beginning, there must always be an end.

THWAAAAACK!

“Ugh!”

The sound of tearing flesh rang out, and the two men fell back to the ground. One man landed lightly on his feet, while the other crashed to the ground.

DRIP, DRIP...

Blood was dripping from Soul Crusher. The man left standing was Crimson Tiger.

Flying Dragon glanced at his torn shoulder. Despite giving it his all, it was clear that he wasn’t a match for Crimson Tiger’s power and speed.

I just can’t understand. Just how much does the First Young Lord love that woman for him to assign such a powerful master to protect her?

He looked up. Crimson Tiger was approaching him to deal the final blow, his sword still dripping with blood. The bodyguard’s gaze was resolute, one that would not be swayed by any plea.

Flying Dragon squeezed his eyes shut, relieved that at least he wasn’t being stabbed in the back and killed by some imbecile in a back alley.

Crimson Tiger raised his sword to pierce the assassin’s heart, but before he could strike, a dozen hidden weapons flew rapidly toward him.

TATATATATANG! POP!

He quickly spun around and deflected the hidden weapons, but one of them exploded, releasing a cloud of red smoke.

Crimson Tiger immediately held his breath, but despite not inhaling the smoke, his entire body tingled as if lightning were coursing through his veins, partially paralyzing him and hitting him with a wave of nausea.

Poison! And a nasty one that can be absorbed through the skin, at that!

Crimson Tiger quickly swallowed a general antidote, but some of the poison had already seeped into his body, and he was still surrounded by red smoke. He staggered back, preparing for a surprise attack. 

Sure enough, something soon flew in and a cloud of white smoke exploded. Thankfully, it wasn’t another poison. Rather, the white smoke began to neutralize both the poison in his body and the red smoke.

Soon, the smoke turned blue, then scattered and disappeared.

Crimson Tiger glanced around, but Flying Dragon and his accomplice were long gone. Standing in their place was Yeon, who had set off the white smoke.

Sighing with relief, he slumped to the ground.

Yeon carried him in her arms and took off. “Let’s get out of here for now.”
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Flying Dragon and his handler, Gon, hid in an abandoned house far from the scene of the fight. 

Seated beneath a shabby roof with moonlight filtering in through the cracks, Gon carefully applied medicine to Flying Dragon’s shoulder and bandaged it up. Neither of them said a word throughout the treatment. 

Only after finishing did Gon remark dryly, “Fortunately, it doesn’t look like it will fester.”

Flying Dragon smiled. “Thanks.”

“Wow, you actually know how to say thank you?” Gon grumbled sarcastically.

Lately, he found himself getting annoyed whenever he dealt with Flying Dragon. It was all because of the bastard’s toxic relationship with that bitch Sin Yeongyeong. Although it was something he should have reported to his superiors, he didn’t do it... no, he couldn’t. He had already grown too fond of this fool.

Right now, though, he was angrier than he had ever been.

“I am seriously shocked. Or did I hear you wrongly?”

“No matter how corrupt I’ve become, I’m not so far gone that I can’t feel gratitude for the person who saved my life.”

“So you know you’ve become corrupt?”

“Of course.”

“You fucking idiot!”

“Ow! Stop hitting me!”

“Do I look like I’m joking?” Gon roared. “I put my life on the line for you!”

Flying Dragon, who had been attempting to brush things off with a playful remark, shut his mouth. Even he couldn’t respond flippantly after seeing the genuine concern in Gon’s eyes. “I’m sorry,” he apologized sincerely.

Gon slowly rose to his feet and stared blankly out at the yard beyond the broken door, where weeds flourished in the cracks around the fractured stone lanterns. The barren landscape seemed to mirror Flying Dragon’s troubled soul, and his heart ached for his friend.

“Did you realize it? Your opponent was one of the Phantoms,” he whispered gravely.

“What?” Flying Dragon’s eyes widened in shock. “That stupidly strong guy was one of the Phantoms?”

“Yes, I’m certain. The poison bomb I threw is exclusively used by high-ranking handlers like me. It’s a newly developed poison that seeps through the skin and paralyzes the target without killing them.”

“And?”

“At the last moment, as I was rescuing you, someone threw an antidote bomb. That bomb is also ours. The person who saved him earlier was definitely a fellow handler.”

“No way! Wait, could it be... Crimson Tiger?” Flying Dragon’s expression grew serious. Crimson Tiger was the only person among the Twelve Phantoms who might be able to display that level of martial prowess.

He’s already known as the strongest Phantom, and yet he was hiding his strength like me? What the heck!?

“I think so too,” Gon replied, nodding.

“Seriously? Crimson Tiger was that strong? And he’s protecting that bitch? Fuck! Those nobles are treating us like their private soldiers!”

Since the First Young Lord was involved, it wasn’t impossible. Flying Dragon had already despised the First Young Lord, but now he despised him even more. He knew he had no right to curse anyone, but he could help swearing, “Authority sure is awesome! And I hate the bastards that have it, damn it!”

“...Are you going to keep trying?” Gon asked, hoping his gut feeling was wrong.

Flying Dragon replied without hesitation, “Of course I am. Don’t you already know I’m a shitty loser?”

Gon frowned. “This is the last time I’ll save you, Flying Dragon.”

Flying Dragon chuckled, “Don’t be like that. Why don’t you save me a few more times? Just three more times...”

“Shut up! I swear to the heavens that was the last time!” Gon yelled.

Flying Dragon smiled faintly. He knew better than anyone that Gon’s anger stemmed from his deep, sincere friendship. Still, he stood up and left the abandoned house, saying, “Okay, then don’t interfere again. That’s an order.” 

“For crying out loud, please break up with that heartless bitch! She’s not worth sacrificing your life for!” Gon screamed from inside the house.

Flying Dragon halted in his tracks. He felt sorry for Gon. Although the handler knew everything about him and tried to empathize with him, he simply couldn’t wrap his head around his relationship with Sin Yeongyeong.

Then again, I myself don’t understand my relationship with her.

He gazed at the sky for a moment before glancing back. “You’re the one who should break up with me, Gon. I’m even more of a heartless jerk than her.”
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At the same time, Crimson Tiger was bathing in a forest stream.

Yeon spoke with her back turned, “You were hit by the Association’s newest poison bomb. It wasn’t designed to be lethal, and since I also used an antidote bomb, there shouldn’t be any lasting effects.”

Crimson Tiger plunged his face into the frigid water, which jolted him to his senses. He was confident that his opponents couldn’t have killed him even if he was in a weakened state, but if it hadn’t been for Yeon, he could have been seriously injured by their counterattack.

PWAAAT!

He straightened up. “You said the assassin was also a Phantom, right?”

“Yes, I’m certain. We are the only ones in this jianghu who have that particular poison bomb.”

“Was it Flying Dragon?”

Yeon nodded. “Considering how he held his own against you, Crimson Tiger, I believe so.”

Crimson Tiger immediately suspected that the Flying Dragon’s ambush might have been ordered by the organization, but quickly dismissed the idea. Besides Cheon Ahseong, the only people who could mobilize the Twelve Phantoms for personal reasons were the First Young Lord and the Third Young Lady, and neither of them wanted Soeun dead.

“Who would benefit most from Soeun’s death? Miss Sin Yeongyeong? But how did she persuade Flying Dragon, of all people, to help her?”

No matter how he thought about it, he couldn’t make heads or tails of all this.

“I’m not sure either. Should I look into it?” Yeon offered.

“There’s no need,” Crimson Tiger replied, shaking his head. While it would be good to know the inside story, it didn’t matter much if he didn’t. The two must be entangled in some way, but whether it was a grudge, a monetary contract, or a love affair, none were worth putting Yeon in danger over.

Besides, his main focus was to protect Soeun, and to do that, he needed her support now more than ever.

He looked at Yeon. “About the person who rescued him, is he a handler like you?”

“Probably. If the man you fought was Flying Dragon, then the handler must be Gon.”

“A handler got involved, huh?”

Handlers weren’t allowed to interfere with the Phantoms’ missions, and even less likely to get involved if it wasn’t an official mission. In other words, Flying Dragon’s handler had acted on his own discretion. 

Either way, this is getting really serious.

Crimson Tiger sighed. “Anyway, he’ll definitely be back.” 

He said that not because the opponent was Flying Dragon, but because even in the final moment, the man hadn’t feared death. From experience, he knew that people like that never gave up easily.

“You must not let your guard down,” Yeon reminded worriedly.

Crimson Tiger nodded reassuringly. “Don’t worry.”

“Then I’ll be on my way.” Yeon turned to leave.

Crimson Tiger called out, “Thank you for saving me, Yeon.”

“Please don’t say things like that anymore. At least, my feelings for you, Crimson Tiger... will not melt as easily as last year’s snow.”

Before Crimson Tiger could respond, Yeon melted into the darkness.


V5C5: The Phantom Illusions Grimoire

Sin Yeongyeong sensed someone in her room and opened her eyes abruptly. Despite the metallic smell of blood in the air, she remained calm and sat up slowly. 

When her eyes finally adjusted to the dim light, she noticed Flying Dragon crouched in the corner, blood seeping through the bandages wrapped tightly around his shoulder. “Did you kill that bitch?” she asked, her voice languid as if she’d just awoken from slumber.

Flying Dragon didn’t answer.

Annoyance clouded her expression. “You couldn’t kill her? Why not? Why couldn’t you kill her?”

Flying Dragon shot to his feet and strode over to Sin Yeongyeong. Before she could react, he grasped her throat with his hand, rage written all over his face. If he squeezed just a little harder, her neck would snap.

Sin Yeongyeong’s face started turning purple, but she remained defiant. Terribly defiant. “Let go! You filthy bastard! Let me go!” she spat, growing more indignant instead of fearful.

Flying Dragon tightened his grip. He felt the urge to kill this bitch and then himself.

Nevertheless, even as Sin Yeongyeong suffocated, she didn’t beg for her life. She simply gasped for air as much as she could while glaring at Flying Dragon in spite.

Faced with that scornful look, Flying Dragon slowly relaxed his grip and released her.

“Haaaaa...” Sin Yeongyeong gasped raggedly for breath, then asked calmly, “What on earth happened?”

She didn’t question Flying Dragon’s earlier actions.

Flying Dragon ambled over to the window and opened it, not caring if anyone else saw him. The faint light of the dawn moon streamed in. “An incredible guy was protecting her,” he explained.

“Who was it?”

“Crimson Tiger. As the rumors say, he’s the strongest of the Twelve Phantoms.”

“Stronger than you?”

Flying Dragon nodded. It stung his pride to admit it in front of Sin Yeongyeong, but there was no denying the truth. He wasn’t confident he could win in a rematch.

“So?”

“What do you mean, ‘so’?”

“Are you saying you’ll give up?”

Flying Dragon fell silent. Disappointment washed over him. If Sin Yeongyeong truly loved him, why would she push him into the jaws of death against someone so formidable?

Still, he hid his feelings. Showing her weakness now would only make him more miserable.

Sin Yeongyeong shot him a spiteful look. “Even if you have to blow that whole place up, you must kill that bitch.”

“Have you forgotten? She’s in an academy filled with kids.”

“So?”

“What?”

“Enough with the righteous act. It won’t get you forgiven for what you’ve done.”

The words plunged into Flying Dragon’s heart like a dagger. She was right. He should never have come this far in the first place. He shouldn’t have met her, and he shouldn’t have fallen for her. He shouldn’t have done all the dirty deeds she asked of him.

I regret every damn thing I’ve done for this bitch, but fine, I’ll go and die. I’ll die fighting one hell of a fight!

He turned away without a word and headed for the door.

“Wait!” Sin Yeongyeong called out.

“What?”

“Didn’t you just say he’s stronger than you? Isn’t it stupid to try the same trick again?”

“So?”

“Wait. I’ll figure out a way for you to kill him for sure.”

For a moment, the thought that she was doing this for him brought Flying Dragon a surge of joy. To his own surprise, he truly felt that way.

At the same time, he sighed bitterly, having once again failed to throw away this foolish love.
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“You’re here again?” Jin Chung greeted Baek Museong politely when he visited the prison again.

“You’re looking well,” Baek Museong remarked. As the First Young Lord, he could visit his subordinate anytime he wished.

“I’m eating well and living well. I’ve come to realize that spending some time alone isn’t so bad.”

Baek Museong nodded. Jin Chung certainly looked much healthier than the last time he had visited. “Sounds like I’ve been working you too hard.”

“Not at all,” Jin Chung denied immediately, flustered.

Baek Museong chuckled at his candid reaction and surveyed the area. All the other prisons were empty, except for the one Jin Chung was in. A special cell had been prepared for him.

“Are you bored? Should I come in and keep you company?” he offered.

“Please don’t say such things, even as a joke!”

“Hahaha!”

The two men faced each other and burst out laughing.

Jin Chung’s eyes filled with emotion. “Well done. You truly did the right thing.”

He had received a report that Baek Museong had met Soeun and left her be. He was overjoyed that his master had not crossed the line of human morality. In fact, he was so joyful that he could die without regrets. This was also why he looked so well lately.

Baek Museong nodded. He didn’t regret his decision. What worried him now was the assassin that Sin Yeongyeong had sent.

Jin Chung comforted him. “Crimson Tiger will take care of everything.”

“I trust him, but I can’t help but feel anxious,” Baek Museong confessed. This was a matter concerning his daughter’s life and death, after all. “Is it really alright to leave it all to him?”

Jin Chung smiled faintly. The First Young Lord never looked back once he made a decision. Such anxiety didn’t suit his lord. Having a daughter had changed him.

Surprisingly, he liked this side of Baek Museong. The cruel and heartless tasks were better left to him, the subordinate.

“Have faith in Crimson Tiger. He was the one who brought her here, so he’ll be able to protect her.”

Baek Museong nodded solemnly. “I understand.”

CREAK...

Suddenly, the iron gate in the distance swung open. The head guard had let someone in. 

Turning back, Baek Museong realized that it was one of his bodyguards. Normally, the man would have waited outside, so the fact that he interrupted them must have meant he had an urgent message.

“What is it?” he asked.

“A message came from Crimson Tiger. There was an ambush last night.”

Baek Museong’s eyes widened. “What? Already? What happened?”

“Crimson Tiger stopped him.”

Jin Chung beamed. “As expected!”

Baek Museong let out a sigh of relief.

“However, he said the man escaped with the help of an accomplice.”

Baek Museong’s expression darkened again.

Jin Chung sighed, “To think she would send someone formidable enough to escape from Crimson Tiger, even if he didn’t do it alone...”

Crimson Tiger did not reveal that the man was Flying Dragon, deciding that this information was irrelevant to the current situation.

Unfortunately, there was another urgent report.

“Also, a short while ago, Miss Sin requested access to the Grand Archives.”

“What?”

Except for Cheon Ahseong and his disciples, even the highest-ranking figures in the Association needed permission to enter the Grand Archives.

Jin Chung narrowed his eyes. “It must be related to the failure of the recent ambush. We must find out what secret manual she was after.”

“How...?”

Since one couldn’t take the manuals out, Sin Yeongyeong must have memorized the manual before leaving. However, it was impossible to know which one as it was impossible to spy on someone inside the Grand Archives.

A strange light gleamed in Jin Chung’s eyes. “There is one way. You just need to meet her before she enters the Archives.”
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“It’s been a while, Miss Sin,” Baek Museong said, greeting her amicably. He was sitting opposite his fiancée in a tea room of the Inner Court.

Sin Yeongyeong smiled like a gentle, delicate flower. The word ‘womanly’ suited her perfectly. “The wedding isn’t far off now.”

Baek Museong took a sip of tea. The finest quality Longjing tea had a flavor as deep as its aroma , so much so that he felt a pang of regret, wishing he could drink it with someone he truly loved instead.

“Time flies by like a flash of lightning, doesn’t it?”

“Really? To me, it feels like it’s crawling.” Sin Yeongyeong beamed brightly.

Baek Museong was struck by the sudden realization of how terrifying this woman was.

How can she smile at me like this after sending someone to kill my daughter? No, even if she thinks Soeun is my lover, it still sends shivers down my spine.

He understood. Even if Sin Yeongyeong had known Soeun was his daughter, she would have made the same decision, and she would still be smiling the same gentle way she was now.

He had never thought of her as his life partner, but until the day he became the master of the Association, he fully intended to use her to his heart’s content.

The moment I become the Association Chairman, though...

Baek Museong lifted his teacup again, fearing his heartlessness might show on his face. He had no intention of blaming her for being this way, as she and he were both equally dirty and vile. If anything, he was the one with the more sinister plans.

“Let’s spend more time together after we’re married.”

He extended his hand, and Sin Yeongyeong blushed as she took it.

Fortunately, she didn’t seem to have grasped the meaning behind their clasped hands. She was simply moved that Baek Museong was showing her affection for the first time in a long while.
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Ten hours after holding his fiancée’s hand, Baek Museong strode out of the Grand Archives wearing a serious expression. A Scent Tracking Mouse was tucked into his sleeve.

The mouse was a specially trained animal capable of tracking one specific scent. The scent was colorless, odorless, and completely undetectable by humans. Only the Scent Tracking Mouse could smell it, and earlier, when he had held Sin Yeongyeong’s hand, he had applied that scent to her.

He then waited for her to enter and leave the Grand Archives before going inside himself and releasing the Scent Tracking Mouse to find out which manual she had touched. 

In the end, he discovered that the manual she had memorized was the Phantom Illusions Grimoire.

Baek Museong addressed one of his subordinates. “Contact Crimson Tiger. Tell him the damn bastard has now learned an advanced disguise art.”
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“You remind me of someone,” Soeun told Crimson Tiger, who was walking behind her with a box full of practice swords.

Her own hands were also full. Crimson Tiger had offered to help her prepare for class, but while other instructors usually had students assist with the setup, she always did it herself, so she always had a lot to lug around.

“Who would that be?” Crimson Tiger asked.

A faint blush colored Soeun’s cheeks. The person she was reminded of was, of course, Crimson Tiger.

Just thinking of him made her miss him. Even at this very moment, he was probably carrying out a mission somewhere.

She had left the Evil Coalition, come to the Association, met her father, and also crossed paths with Crimson Tiger. Compared to when she had entered the Ironblood Nines with suicidal thoughts, her current situation was so much better.

Back then, she had lived with the thought that she might as well just die, but that had changed. She was no longer afraid to risk her life in pursuit of her own goals.

As she was lost in her thoughts, Crimson Tiger suddenly remarked, “You’re going to be a wonderful teacher.”

Soeun blinked in shock, instantly jolted from her reverie. “Thank you, but does that mean I’m not a good teacher yet?”

“Ah! Is that how it came across?”

“In times like this, you’re supposed to say, ‘You’ve misunderstood me.’”

The two of them looked at each other and laughed.

Crimson Tiger liked this bright side of her. His connection with her was deeper than any other relationship he’d had so far. He had tried to kill her, and he had tried to save her. He was also the one who told the First Young Lord that she was his daughter. Thus, he sincerely hoped she could continue to live safely and freely. 

Suddenly, a student ran up to them, urgently relayed a message that the principal was calling for Soeun, and left.

“I’ll take these to the training grounds. You should go.”

“Thanks for your help.”

“Don’t mention it.”

Soeun entered the building. The black cat, which had been nowhere to be seen, trotted along behind her. Crimson Tiger intended to wave if it glanced back, but the black cat merely swished its tail and continued on its way, ignoring its master completely.

I supposed the saying that dogs are like men and cats are like women is accurate. This damn cat is no different from a prim, haughty young lady!

Chuckling, he shook off the random thought and laid the box down at one side of the training grounds.

[I have an urgent message for you.]

It was Yeon’s voice. Far in the distance, he saw her face appear over a wall and then swiftly vanish.

Crimson Tiger immediately ditched class and headed to the forest behind the central building, where he had previously agreed to meet Yeon.

Although the forest was outside the academy, it was also where the black cat’s cries could be heard.

“What is it?”

As expected, Yeon was waiting there for him. 

Before he could open his mouth, she answered his unasked question, “I received a message from the First Young Lord. The assassin has learned the Phantom Illusions Grimoire.”

“The Phantom Illusions Grimoire?” Crimson Tiger tilted his head in confusion. He had never heard of this martial art before.

Yeon explained, “It’s known as the easiest advanced disguise art to master.”

“Does that mean he could infiltrate our surroundings disguised as someone we know?”

“That’s right.”

“Is there any way we can recognize him when he’s transformed?”

Yeon shook her head. “The Phantom Illusions Grimoire is an incredible technique in its own right, though it’s not comparable to the Thousand Transformations Hundred Faces Art. Even so, don’t underestimate it. I think it’ll be difficult to recognize him unless he reveals his killing intent.”

Crimson Tiger’s face soured. The problem had escalated in severity. Their opponent was already sure to learn from his previous failure and prepare more thoroughly. Now that he had also learned the Phantom Illusions Grimoire, things had become truly complicated.

Yeon sighed worriedly, “We’ll have to hope the black cat does its job well.”

Crimson Tiger nodded silently, but he knew. The time had come to be three times more vigilant.


V5C6: Congratulatory Banquet

All the instructors gathered in Principal Bang Hagi’s office. Soeun, who had also been summoned, took a seat at the very back.

Bang Hagi treated the instructors as comfortably as his relaxed appearance suggested. His good nature smoothed over any conflicts that might have arisen among them, creating a better atmosphere at these meetings than at other academies.

“I’m sure that you’re all aware the First Young Lord’s wedding ceremony will be held soon, right?”

Vice Principal Ban Yang answered on behalf of the other instructors. “Of course.”

“The subordinate organizations of the Association will each hold their own celebratory events. Shouldn’t we do something as well?”

“Of course we should. Doesn’t the First Young Lord lecture at our academy? However, we must also be mindful of the Third Young Lady. It would be best to do something, as long as it’s not overly ostentatious.”

Bang Hagi looked around at the instructors and asked casually, “Who would like to take charge?”

Everyone avoided Bang Hagi’s gaze. This was a troublesome task. If it were just a celebratory banquet in honor of the upcoming wedding, they might have volunteered to curry favor with the First Young Lord. 

However, countless events would be held before and after the wedding, and there was no chance the First Young Lord would be present at every single one. With so many other prominent organizations, it was even less likely he would attend the academy’s celebratory banquet.

“It’ll be a very meaningful event. The First Young Lord will surely be pleased,” Ban Yang said, attempting to subtly entice them.

Still, everyone feigned indifference. No one was willing to risk misjudging the balance between adequate and excessive, thereby incurring the Third Young Lady’s ire.

Ban Hagi and Ban Yang exchanged troubled looks, when someone raised their hand.

“May I do it?” Soeun offered.

Everyone stared in surprise. They hadn’t expected a new instructor to volunteer. Soon, however, they all started clapping, showing their support for her.

Bang Hagi smiled broadly. “Of course. If Miss Baek takes charge, we’ll all be relieved.”

“Well, I don’t have any experience, so I don’t know if I can do it well...” Soeun muttered.

She had hesitated many times before stepping forward. At first, she had had no intention of volunteering , but when she saw everyone’s reluctance to do something involving her father, she suddenly felt upset.

She debated whether to do it, and in the end, she just squeezed her eyes shut and volunteered.

“Haha, nobody’s good at everything from the start. Take martial arts, for example. Don’t we all improve with practice?”

“I’ll do my best, but I have one question.”

“Ask away.”

“Have there been events like this before?”

“Occasionally.”

“What kind of events were usually held?”

“Usually, we either stage a group sword demonstration or have someone perform a sword dance. It should be fine to do that again this time.”

“Ah, is that so?” Soeun furrowed her brow slightly, feeling a bit disappointed.

Bang Hagi asked, “Do you have something else in mind?”

“Well...”

Something had come to mind the moment she raised her hand, but she wasn’t sure if it was okay to do it.

“Please tell us,” Bang Hagi encouraged with a smile.

Soeun hesitated for a moment, then blurted out, “What do you think about performing a play?”

Everyone was startled by her words.

“Don’t you think other places will all hold banquets celebrating martial arts? That’s why I’d like us to do something unique and put on a play,” Soeun explained confidently.

“But that won’t be easy, will it?” Ban Yang asked worriedly.

Soeun nodded, acknowledging his concern. “That’s true, but as you said earlier, I believe there’s nothing we can’t do if we put in the effort.”

“Wouldn’t something safe and simple be better?” Ban Yang argued , fearing a shoddy performance might result in unnecessary gossip about the academy.

Soeun sighed, “If you really insist, then okay...”

“If that’s Instructor Baek’s wish, then why don’t we give it a try!” Bang Hagi suddenly interjected.

“Principal!” Ban Yang tried to convince him otherwise, but Bang Hagi did not yield.

“Fear of failure is the biggest obstacle to progress.”

Since Bang Hagi put it that way, Ban Yang abandoned his attempts to stop the Principal.

Soeun bowed politely. “Thank you.”

Ban Yang asked worriedly, “Is there anything you need? If you need children with a talent for acting, I can gather them for you.”

“No, that’s alright. The children in my class can do it.”

“Will that be possible?”

Soeun nodded. “I won’t be greedy. I’ll prepare a modest stage.”

She had chosen to put on a play because she had often seen them when she was young. Street performance troupes frequently performed in the marketplace, and her mother would always take her by the hand to watch. 

The plays were usually about the masters of the Evil Coalition, leading her to believe that her mother probably reminisced about her father while watching those performances.

Still, she was worried. She had never taken the lead in doing anything before. Nevertheless, she knew that what she needed now was not worry, but effort and determination.

Soeun took a deep breath and walked to the training ground where the children waited. “We’ve decided to hold an event to commemorate the First Young Lord’s wedding ceremony.”

Most of the children scowled, their expressions showing their disapproval at her decision to take on such a troublesome task.

Soeun pretended not to notice and continued, “I’m thinking of putting on a play.”

All the students gaped in shock.

Go Jin shouted, “A play? You don’t mean that stupid thing where people wear ridiculous makeup and make fools of themselves in public, right?”

Soeun ignored his rudeness and calmly explained, “Yes, but the makeup is called stage makeup, and the actors aren’t making fools of themselves, they’re acting out characters in a story.”

The children quieted down, but the mocking sneers on their faces showed no sign of fading.

Go Jin snorted. “We’re martial artists.”

“So? Is there a law that says people from the jianghu can’t stand on a stage?”

Why should we humiliate ourselves for no reason?“

“I won’t force anyone to do this. Only volunteers will perform. Anyone who thinks it’s embarrassing doesn’t have to step forward.”

The children fell silent. Regardless of what she said, no one was going to volunteer. In their minds, plays were for the lower class.

Suddenly, Crimson Tiger asked, “What’s the play about?”

Soeun already had an idea for that. “I’m thinking of creating a play about the First Young Lord and Miss Sin, whom he’s going to marry.”

“Who’s directing it?”

“I am.”

Crimson Tiger regarded Soeun for a moment, then said, “Can I volunteer?”

Soeun smiled brightly. “Of course.”

“......” Go Jin remained silent.

Everyone stared at him strangely. Normally, Go Jin would have called Crimson Tiger out for being shameless, so why was he so quiet today?

“I’ll do it, too,” a girl said.

Go Jin’s expression hardened instantly. It was Jaegal Suyeon.

Flustered, he immediately tried to stop her. “Suyeon! What’s gotten into you all of a sudden?”

Jaegal Suyeon replied curtly, “It looks fun.”

Go Jin scowled. He glared fiercely at Crimson Tiger, then reluctantly raised his hand. He could not leave Suyeon alone with him.

“I’ll do it too! But! I’m going to be the main character!”

Soeun beamed at Go Jin, thinking she wouldn’t even need to teach him how to act if she cast him as the villain.
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To Baek Museong’s surprise, he encountered Soeun waiting for him as he was leaving after his class with the advanced White Orchid students.

“Haha, it’s been a while,” he greeted her cordially.

“How have you been?” Soeun asked, smiling brightly. 

Baek Museong felt his heart pounding in his chest. On the days he came to teach, she usually only watched him from a distance, so he was excited that she had come to greet him first. “How’s teaching going?”

“It’s gotten a lot easier since that day,” Soeun replied, referring to the time Baek Museong had backed her up in front of the children. After that incident, she had quickly settled in at the academy.

“That’s a relief, but why did you come looking for me today?”

“Our academy has decided to put on a play in honor of your wedding, First Young Lord.”

“A play?”

Soeun blushed. “Yes. I’m thinking of writing a story about your courtship with Miss Sin. I’m not very experienced, but I’ve taken on the role of director.” 

“Oh, is that so?” Baek Museong chuckled awkwardly.

Deep down, he was truly shaken. Since Soeun knew that he was her father, she must have volunteered for his sake. For some reason, this made his heart throb painfully.

“In order to write the script, I need to know how the two of you met and how you fell in love, at least roughly,” Soeun said. Of course, this was the excuse she had come up with to spend some quality time with her father.

“Hmm, how we met, huh...?”

He had nothing to say. He and Sin Yeongyeong had seen each other a few times as children, and their marriage had been arranged recently. Theirs was a typical political marriage, with no romance involved.

In the end, he said, “Let’s walk for a bit.”

The two of them strolled across the training ground. 

After walking in silence for a while, Baek Museong began, “The day we first met, it was snowing heavily. At the time, I was wandering the jianghu, training by challenging others to duels. However, the snow was so heavy that I got lost. While drifting aimlessly, I arrived at a village. In the center of the village, there was a large willow tree.”

Soeun’s heart sank. The village with the large willow tree was her hometown.

Come to think of it... could it be?

Before her mother passed away, she said that she met her father on a day when it snowed heavily.

Baek Museong smiled bitterly. He was indeed talking about the time he met Soeun’s biological mother.

At the time, he had believed they were in love. She was beautiful and kind. It was a fleeting encounter, but in his youth, he equated that act with love. 

Ultimately, though, he couldn’t give up on the jianghu. He had never even considered settling down, figuring it was impossible to have both.

“I fell for her at first sight.”

“Ah!”

Soeun was thrilled that her father was telling her the story of how he met and fell in love with her mother. It warmed her heart to know that he had feelings for her mother, even though she knew there was a chance he was lying.

As they wandered near the academy entrance, Ju Hwayin suddenly appeared and stepped through the main gate. 

Baek Museong halted, blinking in shock. Ju Hwayin wasn’t scheduled to teach today, so why was she here?

“What brings you to the academy?” he asked, feigning nonchalance.

“I have something to discuss with the principal, but why are you walking around with a new female instructor?” Ju Hwayin countered. Since she also taught at the academy, she had no reason to pretend not to be acquainted with Soeun.

“I’m in charge of the celebratory banquet in commemoration of the First Young Lord’s wedding, and I had some questions for him,” Soeun answered, smiling brightly. She was well aware that Ju Hwayin was her father’s political archnemesis.

Baek Museong did his best to stay composed and act like there was nothing weird at all about this situation. Ju Hwayin was likely keeping Soeun around to shake his resolve, and he wasn’t about to let her know it was working.

Nevertheless, he couldn’t supress his anxiety. He had become a lot more emotional after learning that Soeun was his daughter, and there was no telling whether a sharp person like Ju Hwayin would notice his unusual behavior.

“Oh? Have you already decided what to do during the banquet?”

“Yes, we’re putting on a play.”

“That’s new. So, what’s it about?”

“It’s a story about how the First Young Lord fell in love and courted his beloved.”

“Interesting! Can you tell me more about the story?” Ju Hwayin persisted. Something about Baek Museong was really weird and awkward right now, and she wanted to know what was up with her senior brother.

Soeun panicked. The story she had just heard was about her parents’ meeting, not Baek Museong’s relationship with Sin Yeongyeong. “Well... I haven’t heard the full story yet...” she mumbled.

Ju Hwayin did not miss Soeun’s barely hidden agitation. Smiling, she said, “If it’s about Senior Brother, I can tell you all about him. Is there anything you’re curious about?”

“No, I’ve heard enough.”

“But didn’t you just say you hadn’t heard the full story yet?”

For a moment, Soeun was at a loss for words. To make matters worse, the more she worried about appearing nervous, the more anxious she became.

Finally, Baek Museong intervened. “That’s enough for today.”

“Thank you for taking the time to speak with me,” Soeun said, quickly bowing to him and hurrying off.

Baek Museong looked back at Ju Hwayin. “Well, then. I’ll see you soon.”

“Yes, of course, Senior Brother.”

Baek Museong walked toward the academy gates.

“That child’s quite pretty, isn’t she?” Ju Hwayin asked abruptly.

Baek Museong replied without turning back, “Of course she is.”

When Baek Museong was out of earshot, Lee Dansim, who was guarding Ju Hwayin from afar, approached her mistress. Much to her surprise, Ju Hwayin’s expression was completely stiff. 

“Is something wrong?” she asked, concerned.

Ju Hwayin sighed heavily. “He’s realized that she’s his daughter.”
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After leaving Tempest Academy, Baek Museong made a beeline for the prison where Jin Chung was being held.

Jin Chung instantly recognized his lord’s urgency. “What is it?”

“Junior Sister has realized that I know about Soeun.”

Ju Hwayin was not the only sharp person around. Baek Museong was certain that she had figured it out. Having fought as arch enemies for so long, they could understand each other without words. This was one of those times.

Still, although he couldn’t stop Soeun from being nervous, he should have handled the situation more calmly.

I knew what I had to do, but I just couldn’t control myself.

“How did this happen?” Jin Chung muttered worriedly. “Did the Third Young Lady notice that you noticed she noticed?”

“...I don’t think so.”

“That’s a relief, at least. Do you have any idea what she’ll do next?”

Baek Museong said softly, “She won’t wait. She’ll probably expose the truth right away.”

Jin Chung sighed. Baek Museong understood Ju Hwayin better than anyone else. His prediction was likely correct. “When’s the next official gathering that Lord Sin will attend?”

“Tomorrow afternoon. A meeting of the high-ranking members is scheduled regarding the recent Radiant Hall incident.”

“So she’s going to reveal it then?”

Baek Museong nodded. “Most probably, yes.”

Jin Chung sighed. All the powerful figures within the Association would be present at the gathering. If it were revealed there that Baek Museong had an illegitimate daughter, Sin Paegeuk would not be able to endure the humiliation.

“There’s only one way to get out of this crisis,” Baek Museong said gravely.

“What is it?”

“I have to tell Lord Sin about Soeun myself.”

“What if he calls off the wedding?”

Baek Museong shook his head. “He won’t do that.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“If Junior Sister reveals the truth and embarrasses him, he’ll definitely cancel the wedding. However, if I reveal it beforehand, he’ll find another way around it. He is... a greedy man, after all.”

“Is that really so?” Jin Chung raised an eyebrow. He was not convinced. If the marriage were canceled, the First Young Lord’s image would be severely tarnished.

Baek Museong explained, “Reputation is ultimately about how you want others to see you. Those who value public perception like to take the initiative. I’m sure Sin Paegeuk will try to ensure that this wedding goes through smoothly, especially since he’ll think he’s gained the upper hand over me through this incident.”

Jin Chung nodded at Baek Museong’s analysis. “You’re right.”

“However, there’s one problem.”

“What is it?”

“Sin Paegeuk is currently away from the Alliance on a secret mission related to Sword Heaven. He plans to attend the meeting immediately upon his return. If I bring this up right before the meeting, my intentions will be obvious.”

“I see.”

Even a difference of a few hours in the timing of the confession could change the outcome completely.

“First, I must stop Junior Sister from exposing it at this meeting. Only then can I approach him.”

Baek Museong grit his teeth. Of course, he planned to negotiate under the guise of a confession, which meant that this would be his most difficult challenge yet.

Jin Chung too understood why Baek Museong had come to see him. He asked softly, “Where is the meeting being held?”

“At the Pure Flower Pavilion.”

Jin Chung nodded. The Pure Flower Pavilion was a place where the high-ranking members of the Association usually held their meetings. “Leave tomorrow’s matter to me.”

“Can you do it?” Baek Museong asked nervously.

It was no easy task, but if anyone could pull it off, it was Jin Chung. The man had always been the one to carry out secret and illicit tasks for him. Even though he was imprisoned right now, he could still command his subordinates.

Jin Chung grinned confidently. “The Third Young Lady won’t have the chance to reveal anything.”

“I’m counting on you.”


V5C7: Thwarting the Meeting

The masters of the Three Heavens and the core elders of the New Righteous Association gathered at the Pure Flower Pavilion. Consisting of the Association’s highest-ranking members, this council was privy to confidential information, such as the existence of the Twelve Phantoms.

Baek Museong and Ju Hwayin were among them.

However, the meeting was delayed due to one person’s absence.

Elder Hwa Jong asked a martial artist guarding the entrance, “Has the Lord of Sword Heaven arrived yet?”

“We received word that he will arrive shortly.”

Hwa Jong nodded and told everyone, “Since he’ll be here soon, let’s wait a little longer before we begin.”

This made sense. Not only was Sword Heaven the most powerful faction within the Three Heavens, it was also the strongest organization in the entire Association.

The Lord of Blade Heaven scowled. “If he doesn’t show up in fifteen minutes, we should just ignore him and proceed!”

He was very upset. Would they have waited like this if I had been late? That detestable old man would have surely started the meeting without me.

Unfortunately, no one cared about his opinion.

The elders were more concerned about the two successors, Baek Museong and Ju Hwayin, than they were about the Lords of the Three Heavens. Though they were officially neutral, they all fought in an intense, silent battle to decide whom to support. One wrong move could spell disaster. If the successor they opposed won, they would quickly become forgotten old men, elders in name only.

Baek Museong and Ju Hwayin made eye contact. Ju Hwayin smiled, and Baek Museong returned the gesture.

Despite their outward appearances, though, both felt more nervous than they had in a long time.

Today was the day Ju Hwayin would make her decisive move, but Baek Museong had anticipated it.

Still, Ju Hwayin felt confident.

If I reveal that Baek Museong has a child in front of all these masters, the marriage will be annulled. The Sin Paegeuk I know would be far less concerned about the child’s existence compared to Baek Museong’s deception. Claiming he didn’t know about her will just sound like an excuse.

Then, the moment Baek Museong loses the support of Sword Heaven, I’ll launch an all-out offensive to oust him.

Several minutes later, Sin Paegeuk arrived.

“My apologies for being late,” he said.

The meeting began as soon as he appeared, with Elder Hwa Jong leading the proceedings.

“As you have all been briefed, the Evil Coalition has targeted the Mystery Pavilion, thereby provoking us.”

Everyone nodded gravely. The Inner Court had been breached, and the Myriad Secrets Cave had nearly been plundered.

“We can’t simply overlook this,” Elder Hwang Eom chimed in. “To think the Radiant Hall was breached! This is unacceptable.”

Everyone nodded, sharing his sentiment.

“The Mystery Pavilion Master and the Radiant Hall Director must both be fired.”

All the elders nodded. A few who agreed with Hwang Eom stepped forward to voice their support for the proposal. This matter was extremely serious, and having the two step down seemed to be the most effective solution.

Suddenly, however, Baek Museong stepped forward. “I agree that someone must take responsibility for this incident.”

All eyes focused on him. Now that the succession war had entered its final stage, every word the First Young Lord and the Third Young Lady said mattered.

“If we only consider the end result, this punishment makes sense,” Baek Museong began calmly. “However, sometimes we must pay attention to things other than the apparent outcome. This espionage operation was planned over a long period of time, and the spy was trained from a young age exclusively for this mission. It was an operation on which the Evil Coalition staked its very survival. We estimate that the preparation period spanned over twenty years.”

No one disagreed with him on that point.

“Of course, there was some minor property damage, but the important thing is that we ultimately stopped them. Furthermore, we eliminated four of the Ten Evils in the process. Dismissing the two men might be unwise.”

Everyone except Hwang Eom’s faction nodded.

Sin Paegeuk remained silent. He didn’t want to be accused of taking his son-in-law’s side before the wedding.

Naturally, all eyes turned to Ju Hwayin.

Ju Hwayin revealed her stance. “I agree with Senior Brother.”

Surprise spread across everyone’s faces. They had expected her to oppose the First Young Lord.

“The Mystery Pavilion and the Radiant Hall have produced numerous excellent results over the years,” she added. “Dismissing them now would be exactly what the Evil Coalition wants. We’d be handing those bastards a partial victory.”

With both successors defending the two directors, public opinion naturally swayed in their favor. A few elders offered their support, and everyone else followed suit.

Hwang Eom, who had insisted on their dismissal, stepped back and suggested a six-month salary reduction instead. Since the two successors agreed, there was no need to object any further. The Mystery Pavilion and the Radiant Hall answered directly to the Association Chairman anyway, and they had no say in their appointments.

As a result, with the help of Baek Museong and Ju Hwayin, Yagong and Gu Yangseo kept their positions.

When the discussion concluded, Ju Hwayin remarked casually, “I’d like to take this opportunity to report one thing.”

All eyes focused on her.

Baek Museong’s expression hardened. The moment of truth is here. I just have to trust Jin Chung to stop this disaster!

“What is it?” Elder Hwa Jong asked.

Ju Hwayin smiled triumphantly. Just as she was about to speak, however, the door flew open and a martial artist rushed in.

Hwa Jong frowned. Unless the matter was extremely urgent, no ordinary martial artist would dare barge into the meeting room. He asked quickly, “What is it?”

“We’ve received intel about a planned ambush.”

“Where?”

“Right here.”

“What?”

Everyone in the hall jumped at the news.

“You must evacuate immediately,” the martial artist advised.

“Nonsense!” Ju Hwayin retorted “Have you forgotten where we are?”

Baek Museong rose from his seat. “Considering the recent security breach at the Radiant Hall, your attitude strikes me as rather presumptuous.”

Ju Hwayin’s mouth twitched. I knew it. He figured out I was going to expose him!

She felt certain this was Baek Museong’s doing, but she couldn’t let this golden opportunity slip away. Glancing around at the masters in the room, she began, “What I was about to say relates to this matter...”

KABOOOM!

A tremendous explosion shook the building violently, sending tremors through the floor and rattling the windows.

Another martial artist rushed in.

“What happened?” Hwa Jong demanded.

The martial artist reported, “A Roaring Thunder Bomb exploded at the building entrance.”

The first martial artist replied, “It seems the intel was correct. We must evacuate at once.”

The masters hastily left their seats. Ju Hwayin tried to stop them, but the hall was already plunging into chaos.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, but we can hear it later,” Hwa Jong said as he left.

Ju Hwayin bit her lip firmly. Cowardly old fools!

After everyone had left, only Ju Hwayin and Baek Museong remained.

Ju Hwayin laughed, “How lazy. If the spies bothered to come all the way to the entrance of the Pure Flower Pavilion, why didn’t they walk a few more steps and plant the Roaring Thunder Bomb right here in this room?”

Baek Museong smiled faintly. “They must have had bad luck.”

“Thanks to that, someone got very lucky.”

“It was a good attempt.”

“This won’t be the end.”

“Of course not. I’m looking forward to the next match.”

Baek Museong started to walk away.

“Aren’t you worried about her?” Ju Hwayin asked from behind him.

“......” Baek Museong halted mid-step.

Ju Hwayin taunted, “There’s no guarantee a Roaring Thunder Bomb won’t go off at her feet.”

Despite the obvious threat to Soeun’s life, Baek Museong remained calm. “A heartless junior sister who killed her senior brother’s daughter for power... do you think the jianghu will accept someone like that?”

“Isn’t that still better than a heartless father who murdered his own daughter for power?”

“True, that does seem a little better. Hahaha!” Baek Museong burst out laughing as he resumed walking. He was confident that Ju Hwayin wouldn’t kill Soeun.

Ju Hwayin knew it, too. If they exposed each other’s crimes, they would both be destroyed.

When she was finally alone, she sighed. “Damn it! He really got me this time.”
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Baek Museong left the Pure Flower Pavilion and went straight to find Sin Paegeuk.

“What in the world is going on?”

It seems we missed a few spies.“

“Haha, so those bastards have decided to fight to the death?”

Since they’ve already failed their mission, they have nowhere to go back to anyway.“

“I suppose that’s true.” Sin Paegeuk nodded, thinking it was no big deal.

The two men walked through the Sword Heaven gardens and arrived at a pavilion in the back.

“Let’s play a game of Go. It’s been a while,” Sin Paegeuk suggested.

“Of course.”

Although Baek Museong had a reason for visiting, he didn’t rush. The two men sat opposite each other and began to play.

CLACK! CLACK!

The opening moves passed quickly, stones settling onto the board in a steady rhythm.

Sin Paegeuk, who was absorbed in the game, suddenly muttered, “You lose if you think your opponent’s territory is too big.”

As always, Baek Museong listened to him silently.

Sin Paegeuk asked, “How are things going? Is it time to end the game?”

Baek Museong realized that this question wasn’t about the game of Go, which was still in full swing. It was about him and Ju Hwayin.

“Because the life and death of a large group remains uncertain, it seems premature to end things here.”

“Fufu, is that so?”

CLACK!

Sin Paegeuk forcefully placed a go stone, and the sound echoed sharply.

The wedding was now less than a month away. Baek Museong would finally become his son-in-law. Sword Heaven’s power would reach new heights, and Sin Paegeuk would become the Association’s undisputed second-in-command. This position would solidify further if Baek Museong took over the Association.

Of course, it was a gamble. What if Ju Hwayin became the successor? It was a thought he hated to even consider, but Sword Heaven would have to pay a great price for choosing the wrong candidate.

Baek Museong carefully placed a Go stone down. “There’s a saying: ‘Play the urgent moves before the important ones.’”

“That’s right.”

Baek Museong raised his head and stared at Sin Paegeuk. “I have something to tell you about that.”

“What is it?” Sin Paegeuk noticed that Baek Museong seemed different than usual. 

Shocking words followed.

“I have an illegitimate daughter.”

Sin Paegeuk’s eyes flew wide open. He was too shocked to react.

Baek Museong quickly explained, “It was a mistake from my youth. I didn’t even know I had a daughter until recently. I only found out recently. I’m sorry, I have no excuse.”

“Shut up!” Sin Paegeuk roared.

CLATTER!

A wave of energy burst from Sin Paegeuk, scattering the stones on the go board in all directions.

“What the hell are you talking about? A daughter?”

Baek Museong bowed his head. “I’ll humbly accept any punishment,” he whispered meekly.

“What kind of punishment are you talking about? Are you saying you want to break off the engagement?”

Baek Museong didn’t answer. He simply waited for Sin Paegeuk’s anger to subside.

“Where is that child now?” Sin Paegeuk demanded, looking ready to run off at any moment.

Baek Museong didn’t answer, of course.

“Who else knows about this?”

“Junior Sister.”

“What?” Sin Paegeuk’s eyes widened again. This was as shocking as the earlier confession about the daughter.

Baek Museong said calmly, “It was Junior Sister who brought the child here, to the Association.”

“The Third Young Lady?”

“Yes, to break off my engagement with Miss Sin.”

Sin Paegeuk’s heart sank as he realized the gravity of the situation. “So, what do you plan to do now?”

Bowing his head, Baek Museong answered, “Even though I didn’t know of her existence for a long time, she’s still my flesh and blood.”

“So what if she is?” Sin Paegeuk growled menacingly.

Baek Museong dropped to his knees. “Even if I have to call off the wedding, I can’t abandon my daughter.”

This was something he couldn’t back down on, no matter what.

Sin Paegeuk’s surging rage finally subsided. Isn’t this the first time Baek Museong has knelt before me?

“Does Yeongyeong know about this?” he asked.

“No, not yet.”

“Are you going to tell her?”

“I don’t plan to tell her, but if you order me to, Father-in-law, I’ll tell her about it.”

“Hmm...” Sin Paegeuk groaned. Needless to say, it was better if his daughter knew nothing about this.

He stared blankly down at the scattered Go stones. The board was ruined on the surface, but it was possible to turn things around. After all, he was skilled and smart enough to memorize the positions of every piece on the board before it was flipped over.

Reality would be no different.

If I just set my mind to it, we can cover this up.

Baek Museong could have kept this secret and gotten married anyway. Even if it were revealed later, the marriage could not be undone.

However, since the First Young Lord had told him this in advance, he was instead very pleased. This meant that Baek Museong was a man with the guts to protect his daughter, even if it cost him dearly in the succession war. In other words, he was a man who put his family first.

Sin Paegeuk’s mood brightened. It was just a silly mistake from his youth. He didn’t hide it deliberately, and he claimed he didn’t know, so what could be done? The past is the past.

“Won’t the Third Young Lady expose this?” he asked worriedly.

Baek Museong raised his head. “Once Junior Sister learns that you know about this, Father-in-law, she won’t try to expose it anymore. Her goal was to anger you and have you break off the marriage. However, that method is now useless. Rather, if the truth gets out, she’ll bear the burden of being seen as someone who tried to use her opponent’s flesh and blood.”

Sin Paegeuk thought the assessment was accurate, and he felt conflicted. At least one thing was clear. Allowing this smart and ambitious Baek Museong to slip away would be too great a loss.

“I trust you thought things through when you decided to tell me this. Now, I’ll ask you directly: Are you confident you can defeat the Third Young Lady?”

Baek Museong met his gaze and said confidently, “You lose if you think your opponent’s territory is too big.”

A faint smile appeared on Sin Paegeuk’s lips. Those were the words he had said earlier.

Right, this is more like it.

Sin Paegeuk’s eyes flashed dangerously. “What will you do with the child?”

“I’ll make sure she’s taken care of discreetly for the rest of my life,” Baek Museong replied.

Though that’s a lie. Someday, I’ll reveal her to the world proudly. Someday.

Sin Paegeuk nodded. “This will be the last time you hurt Yeongyeong’s feelings.”

“Thank you for forgiving me.” Baek Museong bowed his head low to hide the smile on his face. 

He recalled another Go proverb.

Don’t fight when you’re at a disadvantage. Choose compromise instead.
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Worry clouded Jongri Mun’s face as he stared blankly out the window. News of the failed mission had finally reached the Coalition Leader’s ears. In fact, it was a miracle that it had taken this long.

So far, the Coalition Leader had not contacted him. Jongri Mun could guess what the silence meant. The Coalition Leader’s fury was brewing, but there was still a chance to make amends.

He had to make up for the loss somehow. Minor casualties aside, the Ironblood Commander and four of the Ten Evils were dead. If he hadn’t been favored by the Coalition Leader, he would have already been forced to step down... or worse.

Giyeong rushed into the office.

“We’ve identified the woman.”

Jongri Mun shot up from his seat. “Who is it?”

“Seventh Six, Baek Soeun. She’s the daughter of the Association’s First Young Lord, Baek Museong.”

“What?” Jongri Mun’s jaw dropped. He had considered many possibilities, but he never imagined that the kidnapped woman was the First Young Lord’s daughter. “Tell me everything.”

“It seems Baek Museong was briefly enamored with a woman in his youth. He forgot about her after they parted ways, but it appears he recently got word of her.”

“Hoho.” Jongri Mun slowly sat back down. “The First Young Lord, you say?”

Various thoughts raced through his mind. His first emotion was regret.

If only I had found this out sooner, I could have used it to great advantage.

“So, it was the First Young Lord who sent Crimson Tiger,” he concluded.

“Probably.”

Although they had uncovered Baek Soeun’s identity, the intricate circumstances of the incident remained shrouded in mystery.

“Wait. Isn’t Baek Museong getting married soon?”

“That’s right. He’s set to marry Sin Yeongyeong of Sword Heaven. The wedding is less than a month away.”

“Has the truth about his daughter been revealed to the public?”

“No, and it seems that Sword Heaven is also in the dark about it. Given the Lord of Sword Heaven’s personality, there’s a good chance the marriage will be called off if this gets out.”

Jongri Mun’s eyes glinted ominously. “...Is that so?”

He fell into deep thought, and Giyeong waited silently by his side.

Giyeong felt sorry for Jongri Mun. As the manager of the Ten Evils, the greatest responsibility for this incident fell on him. However, Jongri Mun hadn’t pressured or reprimanded him at all. On the contrary, he tried to shoulder all of the responsibility himself. Such was the way he inspired true loyalty.

After a moment of contemplation, Jongri Mun’s eyes lit up. “We must kidnap her back somehow.”

Giyeong nodded. “The new Ten Evils have already been chosen. They may be inexperienced, but they are just as skilled as their predecessors. If we send the new Slayer along with a more experienced agent, we can surely retrieve her.”

Jongri Mun shook his head. “I suspect a formidable master is protecting that child. We cannot risk the Ten Evils being defeated again.”

“Do you have someone else in mind?”

Jongri Mun stared intently at Giyeong.

Giyeong began to panic, realizing that Jongri Mun intended for him to take on the mission personally. Biting his lip resolutely, as if prepared for death, he said, “I understand. I’ll go there myself. I’ll bring her back without fail.”

Jongri Mun chuckled. “How long has it been since you retired from the front lines, Giyeong?”

“About ten years, I believe.”

“Even the Ten Evils ended up dead. What makes you think your going there will solve anything?”

“......” Giyeong’s face flushed with embarrassment.

“I’m not telling you to go and get her yourself.”

“Then what?”

“I want you to meet Crimson Tiger.”

Giyeong blinked in shock. “Who? Crimson Tiger?”

“Yes. I want you to recruit him.”

“......” Giyeong was stunned speechless. He never dreamed that Jongri Mun would think of recruiting Crimson Tiger.

“A formidable adversary holds the potential to become a valuable ally,” Jongri Mun explained. “Even setting aside this incident, he’s a great asset to have on our side. In fact, simply winning him over would more than make up for the loss of Enigma.”

“Ah!” Giyeong heaved a sigh of relied. He had felt a bit resentful when he believed he was being dispatched, because that was tantamount to sending him to his death. If it was just meeting Crimson Tiger though, that was a different story altogether.

“Recruit Crimson Tiger, and entrust him with retrieving the First Young Lord’s daughter.”

Giyeong cautioned, “I doubt Crimson Tiger will be easily swayed...”

“Of course he won’t. That’s why I’m sending you.” Jongri Mun’s eyes flashed intensely. “Make him an offer he absolutely can’t refuse.”

This was their only chance to turn the tables.
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“The First Young Lord has met the Lord of Sword Heaven,” Lee Dansim reported.

“I know,” Ju Hwayin replied calmly. She had expected this. 

“Why didn’t you intercept him before they met?” Lee Dansim asked.

Ju Hwayin smiled. “I told you before, didn’t I? This fight can’t turn into a dogfight.”

“But wasn’t this our golden opportunity?”

“Perhaps.”

Lee Dansim felt certain there was something she didn’t know. “Please tell me. You have some kind of plan, don’t you?”

“No, I don’t,” Ju Hwayin denied, feigning ignorance.

Lee Dansim pouted. She had served by Ju Hwayin’s side for a long time and could tell her mistress was betting on something else.

The silence continued for a while, until it was broken by Ju Hwayin’s laughter.

“I received a report a while ago.”

“What kind of report?”

“Sin Yeongyeong went to the Grand Archives.”

“So?”

Ju Hwayin narrowed her eyes. “That viper bitch hates reading. She absolutely despises it.”

Lee Dansim giggled at the insulting description of Sin Yeongyeong.

“Senior Brother also visited the Grand Archives that day. That’s the key,” Ju Hwayin added.

“Ah! That can’t be a coincidence.”

“Why do you think so?”

“Well... do you really want me to answer that? You know I’m your bodyguard, not your strategist,” Lee Dansim grumbled.

Ju Hwayin chuckled. “That viper bitch is stirring up trouble. Something serious enough that Senior Brother had to tail her to the Grand Archives to investigate.”

“No way!” Lee Dansim exclaimed. “Did she... to Soeun?”

Ju Hwayin nodded indifferently.

KNOCK KNOCK!

There was a knock on the door, after which a subordinate entered, delivered a secret letter, and disappeared.

Ju Hwayin read the letter, and her expression immediately brightened. “The heavens are truly on my side!”

“What is it?”

“My hunch was right. Sin Yeongyeong sent an assassin after Soeun.”

“Really?” Lee Dansim asked, but then a thought struck her. “No way! Then that man’s reason for going to the Tempest Academy...?”

“To protect her, obviously. Senior Brother must have found out about her plan when he investigated her.”

Ju Hwayin now understood the reason for her unease when Crimson Tiger had told her he was going to the academy. She had been deceived.

“Does that mean he received a secret order from the First Young Lord?”

“You could say that.”

Lee Dansim exploded in rage. “Then he basically betrayed you, right?”

“It’s not betrayal if he was never on our side in the first place,” Ju Hwayin explained coolly.

“Still! He betrayed your trust!”

“Fufufu!”

Lee Dansim tilted her head in confusion. “Aren’t you angry?”

“I expected it. Crimson Tiger is neither on mine nor Senior Brother’s side. He’s a man who only cares about his daughter. If it means he can save his own kid, he would betray the entire jianghu without hesitation. Anyway, he’s not important right now.” A strange light gleamed in Ju Hwayin’s eyes. “A chance to turn the tables has presented itself to us.”

“How so?”

“Think about it. What if the assassin Sin Yeongyeong sent succeeds in assassinating Soeun, and we reveal that fact to the world?”

Lee Dansim beamed. “The resulting scandal will turn the jianghu upside down.”

“Yes, it’ll be worse than just breaking off Senior Brother’s marriage. Neither Senior Brother nor Sword Heaven will ever be able to fully recover from it. That foolish viper bitch is so blinded by jealousy she doesn’t even realize the consequences of her actions.”

Lee Dansim asked in surprise, “For that to happen, doesn’t the assassination have to succeed? If that happens...” Her voice trailed off. She couldn’t finish her sentence.

Ju Hwayin voiced the question that Lee Dansim couldn’t ask. “You’re asking if he has to die for Soeun to be killed?”

Lee Dansim nodded silently.

Ju Hwayin said nonchalantly, “What a pity. I wanted to sleep with him one more time before he dies...”

“How can you joke like that in this situation?”

Ju Hwayin set down her teacup. “I’m serious.”

“Young Lady!”

All traces of mischief vanished from Ju Hwayin’s face. “Fine, fine. The assassination doesn’t have to succeed. Just the fact that an attempt was made is enough to make it a hot topic. Actually, it might be more impactful if Soeun survives. Everyone’s attention and gossip will focus on her. The more she is seen as the tragic heroine, the more awkward things will get for Senior Brother.”

“Ah, I see.”

“And he needs to stay alive, too,” Ju Hwayin added. “There’s something he has to do for me.”

“What is that?”

“He needs to capture the assassin alive. If both he and Soeun die, how would we prove that Sin Yeongyeong is the mastermind?”

Lee Dansim nodded, once again genuinely impressed by her mistress’s intelligence. She always thought in a linear way, but Ju Hwayin’s thoughts operated on a higher plane. Although the plans seemed simple once explained, they were things she would never have conceived on her own. 

She felt as though she and the lady were simply born different. Perhaps that was why she respected Ju Hwayin so much.

In any case, the situation had changed. 

Ju Hwayin continued calmly, “The most important step is to secure proof that Sin Yeongyeong is behind this. The surest way is to capture the culprit alive and get a confession, but that’s also the most difficult approach. The problem is, will he really apprehend the assassin for us?”

“Hmm, isn’t he under orders from the First Young Lord to protect Soeun anyway? The orders don’t conflict, do they?” Lee Dansim insisted. “This is important. We must make him do it, even if we have to threaten him.”

Ju Hwayin shook her head. “While investigating the Grand Archives matter, I found out something new. Apparently, Senior Brother let him into the Archives.”

“The Grand Archives? Seriously?”

Ju Hwayin’s gaze deepened. “Yes. Now, since everyone else seems to be lining up with carrots in front of him, I can’t be the only one dancing around with a whip, can I?”


V5C8: A Mud-Slinging Fight

Ten days passed. Flying Dragon never reappeared, and Soeun was still safe. With the wedding just around the corner, rehearsals for the play proceeded at full speed.

Naturally, a few problems arose. First, no one else volunteered for the play after Go Jin signed up. The students were already unenthusiastic, but Go Jin’s bad temper made everyone even more reluctant. Ultimately, Soeun had to fill the remaining roles herself.

Crimson Tiger was cast as the First Young Lord, and Jaegal Suyeon as Sin Yeongyeong. Go Jin was assigned the role of the villain who obstructed the two lovers. Soeun played multiple minor roles, such as a maid.

Although the academy had boasted that they would assist her when they assigned her the task, their support was so minimal that Soeun started thinking that she would be lucky if they just didn’t interfere.

However, the crux of the issue lay elsewhere.

“Acting isn’t just about reciting lines, right?” Soeun explained. “You have to step into the character’s shoes and understand them.”

Jaegal Suyeon’s face flushed at the critique. She wasn’t as good at acting as she initially thought, and she felt deeply ashamed of it.

“It’s your first time acting, so you don’t have to be perfect,” Soeun encouraged, trying to comfort her, but unfortunately, her words had the opposite effect.

“I get it! I said I get it!” Jaegal Suyeon yelled before running away. She felt she would burst into tears if she stayed any longer.

“Suyeon, wait up!” Go Jin shot Soeun a nasty look, then chased after Jaegal Suyeon. He still whined and pestered for the lead role all the time, but as a perfect example of someone blinded by love, he never missed a single day of practice.

Soeun sighed softly. She turned to Crimson Tiger, who was watching the whole fiasco quietly. “Am I pushing her too hard?”

She felt she probably was, but less than ten days remained until the performance.

Crimson Tiger shook his head. From his perspective, Jaegal Suyeon was the problem. She was a genius who had only ever heard praise, and this was her first time facing failure. She needed to admit there were things she couldn’t do, but she couldn’t accept it.

Soeun sighed again. Despite having no directing experience, she did her best. Fortunately, Crimson Tiger was a good actor. 

On Crimson Tiger’s end, preparing for the performance allowed him to spend most of his day with Soeun and keep an eye on her.

The black cat also faithfully carried out its role. It disappeared whenever he was with Soeun, but it never left her side when he was away. It was truly a clever cat.

Could such an intelligent animal really exist?

He now understood why the black cat was called a spirit beast rather than a normal animal.

Looking at the sulking Soeun, he reassured her, “Don’t worry too much. This experience will be a great help to her in the future.”

“You think so?”

“I believe so.”

“Thank you.”

The pair smiled at each other.

“Let’s go,” Crimson Tiger said.

“Go where?”

“Didn’t you say you needed to buy props today? Those will be heavy, so I’ll go with you.”

“Ah, would you? That would be great, thank you,” Soeun replied.

The more she interacted with Crimson Tiger, the more she liked him. She felt grateful he had joined the play and practiced so diligently.

Plus, he always smiled reliably at her, making her feel like she could always count on him.
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Crimson Tiger and Soeun left the academy and entered the bustling marketplace. 

As the day of the wedding approached, the streets bustled with people. Hundreds had been invited to the wedding alone. Even after a careful selection, sending invitations to just the prestigious orthodox sects amounted to hundreds of people. Some people even joked that the jianghu was now divided into two groups—those who received an invitation and those who didn’t.

Regardless of whether they were invited, many people flocked to the city for a chance to catch a glimpse of martial masters they had only heard about. They could also take part in the festivities, such as martial arts demonstrations, performances by beautiful dancers, and an exciting martial arts tournament. Already, celebrations were underway on the streets.

The Tempest Academy’s performance was scheduled for two days before the wedding. Larger organizations had pushed them aside, so the performance would be held at the academy instead of at the Association, where such events usually took place. 

Of course, wherever people gathered, merchants flocked in as well. Currently, the most popular merchandise was related to the First Young Lord and Sin Yeongyeong.

“This is a perfect replica of the First Young Lord’s sword! Only three taels!”

“The silk coat often worn by Miss Sin, only two taels!”

Many also sold items related to the Association Chairman.

“The Heavenly Dragon Divine Art, personally written by the Association Chairman, is on sale for ten taels!”

Soeun watched the last obvious scam and shook her head. “I wonder if anyone would actually fall for that?”

“There are a lot of idiots in the world,” Crimson Tiger replied.

“Really?”

“Scammers target two types of people. Those who think, I’ll never be fooled, and those who think, You can try all you want, I have nothing to lose. In reality, those are the easiest people to deceive.”

“I see. How do you know things like that?”

“It’s just something I picked up.”

Crimson Tiger and Soeun walked through the crowded street. Eventually, they entered a cloth merchant’s shop. 

While Soeun haggled with the boss, Crimson Tiger looked around.

[I have something to report.]

He turned and saw Yeon standing across the street, her bamboo hat pulled down low. Glancing at Soeun, he said, “I’m just going to look around nearby for a moment.”

“Alright.”

Crimson Tiger went outside and followed Yeon into a quiet alley.

She said urgently, “The Evil Coalition made contact through the unofficial handler network.”

Crimson Tiger tilted his head in confusion. “What on earth? Is that possible?”

“Yes, it is,” Yeon replied. “The handler network is a place where countless news stories and rumors circulate, separate from official channels. Most are groundless, but this information is definite.”

“What is it about?”

“Someone from the Evil Coalition wants to meet you, Crimson Tiger.”

“Who?”

“They didn’t say. Since this is unprecedented, I expect it’s an important figure.”

Crimson Tiger hesitated. This was completely unexpected. Fortunately, they had contacted him this way. It proved they didn’t know his exact whereabouts. If Enigma were alive, he would have come in person.

“What will you do?” Yeon asked worriedly.

“Can you contact them?”

“Yes.

“Tell them I’ll meet with them alone.”

“Will you be all right?” Yeon asked worriedly. If possible, she wanted to avoid any entanglement with the Evil Coalition.

Crimson Tiger sighed, “If I refuse, they’ll just try to approach me in other ways. That increases the chance that the First Young Lord or the Third Young Lady will find out.”

More importantly, since the Coalition had no other way to approach him except through the handler network now that Enigma was dead, they would have to investigate him. He feared that if they dug too deep, they might discover Seohyeon.

That would be the worst-case scenario. He could easily imagine how those villains would try to blackmail him.

“Understood. What’s the best time for you?”

“As soon as possible.”

“I’ll get in touch with them right away.”

Crimson Tiger nodded, then glanced back toward the cloth shop. In the distance, he saw Soeun standing in front of the cloth merchant’s shop, having finished shopping.

Walking toward her, he said to Yeon, “Also, get me a box of Roaring Thunder Bombs.”
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Three days later, Crimson Tiger entered the forest near the academy, wearing the face he used to infiltrate the Ironblood Nines. He usually met Yeon in this place, but today, he was scheduled to meet someone from the Evil Coalition.

For the last few days, he had wondered why they wanted to meet him, but somehow, he had a vague feeling it was related to Soeun.

Giyeong arrived at the meeting place right on time. “Are you Crimson Tiger?” he asked.

“That’s right.”

“I’m Giyeong, the manager of the Ten Evils.”

“......” Crimson Tiger blinked in shock. He never imagined that the manager of the Ten Evils himself would appear.

“Surprised?”

Crimson Tiger nodded honestly. Nevertheless, he secretly assessed Giyeong’s aura and stance. The man was clearly a peak master, but his qi felt old and dull, as if he hadn’t held a sword in a very long time.

If I catch him by surprise, I can finish him in a single move.

Nevertheless, Giyeong was visibly relaxed, a sign that his weapons were his experience and his background with the Evil Coalition, not martial arts.

He sat on an old crate beside Crimson Tiger and asked casually, “Do you happen to know?”

“Know what?”

“About Enigma.”

“Enigma? Who is that?” Crimson Tiger shook his head, feigning ignorance. Considering that the Radiant Hall normally never informed the Twelve Phantoms of its internal affairs, there was nothing weird about him being clueless.

“Just as I thought, you don’t know. I’ll tell you. For the past seven years, our Enigma has been infiltrating your Radiant Hall.”

“That’s impossible!” Crimson Tiger exclaimed, pretending to be surprised.

“It’s true. Thanks to that, we know a great many things.”

“Like what?”

“We know that you were the one who carried out that job two years ago and that you also kidnapped Baek Soeun from the Ironblood Nines.”

Crimson Tiger shot to his feet, placing his hand on his sword hilt. “Did you come here to kill me?”

Giyeong laughed dryly. “If that were the case, we wouldn’t be talking here like this.”

“Why did you seek me out?”

“Sit down first.”

“......” Crimson Tiger sat down again.

Giyeong stared at Crimson Tiger for a moment, trying to gauge his strength, but he couldn’t sense anything special.

That was only natural. Crimson Tiger habitually concealed his true abilities by projecting a moderate aura, and so far, the Association Chairman was the only one who had seen through him.

Finally, Giyeong said, “The Association is too small to contain you.”

Crimson Tiger flinched. “Don’t tell me...?”

“That’s right. We want to recruit you.”

Crimson Tiger felt genuinely flustered. He had considered the possibility, but he never thought the Evil Coalition would actually want him. Still, he said firmly, “I refuse.”

Giyeong nodded unconcernedly, as if he had expected that answer. He wasn’t about to give up just yet, though. “What has the Association ever done for you? They just push you into one dangerous mission after another.”

Crimson Tiger decided it was time to act suitably worldly. “They also pay me well,” he argued.

“We can give you that kind of money too, no, we’ll pay you much more generously than those orthodox prudes.”

“You may not know this, but I’m very expensive.”

“Fufufu!” Giyeong smiled strangely. If his opponent was going to haggle over his value, the conversation would become much easier. “Of course, I know that. We’ll give you the best treatment.”

“......” Crimson Tiger didn’t answer, allowing his silence to be mistaken for hesitation.

Judging the time was right, Giyeong took an envelope from his robes and handed it over.

Crimson Tiger took the envelope and opened it. Inside was a promissory note for a whopping one hundred thousand taels. “Hah!” a gasp escaped his lips.

“This is the bonus for accepting my proposal. You can cash it in at any bank in the jianghu.”

Crimson Tiger’s eyes widened like saucers. Deep down though, he was completely unmoved.

You’ve misjudged me.

From his perspective, this wasn’t nearly enough money for him to betray the Association. Of course, he had no intention of betraying them even if they offered ten million taels, let alone one hundred thousand. After all, what he needed right now wasn’t money, but to survive the year safely and retire from the jianghu.

“On top of that, we’ll pay you double what the Association gives you for each mission, plus more!” Giyeong reached into his coat and took out a small wooden box. “A special gift for you.”

Crimson Tiger took the box and carefully opened it, revealing two pearls lying side by side. “A Fire Resistance Pearl and a Cold Resistance Pearl?”

He was stunned. The Evil Coalition’s terms were unprecedented. The Fire Resistance Pearl protected against explosives, and the Cold Resistance Pearl protected against the cold. For example, if someone were trapped in a fire or fell into icy water, the pearls would block the heat and cold, saving their life.

Most importantly, these pearls were priceless. They were much rarer than poison-neutralizing beads and traded for several times the price of a similar-sized luminous pearl. It wasn’t just about the money, though. These were items that couldn’t be bought even if one wanted to because they were never for sale.

Noticing a flicker of wavering in Crimson Tiger’s eyes, Giyeong smiled triumphantly. He knew that his gift was impossible for any martial artist of the jianghu to resist.

To his surprise, however, Crimson Tiger sighed and returned the envelope and box. “I’m sorry, but I refuse.”

Giyeong did not take them back. Instead, his gaze turned chilly as he asked, “Why?”

Crimson Tiger replied resolutely, “One hundred thousand taels isn’t enough.”

“You’re one greedy fellow.”

“Do you know how much I was paid for killing the Ironblood Commander? Thirty thousand taels. I can’t betray the Association for a mere one hundred thousand.”

Giyeong scoffed. “So? How much do you want?”

“Three hundred thousand.”

“Impossible!”

Crimson Tiger stood up firmly.

“Aren’t you afraid of death?” Giyeong threatened.

“What about you? Aren’t you afraid of death?”

Giyeong raised his hand to signal. Immediately, about twenty peak masters emerged from behind the distant trees. Jongri Mun had specially chosen and sent them for this task, confident that they could surely kill Crimson Tiger if they attacked together.

Crimson Tiger snickered. “So you brought them because you’re afraid of death? Stand up for a moment.”

He opened the crate they had been sitting on.

“Hah!” Giyeong’s jaw dropped in disbelief. The crate was filled with Roaring Thunder Bombs! If they detonated now, the entire surrounding area would explode, killing everyone including himself.

He laughed hollowly. “I gave you Fire and Cold Resistance Pearls, and you give me Roaring Thunder Bombs? I suppose they’re all spherical, huh? Hahaha!”

Crimson Tiger retorted, “If you had come alone as promised, I wouldn’t have had any reason to open this.”

Giyeong chuckled. He really is something else.

He took another envelope . Inside was another one hundred thousand taels.

“Two hundred thousand taels. No further negotiation will be permitted. Of course, you can’t refuse. The moment you tried to raise the price, you forfeited your right to refuse. If you still decline, the Evil Coalition will use all its power to kill you. That fact won’t change even if you detonate this.”

Crimson Tiger no longer expressed any intention of refusing. The result of his one act of defiance was doubling the bribe from one hundred thousand to two hundred thousand taels.

“I’ll give you your first mission right here.”

“......” Crimson Tiger listened without a word.

“Find Baek Soeun and bring her to us. You must bring her back alive. I’ll be waiting for your contact.”

Crimson Tiger showed no reaction.

Giyeong turned around and walked away. Two hundred thousand taels plus two Resistance Pearls was an enormous investment, enough to fund the Ten Evils for a month.

However, it was worth it, even if it only removed the threat of Crimson Tiger. Besides, if he betrayed them now, they would have just cause to devote all their resources to hunting down the traitor.

When Giyeong and his subordinates were gone, Crimson Tiger closed the crate again and sat on top of it. Sighing deeply, he carefully tucked the money and the wooden box into his robes.

Now, even the Evil Coalition had joined the fray.
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Crimson Tiger spent the days leading up to the performance in nervous anticipation, until finally, only one day remained before the show. They had finished all the final rehearsals, and all that remained was to avoid mistakes on stage the next day.

That night, he practiced his martial arts on the roof of the female instructors’ dorm where Soeun stayed. With no other buildings or large trees nearby, it was the most secluded place in the academy. 

He had realized long ago that training was the best way to overcome anxiety. Since he wasn’t using qi, there was no risk of detection, and being close to Soeun put his mind at ease.

Additionally, while practicing for the play, an idea had occurred to him. He wondered what it would be like to apply the concept of becoming someone else to his martial arts training.

Until now, he had always trained by fighting imaginary enemies. He would pretend he was in a fight to the death and read the flow of his opponent’s qi. He had never once thought of putting himself in their shoes, or to use the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers or the Asura’s Eight Narakas from their perspective.

While acting, the thought of trying it had crossed his mind.

The easiest person to imagine was, of course, his master. He had watched and learned from his master for a long time.

However, he didn’t choose his master. Instead, he chose the Association Chairman Cheon Ahseong.

If he had only seen Cheon Ahseong once at the Grand Archives, he would never have been able to impersonate him. However, he had fought a duel with Cheon Ahseong during their second meeting. Combined with the teachings he had received, he could emulate the man somewhat. 

This training was on a different level than learning martial arts from a teacher. It was training in conjecture and prediction, of finding meaning in the process.

PAPAPAPANG!

Crimson Tiger threw a flurry of punches, then shook his head. “No, he wouldn’t have done it like this. He would have been more fluid.”

PAPAPAPA!

He shook his head again. “The strikes have to be more precise.”

Anyone could give the instruction to perform movements precisely, but Crimson Tiger had experienced what that meant firsthand. He knew exactly what it entailed.

PAPAPANG!

He tried to execute the most precise movements he was capable of.

This training method wasn’t a simple imitation. It was a high-level martial arts training method that required one to think from the opponent’s perspective and elevate one’s own level through the resulting differences. Attempting it with mediocre skill would only cause confusion.

PAPAPAPANG!

Crimson Tiger executed the technique so flawlessly that any observer would have stared in wide-eyed wonder. Still, he wasn’t satisfied. Compared to Cheon Ahseong, he was too lacking.

In that moment, he had a sudden epiphany.

Ah! It’s not just the movements or stances, everything has to be different!

First, he had to change his body completely. Next, he had to change his thoughts as well.

His master’s words came to mind again, from when he was struggling with physical training.


“Some people emphasize mental training as the first priority in martial arts training. That’s a misconception. The most fundamental basis of martial arts training lies in tempering the body. Of course, not just anyone can forge a fine sword by hammering steel, but regardless, before any master can imbue a sword with skill and artistry, the first thing that must be done is to hammer the steel.”



A thought suddenly occurred to Crimson Tiger.

How much grueling training must Cheon Ahseong have endured to perform such perfect martial arts? Because he’s such a great martial artist, no one thinks about how much effort he put it. They think it’s only natural for him to be like that simply because he’s Cheon Ahseong.

Cheon Ahseong must have trained endlessly. He must have set a limit far higher than what he himself considered his limit and poured all his strength into surpassing it. That was why both his body and mind had surpassed all others.

“I see!”

When Crimson Tiger thought about it, the answer was obvious. Nonetheless, this was a detail that most people dismissed as trivial.

His heart pounded with excitement at his newfound enlightenment, a feeling he hadn’t experienced since he first started learning martial arts.

A true master gained great things from small ones. In this moment, his limits in martial arts expanded, and though he didn’t know it, he had now taken the first step toward a new world, a world belonging to those who could add the character for ‘god (神)’ to the character for ‘martial (武)’.[1]

Suddenly, he sensed a presence behind him, and spun around to see someone climbing up to the roof. Since it was late at night, he tensed. To his surprise, however, the person who opened the small iron door and entered was Ju Hwayin.

She greeted him with a bright smile, “Have you been well?”

“Why are you here?”

Crimson Tiger extended his senses, and found only Lee Dansim standing behind the door. 

Since she hasn’t brought any other bodyguards, she must want to talk to me in secret.

“It’s late, isn’t it?” he greeted back.

“I couldn’t sleep.” Ju Hwayin smiled bashfully. 

Crimson Tiger felt a chill run down his spine. As always, Ju Hwayin’s beauty had the power to captivate any man. If not for Seohyeon, he might have sided with her in the power struggle against the First Young Lord. She was that captivating.

Unfortunately, he didn’t know that his attraction to her wasn’t just because of her beauty, but because she was Gahwa, his ex-lover.

Ju Hwayin asked, “How are the rehearsals coming along? Are they going well?”

“So-so.”

“Is it fun?”

“It’s my first time, so I guess the novelty hasn’t worn off yet.”

“So, you’re saying it’s fun, right?” Ju Hwayin grinned. “Damn it! I’d like to try acting with you if I ever get the chance.”

Crimson Tiger thought to himself, you and I are already actors on a grand stage, though? A grand stage shared by many.

On this stage known as the jianghu, they were all performing an improvised play, one in which they continuously deceived one another. When the curtain fell, only one person could be the protagonist.

Crimson Tiger didn’t want to be the center of attention, of course. Regardless, this unscripted performance kept pushing him into the spotlight!

Ju Hwayin pouted. “Mr. Crimson Tiger, I’m disappointed in you.”

Her remark was sudden, but Crimson Tiger understoodwhy she said it. She must have realized that he was here to protect Soeun not of his own volition, but under the First Young Lord’s orders.

He apologized obediently, saying, “I’m sorry.”

Needless to say, this wasn’t how he truly felt. Ju Hwayin and Baek Museong were the ones who should be sorry for always bossing him around for their own personal gain.

“I was asked to keep it a secret, so I had no choice. Besides, a child’s life is at stake.”

“I understand that part.”

“Thank you.”

“So, to make things fair, may I ask you for a favor as well?”

Crimson Tiger tried to calm his trembling heart. Finally, the moment he had been dreading had arrived. “What is it?” he asked nonchalantly.

What if she orders me to kill Soeun?

Fortunately, Ju Hwayin had something else in mind.

“I want you to capture the assassin alive and hand him over to us,” she said.

“...!” Crimson Tiger’s eyes widened in shock, but he soon realized why she was asking this of him.

She wants evidence that Sin Yeongyeong hired the assassin. Does that mean there isn’t any conflict between her request and the First Young Lord’s?

No, what would happen if she reveals that Sin Yeongyeong tried to kill Soeun? Not only would Baek Museong break off the marriage, it would also start a bigger and more shocking scandal than simply revealing his daughter’s existence.

He didn’t let on that he had figured out all the inner workings. He simply said, “The assassin’s martial arts are formidable. Capturing him alive won’t be easy.”

“That’s why I’m asking you to do it,” Ju Hwayin argued as if it were obvious.

Crimson Tiger hesitated for a moment before answering, “The First Young Lord won’t forgive me for capturing the assassin and handing him over to you, Third Young Lady.”

“Of course, so I’m proposing a different approach. All I need you to do is injured him badly and send him running. Since he’s such a strong assassin, Senior Brother won’t blame you for letting him escape. We’ll take care of the rest.”

Crimson Tiger sighed. In short, she was saying that if he just injured the assassin and let him escape, they would capture him themselves. “...He won’t easily reveal who’s behind him,” he added.

“Don’t worry, we’ll take care of that as well.”

Crimson Tiger pretended to hesitate. Since the orders didn’t contradict each other, this was a request he could easily accept. However, he couldn’t appear too eager. That would go against the principle of haggling.

As expected, Ju Hwayin took a small wooden box out from her pocket. “I know how foolish it is to ask someone to work for the Association out of pure loyalty, so I’ll give you a suitable reward.”

Crimson Tiger accepted the box and opened it. Inside was a single ring.

“It’s the Poison Resistance Ring. Simply wearing this ring is as effective as keeping a top-grade poison-neutralizing bead in your mouth.” Ju Hwayin grinned. “If that sword you carry, Mr. Crimson Tiger, is one of the three legendary swords of the jianghu, then this is one of the three legendary artifacts.”

Crimson Tiger was seriously tempted. With this, he wouldn’t have to worry about being poisoned again. Of course, the ring wouldn’t protect him from the most potent poisons like the Formless Toxin, but it would prevent instant death and buy him time to locate an antidote.

Still, he insisted, “I can’t accept such a precious gift.”

“It’s just a small token of my sincerity. Please accept it.”

Crimson Tiger begrudgingly accepted the Poison Resistance Ring. He couldn’t refuse this order anyway, and if he didn’t take the ring and still had to fulfill the request, that would be incredibly stupid.

“I’ll do my best, but I can’t guarantee success.”

“That’s all I ask.”

“Very well. I’ll contact you when the situation arises.”

“Thank you. I’ll be counting on you, Mr. Crimson Tiger.”

When Ju Hwayin had left, Crimson Tiger slowly put on the ring. This was a far more precious treasure than the Fire Resistance Pearl or the Cold Resistance Pearls he had received earlier.

Now, I not only have to protect Soeun, but also capture the assassin alive.

He looked up at the night sky again. When it came to Soeun, everyone wanted something different. The Third Young Lady wanted the assassin, while the Evil Coalition wanted a hostage. The First Young Lord desired to protect her. All three powers pressured him, each wanting a different outcome.

He was now confronted with a reality more difficult and arduous than any previous mission.

His master’s words came to mind again.


“Sometimes, the more complicated the situation, the simpler the solution. Don’t be deceived by external factors, focus on the heart of the matter. There may be many ways to solve a problem, but remember that only one can be the best.”



Just as Master said, I need to focus on the heart of the matter—protecting Soeun.

As for everything else, no matter the outcome, he just had to make everyone accept it. If they wouldn’t accept it, he would just have to deceive them.

Crimson Tiger walked back to the center of the rooftop.

PAPAPANG!

He resumed training. After all, the best way to ease a troubled mind was martial arts training. 

He imbued the essence of the fist in every move. From fist to shoulder to knee, he unleashed a series of flowing attacks that would have crushed an opponent’s bones.

Before long, sweat poured from his body like rain.

The enemies are growing stronger, but I’m not afraid. You’re the one who should be afraid, especially if you aren’t sweating as much as I am right now.

PAPAPAPANG!
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“Why did you come looking for me?” Sin Yeongyeong demanded coldly the moment she saw Flying Dragon. She disliked him visiting her repeatedly without being summoned, especially with her wedding just three days away.

Although his visits were so stealthy that even she could barely notice him, if one of Baek Museong’s associates saw him, it would cause a misunderstanding. Worse, since her latest request was for him to kill Soeun, disaster would ensue if word got out. 

“I just wanted to see you,” Flying Dragon replied calmly.

Sin Yeongyeong felt a chill run down her spine. His words sounded ominous, as if something were about to go very wrong. “Why? Did you come to see me one last time before you die?” she snapped.

Flying Dragon chuckled. “And what if I did?”

“I don’t like talking to people on their deathbeds. Please leave.”

“I had some spare time, so I stopped by.”

Sin Yeongyeong stared at Flying Dragon. He seemed different from his usual self. He looked drained of energy, which made him seem almost gentle.

Nervous, she changed the subject. “Have you mastered the martial art I transcribed for you?”

Flying Dragon nodded silently.

“When are you going to kill her?”

“I heard she’s in charge of one of the celebratory performances for your wedding.”

“What? That bitch?” Sin Yeongyeong spat, hissing like a venomous snake. “Why her? Why the fuck is that bitch I want torn to shreds performing at my wedding?”

“She’ll be on stage herself,” Flying Dragon said evenly. “I’ll kill her there.”

Finally, Sin Yeongyeong smiled. “Excellent! That’s a great idea!”

Flying Dragon’s heart sank at the sight of the pleasure on her face. A public assassination like killing someone on a stage was a choice an assassin only made when prepared to forfeit their own life, yet whether she didn’t care or simply trusted him too much, she didn’t utter a single word of concern for him.

His gaze fell on the wedding dress hanging on one wall of the room.

“Are the preparations going well?” he asked sullenly.

“Yes.”

“You know he only thinks of you as a political tool.”

“I do.”

“You do?” Anger crept into Flying Dragon’s low voice.

Sin Yeongyeong shrugged. “That’s just how the world works. Use and be used. I plan to use him, too.”

“You’re no match for him.”

A flicker of anger crossed Sin Yeongyeong’s face. “Hmph! Don’t be ridiculous!”

Flying Dragon sighed. “I really can’t understand you.”

Sin Yeongyeong was the eldest daughter of Sword Heaven. That alone was enough for her to live a life of luxury.

What on earth is she trying to achieve by doing all this?

“I’m not asking to understand me. I just want you to protect me,” Sin Yeongyeong whispered, gently caressing Flying Dragon’s cheek.

He didn’t resist her touch and remained still.

“When exactly is her performance?” she asked.

“Tomorrow.”

“You absolutely can’t fail,” Sin Yeongyeong said sweetly, slipping her hand under Flying Dragon’s clothes to caress his bare chest.

Flying Dragon stared at her quietly, then said abruptly. “You really are... a dangerous viper.”

Sin Yeongyeong’s hand froze. She showed no emotion on her face, but inwardly, she was flustered.

While they often bickered, this was the first time Flying Dragon had insulted her so blatantly. She was always the one to disparage herself.

I didn’t even feel anything when he tried to strangle me, so why am I hurt now?

Flying Dragon rose to his feet and leaped out the window.

[She will die tomorrow.]

His telepathy reached Sin Yeongyeong on the wind.

She slowly approached the window, but he was already gone. Outside, clouds obscured the moon and stars, promising imminent rain.

Her heart began to pound. An unknown anxiety took hold of her.


“You really are... a dangerous viper.”



Flying Dragon’s bitter words echoed in her ears.

Sin Yeongyeong bit her lip firmly. “You fool. Why are you only just realizing that now!”
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An hour later, Flying Dragon entered a secret storeroom he had prepared inside a small cave. Countless weapons were displayed on one of the walls. 

He carefully removed a large box from a wall cabinet and operated a mechanism hidden behind it. A section of the wall slid open, revealing a small wooden box.

He took it out and opened it, revealing a single red pill. The vivid crimson color evoked a sense of dread, hinting at the pill’s terrifying and potent effects.

Flying Dragon’s eyes trembled as he looked down at the box.

RUMBLE!

Thunder rumbled in the distance. Flying Dragon carefully placed the pill inside his robes and cautiously picked up the large box.

“This time, I absolutely won’t fail.”



Footnotes:

[1] Adding the character for ‘divine (神)’ to the character for ‘martial (武)’ = 武神 = martial god. 


V5C9: Flying Dragon Strikes

SWOOOOOSH!

Principal Bang Hagi and Vice Principal Ban Yang stood on one side of the stage in raincoats. Although it was morning, the rain that had begun during the night showed no sign of stopping.

Ban Yang looked at the sky and frowned. “Of all days for it to rain like this!”

Bang Hagi shook his head. “This isn’t the kind of rain that will stop quickly.”

“Then today’s performance is completely...” Ban Yang’s voice trailed off. He couldn’t bring himself to say it was ruined, knowing Baek Soeun and the children had practiced diligently, even sacrificing their sleep to rehearse.

A few men came up and started setting up a tent over the stage. Since various large props were already on the outdoor stage, performing indoors was impossible. They had to put on the show in the rain.

“Are you going to put that over the audience seats as well?” Soeun asked the men, walking out from backstage.

“No, we don’t have enough material to cover that area.”

Soeun sighed. “Then don’t put it up here either.”

“What?”

The audience will be watching in the rain. It wouldn’t be right for only the actors to stay dry.“

“But the Principal ordered us to do this...”

Bang Hagi interjected, “That’s enough! Do as Miss Baek says!”

“U-Understood.”

The men withdrew from the stage.

Soeun looked at Bang Hagi and bowed her head in thanks.

Bang Hagi comforted her, saying, “Don’t be too disheartened. The rain should stop soon.”

SWOOOOOSH!

Unfortunately, the downpour didn’t let up at all. Consequently, many of those who were supposed to attend made excuses and didn’t show up. The same was true for most of the academy’s students who had originally planned to watch the show. 

The audience seats were practically deserted, with only Bang Hagi, Ban Yang, a few teachers, children, and about twenty curious passersby present.

“By the way, Principal, what do you think about all this?”

“About what?”

“Do you think the First Young Lord will gain the upper hand with this marriage?”

“Hmm, I’m not sure,” Bang Hagi replied vaguely.

Ban Yang didn’t believe him for a second. Principal Bang Hagi never brought up politics and was generally uninterested in such things, but he always suspected that the man had deep connections to the Association. “I suppose gaining the power of Sword Heaven would give him an advantage, wouldn’t it?”

Regardless of who becomes the successor, the Tempest Academy wouldn’t be greatly affected, as both the First Young Lord and the Third Young Lady regularly gave guest lectures there.

“A storm is bound to brew over the decision of the successor.”

Bang Hagi nodded silently before changing the subject. “Miss Baek worked so hard for this, but sadly, the weather isn’t cooperating.”

“Indeed.”

“WOOOOAH!”

Suddenly, someone exclaimed in admiration, and the murmuring around them grew louder.

Ban Yang looked toward the source of the commotion. “Huh? Isn’t that the First Young Lord and Miss Sin over there?” he blurted out, startled.

Sure enough, the soon-to-be married couple was entering the area. Since no one expected them to come watch a performance in the rain, everyone was visibly blindsided by their arrival.

Ban Yang’s face fell. Damn it! If I had known this would happen, I would have taken charge of the celebration myself!

From the other teachers’ faces, they felt the same.

Bang Hagi quickly went to greet them. “Welcome to the Tempest Academy’s performance!”

“Are we late?” Baek Museong asked.

“Not at all. We were just about to begin.” Bang Hagi hurriedly instructed his subordinates to set up the canopy they had previously tried to install on the stage over the guests of honors’ seats. Then, he greeted Sin Yeongyeong, “Long time no see, Miss Sin.”

Sin Yeongyeong responded with a polite smile and bow. “Have you been well, Principal Bang?”

Despite her bright expression, however, the inside of her heart was cold. When Baek Museong suggested they see the Tempest Academy performance together, she had struggled to suppress her killing intent.

You want to see your favorite bitch’s performance yourself? Fine, let’s go and watch your damn mistress die together.

Considering her usual personality, she would have suggested it first. However, as much as she anticipated the pleasure of getting her way, Flying Dragon’s words last night weighed on her mind. Feeling apprehensive, she looked up at the overcast sky.

Soon, the canopy was set up, and they were led to the seats of honor.

Baek Museong gestured to the spectators standing in the rain. “Please come in and watch with us!”

“We’re fine watching from here.”

Everyone waved their hands to refuse his kind offer. No one dared to enter such a sacred space.

Suddenly, a woman’s voice rang out, “If there are seats available, I’ll take one!”

Ju Hwayin walked toward them, clad in a raincoat.

“Wow! It’s the Third Young Lady!”

Noise filled the air again. The men, in particular, seemed dazed by Ju Hwayin’s stunning beauty.

“Haha! You’re here too, Third Young Lady?” Bang Hagi greeted cheerfully.

“Thankfully, the show hasn’t started yet.”

“You’re right on time. We are just about to begin.”

“Of course I had to come. I’m curious, too, about how Senior Brother and Miss Sin’s courtship unfolded, ” Ju Hwayin said, taking a subtle jab at the couple. She knew better than anyone that their relationship was platonic and purely for political gain.

Sin Yeongyeong bit her lip, making a mental note to kill Ju Hwayin first the moment she gained power. Still, she retorted dryly, “You must be envious.”

Ju Hwayin sneered. “Oh, I don’t think so. Didn’t I tell you before? Political marriages aren’t my cup of tea.”

The atmosphere instantly turned chilly.

Bang Hagi laughed awkwardly to ease the tension. “Hahaha, how interesting! Now, please come this way.”

Ju Hwayin nodded and sat down.

News of the successors’ arrival quickly spread, and more people soon arrived to attend the event. Everyone stood on their tiptoes and craned their necks, trying to catch a glimpse of the First Young Lord and the Third Young Lady.

Seeing the teachers who had rushed over only now, Ban Yang clicked his tongue and shook his head.

Before long, the performance began. Despite the pouring rain, all two hundred seats were filled, and people even stood in the back to watch.

Finally, the curtain obstructing the stage was raised, revealing a large willow tree covered in white snow.

Crimson Tiger staggered onto the stage and collapsed in front of the tree. Panting for breath, he quickly looked up and pointed his sword at one corner of the stage. “Who’s there?”

“......” Jaegal Soyeon hesitantly revealed herself.

Crimson Tiger sheathed his sword upon confirming that the woman was not a threat. “Don’t be alarmed. I’m just a lost traveler,” he explained.

“Please wait a moment,” Jaegal Soyeon said cautiously before disappearing offstage. Moments later, she reappeared with a small gourd of water. “Please drink this.”

Crimson Tiger chuckled and held up his sword. “As you can see, I’m a man of the jianghu. People like us never eat food offered by others.”

“Ah! I didn’t know. I’m sorry. You just looked so thirsty...” Jaegal Soyeon turned away, blushing in embarrassment.

Crimson Tiger called out to her again. “Although...”

“Yes?”

“I’ll drink it.”

“?” Jaegal Soyeon tilted her head in confusion.

“On second thought, who cares if water from someone as beautiful as you is poisoned?”

The audience erupted in laughter and cheers.

Bang Hagi glanced at Baek Museong mischievously. “I didn’t know you were such a womanizer.”

“Hahaha, as you can see, Miss Sin is no ordinary beauty, is she?”

Bang Hagi and the other teachers burst out laughing.

Sin Yeongyeong smiled shyly, but deep down, she was furious. So this is how you met the bitch!

Baek Museong turned his attention back to the play. As that day from the past came back to him as if it were yesterday, his eyes trembled.

If not for Soeun’s existence, this story wouldn’t have stirred much emotion in him. However, as he came to acknowledge his daughter, his feelings for her mother also grew fonder.

After all, he was the one who had decided on the content of this play. After his previous chat with Soeun, which was interrupted by Ju Hwayin, she had come to see him again. 

This time, he shared the story of his romance with her mother. That was the story he wanted her to perform, and to his pleasure, she readily followed his wishes, believing it was okay since he allowed it.

He didn’t pay any mind to Sin Yeongyeong’s opinion. Regardless of the play’s content, the bitch would try her best to kill Soeun anyway. He might as well take the chance to make Soeun happy and simultaneously punish Sin Yeongyeong for her twisted hatred.

The play continued. The two main characters fell in love, and a heartwarming story unfolded. With impressive acting and a stunning stage, the audience was completely enthralled.

Immersed in the atmosphere, even Jaegal Soyeon, who had struggled so much during rehearsal, delivered a splendid performance in perfect sync with Crimson Tiger.

Just then, Soeun appeared on stage, taking on the role of Jaegal Soyeon’s handmaiden. “Young Lady, we’ve received word that the Young Lord is on his way,” she said.

“!!” Jaegal Soyeon’s expression brightened. 

“He might even propose today,” Soeun teased.

“Don’t speak of such things lightly.”

“He said he prepared a special gift for you, Young Lady. I heard it from the Young Lord’s servant, so it must be true.”

Seeing Soeun’s excitement, Sin Yeongyeong clenched her teeth.

This fucking bitch!

Come to think of it, she had never received a gift from Baek Museong. Even for a loveless marriage, she thought it was too much.

“Fufu, so you were hiding in a place like this!” Go Jin shouted, coming onto the stage. He was playing a villain who held a grudge against Baek Museong after losing a duel and came seeking revenge.

“Who are you?” Soeun shouted in surprise.

“Me?” Go Jin scoffed. Killing intent flashed in his eyes, and he lunged toward Soeun and Jaegal Soyeon.

WHOOSH!

For a moment, Soeun froze in shock. Go Jin was supposed to have more lines and attack after Crimson Tiger returned.

Did he panic and forget his lines?

From both hers and Jaegal Soyeon’s perspective, the improvisation was abrupt. However, she decided to follow the original flow of the play and stepped forward to block the strike.

SHIIING!

Go Jin’s sword flew toward her, accompanied by the rushing sound of wind.

“Ah!” Soeun screamed, widening her eyes in horror. Go Jin’s sword wasn’t a fake prop but a real blade!

Stop, Go Jin! What are you doing right now?

The blade sped toward her heart, but she couldn’t dodge it. She could easily evade Go Jin’s clumsy attacks before, but this strike was different. A chilling killing intent immobilized her, trapping her in the same way Go Jin had been paralyzed by Ju Hwayin’s intent in the past.

She squeezed her eyes shut.

CLANG!

A sharp sound rang out, but the pain didn’t come.

Soeun slowly opened her eyes. Her student, Gyu Ho, was standing in front of her, blocking the attack.

“Get back!” he yelled.

Soeun flinched, and a wave of emotion washed over her. 

That voice... it’s him! So Gyu Ho was Crimson Tiger all along? Why didn’t I realize it after all this time? How could I forget the sound of his voice? I’m an idiot!

Finally, she understood what was going on. Crimson Tiger had been assigned to guard her in secret, while Go Jin was an assassin after her life. 

Of course, she had no idea that Flying Dragon had knocked the real Go Jin unconscious backstage, then replaced him.

“Huh? What?” Jaegal Soyeon muttered, not knowing what was happening.

Soeun quickly grabbed the girl and leaped back.

“Are you some kind of prophet?! How the fuck did you react so quickly?” Flying Dragon cried out.

Crimson Tiger shrugged. He had no reason to tell Flying Dragon that the moment he stepped on stage to kill Soeun, a black cat hidden backstage had screamed loudly.

Flying Dragon’s blade shot forth as fast as an arrow.

SWISH! SWOOOSH! CLANG CLANG CLANG!

Crimson Tiger blocked every attack with his sword, and the audience clapped at the crisp clash of steel, thinking it was all part of the act. Only the skilled masters, including the First Young Lord and the Third Young Lady, noticed that things had gone awry.

Bang Hagi’s gaze deepened. I knew it! The successors only came here because of a conspiracy!

He saw Ban Yang beside him, about to step forward, and stopped him. The fact that Baek Museong and Ju Hwayin were still observing proved their involvement in the altercation, so he judged that he shouldn’t get involved unless necessary. 

Ever perceptive, Ban Yang nodded silently and sat back down.

CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!

Sparks danced across the stage. Following an intense round, the two combatants paused briefly to catch their breath.

Flying Dragon glanced down at his trembling blade. “As expected, you’re strong!”

“Waaaaah! Young Lord Baek is the best!”

The crowd cheered wildly, captivated by the formidable offense and impenetrable defense the two had demonstrated.

Flying Dragon took a wooden box from his pocket and opened it, revealing a red pill inside. “I never thought I would have to use this so soon.”

He glanced toward the audience, searching for Sin Yeongyeong. Finding her, he gave her a faint smile, then swallowed the pill.

HIIISSSS!

His aura began to change, and his eyes glowed an eerie red, staining even the whites of his eyes crimson.

Crimson Tiger’s eyes widened in disbelief. “Is that a Qi Enhancement Pill?”

Qi Enhancement Pills were a forbidden elixir that maximized one’s qi by drawing out their life’s qi, shortening one’s lifespan. They were incredibly expensive and difficult to obtain.

Flying Dragon smirked. “As expected, you recognize it. It’s a type of Qi Enhancement Pill called the Ghostly Soul Pill.”

Baek Museong and Ju Hwayin were flabbergasted. The Ghostly Soul Pill was the most potent Qi Enhancement Pill, but as its name suggested, consuming it would transform one into a ghost. Although the pill instantly increased the user’s qi fivefold, it also caused death within two hours.

Sin Yeongyeong was the only clueless person among the Association’s top-ranking members present. Not understanding the full implications of Flying Dragon’s actions, she simply assumed it was a pill that made one stronger.

Crimson Tiger frowned darkly. “Why go this far for a mission?”

Flying Dragon fought the urge to look at Sin Yeongyeong again. Since he was going to die anyway, he didn’t want to implicate her. “That’s how badly I can’t stand losing,” he said cynically.

Crimson Tiger sighed. He knew that Sin Yeongyeong was involved, but whatever the reason, it was all over now. In two hours, Flying Dragon would surely die, and within that time, he would definitely try to kill Soeun.

SWOOOOOSH!

Flying Dragon rushed in.

CLANG CLANG-CLANG CLANG!

Both men’s strikes were so fast that the civilians in the audience couldn’t see them move at all. Still, they were amazed precisely because they couldn’t see it.

BANG!

The two separated again.

Crimson Tiger narrowed his eyes. His sword hand trembled faintly. He was being pushed back purely in terms of qi. If he hadn’t seen Flying Dragon take the Ghostly Soul Pill, he would have thought he was fighting a different person entirely.

PAPAPAPAPAPAK!

Blade qi raged from Flying Dragon’s blade, colliding with the sword qi enveloping Soul Crusher.

KABOOOM!

An explosion ripped through the air, and a few unsuspecting audience members applauded.

Baek Museong and Ju Hwayin’s bodyguards were not among them, though. They rushed out and formed a line between the stage and their masters.

Finally, the other spectators realized that something was not quite right.

“Kuaaaargh!” Flying Dragon’s qi writhed wildly, and a tremendous energy wave swirled around him.

PAPAPAPAK!

All of the bodyguards who ran to the front were swept away by the powerful energy wave.

Lee Dansim rushed over to Ju Hwayin and pleaded, “Young Lady! You must evacuate now!”

Baek Museong’s bodyguard urged him to do the same.

Although the two wanted to stay, doing so would require the sacrifice of too many of their subordinates. Moreover, they couldn’t intervene in the fight themselves, not because it was dangerous, but there were many other issues at stake.

Baek Museong and Ju Hwayin made eye contact , but Ju Hwayin quickly shifted her gaze to Sin Yeongyeong, who stood beside him. The bitch’s gaze was firmly locked on the stage, the worry in her eyes clear as day.

Baek Museong noticed this as well.

A moment later, however, Sin Yeongyeong sensed their gazes and averted her eyes from Flying Dragon. “W-What on earth is going on? I’m s-scared!” she stammered.

Baek Museong pretended not to notice that she was acting. “We should retreat for now.”

The three of them, surrounded by bodyguards, left the area while the audience fled in a panic.

Baek Museong’s head bodyguard asked, “Should I send for the Association’s martial artists?”

Baek Museong shook his head. “No, that man has taken a Qi Enhancement Pill. If we send them in now, there will be many casualties. Delay their deployment and have them stand by.”

“Understood.”

KABOOOM!

A tremendous explosion rocked the air from far behind them.

Baek Museong glanced back anxiously, tempted to dash back and grab Soeun, but he couldn’t do it with so many people watching him.

He wasn’t the only one feeling anxious. Ju Hwayin was concerned for Crimson Tiger, and Sin Yeongyeong was for Flying Dragon. Unfortunately, none of them could openly intervene.

As she ran, Ju Hwayin sighed to herself. She never imagined that an assassin skilled enough to commit murder right in front of them would consume a Ghostly Soul Pill.

Now, only three people remained on the stage: Crimson Tiger, Flying Dragon, and Soeun. Crimson Tiger didn’t ask Soeun to run, figuring that would only expose her and put her in greater danger, but he had convinced Jaegal Soyeon to flee. Fortunately, Flying Dragon hadn’t stopped the young girl since his only target was Soeun.

As such, Soeun stood silently behind Crimson Tiger. Unbeknownst to him, her joy at seeing him again outweighed her fear of death.

Our lives are tied together. If I am fated to be with him...that might not be so bad.

Soeun had so much she wanted to say to him, but she stood silently, afraid to break his concentration.

“Flying Dragon,” Crimson Tiger greeted.

Flying Dragon looked up at the sky. “Don’t call me that... my name is...” 

His voice trailed off. He had almost said his childhood name, Ah Gyeong, which only Sin Yeongyeong knew.

A name means nothing...

Strangely, the pouring rain was beginning to subside. Was it fading away along with his lifespan? Yet, despite attacking Crimson Tiger five times with overwhelming inner qi, he had still failed to kill him.

“You’re truly amazing.”

“Why are you so determined to kill Soeun?”

“And why are you so determined to protect her?”

Crimson Tiger sighed. I suppose everyone has their own circumstances. I shouldn’t be the one to judge his resolve.

“You won’t be able to save her,” Flying Dragon declared. He had already decided to attack Soeun with his ultimate technique, even if it cost him his own life.

ZIIIING!

Soul Crusher let out a long cry, as if refuting Flying Dragon’s warning on Crimson Tiger’s behalf.

Flying Dragon narrowed his eyes. “Unlike you, I’m not afraid of death. What I fear is...”

He couldn’t finish his sentence. He couldn’t bring himself to say that he feared screwing up his job because he hoped his final image in Sin Yeongyeong’s memory wouldn’t be one of failure.

Gritting his teeth, he kicked off the ground.

SHWAAAAAAK!

Blade Qi gushed out from his weapon like a torrent, swelling into a great sea that crashed down on Crimson Tiger, leaving him with no room to dodge.

SHWAAAAAAK!

Crimson Tiger responded with a lightning-quick slash. The attack tore through Flying Dragon’s blade qi for a moment before it reformed.

However, that was enough. Swinging Soul Crusher with all his might, he sent a single streak of sword light through the brief gap. Since the audience had left, he deemed it acceptable to use the Tapana Blaze, the sixth of the Asura’s Eight Narakas.

SHWAAAAAAA! FLASH! THUD!

Flying Dragon fell off the opposite side of the stage, the same direction he had come from. His face contorted in pain, but he immediately scrambled back to his feet and glanced at the wound Crimson Tiger had given him. Blood didn’t gush from his pierced shoulder since the wound was charred black.

A chill ran down his spine. If I hadn’t twisted my body as hard as I could at the last second, my heart would have been incinerated.

Crimson Tiger dashed forward the moment he seized the advantage. His opponent was strong, and he couldn’t let any momentary weaknesses pass. The Ghostly Soul Pill was part of it, but it was Flying Dragon’s exceptional innate martial sense that allowed him to dodge the Tapana Blaze, because having more qi alone wasn’t enough to accomplish such a feat.

SHWIIING!

A streak of blade qi flew toward Crimson Tiger. Though weaker than before, the attack proved that Flying Dragon hadn’t given up yet.

Crimson Tiger easily evaded the attack and continued charging forward.

SHWIIIIIIK!

Soul Crusher ripped through the air, ready to unleash the Asura’s Eight Narakas. At the last moment, however, Crimson Tiger’s instincts kicked in. Something invisible was blocking his path!

“AHHHHHH!” he roared as he forcefully wrenched his body to the side, breaking his momentum.

SAAAK!

Following the sound of flesh being cut, a sharp pain shot through his arm.

“Ugh!” Gasping, he fell to the ground, blood dripping from a deep gash on his forearm. Fortunately, he had avoided losing his arm.

He looked up at the invisible trap that he had nearly rushed into, and recognized it as the Heavenly Silk Thread that he himself often used to set up intruder alarms. 

Flying Dragon must have set it up before he got on stage. 

Cold sweat dripped down his brow. If his reaction had been even a fraction of a second slower, his entire body would have been sliced apart. Luckily, he had avoided a fatal accident by swerving and slashing the tread with Soul Crusher.

SHWAAAAAAAACK!

Flying Dragon fired a dozed hidden weapons, backed by immense qi, toward Soeun.

TADADADADANG!

Crimson Tiger swung his sword and deflected the weapons, ignoring his injury.

“You bastaaaard!” Furious, Flying Dragon ripped off his shirt.

Crimson Tiger’s eyes widened. Under his shirt, Flying Dragon carried a leather sheath for storing throwing knives, but that wasn’t what shocked him. Rather, it was the Roaring Thunder Bombs tied around the man’s chest. At first glance, there appeared to be well over thirty of the deadly explosives.

He shuddered. If he raised his defensive qi to its limit, he might avoid instant death, but Soeun could never survive the blast.

HWIIIIK!

Suddenly, someone grabbed Soeun and leapt backward with her so quickly that even Crimson Tiger couldn’t stop them. In an instant, the abductor and his victim escaped the predicted blast radius.

Flying Dragon groaned in frustration. The interfering party was Principal Bang Hagi.

“Please come with me, Miss Baek,” Bang Hagi said. Hie eyes, which normally seemed gentle and good-natured, had completely hardened into those of a supreme master.

At the same time, he sent a telepathic message to Crimson Tiger.

[Don’t worry, I’ll protect her. I serve the Association Chairman.]

Crimson Tiger nodded in relief upon seeing the sincerity in Bang Hagi’s eyes. At least for today, Soeun would be safe.

He also realized that Bang Hagi was one of the supreme masters who followed only the Association Chairman, regardless of politics or power. The old man’s actions, whether by Cheon Ahseong’s will or the will of the old master’s most loyal followers, meant the Association Chairman was paying attention to the succession war between the First Young Lord and the Third Young Lady from the sidelines.

Soeun’s eyes met Crimson Tiger’s. Since she had confirmed her feelings for him, tears welled in her eyes at the abrupt goodbye yet again, but she forced a smile anyway. She didn’t want to regret this moment later on. If they were truly meant to be together, they would meet again.

She was truly in love with him, and it didn’t matter whether it was because he had saved her several times or because she simply liked him. The reason wasn’t important. Her main concern now was that she wasn’t afraid of dying with him, but terrified of him dying without her beside him.

With that, Bang Hagi disappeared, taking Soeun with him. Now, only two people remained on the stage.

“Hey, how much time do I have left?” Flying Dragon asked weakly. He had never imagined that a third party would rescue Soeun, rendering today’s mission a catastrophic failure.

Crimson Tiger answered honestly, “About an hour?”

He wouldn’t have had this conversation with anyone else, but seeing Flying Dragon’s despair at the moment of his mission’s failure made his heart feel heavy.

“Since everything’s ruined, do you want to fight to the death? Or should I just set this off?”

Crimson Tiger sighed. No matter what choice Flying Dragon made, the result wouldn’t change. The man would die, and he would live, since he no longer needed to protect Soeun. The Roaring Thunder Bombs might injure him, but they weren’t powerful enough to kill him.

He asked calmly, “How about doing something better than that?”

Flying Dragon shook his head. “Right now, for me, there’s nothing better than death.”

BANG!

A projectile flew in and exploded, releasing red smoke in every direction. Crimson Tiger immediately recognized it as the same poison he had been hit with before.

If that’s the case, then... as expected.

Just like before, Gon jumped into the smoke, put an antidote in Flying Dragon’s mouth, and tried to escape with him.

SHWUUUK! PAK! PAK!

Crimson Tiger reached out through the smoke and grabbed Gon’s neck, then swiftly sealed the handler’s acupoints.

“Don’t kill him!” Flying Dragon shouted, bending his knees to lunge forward.

Crimson Tiger raised his free hand to stop him and shook his head.

Flying Dragon hesitated, realizing that Crimson Tiger wasn’t out to kill Gon.

“...H-How?” Gon choked.

The Crimson Tiger smiled but said nothing. These two didn’t need to know about the Poison Resistance Ring on his finger. He waved his sleeve, scattering the remaining smoke, then looked at Gon. 

Despite being immobilized, Gon’s objective hadn’t changed. “Please let me take him away,” he pleaded sincerely.

Crimson Tiger frowned. He could see the sincerity in Gon’s eyes, similar to the look Yeon had shown him before. He glanced at Flying Dragon, who had already given up on everything and was going to die soon anyway, and made his decision.

TAK! TAK!

He released Gon’s acupoints.

Gon blinked in surprise. He hadn’t expected Crimson Tiger to actually do as he requested. Bowing deeply and respectfully, he said, “Thank you, I won’t forget this kindness.”

Sighing, Crimson Tiger sent a telepathic message to Flying Dragon. [If you want to save your handler, it’s best to keep your goodbyes brief.]

[What do you mean?]

[Someone will be coming to capture you soon. He’ll kill your handler.]

Flying Dragon flashed Crimson Tiger a complicated look. [Why are you telling me this?]

[Let’s just call it one last act of camaraderie from someone who did the same job.]

And a sign of respect toward my own handler, Yeon.

Crimson Tiger turned away without hesitation. Right as he was about to step off the stage, however, Flying Dragon sent a telepathic message.

[You said it earlier, right? About doing something better?]

[I did.] Crimson Tiger nodded. After seeing Flying Dragon’s Roaring Thunder Bombs, he had an idea related to the bombs he had prepared but hadn’t gotten to use yet.

[What is it? Is it something I can do in the time I have left?]

[Perhaps.]

[Then tell me.]

The two engaged in a rapid telepathic exchange. In it, Crimson Tiger told Flying Tiger where to go and what to do.

After hearing the whole story, Flying Dragon looked at the sky and muttered, “Not bad. Fine, I’ll take on my life’s final mission, free of charge.”

“Thank you.”

Flying Dragon and Gon leaped away, leaving the stage.
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The pair arrived at the forest next to the academy—the same place where Crimson Tiger had previously met Giyeong of the Evil Coalition.

Sitting on a rock, Flying Dragon asked, “Why did you come to save me? You swore an oath to the heavens that you wouldn’t do it again.”

Gon stared silently at Flying Dragon, then let out a short sigh. “Damn it!”

Flying Dragon had reverted from Go Jin’s face to his original one, but his handsome features were no longer recognizable. His skin had lost its elasticity and his eyes their vitality, a sign that his life was nearing its end.

“Did you have to go this far?” Go Jin lamented.

“Stop nagging and just go. It’s enough that I got to see your face before I die.”

“Let’s go together.”

“Why? Are you going to dig me a grave?”

“Yes.” Go Jin nodded. He truly intended to bury Flying Dragon on a scenic hill with plenty of sunlight and a gentle breeze. After all, if his body were found here, one of the Association’s physicians would conduct an autopsy and then have it buried in a common grave. He didn’t want that to be his friend’s fate.

Flying Dragon shook his head. “Sorry, but I have one last mission to complete.”

He didn’t reveal the details of his last mission, which began with chasing Gon away to save his life. He thought that if the King of Hell knew he had tried to do something noble in his final moments, perhaps he might get a day off from the eons of suffering he would have to endure.

“Damn it!” Gon roared. “What more could you possibly do right now?!”

“Go! Get the fuck out of my sight! Do I have to throw a rock at you to make you scram?

“I said let’s run away together, you damn stubborn bastard with selective hearing!”

Flying Dragon laughed. “Finally, you show your true colors. I wonder how long you’ve been holding back your desire to swear at me?”

“Shut your trap and just come with me! I told you I’d dig you a grave!” Gon shrieked, even as he realized that words were not going to work.

Steeling himself, he strode forward and tried to forcefully pick Flying Dragon up in his arms, but the assassin gripped his shoulder and pushed him away with his remaining strength.

The strength drained from Gon’s arms. If Flying Dragon was going to such lengths to reject him, then there must be a compelling reason for it.

Flying Dragon smirked. “I hope the next Flying Dragon is a better guy than me.”

“...That’s not for you to worry about,” Gon sighed heavily.

“If we meet again in my next life... I’ll listen to you obediently then.”

“You plan on being a secret agent in your next life too? No way! We’ll switch places! I need to pay you back for all the times you didn’t listen to me by being just as pigheaded.”

“Fufufu! Still... it seems you want to see me again.” Flying Dragon closed his eyes, feeling sentimental.

“......”

“Please just go. This is my last request.”

With tears welling in his eyes, Gon paid his respects to Flying Dragon. “Rest in peace, my friend. You worked hard.”

Flying Dragon smiled. It was enough to know that at least one person grieved for his death.

At last, Gon left. When he was out of sight, Flying Dragon set up a Heavenly Silk trap nearby, camouflaging it into the surrounding terrain. 

After he finished, he forced his heavy eyelids open and looked up at the sky. For better or worse, it was Sin Yeongyeong who came to his mind in his final moments.

He recalled the day he first met her, long ago. Against the backdrop of a clear blue sky, she smiled like an angel.

“She was so beautiful.”

Will she be happy? Does anyone truly wish for her happiness? Her father, who’s trying to force her into a political marriage? Her younger sister, who’s fighting with her over Baek Museong? No, there’s no one... no one but me.

Because of that, until his very last moment, Flying Dragon prayed for her happiness.

Several minutes later, twenty men appeared. They were the martial artists that Giyeong had brought with him.

“We were supposed to take Soeun into custody here. Where is she?” a middle-aged man who appeared to be their leader asked, mistaking Flying Dragon for Crimson Tiger. 

It was a natural assumption, especially since Crimson Tiger was known for changing his face at random. Besides, he had seen the person in front of him fighting on stage earlier, presumably to kidnap Soeun.

“Why are you looking for her?” Flying Dragon asked.

The middle-aged man narrowed his eyes and carefully scrutinized Flying Dragon’s face.

Something’s weird. Why does he look like he’s about to die soon? No! We’ve got the wrong man!

His expression hardened. “You’re not Crimson Tiger.”

“No, but I am also one of the Twelve Phantoms,” Flying Dragon replied, grinning. He truly hated his job, but he felt a little proud that his final battle would be against the Evil Coalition.

“Damn it, that bastard betrayed us! What the hell is he thinking?”

Flying Dragon smiled mysteriously. “Even if I’m not the strongest Phantom... I’m more than enough for the likes of you. Let’s have a proper round two together in hell.”

The leader’s eyes widened. “Everyone, get back!” he shouted, but it was too late.

KABOOOOOOOOM!

The Roaring Thunder Bombs on Flying Dragon’s body exploded. Caught directly in the blast, the bodies of the men at the very front were blown to pieces.

Although the men standing in the back avoided instant death, another trap awaited them. The moment they leaped backward to escape the blast’s impact, the Heavenly Silk installed all around sliced them apart.

As a result, they were completely annihilated.

Two hours later, Crimson Tiger entered an abandoned shack nearby. This was the rendezvous point where he had agreed to meet Giyeong.

“Why are you alone? Where is Soeun?” he asked.

Giyeong pouted glumly.

Crimson Tiger tilted his head. “Don’t tell me she didn’t go where I told her to. I definitely sent her to the ambush location.”

Giyeong sighed. “A third party intervened. They took out all of my subordinates.”

“What? Who was it? The First Young Lord or the Third Young Lady?”

Giyeong shook his head. Since nothing remained of his subordinates but lumps of flesh and bone, and the Association’s martial artists arrived soon after to investigate, he hadn’t been able to figure anything out. Still, he agreed with Crimson Tiger that it was likely the work of one of the two successors, since Soeun was very important to them.

Crimson Tiger hurriedly asked, “Don’t tell me she’s dead too?”

Giyeong shook his head. “I don’t know.”

“Fuck!” Crimson Tiger punched the air in anger. “How do you expect me to trust you when you can’t even manage a simple task like this?”

“Watch your mouth!” Giyeong roared.

Deep down, though, he was inclined to forgive Crimson Tiger’s outburst. After all, the mission failure wasn’t his fault.

More importantly, Crimson Tiger himself was the mission’s real prize. He had succeeded in recruiting the secret agent. Regardless of how much Jongri Mun cherished him, if he returned alone and empty-handed, Jongri Mun would not forgive him.

“For now, go back and wait for the next order.”

Crimson Tiger held out his hand without a word.

“What do you want?”

“My payment, obviously. You said you’d pay me thrice as much as the Association.”

Contempt flashed in Giyeong’s eyes. “Are you seriously asking for money in a situation like this?”

“Hey! You’re the ones who messed up, not me.”

“You’re a money-grubber.”

“And what kind of grubber are you?”

Giyeong was about to flare up, but soon sneered instead. Greed-driven people like this were easier to manipulate. He took out an envelope he had prepared earlier, containing a bank check for nine thousand taels.

“I’ll contact you again later.”

With that, Giyeong spun around and departed.

Only then did Crimson Tiger let out a sigh of relief. In an instant, the greed in his eyes disappeared, replaced by tranquility.

He took a deep breath. Thanks to Flying Dragon’s sacrifice, he was able to deceive Giyeong. The Third Young Lady would also understand his failure to capture Flying Dragon alive, because she had witnessed Flying Dragon take the Ghostly Soul Pill.

Once again, he had overcome another crisis.

Even if the Evil Coalition’s grandfather, not just the Evil Coalition, gets involved, I have only one goal. No matter what, I have to endure until winter.


V5C10: The Wedding

Two days later, Baek Museong and Sin Yeongyeong celebrated their grand wedding.

The incident at Tempest Academy was swept under the rug since no one involved wanted the truth revealed. Rumors from eyewitnesses did circulate for a time, but the excitement surrounding the wedding quickly drowned them out.

For the first time in a long while, the Association opened its gates wide, welcoming countless people from the jianghu. Baek Museong had wanted a quiet affair, but Sin Paegeuk, the Lord of Sword Heaven, insisted on the grandest and most splendid wedding in the jianghu. Thus, the celebration was held in the Mythical Pavilion, the Association’s largest banquet hall.

The impact of this venue selection was immediate. Most guests quickly came to the conclusion that the First Young Lord had secured the upper hand in the succession war.

“The struggle for power is over now that the Third Young Lady has failed to stop this marriage.”

“That’s right. The era of the First Young Lord and Sword Heaven has begun.”

Many people spoke with tremendous conviction.

Of course, not everyone agreed. Some guests secretly supported the Third Young Lady.

“You can’t say that for sure. Don’t you know what kind of person the Association Chairman is? He’s not someone who would choose a successor based on their supporters.”

The naysayers did have a point. Still, the cunning masters of the jianghu knew the difference between ideals and reality, and they were certain this marriage would have a significant impact on the future balance of power.

Surprisingly, despite all the commotion, Ju Hwayin retained her calm. “It feels good to attend a wedding after so long,” she remarked.

Lee Dansim frowned, thinking perhaps Ju Hwayin was acting out of heartbreak. “Yes, attending a happy occasion is always pleasant,” she replied, her words dripping with sarcasm.

Ju Hwayin smiled, but Lee Dansim couldn’t tell whether her her mistress’s expression was sincere.

She sighed. “I didn’t expect that bastard to kill himself with a Roaring Thunder Bomb.”

Her mistress had dispatched a martial master after Crimson Tiger contacted her, but by the time they arrived, Flying Dragon had already detonated the bombs.

“Any information about the ones who died with him?”

“We cannot confirm their identities, but we suspect they were close associates of the First Young Lord.”

Ju Hwayin nodded. “Since the assassin took a Ghostly Soul Pill, we wouldn’t have been able to capture him alive even if he hadn’t detonated the Roaring Thunder Bombs.”

“He was a vicious bastard.”

“What else would you expect from someone that viper bitch sent? Anyway, have you heard anything about Soeun?”

“They say Principal Bang rescued her at the last moment.”

“I see. Well, we no longer have a use for that girl.”

Lee Dansim asked cautiously, “Do we eliminate her?”

Ju Hwayin shook her head without hesitation. “No, just think of her as a gift for Senior Brother.”

Although she said that, Bang Hagi was the real reason her hands were tied. She knew the Principal was Cheon Ahseong’s direct subordinate. Since he had intervened and saved Soeun, if she took any action against the girl, it would be seen as a direct challenge to her master. 

Later, when the matter was mostly forgotten, she might be able to do something, but for now, she had to endure.

“What? Why?!” Lee Dansim snarled, unaware of the delicate circumstances. She was simply upset that all her mistress’s hard work and suffering had ended up benefiting the First Young Lord. “What are we going to do now?”

“Dansim,” Ju Hwayin said firmly.

“Yes?”

“The course of a war is not important.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m saying the process doesn’t matter, only the result. The amount of effort we put in, the sacrifices we make, none of it is important. History is only ever written by the victors.”

“......” Lee Dansim swallowed dryly, her anxiety mounting.

Ju Hwayin continued, “Indeed, you, me, all of us will be written out of history if we lose.”

“If anyone is to be written off, I should be the first.”

Ju Hwayin regarded her loyal companion with a faint smile. “How reassuring.”

“Please command me as you wish!”

“I suppose the time has come for me to unveil my grand backup plan.”

“What? You had something like that?”

Ju Hwayin chuckled. “Fufu, I just came up with it.”

“......” Finally, Lee Dansim realized she was joking.

Ju Hwayin narrowed her eyes. “Let’s counterattack! Fiercely.”

Lee Dansim smiled, looking forward to the future. She strongly believed that the moment Ju Hwayin steeled her heart, the First Young Lord would be finished in the blink of an eye.
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Crimson Tiger and Yeon stood at the very back of the Mythical Pavilion, far from the VIP seats. Baek Museong had specially invited him to the wedding, so he couldn’t decline.

“I’m glad you’re safe,” Yeon said, sighing with relief. Her heart was still pounding wildly.

When she saw Flying Dragon take the Ghostly Soul Pill, her heart seemed to skip a beat. She knew the pill’s horrors better than anyone. If she had been slightly less fortunate, the one who had lost their partner would be her, not Gon.

During the whole saga, she had hesitated countless times, tempted to jump into the fray and help Crimson Tiger.

Crimson Tiger smiled faintly. “Thanks, and don’t worry, Yeon. I won’t die from something like that!”

Yeon smiled at the reassurance. Even though the ever reliable Crimson Tiger always proved her worries unfounded and completed his missions as if he were invincible, she couldn’t help but feel anxious. After all, the more capable he proved to be, the harder and more dangerous his missions were becoming.

“Your martial arts were truly amazing,” she commended.

Crimson Tiger’s expression hardened. Suddenly, he remembered that three people—Yeon, Gon, and Bang Hagi—had seen him use the Asura’s Eight Narakas.

The problem was Gon and Bang Hagi, especially the latter. Due to the nature of the incident, Gon couldn’t officially reveal his involvement, so he would keep the secret.

Bang Hagi, who served Cheon Ahseong loyally, was much more concerning. If he recognized the Asura’s Eight Narakas, then Cheon Ahseong would definitely find out as well.

“How is the investigation into Flying Dragon going?” he asked Yeon.

“An investigation team has been dispatched, but they won’t find much. Since Flying Dragon’s body was blown to pieces, they won’t even know it was him.”

Crimson Tiger nodded. Ultimately, Flying Dragon would be considered a missing person. 

He had also heard that Soeun had been taken in by the First Young Lord. That was a relief, too.

She’ll be safe now.

“Oh, and Jaegal Soyeon was accepted by the Radiant Hall. She’ll have to go through a thorough background check before they’ll hire her, but since her identity and family are obvious, it shouldn’t take long.”

Crimson Tiger smiled. He had recommended Jaegal Soyeon to the Radiant Hall, certain the nerdy bachelors there would find her youth and energy refreshing.

Yeon sighed. “Now, you’ll be given a new identity and mission, right?”

“I suppose so.”

CLAP CLAP CLAP!

Applause rang out, signaling the beginning of Baek Museong and Sin Yeongyeong’s wedding ceremony.

Sin Yeongyeong, decked out in her gorgeous wedding dress, beamed with the bright smile of a happy bride.

Only the keenest of observers would notice the slight smudge of her makeup from a lone teardrop.

Moments ago, Gon had delivered the news that Flying Dragon was dead, having deliberately delayed telling her until her wedding day.

Her mind went blank for a long time after she heard the news. She always knew that such a day would come, but why did it have to be now? Although she had a bad premonition about the assassination, she never thought he would actually die.

Why did I only realize it now?

She had truly loved him.

At the same time, she also discovered something else about herself. She learned that she was a vicious viper who could endure losing her beloved by shedding only a single tear.

As such, she had no problem maintaining a faint smile throughout the ceremony.

Cheon Ahseong congratulated Baek Museong and Sin Yeongyeong, and then stood before the assembled martial artists. No one dared to breathe loudly, so overwhelmed were they by this one man’s presence.

His low voice rang out clearly for all to hear.

“To the many heroes of the jianghu who have graced us with your presence today, I have an announcement to make. This coming Mid-Autumn Festival, I will decide the Association’s successor.”

For a moment, everyone was dazed and speechless by the sudden announcement, but a thunderous roar soon erupted.

“WAAAAAAH!”

The announcement came as a complete surprise, and the hall grew noisy as everyone began to chatter. The long, tedious succession battle was finally coming to an end.

However, after making such a shocking statement, Cheon Ahseong promptly left the hall without another word.

Baek Museong and Ju Hwayin were no less taken aback than everyone else.

Ju Hwayin laughed dryly. Haha, that’s just like Master.

Baek Museong felt the same way. He had never been able to discern his master’s intentions while learning martial arts, and this time was no different.

He met his junior sister’s gaze. The Mid-Autumn Festival was just over four months away, meaning the time for their final showdown had come.

Ju Hwayin smiled. “Congratulations on your marriage, Senior Brother.”

Baek Museong smiled gently back at her. “Thank you, Junior Sister.”

They had much to say and knew this might be their last happy conversation, but now was not the time. 

Ju Hwayin coldly bid him farewell. “I wish you a long and happy life with your wife. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

She turned away, the warmth in her eyes gone.

Baek Museong’s expression was no less grave as he watched her leave.

From a distance, Crimson Tiger and Yeon sat silently as the guests around them clapped, shouted, and celebrated.

“Why are they so happy?” Crimson Tiger asked incredulously. 

Like Baek Museong and Ju Hwayin, he wasn’t surprised by the announcement. Cheon Ahseong had hinted at this before, saying he wanted to decide on a successor quickly so he could duel the Coalition Leader.

Yeon sighed anxiously. “I have no idea. I’m scared.”

She was dreading what fate awaited them. The two successors would now fight using everything at their disposal, and she was worried that Crimson Tiger would be dragged into that dirty battle.

“Don’t worry, Yeon,” Crimson Tiger assured her, easing her fears a little. “The curtain has just risen on another stage.

“A lot of people are going to die.”

“Maybe so, but it won’t be us. Remember, that’s not our stage.”

Crimson Tiger’s eyes radiated a powerful resolve.

“...At the very least, I absolutely won’t die on someone else’s stage,” he declared firmly.


V6C1: A Plot in Motion

“This is strange,” Jaegal Soyeon said, walking over with a document in her hand.

She had been assigned to the Radiant Hall just two days ago and was the fastest intern to ever complete training and receive her final assignment. Crimson Tiger’s recommendation had helped greatly, and her identity as a member of the Jaegal Clan made completing her background check a breeze.

Nevertheless, she hadn’t gotten into the Radiant Hall on her family’s name. In fact, it was harder for those from prestigious families to join the Mystery Pavilion and its sub-organizations, since they might face pressure from their family to leak information. The main reason she had entered the Radiant Hall so easily was because of her independent and rebellious disposition, seeking to stand on her own rather than rely on her family.

Hong Sabaek laughed softly, feigning ignorance despite roughly knowing what she was going to ask. “What’s strange?”

“This.” Jaegal Soyeon placed the document down, revealing that it was Crimson Tiger’s personal profile. “It says here that his annual salary is two thousand taels. Isn’t that a mistake?”

Jo Birang grinned smugly. He had asked the same question when he first arrived, and it made him feel like a real senior now.

Pretending to be upset, Hong Sabaek snapped back, “Why? Do you think two thousand is too much for a mere swordsman? What did you learn about the Phantom’s skills during your training?”

“I heard they have skills comparable to a captain of the Six Squads on average.”

“Then do you know how much a rookie captain earns annually?”

“No, I don’t.”

“Four hundred and ninety taels. Far less than the Phantoms, right?”

“Yes.”

“If, as you say, their skills are on par with a captain, why would we hire them instead of just using those captains?”

“...Huh?”

“It’s because they have the skills to match. The Phantoms have endured training that ordinary kids couldn’t last a single day in...”

“Wait, that’s not why I brought this matter up,” Jaegal Soyeon interjected.

“What?”

“I’m not wondering why they’re paid so much. Rather, aren’t we underpaying them?”

““......”” Everyone stared at her, stunned speechless.

Jaegal Soyeon continued, “You said they’re the best secret agents in our Association, right? But you’re telling me you work them to the bone and ask them to risk their lives for a mere two thousand taels a year?”

Im Yeongdal smirked at Jo Birang. “She’s on a completely different level from you. Now this is what I call a strong personality.”

Jo Birang pouted.

Hong Sabaek licked his lips. “They receive commissions on top of their base pay,” he explained.

“I thought so, but how much more do they earn?” Jaegal Soyeon asked curiously.

“I’ll tell you the highest amount a Phantom has received for a mission,” Hong Sabaek replied. “It’s a whopping fifty thousand taels.”

“Aha, I see!” Jaegal Soyeon nodded, completely unfazed.

Instead, it was Jo Birang’s legs that nearly gave out at the mention of that astronomical sum.

Bursting into laughter, Im Yeongdal teased Jo Birang, “Indeed! She’s completely different from you.”

Jo Birang clenched his teeth, steeling his determination. Striding confidently toward his new junior, he said, “Jaegal Soyeon!”

The Radiant Hall seniors snickered inwardly. Although Jo Birang had lowered his voice significantly, his false bravado still sounded awkward.

“Yes?” Jaegal Soyeon tilted her head in puzzlement.

Jo Birang asked, “Do you have any idea how many times we’ve protected the jianghu?”

“Well, the jianghu I grew up in has never once been in crisis,” Jaegal Soyeon answered boldly.

“What did you say?”

Jaegal Soyeon stared blankly at Jo Birang. “Senior, you haven’t been here very long, have you?”

“......” Jo Birang’s jaw dropped.

Jaegal Soyeon smiled like a fox, having gotten her answer from his expression. “I didn’t mean anything bad by it. I said that because I can really feel your burning passion, Senior.”

“Y-You think so?” Jo Birang, who had been anxious about being treated like a fellow rookie, brightened up. “It’s obvious, right?”

“Yes! I may be young, but I’m a good judge of character!”

“Hahaha, but you shouldn’t resent your seniors for their lack of motivation. They weren’t always this lazy. They just became like this after being worn down by life and conspiracies.”

Everyone stared at Jo Birang, dumbfounded.

Jo Birang patted Jaegal Soyeon’s shoulder. “Don’t you worry. I, Jo Birang, am here! I’ll show you what the life of a true administrator dedicated to the jianghu is like.”

“In that case, could you come over here for a moment?” Jaegal Soyeon led Jo Birang to her desk, where a huge pile of work was stacked as part of the hazing for new recruits. “I want to learn everything from you, Senior.”

“Alright, I’ll teach you in detail.” Jo Birang sat down and started organizing the documents. “Now, the way you organize this is...”

Hong Sabaek and Im Yeongdal exchanged glances and shook their heads exasperatedly.

“It’s not easy to be that gullible,” Im Yeongdal mumbled.

Hong Sabaek sighed, “This has got to be a record for the fastest a man has ever fallen for a woman.”

Im Yeongdal chuckled. “In the end, he’s still the youngest.”

SLAM!

All of a sudden, Eom Baekyang entered the operations room, grumbling, “Damn, it’s hot! Is it really only early summer? I feel like I’m going to melt in this heat.”

He glanced at Jo Birang, who was earnestly explaining something to Jaegal Soyeon, and walked over to Im Yeongdal. “Why is our Mr. Jo burning with such passion?”

“He’s showing the new rookie what the life of a true administrator is like.”

“...When did our passion die?”

“To be honest, mine was already dead before I got here.”

“You brat!” Eom Baekyang tried to flick Im Yeongdal on the forehead, but he swiftly dodged.

Noticing the commotion, Jo Birang shot them a pathetic look and whispered something to Jaegal Soyeon. It was obvious what he was saying without even hearing it, so everyone shook their heads.

CLANK!

Just then, the messaging mechanism began rotating, finally stopping at the character for ‘Association’.

SWISH!

A report descended quickly from an opening.

Im Yeongdal read the report and announced, “The Song Crow Sect has been attacked.”

Eom Baekyang blinked in confusion. “The Song Crow Sect? Why are we being contacted about it?”

The Song Crow Sect was just a minor sect in the jianghu. Even if it was part of the Association, such trivial problems weren’t usually tackled by the Radiant Hall.

Im Yeongdal sighed. “Don’t you remember? Last spring, Elder Lee of the Council of Elders became in-laws with them.”

Eom Baekyang scowled. “Fuck those bastards! Tell the Council of Elders to solve their problem themselves!”

Hong Sabaek smiled. Despite their complaints, this wasn’t an order they could refuse. Behind that iron wall were countless intertwined interests and politics, after all.

Ultimately, Eom Baekyang asked with a grimace, “So? What happened?”

“It seems their Sect Leader’s daughter was kidnapped.”

“Kidnapped? Has the culprit been identified?”

“Yes, and it’s Hwa Sun.”

“Hwa Sun?” Eom Baekyang paused for a moment, recalling the name. “The Artistic Swordsman Hwa Sun?”

Hwa Sun was a swordsman who loved to paint, which earned him the alias ‘Artistic Swordsman’. He was a representative martial artist of the orthodox sects and a renowned righteous warrior in the jianghu.

“Yes, that Hwa Sun.”

“Why would he do something like that?”

“His motive is unknown.”

Eom Baekyang shook his head. “Did the heat get to his head?”

“Regardless of the reason, the closest agent is Crimson Tiger,” Jaegal Soyeon cut in, checking the map.

This was originally Jo Birang’s job, but he was currently wrestling with the documents. Since he was the type to lose track of his surroundings once he focused, he completely failed to notice that Jaegal Soyeon was doing his work for him.

“Shall we dispatch Crimson Tiger immediately?” she asked, smirking like a cunning fox.
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RUMBLE RUMBLE!

Crimson Tiger’s carriage sped down the main road as he returned to the Association after completing another mission.

He stared at the scenery blurring past the window. A month had passed since Baek Museong and Sin Yeongyeong got married, but nothing significant had happened...yet.

He could feel a taut tension in the air around the Association, like a swelling pocket about to burst. The First Young Lord and the Third Young Lady were likely preparing to finish each other off once and for all.

However, none of that concerned him. He carried out his duties silently and without overthinking the situation, focusing only on his missions and martial arts training. In fact, he was so immersed in his training that he even sacrificed his sleep. He knew that when a difficult situation arose, the only thing that could see him through it was his own skill.

After overcoming a major hurdle, his Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers had reached the ninth stage. Since then, his progress had been rapid, but the real training was just beginning. To reach complete mastery, he would need to overcome many more challenges and gain more enlightenment.

Furthermore, complete mastery wasn’t the end. Like the Asura’s Eight Narakas, the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers was a top-tier martial art that one could only begin to truly grasp after mastering the basics.

Meanwhile, his Thousand Transformations Hundred Faces Art had steadily improved to the point that he no longer needed to spend days observing his target in order to disguise himself. Now, he could create a perfect disguise after only one glance.

As Crimson Tiger was lost in thought, he suddenly felt the carriage slow and pull over to the side of the road. Sticking his head out the window, he saw Yeon approaching from behind.

The carriage driver disembarked and stepped aside, allowing them to converse in private. 

That could only mean one thing.

“You’ve received an urgent mission,” Yeon said.

“What is it this time?”

“The Song Crow Sect was attacked, and the Sect Leader’s only daughter was kidnapped.”

A rescue mission, then. Crimson Tiger nodded blankly. “The culprit’s whereabouts?”

“Our handler network detected his movements. He’s about twenty-five kilometers south of here.”

“Got it,” Crimson Tiger acknowledged calmly. Once the handler network found a culprit, catching him was only a matter of time. The real problem was keeping the hostage safe until then.

Yeon asked worriedly, “You must be tired, right?”

Crimson Tiger sighed. Of course he was tired. He had just finished one mission and was on his way back.

Unfortunately, the jianghu was an unchanging place. Like a smithy churning out swords, no matter how many villains were killed, more would appear. The power struggles within the Association paled in comparison to the anarchy outside.

Still, he smiled, replying, “It’s bearable.”

In fact, it was more than bearable. Summer had finally arrived, bringing him one more step closer to winter.

“One more thing. Regarding this mission, there’s something you should know beforehand.”

“What is it?”

“The culprit is known as a righteous warrior of the orthodox. Have you ever heard of the Artistic Swordsman Hwa Sun?”

Crimson Tiger blinked in disbelief. Despite his disinterest in the affairs of the jianghu, there were some things that were impossible not to know. One of them was the rumors about the Artistic Swordsman. “...Why would Hwa Sun do something like this?”

“We don’t know yet.”

“A crime of passion?”

Yeon smiled. “Well... he’s not known to be a womanizer, but who knows? Will you accept this mission?”

Crimson Tiger grinned back. As always, Yeon’s question was only a formality. “I will,” he said.

Yeon beckoned to the distant coachman, and she and Crimson Tiger boarded the carriage.

RUMBLE RUMBLE RUMBLE!

The carriage changed direction and raced south.
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Song Hwa, the only daughter of the Song Crow Sect Leader, stammered nervously, “J-Just what are you planning?” 

“I’m going to rape you,” Hwa Sun answered calmly, though his expression was dark and bitter.

Song Hwa’s eyes widened in horror. “Why?”

“You... don’t need to know.”

“And what will you do after that?”

“I will kill you.”

Song Hwa was simultaneously scared and bewildered. She knew that Hwa Sun hadn’t harmed anyone during her abduction. How could such a person rape and kill her?

She cried out, “Lies! You’re not that kind of person.”

Hwa Sun narrowed his eyes. “Don’t judge others so carelessly,” he snarled with cold determination. “You’ve only ever heard rumors about me. You don’t know me as a person.”

“I know you’re a good person!”

“I’ll shatter that illusion right now.” Hwa Sun slowly approached Song Hwa, emanating a deliberate killing intent.

A chill ran down Song Hwa’s spine. Quickly backing away, she pleaded, “At least tell me why you’re doing this, please.”

Hwa Sun paused. After a moment of inner conflict and deliberation, he whispered, “Your elder brother raped and killed my elder sister. He also brutally murdered my brother-in-law who tried to stop that beastly act.”

“What? But...”Startled, Song Hwa covered her mouth, but decided against denying the accusation. Instead, she let out a long sigh. She was aware that her brother was an indiscriminate lecher and was truly capable of committing such a heinous crime. She had always thought he wasn’t cruel enough to kill someone to silence them, but when she looked into Hwa Sun’s eyes, she instinctively knew he was telling the truth.

However, that wasn’t the end of the surprise.

“Your father was also there,” Hwa Sun added.

“What?” Song Hwa’s eyes flew wide open as she shouted, “Nonsense! Bullshit! Stop spouting lies!”

Hwa Sun scoffed. “He didn’t even try to stop his son, just stood there and watched as your brother raped my sister.”

“Enough filthy lies!” Song Hwa shrieked. 

Hwa Sun’s shocking words sent her reeling, to the point where she felt like she might faint. The possibility that his words might be true gnawed at her, especially since her father was indeed a frightening man.

“I’m not forcing you to believe me,” Hwa Sun said coldly. Song Hwa still didn’t look convinced, but it was the truth. The memory of that day still tormented him every day.

Biting his lip so hard that it bled, he again recalled the image of his brutally murdered elder sister and brother-in-law. He had sat blankly beside their bodies for almost an hour, wishing he would wake up from this nightmare.

On that day, the demon sleeping in his heart had opened its eyes, and he resolved to pay his family’s killers back in kind. Simply running to them and fighting to the death wouldn’t satisfy his rage. He had to get revenge on all of them and survive.

The one thing he regretted was that, as a righteous warrior, he had persuaded many people to forgive those who wronged them, even swearing that he would do the same if it happened to him.

Looking back now, I feel so sorry for them. I spoke so easily about things I’d never experienced because they didn’t concern me directly. Perhaps I’m paying the price for deceiving them with empty promises.

Hwa Sun took a step forward. “I’m sorry. I’ll atone in hell.”

“Men who rape and kill women don’t say things like that,” a man’s voice rang out from behind him.

Hwa Sun spun around to face the speaker. When he saw the approaching Crimson Tiger, he tensed, realizing that he hadn’t sensed the intruder’s presence until he spoke. “Who are you?” he demanded.

Crimson Tiger smiled bitterly and released his aura. “I’m someone who’s here to clean up the mess you’ve made.”

Hwa Sun realized at once that he was no match for Crimson Tiger. Steeling his resolve, he drew his sword and pointed it at Song Hwa. “Come any closer, and I’ll kill this girl.”

“Go ahead,” Crimson Tiger replied casually.

“What?”

“I’m saying you can go ahead and kill her.” Crimson Tiger’s eyes turned harsh. “But have you considered the consequences of doing that? Once that girl dies by your hand, you’ll die by mine. After that, the Song Crow Sect will slaughter your entire family to avenge their lost daughter. Ultimately, all the innocents will die, and only the guilty will be left alive.”

Hwa Sun’s face crumbled in agony at the thought of his innocent wife and children dying. Everything felt incredibly unfair. “Why are you telling me this?” he asked weakly. “With your skill, you could kill me right now.”

“Because I believe you’re telling the truth.”

Normally, Crimson Tiger never conversed with his targets, but after hearing Hwa Sun’s story, he was convinced the man wasn’t lying.

“It’s not too late to set things right,” he added.

“No, you’re wrong! It’s too late. My sister is dead, and those bastards will never repent!” Hwa Sun screamed. His sword hand trembled, and tears filled his eyes at the thought of his family meeting the same fate.

Song Hwa squeezed her eyes shut. “Kill me. I will atone for my brother and father’s misdeeds with my death.”

“What?” Hwa Sun blinked in shock and disbelief.

“I-If it will ease even a little of your grudge, then kill me,” Song Hwa stammered.

Hwa Sun’s hand quivered. For a moment, he appeared as though he was going to plunge the sword into her neck.

In the end, though, he couldn’t bring himself to do it. He just wasn’t that kind of person. Even just the act of abducting Song Hwa contradicted his nature, much less raping or murdering her.

Sighing, he dropped his sword and fell to his knees. “...Kill me,” he whispered despairingly.

He had given up on everything.

Crimson Tiger walked past him and approached Song Hwa. “Let’s go,” he said, grabbing her arm and tugging her away.

Hwa Sun’s eyes widened. “Are you letting me live?”

“My mission is to rescue her, not kill you.”

“If you let me live, I’ll go after them again! I’ll definitely kill those sons of bitches!”

Crimson Tiger shrugged nonchalantly. “That’s none of my business. If I get a mission to save that father and son pair, we’ll meet again. If not, this will be our last meeting.”

Although his words sounded harsh, it was the reality of the situation.

“......” Hwa Sun’s face went blank.

Sensing that he wasn’t a bad person, Crimson Tiger decided to offer the troubled man some advice. “If you really want revenge, you must eliminate everyone in that sect.”

“...!”

“If you mess with them half-heartedly, your family will be harmed.”

“......”

“If you don’t have the confidence to do that, however... then punish them another way. The Association isn’t entirely a corrupt organization.”

Hwa Sun’s eyes widened in realization. The man in front of him was essentially telling him to punish his enemies by reporting their crime to the Association. Still, he hesitated. “B-But... they’ll use their power to cleverly escape!”

“I’ll help you so they can’t,” x replied, confident that he had enough influence in the Association to back up his claim. Whether it was the Radiant Hall Director, the Mystery Pavilion Master, or the First Young Lord, bringing justice to a minor sect was a breeze.

Hwa Sun met Crimson Tiger’s gaze. Somehow, he got the feeling that this man was much more than just a hired sword.

Crimson Tiger smiled. “Sometimes, the traditional orthodox method is the most effective. Now is one of those times.”

Hwa Sun nodded slowly, confirming his acceptance of Crimson Tiger’s suggestion to punish his enemies by following the formal procedures.

Crimson Tiger turned around to leave.

Before he could walk out, though, Hwa Sun asked, “Do you know why they killed my sister and her husband? It was because those bastards mistakenly believed they had a treasure map.”

Crimson Tiger paused. “A treasure map?”

“A treasure map showing the location of Sword God Dok Yahaeng’s secret stash.”

“......” Crimson Tiger was dumbfounded. Dok Yahaeng was the greatest swordmaster of his time, but he died more than two hundred years ago. It was absurd.

Tears streamed down Hwa Sun’s face. “Unimaginable, right? My sister and her husband died a dog’s death because of such nonsense!”

Crimson Tiger sighed deeply.

Song Hwa kept her head down and said nothing. This incident today would drastically change her destiny.
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Crimson Tiger descended the mountain where Hwa Sun’s hideout was located with Song Hwa. Finding Yeon awaiting them by the road with a carriage, he shoved the girl inside and sent her off first.

“Want to walk for a bit?” he asked Yeon.

“If you wish.”

The two of them strolled leisurely along the main road. Despite the scorching sun, wildflowers were blooming beautifully on the roadside.

“Report this incident to the higher-ups,” Crimson Tiger said.

Yeon nodded. “Understood.”

“And be... particular about it.”

“Don’t worry, I know what you mean.”

“Thank you.” Crimson Tiger smiled. He knew Yeon had watched from the shadows as he spoke with Hwa Sun. She had simply come down ahead of them to prepare the carriage.

Yeon remarked, “It was nice of you to forgive him.”

Crimson Tiger shook his head. “I’m not the one who forgave him.”

“Pardon?”

“He was the one who forgave himself.”

Crimson Tiger said nothing more, as losing one’s family was something he couldn’t even imagine. Hwa Sun had already lost his sister and brother-in-law, and if he stayed on that path, he would lose more. For this reason, he sympathized with the man and urged him to change his approach.

Though...what if it were me?

He sighed. In any case, he had done everything he could. Hwa Sun’s life was his own from now on.

Yeon wiped the sweat from her brow and looked up at the sky. “The weather’s getting a lot warmer now, isn’t it?”

Summer was beginning in earnest.
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The Transportation Support Division’s main job was to provide the Association’s martial artists with transportation, such as horses and carriages. Martial artists traveling from across the Central Plains to Headquarters often stopped at their branches to change horses or replenish supplies. 

Contrary to the other branches, however, the Sixteenth Branch boasted a relaxed work environment. As the branch closest to Headquarters, most people passed this location as they either already had transport or didn’t mind walking. The same was true for those departing. This resulted in it being the most idle post among all the branches.

Crimson Tiger stepped into this true white elephant of a place.

“Welcome back, Branch Manager!” Deputy Branch Manager Sanggwan Wol greeted him.

Crimson Tiger smiled and nodded. This was his new undercover identity. He entrusted most of the practical work to Sanggwan Wol, who fortunately was a longtime employee of this branch and knew all its ins and outs. 

Most importantly, he was quick-witted. He never inquired about Crimson Tiger’s extended absences, since he understood the organization’s nature better than anyone and possessed the wisdom to feign ignorance about his superior’s secret excursions.

“Did anything unusual happen?” Crimson Tiger asked.

Sanggwan Wol rolled his eyes, expressing his skepticism about what could possibly happen in this washed-up place. “Of course not.”

Crimson Tiger glanced out the window. Dark clouds were gathering, and the surrounding area was growing dim. “Looks like it’s going to rain,” he remarked.

“The weather’s been kind of hot, so that’s good. I hope it’s a real downpour.”

“Me too.”

The two men headed toward the back of the warehouse, where Crimson Tiger’s office was located. Several martial artists who were chatting in the shade beside the warehouse stood up and greeted them.

Crimson Tiger gave them a light wave, and they waved back enthusiastically. To the dozen or so employees working there, he was the best boss who never needlessly found fault or interfered with their work.

They entered the office. 

Sanggwan Wol pointed to the neatly organized documents stacked on the desk. “These are the monthly reports that we need to submit. Please review them and let me know if anything is lacking.”

“Good work,” Crimson Tiger acknowledged. Given the quality of Sanggwan Wol’s work, it was unlikely that anything was amiss.

“Well, then. I’ll be on my way,” Sanggwan Wol said, turning to leave.

Crimson Tiger called out to him. “Hold on, take this with you.”

He held out a small bundle.

“What is this?” Sanggwan Wol unwrapped the bundle and saw that it contained several books.

Crimson Tiger smiled. “These are the books your son was looking for, right?”

Sanggwan Wol’s eyes widened in astonishment. “Ah! Yes, they are, but how did you...?” 

I only mentioned those books in passing, while I was dead drunk!

He was stunned. When Crimson Tiger was first appointed, they had shared drinks and he briefly mentioned his son. Unlike him, the boy was very passionate about learning, and he felt like a bad father for being unable to obtain the rare books his son wanted.

“I happened to spot them while I was out,” Crimson Tiger explained.

Sanggwan Wol felt deeply moved. The books cost only a few taels, but the thought and sincerity mattered more. The important thing was that his words had been heard. “Thank you so much.”

Crimson Tiger shook his head. “It was nothing.”

He respected Sanggwan Wol’s work ethic and his dedication to his family, so he went out of his way to find the books on his return trip.

“My son will be delighted.”

“I hope so.”

Finally, Sanggwan Wol left the office.

Crimson Tiger leaned against the window. The landscape had darkened darkened significantly now, and a downpour seemed imminent.

Now, all the preparations were complete. He had sent the fifty thousand taels from his last mission to his master, and that money would greatly help in building a new life. He just needed to survive until winter and hope that his daughter’s treatment succeeded.

Hyeon.

Thinking of Seohyeon made his eyes grow moist. He missed his daughter, who had surely grown so much by now.

Master.

The face of his master, with his benevolent smile, also came to mind.

Please endure just a little longer. It will all be over soon.

Suddenly, he heard martial artists talking as they walked past the side of the building.

“Did you hear the rumor?”

“Which rumor are you talking about?”

“There’s a rumor going around that the First Young Lord is trying to assassinate the Third Young Lady.”

“Is that true?”

“That’s what they say.”

“Something’s bound to happen before the Mid-Autumn Festival.”

“But to resort to assassination...”

“If that happens, I won’t support the First Young Lord anymore.”

“Me neither.”

The two voices faded into the distance.

Crimson Tiger had also heard the rumor. After Cheon Ahseong announced his intention to appoint a successor, rumors quickly swept through the jianghu. Most were about the secret strife between the First Young Lord and the Third Young Lady. However, the one gaining the most traction was the rumor that Baek Museong was trying to assassinate Ju Hwayin.

Of course, he dismissed the rumor as utter nonsense. Assassination was not a shortcut to becoming the successor, but rather a trap that would lead one further from that path. The people of the jianghu would not support a successor who won by assassination, as they wanted a grand, spectacular contest. The clever Baek Museong could not be oblivious to that fact.

Crimson Tiger sighed.

RRRUMBLE! SHWAAAAAAAA!

Thunder roared, and rain began to fall.

Little did he know, this rumor was merely a prelude to the coming storm.
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Baek Museong entered Soeun’s office at the Tempest Academy, only to find her sitting down reading a book.

“Welcome!” she greeted, rising to her feet and smiling shyly.

Ten days ago, she returned to the Tempest Academy after hiding in her father’s safe house for a while. Although she hadn’t asked to return to work, Baek Museong sent her back to the academy anyway after ensuring her safety.

To start with, he confessed to Sin Yeongyeong about Soeun. Sin Yeongyeong was shocked and realized that she had almost made a huge mistake. For now, at least outwardly, she agreed to accept Soeun’s existence.

Deep down, however, she hadn’t forgiven Soeun. This wasn’t because Soeun was Baek Museong’s daughter; she didn’t care if a man she had only married for political reasons had an affair. 

No, she hated Soeun because of her role in Flying Dragon’s death. She was aware that it was her decision to send him after Soeun, but she refused to shoulder the blame. She needed a target for her intense hatred, and she chose Baek Museong and Soeun.

Still, she decided to postpone her revenge. Though she felt terribly sorry for Flying Dragon, she would cope with his death by hating them in her heart.

Aside from speaking with Sin Yeongyeong, Baek Museong secretly sent loyal peak experts to the academy to protect her. Additionally, he trusted that Principal Bang Hagi would protect Soeun the same way he had during Flying Dragon’s assassination attempt.

This was especially important since Bang Hagi was a direct subordinate of Cheon Ahseong. Ju Hwayin would never dare risk angering their master by harming Soeun now.

Baek Museong regarded his daughter closely. “What about your classes?” he asked.

“I’m done with them for today,” Soeun replied.

RUMBLE!

A distant thunder echoed against the backdrop of ominous gray clouds.

Soeun glanced out the window. “Looks like it’s going to rain.”

“Yeah.”

For a while, both of them stared blankly as the children who had been in the training yard for class ran into the building, seeking shelter.

Soeun broke the silence, asking cautiously, “You must be in a difficult position... because of me, right?”

Guilt threatened to overwhelm her. Now that her existence had been revealed, her father was surely struggling to deal with the repercussions.

However, Baek Museong answered gently but firmly, “Not at all. In fact, things have gotten better.”

“Better? What has?”

“Everything.”

Baek Museong meant what he said. Acknowledging his daughter brought him indescribable happiness. Nothing impacted his life more than her existence.

He was overjoyed that she was honest, intelligent, and genuinely fond of him. His heart swelled with pride knowing such a girl had inherited his blood. If he could, he would take her with him everywhere and boast about her to everyone he met. He wanted her to experience everything life had to offer.

Nevertheless, he held himself back from expressing these feelings. If he showered too much affection upon her, the heavens might grow jealous and unleash misfortune upon them.

But one day, I will give you the world!

Meanwhile, Soeun drowned in anxiety, fearing that she would hinder her father’s ambitions. She had even considered leaving for a faraway place.

Ultimately though, she gave up that thought, not because of her father, but because of Crimson Tiger. She was afraid that if she left, she would never see him again. While she liked her father, she liked Crimson Tiger even more.

This must be why they say it’s no use raising a daughter, huh? She laughed dryly to herself.

“Just wait a little longer,” Baek Museong said.

Soeun shook her head. “I’m fine the way things are now.”

“......” Baek Museong smiled warmly.

Soeun briefly regretted not phrasing it differently. She realized she should have said she liked it better this way, instead of saying this was fine. In any case, she was grateful for a father who cared for her so much.

Suddenly, she thought of her mother. 

If Mother had told me about Father sooner, perhaps I could have met him earlier?

She quickly shook off the stray thought. Things in the world rarely went as planned. If her mother had been alive, her father would have reacted differently.

Perhaps Mother understood that all too well.

Just then, a voice came from outside. “Young Lord, you need to come out for a moment.”

Baek Museong rose to his feet. “I must be going for today. See you next time.”

“Please take care of yourself,” Soeun replied. For a moment, she wanted to add the word ‘Father’, but in the end, she couldn’t bring herself to do it.

Noticing his daughter’s hesitation, Baek Museong smiled bitterly. It seemed that both his daughter and he needed more time to get used to this new normal. It was best not to rush the matter.

He left his lingering feelings behind and went outside, where Jin Chung was waiting for him.

A few days ago, his aide had been released from prison after his father-in-law, the Lord of Sword Heaven Sin Paegeuk pulled some strings, demonstrating his authority and resourcefulness.

Baek Museong was happy and reassured to have Jin Chung back, as the saying “an army of thousands” fit the man perfectly.

“The Lord of Sword Heaven is looking for you.”

“Let’s go.”

The two men left the building.

As if on cue, the rain began to pour.

PSHHHHH!

Jin Chung handed Baek Museong a raincoat he had prepared, and they walked across the training yard.

“A strange rumor is spreading in the jianghu,” he reported.

“What is it about?”

“People are saying that we are planning to assassinate the Third Young Lady.”

“Pfft!” Baek Museong snickered nonchalantly.

In contrast, Jin Chung remained wary. “This isn’t something to be taken lightly.”

“It’s just a ridiculous rumor,” Baek Museong asserted.

“That ridiculous rumor is spreading too quickly. Someone is behind this.”

“In any case, everything will be fine as long as we don’t assassinate her, right?”

“What if someone else assassinates her?”

“Who, and why?”

“......” Jin Chung couldn’t answer either question.

“Well, if someone murdered Junior Sister for me... that wouldn’t be so bad, would it?” Baek Museong grinned, though of course, he wasn’t serious. “Anyway, I doubt she’s behind the rumor. If it became known that she or her supporters spread such a baseless rumor, it would backfire on them.”

Jin Chung conceded the point and nodded.

“There’s no need to react so sensitively. All sorts of rumors will be flying around until the Mid-Autumn Festival anyway.”

“I understand.”

Despite his answer, however, Jin Chung couldn’t shake the feeling that something bad was going to happen.

The two men boarded a carriage waiting at the academy entrance and headed towards Sword Heaven.

“How is that matter progressing?” Baek Museong asked, lowering his voice so that only Jin Chung could hear.

“It’s ninety percent complete.”

“Ninety percent...”

“We’re moving as quickly as we can. I believe it’ll be finished in about ten days, and we’ve already begun various preliminary activities.”

Baek Museong nodded. This was his final trump card. He felt sorry for Ju Hwayin, but the moment she got caught up in the plan, she would plummet into an abyss and never climb back out.

Suddenly, he asked, “Any news about Crimson Tiger?”

“Same as usual.”

Baek Museong nodded. He was keeping a close watch on Crimson Tiger, believing that they were bound by fate. After all, what other reason could there be for the First Young Lord and an ordinary hired sword to cross paths so often?

FLASH!

A bolt of lightning suddenly struck a roadside tree, splitting and splintering the wood. The old coachman skillfully soothed the startled horses, and the carriage continued on its way.

“If that had landed a little to the side, Junior Sister would have been very pleased,” Baek Museong remarked wryly.

Jin Chung smiled weakly. This was not a joke he could simply laugh at. The last leg of the succession war was a race against time, and he earnestly hoped that nothing would happen until the final ten percent of the plan was completed in ten days.

Watching the pouring rain, Baek Museong muttered, “This will be an unforgettable summer for all of us.”
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“Hahaha, I am very grateful for that!” Sin Paegeuk laughed with satisfaction.

Baek Museong knew exactly why Sin Paegeuk was in such a good mood. He had sent one of his most powerful allies, Fist Master Lee Yanghyeong, to Sword Heaven. Sin Paegeuk had originally planned to take two of his four experts, but after Taoist Scarlet died, he had to settle for just Lee Yanghyeong.

This was a significant loss for Baek Museong, as he was now left with only the Two Immortals. However, this act symbolized his new association with Sword Heaven and his deference to his father-in-law. This was especially true since Sin Paegeuk valued his reputation above all else and wasn’t the type to play second fiddle.

Anyway, he was prepared to sacrifice a great deal to satisfy Sin Paegeuk’s vanity.

Of course, I’ll get it all back, and then some, later.

The two men sat opposite each other in the garden pavilion where they always played Go.

SWAAAAAAAH!

Rain poured down, providing a welcome change from the recent warm weather.

“This summer seems to have come early,” Sin Paegeuk observed.

Baek Museong replied, “Yes, it looks like it will be a hot summer.”

The two men watched the falling rain in silence for a while. 

Eventually, Sin Paegeuk took out an iron plaque and placed it on the tea table. A single sword was engraved on the valuable-looking plaque. “Take it.”

Baek Museong carefully accepted the plaque. “What is this?”

“With this, you can mobilize my Hundred Swords Corps whenever you want.”

“You’re giving me something so valuable? I can’t accept this!” Baek Museong feigned surprise and politely tried to return the iron plaque. The Hundred Swords Corps were the martial artists who represented Sword Heaven, so this was not something he could readily accept.

“Take it!” Sin Paegeuk insisted. “It’ll be essential in your future competition with the Third Young Lady. I’m doing this not only for your sake, but for mine as well.”

“Then I won’t refuse.” Pretending to be deeply moved, Baek Museong carefully put the iron plaque away. “Thank you, Father-in-law.”

Inwardly, though, he scoffed. The Hundred Swords Corps were publicly known as the martial artists who represented Sword Heaven, but after a long investigation, he knew the truth. Sword Heaven’s true powerhouse was a secret organization called the Little Heaven Society.

The Little Heaven Society wasn’t an officially recognized organization. Composed only of the cream of the crop, the Little Heaven Society represented the true might of Sword Heaven. If the Hundred Swords Corps was worth a single point, the Little Heaven Society was worth five.

If Sin Paegeuk truly trusted me and intended to support me fully, he would have given me the power to move the Little Heaven Society. This means he’s still not fully on my side.

Of course, he wasn’t disappointed since he was well aware of Sin Paegeuk’s ambition. It was only natural that the man had refrained from putting all his eggs in one basket.

Hmph. If I were him, I would have either given away the Little Heaven Society or refused the deal altogether. All or nothing.

This was the difference in character and life philosophy between him and Sin Paegeuk.

Sin Paegeuk asked, “So, how are things with Yeong?”

“We’re doing well,” Baek Museong replied.

“You must produce an heir soon.”

Baek Museong smiled and nodded. In truth, he had only slept with Sin Yeongyeong once, on their wedding night. Even then, it had been a formal, obligatory affair.

“There are three months left until the Mid-Autumn Festival.”

“I know.”

“Do you know what criteria the Association Chairman will be using to select his successor?”

Baek Museong smirked enigmatically. “Perhaps those criteria won’t be necessary.”

Sin Paegeuk’s gaze sharpened at the chilling scent of blood in those words. “...Are you confident?”

“Of course,” Baek Museong said.

Sin Paegeuk could sense that Baek Museong had a plan, but his son-in-law wouldn’t elaborate. Although he was burning with curiosity, he forced himself to ask calmly, “When will you tell me about your plan?”

“When the time is right.”

The Third Young Lady won’t just sit back and do nothing.“

“I suppose not.”

“Are you prepared for that?”

SWAAAAAAAAAAH!

The downpour grew heavier.

Silently staring at the falling rain, Baek Museong replied, “No, because I’ve decided to go on the offensive with no thought for defense.”


V6C2: The Game is Afoot

A sweet melody filled the air as the Third Young Lady played the pipa with the skill of a professional musician. Joy, anger, sorrow, and pleasure tinged each note, tugging at every listener’s heart.

Behind Ju Hwayin’s half-lidded eyes, however, a stream of thoughts raced through her mind as scenes from her past flashed by like a revolving lantern.

She remembered the day she first entered the Association and stood alone on the training grounds. Back then, the place had seemed as vast as an ocean. 

As the years flew by, the training grounds soon felt smaller than her palm, but in contrast, the bond between her and her senior disciples grew deeper than anything else.

The faces of her deceased senior disciples came to mind. After that, Cheon Ahseong’s face appeared, followed by Baek Museong’s.

The last face to appear was Crimson Tiger’s. Destiny had brought him to her, yet it was also destiny which was forcing her to let him go.

Her eyelashes trembled. She missed him, especially because she couldn’t see him.

She remembered falling asleep in his arms, worry-free. Those were the happiest moments of her life.

The melody reached its climax.

TWANG!

A pipa string snapped, rudely bringing an end to her whimsical fantasies. Her distant, dreamy gaze grew sharp and icy. 

“...I’m sorry,” she whispered to her absent former lover.

Lee Dansim’s voice rang out from outside her room, “My lady, it is time for you to go.”
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SHWAAAAA!

A carriage raced through the downpour before stopping in a secluded forest far from the Association. Ju Hwayin and Lee Dansim stepped out, wrapped in thick cloaks with bamboo hats pulled low. They had shaken off all of the First Young Lord’s surveillance for this very secret outing.

“You should wear a raincoat,” Lee Dansim advised.

Ju Hwayin shook her head and removed her bamboo hat, letting the rain soak through her clothes. “It’s been a while since it last rained. Let me enjoy it.”

Lee Dansim followed suit and stood with her mistress in the rain. “You’ll catch a cold, you know?”

“I’ll be fine.”

Lee Dansim shuffled her feet uncomfortably. She would give up her life without hesitation if Ju Hwayin ordered her to die, but this was different.

Ju Hwayin glanced at her restless aide. Lee Dansim’s loyalty was one of the reasons she had been able to keep moving forward until now, so although she knew the woman was worried about something other than the rain, she feigned ignorance and made no attempt to comfort her.

Instead, she commanded firmly, “Let’s go.”

They navigated a winding mountain path and stopped in front of a large rock wall. 

Lee Dansim leaped up a nearby tree and tapped several branches in sequence.

RUMBLE...

A small hidden door in the rock wall slid open. The lock mechanism was crafted so perfectly that not even an expert locksmith would notice that the rock wasn’t natural.

They entered through the door, and the rock wall closed firmly behind them.

A narrow passageway stretched out before them, leading to a dead end. They walked to the dead end, where Lee Dansim touched another hidden switch on the surface of the wall.

RUMBLE...

The stone wall rotated open, revealing a small space. 

Ju Hwayin and Lee Dansim stepped inside and touched another switch.

GUUUUUNG!

An elevator mechanism activated, taking the two women deep underground.

“Do you have any updates on the matter I requested?” Ju Hwayin asked.

“Everything’s going according to plan,” Lee Dansim reported. “The rumor has spread like wildfire throughout the jianghu.”

Ju Hwayin smiled in satisfaction. The rumor that Baek Museong was trying to kill her had actually originated from her.

The first step of my plan is complete.

“What about Senior Brother? Has he done anything?”

“He seems to be doing something in secret, but we haven’t been able to find out much more than that.”

Ju Hwayin nodded. “Hmm, I’m not surprised.”

Senior Brother must also be preparing a decisive attack. It won’t be easy to uncover what he’s up to. Still...

“I’m definitely going to win this fight,” she declared confidently.

“......” Lee Dansim stood behind her mistress silently.

THUD! CLANK!

The elevator stopped at their destination: a secret chamber that Ju Hwayin had prepared long ago when she first started making contingency plans. A stooped old woman who looked well over seventy waited for them inside.

Ju Hwayin bowed politely. “Have you been well?”

The old woman’s name was Yo Bing. She was an expert with deep knowledge of medicine and poison arts, as well as one of Ju Hwayin’s longtime retainers. 

She had been a famous poison arts master in her youth, but she experienced a turning point late in life and devoted herself to medicine instead. It was also around that time that she formed a bond with Ju Hwayin.

Ju Hwayin sincerely respected Yo Bing and gave her everything she needed. At first, Yo Bing was wary of Ju Hwayin, but her unchanging attitude over the years touched her, and her loyalty became genuine. 

One day, a few years ago, Ju Hwayin had made her first and only request of Yo Bing. She asked for a medicine that was known to be craftable only by the Divine Doctor Sagong Hu, who had long since disappeared from the jianghu. 

Now, Yo Bing had finally concocted the medicine, and Ju Hwayin’s carefully laid plan was ready to be executed.

Yo Bing held out a small wooden box with trembling hands. “Here it is. The completed medicine,” she said emotionally.

Ju Hwayin carefully opened the wooden box. Inside was a single pill that emanated some sort of mysterious energy.

Emotion washed over her face, and she sank to her knees on the spot. “Thank you. You’ve worked so hard.”

“Please, don’t do this.” Yo Bing hurriedly helped Ju Hwayin to her feet. “I’m satisfied just knowing that I was able to create this medicine. Besides, I couldn’t have done it without your support.”

After studying medicine, Yo Bing made painstaking efforts to surpass the Divine Doctor Sagong Hu. Now, she had finally created the divine medicine that only he was said to be able to make. Having achieved her long-held wish, she found that she desired nothing more.

Lee Dansim asked stiffly, “Are you really planning to go through with that?”

Ju Hwayin smiled. “Yes, I am,” she replied resolutely.

“It’s too dangerous,” Lee Dansim insisted. 

Yo Bing, who had concocted the medicine, nodded in agreement.

Lee Dansim turned to Yo Bing. “Will it really be safe?”

Although the question sounded rude, Yo Bing couldn’t blame Lee Dansim. She was confident the medicine would work, but she couldn’t know for certain if things would turn out the way Ju Hwayin hoped. This was a gamble.

“Everything depends on the heavens,” she concluded, deciding to believe in fate.

However, Lee Dansim did not place her trust in such illogical things. “Please, reconsider!”

“Dansim, I told you earlier. We will definitely win.”

“I know that, but...”

“Do you know why?”

“Why is that?”

Ju Hwayin’s eyes shone with conviction. “Because I’m betting my life on this. If I lose, even after betting the most precious thing I have, then I suppose that’s simply my destiny.”

“My Lady!”

Ju Hwayin shook her head. Her will was firm. She had been planning all of this for years, and felt certain that it would bring an end to her contest with the First Young Lord once and for all.

She turned to Yo Bing. “Is he ready?”

Yo Bing walked over to a door and opened it. A naked man lay in a room filled with a nauseating medicinal smell. His facial features were ordinary, and he didn’t move at all, as if he were asleep.

Yo Bing said calmly, “He will be ready in ten days. After that, no matter what legendary techniques are used on him, he will only respond in one way before carrying out his life’s mission.”

Ju Hwayin nodded. “Then, in ten days, we will proceed as planned.”

[image: sep]


Crimson Tiger trained in a forest near the Sixteenth Branch of the Transportation Support Unit. His training ground was just a small clearing he made by pulling weeds, clearing stones, and cutting down trees, and the area was deserted. To make the area a secret training ground, he installed alarm threads that triggered when someone approached.

PAPAPAPANG!

Now that he had reached a new level of mastery, the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers took on a new form. His movements became rough, resembling a thug’s brawl, and his once gentle strikes became fierce and destructive.

He wasn’t sure how long this process would continue, but he could not afford to be impatient. After all, patience was the most important virtue in developing martial arts. 

The saying that one should train like flowing water referred not only to fluid movements but also to the flow of the practitioner’s mind. Like water, one’s progress must trickle from a mountain peak to become a stream, which then becomes a waterfall. Then, en route to the sea, its final destination, it may temporarily linger in a lake or even ride rapids.

He had struggled for many long years to grasp this concept. While his master had nagged him many times, merely hearing advice didn’t lead to true comprehension. If it were, the world would be full of martial arts masters. 

No, enlightenment was only achieved when one’s heart resonated with the teachings.

Crimson Tiger’s pace quickened, and the wind he generated blew so strongly that animals nearby fled in terror.

Except for one, that is. The black cat sitting nearby simply yawned. It usually loitered around Crimson Tiger, except when he was on a mission. He had offered it food, but it ate little and presumably hunted for itself.

SWOOSH!

Crimson Tiger soared into the air like an ascending dragon.

PAPAPAPAPAPAPANG!

He struck the air with his fists seven times. Each blow was as ferocious as the flooding Yangtze River, and would have shattered bones and ruptured organs if he had been fighting an opponent.

Crimson Tiger smiled. His martial arts evolved with every newfound insight, and he embraced the changes.

Of course, Seohyeon was the main reason he strove to reach new heights of strength, but he was also a man of the jianghu. Like most jianghu people, his mind grew more at ease as his martial arts improved, just as the wealthy only grew generous when their storehouses were overflowing.

He did a backflip and plunged toward the ground, but he didn’t just land quietly.

PAPAPAPAPANG!

Right before touching the ground, he slammed his knees and fists into the air.

“Whew!” Crimson Tiger let out the breath he had been holding. Sweat poured from his entire body like rain.

JING! JIIING!

Suddenly, a thread vibrated.

Crimson Tiger spun around to face the intruder, only to discover that it was Yeon.

“You’re here?” he asked, smiling the same way he always did. “Let me guess, you’ve got a new mission for me?”

Yeon shrugged apologetically and took a mission slip out of her pocket. “I wanted to let you rest a bit, but...”

Crimson Tiger took the slip. The mission’s target was Sword Nerd Bong Yang.

“Recently, Bong Yang has been assassinating orthodox martial artists across the jianghu. Just a few days ago, he assassinated a captain of the Association and is now on the run. The handler network is tracking him, but he’s extremely cautious and sharp, so he won’t be easy to catch. Just as his alias, the Sword Nerd, suggests, he’s so obsessed with swordsmanship that he even sleeps clutching his sword. I imagine his swordsmanship is quite formidable.”

“Where is he now?”

“The last report from the handler network says he’s seven days away from here.”

“That’s quite far.”

“Yes. Will you be departing immediately?”

Crimson Tiger hesitated, then said seriously, “I will, but first, there’s something I need to tell you.”

“What is it?”

“Sit down for a moment.”

Yeon tensed slightly. “Hang on, let me steel myself. I have a surprisingly weak heart!”

She took a deep breath, recalling the past two missions involving the Evil Coalition. Her heart still pounded when she recalled the day Crimson Tiger first told her about his daughter.

“...Okay, I’m all set. You can tell me now,” she said, preparing herself for a surprise.

Unfortunately, no amount of mental preparation was enough in the face of Crimson Tiger’s impending revelation.

Crimson Tiger confessed, “I’ve been recruited by the Evil Coalition.”

“What did you say?!” Yeon shot up from her seat, her face turning as white as a sheet. “Y-You became what, where?”

“I joined the Evil Coalition.”

“!?!?” Yeon’s bewilderment turned to horror.

Crimson Tiger smiled. “Of course, I was just playing along with them. I have no intention of actually working for them.”

“Ah!” Yeon sighed in relief. For a moment, she had thought he had genuinely allied with the Evil Coalition.

However, her relief was short-lived. She quickly saw a problem with the situation.

“Wait, won’t they think that you joined them for real?”

“They probably will.”

“Then they’ll give you orders, won’t they?”

“Probably.”

Yeon sighed. This was no trivial matter. “What if they give you an order you can’t accept? What will you do then?”

“It’s not a matter of ‘what if’. All their orders will be like that.”

“What do you plan to do then?”

Crimson Tiger’s gaze deepened. “I’ll think about it when the time comes.”

He wasn’t procrastinating. There was simply no point in worrying about things that were out of his control, so he decided to focus on the positive.

“First, let’s catch that Sword Nerd.”
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Ten days passed, and the time had finally come to decide the fates of the First Young Lord and the Third Young Lady. 

Everything began at the Association’s summer banquet, an event for its highest-ranking members. The elders attending the event could all sense that something that would change the course of history was about to transpire.

For one, the subtle political infighting among the core elders was reaching its peak. Every person present was torn between allying with the First Young Lord or the Third Young Lady. In particular, Blade Heaven and Fist Heaven seriously considered collaborating with the Third Young Lady to keep Sword Heaven, which had pledged allegiance to the First Young Lord, in check. 

In any case, one thing was clear. They could no longer postpone their decision.

“Please forgive me,” Ju Hwayin said upon seeing Baek Museong.

Baek Museong blinked in confusion. “For what?”

“I heard you’re trying to kill me?”

Baek Museong burst into laughter. “Hahaha!”

Hwa Jong, a nearby core elder, stealthily joined their conversation. “I’ve heard that strange rumor as well. The absurd rumors that the jianghu comes up with are unbelievable!” he exclaimed, shaking his head.

Secretly, however, he carefully studied Baek Museong’s expression, trying to see if the rumor was true.

Baek Museong joked, “Junior Sister, just give up on becoming the successor. Then I’ll at least spare your life.”

“It’s tempting, but, as you know, I’m a power-hungry woman.”

“Hahaha!”

At times like this, he truly felt he didn’t want to kill his Junior Sister. Among his fellow disciples, he liked and cherished her more than anyone else, and it wasn’t just because she was pretty. Ju Hwayin had a strange charm that drew people to her.

“I hope you don’t regret your choice,” he said, then turned around. It was enough that he had shown his face at the banquet.

As he approached the entrance, however...

PWAAAK!

A dull thud echoed.

Startled, Baek Museong whipped his head around. Ju Hwayin was hurtling through the air like a crumpled piece of paper. She had been ambushed by an assassin!

His eyes widened in shock and horror. “Junior Sister!”

The assassin who had attacked Ju Hwayin lunged at her again.

“No!” Baek Museong unleashed a palm strike at her attacker.

KWAAAAANG!

At the same time, his heart sank. An unidentifiable unease enveloped him. He felt as if he had walked into a trap without thinking.

“Stop!” someone shouted as they threw themselves between him and the assassin.

PWAK!

Lee Dansim kicked the male assassin and dodged Baek Museong’s palm technique simultaneously.

CRASH!

An entire section of the wall blew away from the force of Baek Museong’s attack.

“Stop him! He plans to kill the assassin to silence him!”

Only then did everyone understand why Lee Dansim had saved the male assassin.

Baek Museong trembled. His feeling of foreboding had not been unfounded. The strike he had unleashed in alarm now seemed like a move meant to silence a witness.

And that was only the beginning.

PAPAPANG!

The male assassin, the same man Ju Hwayin and Lee Dansim had seen in the underground secret chamber, threw a lightning-fast punch at Lee Dansim.

Lee Dansim threw herself backward to dodge the attack. “Capture him alive!” she screamed. “We have to find out who’s behind him!”

She lunged toward the fallen Ju Hwayin, shielding her mistress with her own body.

“Capture him alive! Capture him alive!”

Martial artists rushed in from all sides, moving to protect Ju Hwayin and surround the attacker.

WAJIK!

The assassin struck out with both palms, cracking the air with force. Several martial artists were hurled backward with the sound of breaking bones.

Hwa Jong, who had been observing the situation, threw himself into the fray too late. “What are you waiting for? Help them!” he yelled as he charged forward.

Following his lead, the other elders joined in, their coordinated movements forming a tight encirclement.

PAPAPAPANG!

The man lashed out in all directions, his twin palms sweeping like a storm. While his power was formidable, the elders’ combined skill was greater. Their practiced coordination pressed him back, shifting the momentum in an instant.

Unable to withstand their assault, he took a heavy blow from Hwa Jong and crashed to the ground. Sensing his impending defeat, he tried to bite off his tongue.

Fortunately, Lee Dansim darted in like lightning and sealed both his muting and paralyzing acupoints before he could She ran to Ju Hwayin and cried, “Young lady! Please wake up!”

Ju Hwayin’s face was incredibly pale, and her breathing was slow and ragged. She was in a state where she couldn’t be moved carelessly.

Hwang Eom rushed over and checked her condition. Among the elders, he was the most knowledgeable about medicine.

Soon, his expression hardened. “Her condition is not good. We must move her to the Medicine Immortal Hospital at once.”

Lee Dansim gently lifted Ju Hwayin and cradled her in her arms. As she headed for the door, however, she saw Baek Museong standing beside it. 

Everyone following her glared at him suspiciously. Between the widespread rumors that he was trying to assassinate Ju Hwayin and his initial misguided attack on the assassin, it was no wonder that everyone was wary of him.

A premonition of doom washed over Baek Museong like a tidal wave as he stood there, rooted to the spot.
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The Medicine Immortal Hospital, where the Third Young Lady was warded, was under ironclad security. Every guard present sported a grim expression as they discussed who might be behind the recent incident.

“It was definitely the First Young Lord.”

“There’s no smoke without fire.”

“He tried to kill the assassin to silence him. We all saw it with our own two eyes.”

“To think he would ambush her in front of the masters of the Three Heavens and the elders! How audacious!”

Suddenly, the noisy chatter died down. Baek Museong and Jin Chung were walking toward the hospital.

The Extreme Bladesman Hwa Daeju scoffed. “Hmph! Is he trying to spread the disease and then offer the cure?”

Baek Museong ignored the crowd and strode past them. Hwa Daeju was one of Ju Hwayin’s most loyal subordinates, and the strongest martial artist on her side. More importantly, he had a fiery temperament and spoke without thinking. He had nothing to gain from a pointless exchange of barbs with the man.

As he wasn’t allowed to enter the room where Ju Hwayin was being treated, he sent word from the annex garden and waited.

After a while, Hospital Director Lim Heo, the most skilled physician under the Association, came out. Since the Medicine Immortal Hospital had maintained a politically neutral stance for generations, the man was someone both he and Ju Hwayin could trust.

“How’s Junior Sister?” he asked worriedly.

Lim Heo shook his head gravely. “Not good.”

“Not good? Please, tell me in detail.”

“For one, she’s still unconscious.”

“!!” Baek Museong’s eyes widened in shock. He knew her injuries were severe, but hadn’t realized they were this bad.

“Her insides are severely messed up, and its obstructing the flow of qi and blood throughout her body,” Lim Heo explained.

Jin Chung quickly asked, “At the Third Young Lady’s level, that shouldn’t be enough to prevent her from regaining consciousness, should it?” 

Lim Heo slowly nodded. “Technically, you’re right, but what can we do if she’s not waking up?”

Baek Museong narrowed his eyes, trying his best to hide his mounting anxiety.

Just then, a messenger ran up to him. “The Association Chairman has arrived.”

Baek Museong blinked in shock. “Master?”

This had never happened before. Even when his senior brothers were dying, Cheon Ahseong had only watched from the sidelines.

The Hospital Director ran ahead first, followed by Baek Museong.

Cheon Ahseong had indeed arrived.

Baek Museong bowed deeply. “Master.”

“Have you been well?” Cheon Ahseong said calmly.

A chill ran down Baek Museong’s spine. The greeting was calm, but for some reason, he felt strangely cold. “I’ve been well, thank you.”

“That’s a relief.”

Baek Museong had known for a long time that Ju Hwayin was his master’s most cherished disciple. That was probably why he, who hadn’t batted an eyelid when his other disciples died, had come now, worried about his junior sister’s condition.

If I were Master, I would have done the same.

Nevertheless, his master hadn’t lent any of his power to Ju Hwayin during the succession war. He was a man who strictly separated public and private matters.

For this reason, Baek Museong respected him and wanted to inherit his position.

“I was passing by and heard that Hwayin was injured,” Cheon Ahseong said casually, as if he had just dropped by on a whim.

“Yes, and I heard her condition is serious.”

“Shall we go in and check on her?”

Cheon Ahseong led the way inside, and Baek Museong followed him. Since he was with Cheon Ahseong, this time, no one stopped him or said anything.

Cheon Ahseong paused briefly in front of the door. “Seong.”

A myriad of emotions flooded Baek Museong. It had been a long time since his master last called him by his name. “Yes, Master?”

“If possible... end this without killing Hwayin.”

“...!” Baek Museong was taken aback for a moment, but he quickly calmed himself. “I understand.”

He immediately regretted agreeing so meekly. A huge restriction had now been placed on him.

Cheon Ahseong regarded his eldest disciple thoughtfully. “I didn’t say that just because I cherish the girl, but because you must be able to accomplish at least that much.”

Baek Museong swallowed dryly. His master had always been strict, to the point that he had no memory of ever having a casual conversation with him. Not only did he rarely speak about politically sensitive matters, at some point, he had become completely absorbed in his own martial arts training and ignored everything else.

Still, Cheon Ahseong was now revealing to him that he wanted him to be his successor, on the condition that he spare his junior sister. It was both the greatest encouragement and the greatest hindrance.

He bowed his head low. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

His heart pounded. A voice in the corner of his mind whispered to him, telling him that he had just stabbed himself in the foot.

Master, you’re overestimating me far too much. You don’t know how incredible and brilliant Junior Sister is. You don’t know how cunning and fearsome she is.

Nevertheless, he accepted Cheon Ahseong’s request to win this war without killing Ju Hwayin.

The two of them entered the room. Ju Hwayin was lying on the bed, her face as pallid as a corpse’s. True to the Hospital Director’s words, she was asleep, her breathing weak and faint.

Cheon Ahseong took Ju Hwayin’s wrist to check her pulse.

Baek Museong quietly waited for his master’s verdict. Although Cheon Ahseong was not formally trained in medicine, as the strongest martial master, he understood the human body on a level comparable to a divine physician.

He fervently prayed that his master could heal Ju Hwayin. The longer she remained in a coma, the more guilty others would perceive him to be. That was absolutely not what he wanted.

After a moment, Cheon Ahseong lowered Ju Hwayin’s hand and sighed. “The flow of qi and blood throughout her entire body is blocked,” he said, coming to the same conclusion as the Hospital Director. “Unfortunately, this is beyond my ability to cure.”

“Ah!” Baek Museong groaned in despair. If even his master couldn’t heal her, then the Hospital Director certainly couldn’t. They could only wait and hope that she would awaken on her own.

Cheon Ahseong stood and walked toward the door. “Since there’s nothing I can do, I’ll be leaving now.”

For a brief moment, a mysterious smile crossed his lips, but his disciple, standing behind him, failed to notice it.

Baek Museong remained in the room after Cheon Ahseong left. Soon, her close aides, including Lee Dansim, came in from outside.

He could feel their tension. They were still worried that he might try something.

How ironic. No one wants her to wake up more than me.
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“What happened?” Jin Chung, who hadn’t been allowed inside the Medicine Immortal Hospital, asked nervously.

Baek Museong sighed heavily. “It’s serious.”

“You mean she’s really unconscious, just like the rumors say?”

“That’s right.”

Jin Chung’s jaw dropped in disbelief. He knew that the Third Young Lady was bold, but she was hardly the kind who would put her own life on the line for a scheme.

Just who sent that assassin!?

He immediately regretted allowing Baek Museong to proceed without backup plans. His fear that the Third Young Lady would do something drastic had come true.

“Now everything... depends on that assassin,” Baek Museong whispered.

Jin Chung nodded. “Yes. If he dies... it’ll be the end for us. All the blame will be placed on you.”

Baek Museong strode ahead. “We have to keep him alive. That’s the only way to uncover who’s behind this incident.”
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“Who’s behind you?” Crimson Tiger demanded.

The Sword Nerd, Bong Yang, stuck out his tongue and licked his lips. “How did you find me?”

He was genuinely curious. He had taken great care to evade pursuit, eliminating all witnesses and covering his tracks. He even changed his accommodations several times a day.

“I guess my tracking skills are just a cut above your escape techniques.”

Bong Yang scoffed, but he couldn’t refute Crimson Tiger’s words, so he just glared at his opponent coldly.

Crimson Tiger assessed Bong Yang’s opponent’s aura. Just as Yeon said, he was formidable. Despite his flippant words and actions, his stance was balanced, and he clearly had a great deal of combat experience.

However, now that he had a precise read on the man, subduing him wouldn’t be a problem. Furthermore, with the Poison Resistance Ring on his finger, he didn’t have to worry about poison.

“I’ll ask again. Who gave you the order to commit these acts?”

“You think I’m going to tell you? If so, you’ve seriously underestimated me.”

SHING!

Crimson Tiger drew his sword and released his killing intent. “Do I look like I’m underestimating you?”

A chill ran down Bong Yang’s spine, and his entire body began to tremble. His instincts screamed, telling him the man in front of him was someone to be feared. “Damn. You can kill me, but you won’t get an answer.”

“We’ll see about that.”

Crimson Tiger lunged forward.

SHIIING!

Crimson Tiger’s martial arts had reached a new height after his encounters with Cheon Ahseong. His growth wasn’t limited to the Asura’s Eight Narakas or the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers, either. His swordsmanship itself was now sharper, heavier, and deadlier.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

“Aaargh!” Bong Yang cried out as pain shot through his arm. It was only the first clash, but he felt like a sledgehammer had slammed into his wrist, sending him stumbling backward.

However, not only did Crimson Tiger not stop, he swung his sword with even more force.

CLAAANG! CRACK!

“Uwaaah! Wait! Please!” Bong Yang shrieked as the next impact shattered his wrist.

Clutching his injured arm, he staggered away, tears streaming down his face for the first time since he was a baby. He was crying not just from the pain, but also from the crushing despair of facing a truly overwhelming opponent. Fear had all but crippled him.

SWOOOSH!

Crimson Tiger sprang forward, closing the gap in an instant.

THWACK!

His kick struck Bong Yang squarely in the stomach, sending the man rolling across the ground with a dull grunt.

SHWIK! SHWIK!

Hidden weapons whistled through the air. While tumbling, Bong Yang had flung his hidden weapons in a last-ditch attempt to survive. 

However, Crimson Tiger slipped past them with ease, and before Bong Yang could rise and run, he was already behind him.

CRUNCH!

“Keuaaah!” Bong Yang screamed again as his other arm was wrenched backward so hard that it popped out of his shoulder joint. Finally, he reached the limit of his pain tolerance. “P-Please! Mercy! It was the Void Darkness Fist Baek Oh! He said that captain bastard had a treasure map and told me to steal it!”

Crimson Tiger slowly released his arm. “A treasure map?”

Bong Yang wept, “He swore he’d hand over five thousand taels if I could bring him the map, but even though he seemed so certain the captain fellow had it, he didn’t!”

Crimson Tiger narrowed his eyes. “Don’t tell me...was it Sword God Dok Yahaeng’s treasure map?”

“Huk! H-How did you...?”

Crimson Tiger sighed. The Sword God’s treasure map, which he hadn’t thought much of when Hwa Sun mentioned it, had been mentioned once again.

“Wait. So it really existed?!” Bong Yang exclaimed. 

Crimson Tiger observed the man silently. Like Hwa Sun, Bong Yang also seemed to harbor doubts about the existence of the treasure map.

Bong Yang pleaded, “I’ve told you everything honestly, so please let me go.”

“I can’t do that.”

“Then what are you planning to do to me?”

“I’m taking you to the Association.”

Bong Yang grimaced. He had assassinated numerous orthodox martial artists. If he were arrested, he would definitely be tortured and killed brutally. “In that case, please let me take my own life,” he begged.

Crimson Tiger studied Bong Yang for a moment, then nodded.

Bong Yang picked up his sword and slowly brought it to his neck.

“Die!” he roared, charging at Crimson Tiger.

Crimson Tiger easily dodged the surprise attack and swung his blade.

SPURT!

Bong Yang’s chest was split open, and he collapsed, dead.

Crimson Tiger snorted. He had already predicted that Bong Yang wouldn’t commit suicide willingly.

SHHH...

Yeon, who had been hiding, appeared out of thin air. “Good work,” she commended. “You should go on ahead. I’ll dispose of the body and catch up with you.”

“No, let’s go together,” Crimson Tiger replied. He walked over to a distant rock, giving Yeon space to work comfortably.

Yeon took out two bottles of chemicals from her pocket and sprinkled them on the corpse.

TSSSSSS...

Bong Yang’s body dissolved and soaked into the earth.

Yeon proceeded to erase all traces of the battle, then walked over to Crimson Tiger.

“Did you hear what he said?” Crimson Tiger asked.

Yeon nodded grimly. “Yes.”

“He’s the second one to mention Dok Yahaeng’s treasure map. Something’s up.”

“I’ll look into it.”

“Please do, but be careful.”

“Understood.”

The two of them began to walk side by side.

SWISH!

Suddenly, a messenger falcon landed in front of Yeon. It was one of the birds used by the handler network and was better trained than an ordinary messenger pigeon.

She quickly read the message. “The Third Young Lady has been ambushed,” she reported hesitantly, her voice tinged with disbelief.

“What?” Crimson Tiger’s jaw dropped, and his heart missed a beat. “What happened? How is she?”

“Well, she hasn’t regained consciousness for several days.”

Crimson Tiger’s heart pounded wildly. Ju Hwayin’s face flashed in his mind, though he couldn’t tell if the reason was because he was worried about her, or because the succession was moving into a new, unpredictable phase. The Association was filled with incredible experts and physicians, so if she was still unconscious, she must have suffered a very serious injury.

He took several deep breaths to calm himself, then said quietly, “That’s unexpected. It’s not like her to be taken down so easily. What about the assassin?”

“He was captured alive at the scene.”

“And the mastermind?”

“The assassin hasn’t talked yet.”

Crimson Tiger nodded. He had figured as much. Someone capable of successfully ambushing the Third Young Lady wouldn’t reveal their backer just because of something like torture.

Could it be the First Young Lord? he thought, but quickly shook his head. The First Young Lord was not that dumb. There was surely some complex, hidden story behind this incident.

“There’s more. Sa Horim has secretly arrived at the Association.”

“Sa Horim? Isn’t he an unorthodox expert?”

“That’s right.”

Crimson Tiger’s eyes glinted ominously. “They invited him because of his Heavenly Spirit Possession Art.”

The Heavenly Spirit Possession Art was Sa Horim’s unique martial art, but more importantly, it was a formidable evil art that dominated and controlled a person’s mind.

Yeon nodded. “Yes. The Heavenly Spirit Possession Art is the ultimate truth serum. They’re going to use it on the assassin.”

Crimson Tiger narrowed his eyes. Finally, the slowly swelling bubble of tension had burst. Now, who knew what would emerge or what impact it would have?

He sighed, “They’re really moving fast.”

“It concerns the Third Young Lady, after all. They need to interrogate the assassin before he succeeds at committing suicide.”

“I suppose Sa Horim’s involvement is a secret known only among the highest echelons of the Association?”

Yeon nodded. The orthodox sects would be outraged if they discovered that the Association had brought in an unorthodox expert just to uncover the mastermind.

“In any case, the identity of the perpetrator will be revealed,” Crimson Tiger noted, striding forward. “Let’s go back.”

The real battle was only just beginning.


V6C3: The Heavenly Spirit Possession Art

The Association’s core elders and the lords of the Three Heavens gathered in the special prison, fully focused on the matter at hand. Depending on who was behind this incident, the succession war could unfold quite differently.

An old man, the Association’s greatest torture specialist, emerged from the torture chamber and sighed. “He’s a stubborn one. He absolutely refused to talk.”

He had failed his final permitted attempt and thrown in the towel. Of course, since he was ordered not to kill the assassin, he couldn’t use his full range of skills, but he was confident that the torture he had administered was enough to overwhelm any ordinary person.

“This is the first time I’ve seen someone so stubborn,” he concluded dejectedly.

No one blamed him, since they thought this was understandable for someone who dared attempt to assassinate the Third Young Lady.

“I heard the Third Young Lady’s condition is serious. How bad is it?” the Lord of Blade Heaven asked.

Hwang Eom replied, “Bad enough that even the Association Chairman has given up trying to wake her up.”

Everyone shook their heads. If Cheon Ahseong couldn’t heal her, then it was unlikely she would ever wake up.

Sin Paegeuk frowned. He was the first person to arrive today because the identity of the mastermind would greatly affect not only his son-in-law, but himself as well.

The Third Young Lady’s serious injuries were not a cause for celebration. Although unlikely, if his son-in-law was suspected of being involved, both of their reputations in the jianghu would hit rock bottom.

This succession war shouldn’t end with such a pathetic assassination.

“You must be greatly distressed, Lord Sin.” The Lord of Blade Heaven smiled slyly, thoroughly enjoying the current situation. In his eyes, Baek Museong was undoubtedly guilty. Why else would he attempt to kill the assassin at the scene?

Sin Paegeuk forced himself to respond calmly, he could guess the assassin’s spiteful intentions. “I don’t know what you mean by that.”

“Oh, nothing much. I just thought you looked troubled.”

Sin Paegeuk looked away. Everyone was watching his reaction, not only the Lord of Blade Heaven. His opponents smirked maliciously, while his allies sent worried glances his way.

Just then, Baek Museong entered the room.

“You’re here?” Sin Paegeuk greeted warmly. He firmly believed in Baek Museong’s innocence. No one knew how smart and thoughtful the assassin was than he.

Still, he asked with his eyes: ‘Surely you’re not involved in this, are you?’

Baek Museong answered with an equally firm gaze. ‘Of course not.’

Sin Paegeuk nodded, relieved. Phew! Ultimately, the truth will be revealed! However... if it’s not my son-in-law, then who did it?

Two more elderly men entered the room. One was Hwa Jong, the core elder. The other was Sa Horim, master of the Heavenly Spirit Possession, a martial art so evil that it made one shudder.

The waiting elders’ expressions darkened. Sa Horim’s technique preyed on those with weaker or more contaminated inner qi than himself, forcing them to involuntarily perform an embarrassing dance or stab their own throat and commit suicide.

Considering how many people in the jianghu had died that way, it was only natural that disdain for the art was widespread in both the orthodox and unorthodox.

Hwa Jong announced, “We have brought Senior Sa here to resolve this matter.”

No one relaxed their stiff expressions. The Association rarely invited experts from unorthodox sects, especially for unofficial matters that wouldn’t be recorded. However, they were now in a situation where they had no choice but to ask for help reluctantly.

Sa Horim scoffed as if he had expected the cold treatment. “If you don’t like it, you shouldn’t have called me. Since you did, you should acknowledge your incompetence and tuck your tails between your legs.”

The elders frowned. Fortunately, no one there was naive enough to fall for such a provocation.

Hwa Jong sighed and quickly guided Sa Horim further inside, fearing that lines would be crossed if the conversation lasted any longer. “Now, let’s go inside.”

Everyone followed him in. The assassin sat in a chair in the middle of the prison, hanging his head low.

“That’s the one?” Sa Horim asked.

“Yes.”

“Oho, he looks quite resilient.” Sa Horim gathered his qi and looked back at the elders standing behind him. “The bastard might die, unable to withstand my divine art. Are you aware of that?”

“Of course.”

“I’m just worried you’ll try to pin the blame for his death on me, claiming you didn’t know. Isn’t that your specialty?”

Everyone’s expressions hardened.

“That won’t happen. Please put such worries aside and begin,” Hwa Jong placated gently.

“Very well! Everyone, step back!”

When everyone had cleared the space, Sa Horim stepped forward and he placed his palm on the slumped assassin’s chest.

WHOOOM!

The qi of the Heavenly Spirit Possession Art slowly flowed into the assassin’s body.

Moments later, the assassin lifted his head and opened his eyes.

“Indeed, you are quite resilient!” Sa Horim exclaimed.

He placed his right hand on the assassin’s head and began to chant an incomprehensible incantation. Soon, a sinister energy began to emanate from his body.

The elders with weaker inner arts stiffened and took a step back, feeling a tightness in their chests. As the evil energy intensified, though, a few of them went outside, unable to withstand it.

The remaining elders exchanged glances and shook their heads. Despite Sa Horim’s notoriety, this was the first time they had witnessed his martial arts in person, and it was far more powerful than they had imagined.

At last, Sa Horim’s right hand began to glow red.

“Kggh!” The assassin’s eyes flew wide open, revealing that his pupils had turned blood-red, like a demon’s. “Keuaaah! Aaaargh!”

“Who ordered you to kill the Third Young Lady?” Sa Horim asked. His voice resonated strangely, deep and heavy, as if coming from within a cave.

The assassin’s convulsing face instantly relaxed. He responded in a low, resonant voice, similar to Sa Horim’s, “Baek. Mu. Seong. Keuaaah! Ack!”

The next moment, he went limp.

Sa Horim examined his body. “Fortunately, he’s not dead,” he concluded, his voice back to normal. “Though I suppose he’s useless now.”

Silence fell over the room. No one cared about the assassin’s condition. Their attention was fixed on the single name he had uttered.

Everyone’s gaze turned to the name’s owner. Sin Paegeuk’s expression, in particular, was hideous.

Everyone present harbored similar sentiments. They had wondered if it was possible, but they never thought that Baek Museong’s name would actually be uttered.

Baek Museong calmly met their gazes , before quietly turning and walking out of the prison. He offered no excuses. There was no point in him trying to explain, as they wouldn’t believe him whether he made an excuse or left without a word.

Jin Chung, who had been waiting outside, followed him.

“It seems Junior Sister has seized the initiative,” Baek Museong sighed, feeling like he had stepped into a very deep swamp whose depth could never be fathomed with just one step.

[image: sep]


Rumors of the assassination attempt on Ju Hwayin and her current condition swept through the jianghu like a broken dam after being leaked from the Medicine Immortal Hospital. Everyone, from Association martial artists to commoners, was talking about it. 

As a matter of fact, at the bustling Yang Su Inn, it was the only topic of conversation.

“It was definitely the First Young Lord’s handiwork.”

“I heard they haven’t identified who’s behind it yet, though?”

“Isn’t it obvious?”

“Could it have been a hoax staged by the Third Young Lady herself?”

“Do you really think she would let herself get hurt so badly that she falls into a coma?”

“True.”

Suddenly, someone rushed into the inn.

“The assassin confessed! The First Young Lord was identified as the mastermind!”

A commotion instantly broke out. People began shouting, and the establishment quickly descended into chaos.

Amidst the pandemonium, two men silently raised their cups. 

They were Baek Museong and Jin Chung.

Baek Museong laughed dryly. “They’re really fast.”

The assassin’s confession was top secret, yet the rumor had spread in less than half a day. It was clearly the work of the mastermind behind this whole affair.

He tilted his cup. “Could there be a traitor on our side? Or someone excessively loyal?”

“Absolutely not,” Jin Chung replied firmly.

Baek Museong sighed. He had hoped it was, because if so, he could have dealt with it somehow.

Jin Chung asked cautiously, “Could it be the Evil Coalition?”

Baek Museong shook his head. “No. I’m quite sure Junior Sister is behind all of this.”

Of course, he wasn’t completely sure, but the Evil Coalition had no reason to assassinate Ju Hwayin at such a sensitive time.

More importantly, the fact that his master couldn’t heal Ju Hwayin bothered him. Something that should have required minimal thought had become an issue he had to chew over several times.

Jin Chung asked, “If it is a setup by the Third Young Lady... could there have been an accident while her plan was being carried out?”

Baek Museong thought hard. Of course, that was possible. The assassin might have made a mistake while trying to inflict a serious, but non-fatal injury. However, would that cunning woman have hired such a clumsy assassin for such an important task?

He shook his head. “That would be underestimating Junior Sister too much.”

Jin Chung nodded in agreement.

“That damn First Young Lord has finally done it!” someone yelled.

“Watch your mouth!”

“Hmph! Let him send an assassin after me too! To think that the beautiful Third Young Lady would be killed by a mere assassin!”

There was a saying that situations worsened with each passing day, but right now, it was worsening with each passing moment. Even here at the inn, talk of Baek Museong grew more heated by the minute.

It was only natural. In the eyes of the jianghu, the crime was clear: a senior brother had murdered his junior sister, a woman so beautiful she swayed the hearts of all men, just to seize power.

“At this rate, what we’ve prepared will be useless,” Baek Museong mumbled self-deprecatingly.

Jin Chung couldn’t refute his lord’s words. Instead, he said hopefully, “However, if we can just survive this crisis... victory will be ours. And... I think I might know a way out.”

“What is it?”

“That assassin bastard lied even under the Heavenly Spirit Possession Art, right?”

“Yes.”

“That means he must have learned some kind of amazing technique. If we can prove that, we can reveal that this is all the Third Young Lady’s trap.”

“How would we do that, though?”

“......” Jin Chung fell silent. Although he had thought of the idea, he didn’t know how to implement it.

Rather, Baek Museong was the one who figured it out.

“That’s it!” he exclaimed, his eyes glittering as he rose from his seat.
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The next morning, Baek Museong emerged from the Grand Archives after searching there all night. Fortunately, he found what he was looking for, a martial art that could resist the Heavenly Spirit Possession Art. 

The martial art was named the Great One Heart Art, and it allowed one to give prepared answers even while under mental control. He had even found a way to prove that the assassin had learned the Great One Heart Art.

“He definitely learned the Great One Heart Art,” Baek Museong told Jin Chung excitedly, though the fatigue in his voice was clear.

Jin Chung smiled brightly. As expected of the First Young Lord. If Baek Museong was someone who could be easily defeated, he wouldn’t have lasted this long in his position.

The pair immediately headed to the prison, guarded by Hwa Jong and several experts who served Ju Hwayin.

To no one’s surprise, Ju Hwayin’s followers were hostile. They quickly barred Baek Museong’s path, preventing him from meeting the assassin.

“Hmph! What are you doing here?” one of them snapped.

“Let me see the assassin.”

The tension in the air rose.

Hwa Jong sighed. For now, it was still necessary to show some goodwill to Baek Museong. Although he was cornered, the succession war was not over yet. He attempted to defuse the situation, saying, “Young Lord Baek also has the right to see him.”

“We will allow it, on the condition that we must be present.”

“Of course.”

Baek Museong readily accepted their condition. Actually, even if they had refused, he would have insisted that they come along.

He led the way into the prison, where he found the assassin awake but far more exhausted than after his interrogation. 

Crouched in a corner, the assassin weakly lifted his head. For a moment, a flicker of reason returned to his vacant eyes.

Baek Museong brought a chair and sat down in front of the cell. “Why did you accuse me of ordering you to kill Junior Sister?”

The assassin remained silent. 

Baek Museong asked again, “Why did you lie?”

The martial artists behind Baek Museong snickered. The assassin’s composure only served to reinforce their belief that he was the First Young Lord’s subordinate. 

Some of them strode forward, intending to protest, but Hwa Jong stopped them with a hand gesture, signaling them to wait and see. Knowing the elder wouldn’t tolerate any unreasonable behavior, they reluctantly backed away.

Baek Museong continued, “Do you know a martial art called the Great One Heart Art?”

The assassin’s eyes wavered slightly.

Ju Hwayin’s followers exchanged glances, but no one had heard of the Great One Heart Art before.

“It’s the only martial art that can counter the Heavenly Spirit Possession Art,” Baek Museong explained.

Ju Hwayin’s followers all raised their voices at once.

“What nonsense did you come here to spout?!”

“This matter is already over! We know you’re guilty!”

“Drag the First Young Lord out of here right now!”

Baek Museong spun around and amplified his voice with qi. “All of you, shut up!” he boomed.

A tremor reverberated through the prison, causing everyone to flinch.

Baek Museong seized the moment. “If this incident turns out to be a trap set by a third party, anyone who opens their mouth from this point forward will die by my hand!”

Faced with Baek Museong’s menacing demeanor, the martial artists clammed up. They had never seen the First Young Lord this angry before. As much as they supported the Third Young Lady, they didn’t have the courage to speak up under these circumstances. 

Baek Museong shifted his gaze back to the assassin. “The proof that he learned the Great One Heart Art is on his body. Those who have learned the art have a red, lotus-shaped mark on their backs.”

He strode toward the assassin, hauled him to his feet, and tore his clothes apart.

RIIIP!

He forcibly turned the assassin around, confident that the mark would be there.

“Look!” he yelled, but his voice quickly trailed off.

A look of dismay spread across his face. There was no mark on the assassin’s back.

The assassin glanced back at him. 

Although it was only for an instant, he saw it. He saw the triumphant look in the assassin’s eyes and the satisfied smile of someone who had accomplished their goal. The assassin had even timed it and calculated the angle so that only he would see that look.

The worst kind of unease washed over him.

The assassin let out a horrific scream. “Please, don’t do this! Save me... Aaaargh!”

What the hell? I didn’t do anything!

Baek Museong hastily let go of the wrist he had grabbed, but it was too late.

SPURT!

The assassin crumpled to the ground, blood spewing from his nose and mouth like a fountain.

“What is the meaning of this?!” Hwa Jong roared as he ran over. He quickly checked the assassin’s pulse, but the man was already dead. He looked up at Baek Museong in shock and confusion.

Pandemonium ensued, and the surroundings immediately grew noisy.

Even so, Baek Museong couldn’t hear a thing. A chilling realization hit him. Everything, including his discovery of the Great One Heart Art and his arrival here, was part of Ju Hwayin’s scheme.

He felt as if he were standing alone in a dark space, his feet sinking into an inescapable swamp.
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“Ugh!” Crimson Tiger grunted.

Strained sounds escaped his lips as he repeatedly squatted and stood with an enormous boulder on his back, training to draw out his body’s maximum physical power with the absolute minimum amount of qi.

GRRRK...

Suddenly, he felt his muscles tear. A terrible pain washed over him, but he gritted his teeth and endured.

This was one of the training methods recorded in the Asura’s Eight Narakas. When the muscles were torn and healed repeatedly, they became as hard as steel. While more effective than ordinary training, however, the pain was also substantially greater.

Through the suffocating pain, Crimson Tiger thought of one person.

Cheon Ahseong also did this kind of training. In fact, he probably lifted an even larger stone and ran even longer distances. I’m still far from catching up to him.

After being inspired by Cheon Ahseong, he doubled his training intensity. His previous regimen was already extreme, but this new level truly challenged human limits. 

At first, he felt like he was going to die and could barely lift a finger after each workout. However, humans were adaptable creatures, and he soon grew accustomed to the new level of intensity.

Most importantly, he endured the suffering because he could feel that it benefited him.

If I can complete this brutal training, I’ll ascend to the next level in the Asura’s Eight Narakas.

Finally, despite feeling he could be crushed at any moment, he finished his session and set the boulder down.

“Huff... huff... huff... huff!”

Crimson Tiger bent over, panting for breath. His mind drifted in and out of consciousness, but he forced himself to stay alert.

After taking a few breaths to compose himself, he immediately began to stretch. While strengthening his muscles was his main purpose, he had to be careful. He couldn’t sacrifice flexibility for power, and if he didn’t cool down properly, the strenuous exercise could easily result in permanent injury.

After he finished stretching, the black cat that had been watching him yawned and jumped onto his lap. The usually aloof feline was unusually affectionate, as if it could sense his worries and frustrations.

Crimson Tiger stroked the cat’s head. In response, it narrowed its eyes and purred. 

Could it be sensitive to my emotions because it was born from my blood?

“Who do you want the successor to be?” he asked.

The black cat stared at him intently, as if about to speak. Eventually, though, it just licked his finger.

...It would be wonderful if this spirit beast could talk.

In any case, his initial thought was that he wanted the First Young Lord to become the successor. If the Third Young Lady, who knew about Seohyeon, were eliminated and that fact buried, he could hide his greatest weakness.

However, he knew that things rarely went as planned. His relationship with the First Young Lord was also problematic.

The First Young Lord acts like he has forgiven and forgotten, but could he truly pardon a lowly mercenary who tried to kill his daughter? As the father of a daughter myself, I have no idea what he’s thinking.

Crimson Tiger sighed. “Perhaps...”

It might be better if the succession war doesn’t end this winter. Considering Cheon Ahseong’s personality, though, the successor will most likely be decided during the Mid-Autumn Festival.

The black cat leaped onto his shoulder and playfully licked the nape of his neck.

“You little rascal, that tickles.”

Suddenly, the black cat’s ears perked up. Leaping off Crimson Tiger’s shoulder, it swiftly disappeared behind the building.

JING! JIIING!

An alarm thread vibrated soon after, signaling the arrival of an unexpected visitor.

Crimson Tiger exited the training hall and opened the door, only to see Baek Museong and Jin Chung.

He bowed his head respectfully.

Baek Museong greeted, “Long time no see. Have you been well?”

“Yes, thanks to you,” Crimson Tiger replied cautiously. He didn’t know why, but Baek Museong seemed more drained than usual.

Baek Museong gestured toward Jin Chung. “Now, you two should greet each other formally. You know each other, right?”

Of course, the two knew each other well. Jin Chung had tried to kill Crimson Tiger, and he had retaliated by landing Jin Chung in prison.

Jin Chung clasped his hands together in greeting. “Let’s put the past behind us,” he said nonchalantly.

“Yes, let’s.” Crimson Tiger nodded readily. They hadn’t opposed each other out of a personal grudge, but because they were forced to by their respective situations.

His mind raced. The reason they’re here likely has something to do with the assassination attempt on the Third Young Lady. I should start by finding out what they want from me.

“So, what brings you here?” he asked.

Baek Museong smiled faintly. “Whenever I get driven into a corner... you’re the first person who comes to mind.”

Crimson Tiger feigned ignorance and tilted his head quizzically. “Is something wrong?”

Baek Museong chuckled dryly. “You don’t need to play dumb. Even a stray dog has heard the rumors by now.”

“......” Crimson Tiger lowered his head meekly.

“Do you also think it was my doing?” 

Crimson Tiger fell silent for a moment, weighing his options. Baek Museong’s confidence strongly hinted at his innocence, and he wasn’t stupid enough to hire such an incompetent assassin.

Finally, he said ambiguously, “If you were guilty... you wouldn’t have come to see me.”

“Indeed. Still, my situation is far more serious than you think.” Baek Museong admitted bluntly, “Do you know who the assassin said his employer was? Me. As if that wasn’t bad enough, he died right in front of me, so I’ve now supposedly killed him to silence him as well.”

“...!” Crimson Tiger was astounded. If that was true, then both successors were in dire straits, one physically and the other professionally.

“That’s why I intend to give you an order.”

Crimson Tiger grew increasingly anxious. Baek Museong had used the word ‘order’ instead of ‘request’ this time, clearly distinguishing between consideration and authority. It seemed that he had experienced firsthand that a friendly attitude was not always the most effective, and decided that now was the time to assert his authority.

Still, he could understand why Baek Museong was acting so condescendingly. Even the most composed person would panic if they were backed into a corner.

Besides, his gut feeling told him that this mission would be more difficult and dangerous than any he had ever undertaken. Perhaps that was why Baek Museong was leaving him no room to refuse or back out.

He bowed his head politely to hide his true thoughts, even as he said, “Please command me as you see fit!”

Baek Museong nodded. “I want you to obtain evidence that Junior Sister is behind this incident.”

Crimson Tiger didn’t bother to hide a heavy sigh. “It won’t be easy.”

“That’s why I came to you. I will reward you handsomely.”

Crimson Tiger hesitated. He never intended to appear materialistic, but it seemed that was how Baek Museong saw him. 

Not that it made a difference regarding his say in the matter.

“I’ll do my best,” he said, accepting the mission.

Well, being thought of as a greedy person isn’t exactly a bad thing. The more he underestimates me, the better my chances of survival.

Baek Museong and Jin Chung left. 

All of a sudden, Crimson Tiger’s heart started pounding, just as it had when he first heard the news about Ju Hwayin. A realization dawned on him.

My bad premonition earlier wasn’t only because of Ju Hwayin. My instincts must have also been warning me about Baek Museong.

SWOOSH!

Yeon materialized out of thin air.

“You heard everything, didn’t you?” Crimson Tiger asked. He knew she had been lurking nearby, hidden from view, during the entire conversation.

“Yes.”

“Is everything he said true?”

“The Heavenly Spirit Possession Art was used to extract a confession from the assassin. He claimed that the First Young Lord hired him. With that damning evidence, proving his innocence won’t be easy.”

“......” Crimson Tiger nodded dejectedly.

“However, I find it hard to believe that the Third Young Lady is the one behind this incident.”

“Why is that?”

“Would the Third Young Lady really risk her own life just to tarnish the First Young Lord’s reputation? It’s not like she’s killing him, is it?”

“For the First Young Lord, his reputation could be more important than his life.”

“I understand what you mean, but...couldn’t this be the work of the Evil Coalition?”

“What makes you think they’re involved?”

“They’re the ones who stand to gain the most from harming both the First Young Lord and the Third Young Lady.”

Crimson Tiger shook his head. “You’re right about that, but I doubt they’re responsible.”

“Why?”

“Because they paid me too handsomely. Do you recall how many experts they lost when they attempted to kidnap Soeun? That’s not a number that can be replenished within a short time. In that situation, do you think they would proceed with such a major undertaking without my knowledge? I think they would have used me somehow. Also, before this incident, a rumor spread that the First Young Lord was trying to kill the Third Young Lady, right?”

“Yes.”

“Do you think that was a coincidence?”

“Still, her condition is real.”

“That’s why it’s a perfect plan. One that can deceive not only the people of the jianghu, but even you, Yeon.”

Yeon shuddered. “If you’re right, then it’s a truly terrifying plan.”

Deep down, she was petrified. Just the thought of living in the same jianghu as the monsters capable of devising such a diabolical scheme made her feel as if she was standing on a vast, empty plain with dozens of tornadoes closing in. She wouldn’t have been able to endure it if Crimson Tiger weren’t by her side.

Crimson Tiger asked, “What’s the situation on the Third Young Lady’s side right now?”

“I heard that the Three Extremes Ascetic Baek Yeom is handling her affairs in her stead.”

Crimson Tiger nodded. He had heard of the man before. He was called the Three Extremes Ascetic for his deep knowledge of martial arts, calligraphy, and music. “Is he the strongest among her supporters?”

“No, the strongest martial artist in the Third Young Lady’s inner circle is Hwa Daeju.”

“Then why Baek Yeom?”

“He has an excellent reputation, both within the Association and in the jianghu. I’ve also heard that he and the Third Young Lady were close enough that she calls him Uncle.”

Crimson Tiger nodded. “Who’s guarding her?”

“Her confidante, Lee Dansim.”

Crimson Tiger knew about Lee Dansim. He had even clashed with her directly before.

He said softly, “For now, investigate the Third Young Lady’s side as much as you can and let me know.”

[image: sep]


Ju Hwayin lay on a bed, her face as pale as a sheet and her breathing as faint as a whisper. 

Lee Dansim stood guard beside the bed, never letting her mistress out of her sight. Staring down at Ju Hwayin, her gaze deepened.

She remembered the day she first met Ju Hwayin. At thirteen, filled with killing intent, she had joined the Association and struggled desperately each day to prove herself, but she was ostracized and targeted by seniors whose corruption she refused to ignore.

One day, her face swollen from a beating disguised as a duel, she had huddled in a corner of the training grounds, seething and crying.


“Damn bitches! I’ll kill you all one day!”



Unfortunately, spitting hatred and curses did nothing to relieve her pain and indignation.

Just then, a passerby had spoken to her casually.


“Hey! Crybaby Young Lady! That’s all the more reason to smile brightly.”



Lifting her head, she saw a woman as beautiful as a fallen celestial fairy looking down at her.


“Why should I do that?”

“Because that’s what will piss off the people who made you angry the most.”

“...!”

“Revenge begins with your own happiness.”



That day, Ju Hwayin had laughed heartily and walked away.

And from that day forward, protecting and serving her became Lee Dansim’s life’s goal.

She poured her heart and soul into learning and training, and her efforts paid off. When she sought Ju Hwayin out seven years later, she was surprised to find that she remembered her.


“Crybaby Young Lady! You’ve grown up a lot.”

“You remember me!”

“Do you still cry a lot?”

“Yes!”

“Why do you cry?”

“Because my revenge begins with crying.”

“Hahaha! Well, I’ve got to go out soon, so help me get ready.”



With that one sentence, Lee Dansim became her bodyguard. She didn’t know why, but Ju Hwayin had trusted her unconditionally.

In that moment, all her efforts over the past seven years were rewarded, and the course of the rest of her life was set.

Lee Dansim pulled herself from her memories, tears welling in her eyes. “Young Lady, please hold on just a little longer.”

“The First Young Lord has just met with Crimson Tiger,” a subordinate reported from outside.

Lee Dansim looked down at Ju Hwayin, whose eyes were closed as if she were sleeping. “Everything is proceeding just as you predicted, Young Lady,” she muttered softly.

To her, even the unconscious Ju Hwayin seemed greater than anyone else in the world.

“Execute the next phase of the plan!” she commanded.

The plan devised by the person she respected most in the world was still in motion.


V6C4: The Evil Blade

Giyeong returned to the Evil Coalition and reported that his mission was partially successful. Although he had lost all his subordinates, he had successfully recruited Crimson Tiger.

Jongri Mun tried to think positively. He couldn’t afford to lose Giyeong after losing Enigma. “What are the chances Crimson Tiger will betray us?” he asked.

“It wouldn’t be strange if he betrayed us tomorrow. He’s a man completely consumed by greed,” Giyeong replied, but quickly added, “Of course, if we acknowledge his skills properly, he’ll continue to work for us.”

Right now, losing Crimson Tiger or diminishing his value was not an option for him. The higher Crimson Tiger was rated, the greater his own achievement in recruiting the top agent became.

However, using someone and trusting them were two entirely different things.

“We need a foolproof backup plan and a surefire way to rein him in, ” he added.

Jongri Mun nodded. The first betrayal was always the hardest. Once someone committed an act of betrayal, it was easy to do it again. “What do you suggest we do?”

Giyeong hesitated. He had spent the entire trip back mulling this over. After a pause, he said, “Please release the seal on the Evil Blade.”

“...!” Jongri Mun’s expression hardened. The Evil Blade was one of the Evil Coalition’s top experts. “You do realize what you’re saying, don’t you?”

“Of course.”

“If anything happens to the Evil Blade, we’ll have to pay for it with our lives.”

Giyeong knew that Jongri Mun didn’t really mean ‘we, but ‘you’. The blame would surely fall on his own shoulders, not his superior’s. However, he was already prepared for that.

Jongri Mun had good reason to be worried. The Evil Blade’s origins were unique. He was raised from birth as a weapon to protect the Evil Coalition, and his death would deal a devastating blow to the organization.

“I don’t believe I’m so unlucky that the worst-case scenario will happen,” Giyeong stated. “Nevertheless, if a problem arises, I’ll take responsibility with my life.”

“I’ll give it some thought.”

“Thank you...”

“Urgent news!” someone shouted from outside the room.

A subordinate entered and delivered a secret letter.

Giyeong read the letter and looked up, startled. “It says here that someone tried to assassinate the Third Young Lady of the Association.”

Jongri Mun sprang up from his seat. “What? And?”

“She’s currently unconscious.”

“Who did it?”

“The mastermind is said to be the First Young Lord.”

“Are you certain?”

“They secretly summoned Sa Horim. The assassin confessed under the influence of the Heavenly Spirit Possession Art.”

Jongri Mun’s eyes glinted. The long-awaited war for succession had finally begun. He had to find a way to infiltrate their divided ranks and gain the upper hand over his enemies.

“Hmm...” After a moment of thought, however, he shook his head. “The First Young Lord would never make such a poorly calculated move.”

He was confident in his deduction. It was often said that onlookers saw the game more clearly, and he grasped the essence of the incident instinctively.

“That means everything must be part of the Third Young Lady’s scheme. What is the First Young Lord doing now?”

“The message states that he reached out to Crimson Tiger.”

“He must have ordered Crimson Tiger to expose the Third Young Lady’s plot.”

“Probably.”

“Can Crimson Tiger succeed?”

“Considering the abilities he’s displayed so far, I believe it’s more than possible.”

Jongri Mun nodded in agreement. Crimson Tiger had always let his results speak for him. He was a man who could accomplish any task, no matter how impossible it seemed. “What will happen if Crimson Tiger finds that evidence?”

“The Third Young Lady will be the one who suffers a fatal blow instead.”

Jongri Mun’s mind raced. A golden opportunity to make up for his previous failures had arrived.

“We should acquire the evidence first and negotiate with the First Young Lord. He’ll concede a great deal to obtain it,” Giyeong suggested cautiously. After paying so much to recruit Crimson Tiger, he felt they needed to make the most of their investment.

However, Jongri Mun had a different idea. “No! The one we’ll negotiate with is the Third Young Lady. We’ll seize the evidence and use it to blackmail her.”

Giyeong tilted his head in confusion. The Third Young Lady he knew was not an easy person to deal with. “Will she really listen to us?”

“Of course she will,” Jongri Mun declared confidently. Seeing Giyeong’s confusion, though, he explained, “Becoming the successor doesn’t immediately make one the next Association Chairman. Even more arduous and difficult challenges await her after that. New opposition factions will surface and try to drag her down from the successor’s position. In that situation...”

Giyeong continued the thought. “...if the truth about her framing the First Young Lord to ruin him is revealed, it would become a tremendous liability for her.”

“Exactly! We don’t need the evidence yet, but we have to save it for the right time. If everything goes our way, we’ll be able to control her until the day she becomes the Association Chairman.”

The two men shared a knowing smile. The moment the Third Young Lady negotiated with them, she would be caught in an inescapable snare. By the time she became the Association Chairman and could cut herself free, they would have already extracted every possible benefit she could offer.

Giyeong affirmed, “For that to happen, Crimson Tiger must find the incriminating evidence.”

“More importantly, he must hand the evidence over to us,” Jongri Mun added.

If Crimson Tiger had a last-minute change of heart, it would be a disaster.

Just then, a subordinate reported urgently from outside. “Head Strategist, the Coalition Leader is on his way here.”

Jongri Mun rose from his seat, eyes sparkling. “Good. I was about to go see him myself.”

Giyeong hurriedly excused himself. “In that case, I’ll take my leave now.”

Giyeong left, and the Coalition Leader Neung Pungbi entered soon after.

“Welcome,” Jongri Mun greeted politely.

Neung Pungbi smiled faintly. “Let’s go outside.”

The two men left Coalition Headquarters.

Neung Pungbi was always like this. He visited unexpectedly and preferred to talk outside rather than in a stuffy office. Moreover, he enjoyed traveling incognito with only a few bodyguards and surprising people by appearing in places where one least expected to run into the Coalition Leader. 

Today was no different.

Neung Pungbi grinned in front of a brothel named the Night Moon Palace. “I recently discovered this place.”

Jongri Mun played along, saying, “They must have many pretty girls.”

“Of course. It’s a bit pricey, though.”

No one who overheard their conversation would have guessed that they were the Coalition Leader and the Head Strategist.

A courtesan guided them into a private annex, a second-floor room with a spectacular view. Two beautifully dolled-up courtesans entered the room and sat down.

Jongri Mun remarked, “Your faces are too gorgeous to be mere courtesans.”

“These girls really hate hearing that,” Neung Pungbi added.

Jongri Mun glanced at the woman beside him, who smiled and nodded in agreement with Neung Pungbi.

Neung Pungbi continued, “You may have meant it as a compliment, but it’s not received as one. I’m sure it’s not the first or second time they’ve heard something like that.”

“I see. I made a mistake due to my lack of experience.”

“I’m just stating the obvious, there’s no need to apologize. Besides, why pay for a good time only to walk on eggshells around the girls?” Neung Pungbi tossed a lighthearted joke to the courtesans. “By the way, you’re not disappointed that I’m an old man, are you?”

The courtesans giggled. 

“You’re a hundred times better than those young brats who are all brawn and no brains!” one laughed.

“Hahaha! Now that’s sweet to hear! Everyone should learn to give nice compliments like that.”

“My tongue isn’t the only sweet thing about me.”

“Kahaha! Come here, now!”

A courtesan snuggled up to Neung Pungbi.

Jongri Mun shuddered. At times like this, Neung Pungbi seemed like an ordinary man, but he knew this was what made the Coalition Leader so scary. He was open to new ideas and always ready to adapt to new strategies. He understood which battles to fight and which to avoid.

Jongri Mun tried to hide his anxiety. If his gut feeling was correct, then today was the day Neung Pungbi would entrust him with an important task, and trust was always accompanied by responsibility.

Neung Pungbi wrapped his arm around the courtesan’s waist. “So, that child was swept away?”

He was referring to Enigma, who had infiltrated the Radiant Hall.

“I won’t make excuses for my failure.”

“Shit happens. Sometimes luck just isn’t on our side.”

Despite his words, Neung Pungbi regarded Jongri Mun with a steady gaze, as if asking, ‘So? What are you going to do about it?’

Jongri Mun calmly answered, “I bought a tiger instead.”

“A tiger?” Neung Pungbi blinked in confusion, but then realized Jongri Mun was referring to Crimson Tiger of the Twelve Phantoms. He had already received several reports about the top agent.

The surprised courtesans chattered. 

“Wow! Did you really buy a tiger? How much does one cost?”

“How big is it? Is it really the size of a house?”

Jongri Mun smiled. “It’s big enough to swallow someone like me in one bite. That beast nearly ate me whole.”

The two courtesans shrieked in exaggeration.

Jongri Mun looked at Neung Pungbi coolly. “Depending on how he’s used, he could be a lot more valuable than the child who was swept away.”

Neung Pungbi nodded. “Can you tame him properly? I hear he’s quite ferocious.”

“As a matter of fact, I was planning to see you about that very issue.”

“Do you need a tamer?”

“Yes.”

“Who do you need?”

“The Evil Blade.”

Neung Pungbi’s eyes flashed. The Evil Blade was one of the most important experts in the Evil Coalition. “If that child is swept away too... the floodwaters would come for you as well, ” he warned.

Even if he defended his head strategist, the pressure from the anti-Jongri Mun faction would be immense. There was a limit to how much he could shield the man.

If he considered only loyalty and duty, he could choose to ignore such annoyances, but being the leader of the Evil Coalition was not that straightforward. A certain degree of political give-and-take was necessary to maintain his position.

Jongri Mun gave a completely different reply than the one he had offered Giyeong earlier. “If the downpour strikes and I am swept away... please save me from drowning.”

“Hahahaha!” Neung Pungbi burst into laughter at Jongri Mun’s audacity. 

To prove he wasn’t joking, Jongri Mun added serious, “I’m prepared to face the downpour, but I can’t be swept away just yet.”

His words were filled with calculated confidence. 

Neung Pungbi smiled. This was why he held the strategist in high regard. He stopped laughing abruptly. “Fine, I’ll give you the Evil Blade.”

“Thank you.”

“And if you are swept away, I’ll save you. I promise.”

“Thank you.”

Jongri Mun bowed his head deeply in respect. Neung Pungbi had given him free rein to do whatever he wished.

There was joy in serving a master who understood how to lead his subordinates. This was one such case. That joy inspired unshakeable loyalty, even to the point of sacrificing one’s own life.

“Here, have a drink and eat this!”

A courtesan who had cautiously observed their serious conversation offered them side dishes at the most opportune time.

Soon, the scene transformed into an ordinary drinking party, with old men laughing and joking with courtesans.
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THUD THUD THUD!

A man skillfully chopped wood in the forest, felling a tree and cutting it into suitable lengths. He moved like a textbook demonstration of utmost efficiency, as if teaching, ‘This is how you chop a tree, arrange thewood, and sit to rest.’ Each movement was natural and efficient, without a single wasted motion.

Suddenly, he froze and looked down the hill. Someone was slowly making their way to the top.

Jongri Mun soon reached the hilltop and sat on a log next to the man. “Do you know who I am?”

The man gave a single nod. He was the Evil Blade, one of the top five martial masters in the Evil Coalition. Anyone else would have needed more than a nod to address the Head Strategist Jongri Mun, but from his perspective, he had only bothered to nod because it was the Head Strategist.

Still, his aura grew harsh, a sign of his displeasure with the visit.

Jongri Mun asked, “Have you heard of the Twelve Phantoms?”

The Evil Blade nodded again.

“We recently recruited Crimson Tiger. We need someone to keep him in check.”

The Evil Blade’s expression soured instantly. “Did you come all this way just to ask me to carry out such a trivial task?”

Jongri Mun remained calm. “The word ‘trivial’ is inaccurate. Crimson Tiger is skilled enough to warrant your attention.”

The Evil Blade’s expression softened slightly.

Yes, if it wasn’t a big problem, this man would never have come here in person.

Still, his opponent was one of the Twelve Phantoms, the same ilk as the Ten Evils. They were swords for hire, the lowest of the low who had abandoned the honor of a martial artist.

“Go back,” he said firmly, rising from his seat.

He had the right to do so. Within the Evil Coalition, only ten people besides the Coalition Leader could match him one-on-one. He was confident he could defeat three of them, uncertain about the outcome against three, and not confident against the rest. He was one of the top ten experts of the unorthodox sects.

“This is a direct order from the Coalition Leader,” Jongri Mun added.

The Evil Blade, who had been turning away, halted and glanced back.

Jongri Mun met his gaze evenly. “This task... I need you to do it.”


V6C5: The Association Protection Order

Jaegal Suyeon’s sharp voice cut through the Radiant Hall’s operations room. “What’s the meaning of this?”

“What’s wrong?” Hong Sabaek asked.

Jaegal Suyeon thrust a document on her desk. “All of Crimson Tiger’s missions have been canceled. Just like that.”

“And?”

“What do you mean, ‘and’?” Jaegal Suyeon furrowed her brow. “Who ordered this?”

“Someone above, obviously.”

“Someone above? Who exactly?”

“Why? Are you planning to go see them if I tell you?”

“Is there any reason I can’t?”

“Yes, because I don’t know who ordered it either.”

“Really?”

Im Yeongdal chimed in. “If he knew, do you think he’d just say ‘above’? He’d call them that son of a bitch.”

Jaegal Suyeon’s anger reached a new level in response to his joke. “If they’re going to change their minds at the drop of a hat, then why do they need us?”

“Because they need slaves to carry out their orders.”

“Stop playing with words!”

“Don’t forget! I’m your senior!”

“Why did you leave out ‘incompetent’ before ‘senior’?”

“Haa...” Im Yeongdal glared at Hong Sabaek. “I suddenly want that brat Birang back.”

Hong Sabaek averted his gaze, pretending that he hadn’t heard anything. “Hey, incompetent junior, don’t drag me into this. Go over there.”

Jaegal Suyeon shook her head at her seniors’ exchange. The Radiant Hall seemed just as pathetic as it did when she first arrived. Despite risking her life to join this place after signing a non-disclosure agreement, all she saw were her seniors lazing around all day.

Now, even Crimson Tiger’s mission, which she had worked so hard to organize, had been canceled without warning.

My anger is justified. 

At least, that was what she thought.

Hong Sabaek thought differently. “Why are you so angry?” he asked, dropping his playful demeanor.

“Have you been paying attention at all? I’ve been spelling it out for you this whole time.”

“No, you haven’t been specific.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re not angry because of bullying from higher-ups or any perceived injustice. You’re angry because the plan you so meticulously came up with was scrapped.”

“That’s...!”

“The same? I feel it’s a bit different.”

Jaegal Suyeon couldn’t immediately retort, as Hong Sabaek had hit right on the mark. Just as he said, she was upset that her hard work had gone to waste. She hadn’t given much thought to the Radiant Hall’s hierarchy or fairness at all.

Hong Sabaek softened his tone. “The key is to remember that you’ll have countless other things to be angry about in the future. If you get worked up over every little thing, you won’t be able to do your job here properly.”

Jaegal Suyeon had to admit, there might be some truth to his words. She couldn’t even control her rage right now. Perhaps it was because she’d been raised with little discipline.

“There’s only one situation where you absolutely should throw a tantrum.”

“When’s that?” she asked curiously, the edge gone from her voice.

“When the Phantoms are sacrificed in an operation you planned.”

“...!”

“As your senior, I’d like to offer you some advice. Save your anger for the villain who caused it. That will help you endure life here and forget those who were sacrificed.”

Silence fell over the room. As intelligent as she was, there was no way Jaegal Suyeon could fail to understand the meaning behind his statement.

She pouted. “I’m not that nice of a bitch.”

Hong Sabaek’s jaw dropped in shock. 

Im Yeongdal snorted humorously. “Kids these days are like this.”

Hong Sabaek shook his head in exasperation.

CLANG! SWISH!

Suddenly, the wall mechanism rotated to the character for ‘Association’, and a report descended from the opening.

Jaegal Suyeon checked the report. “What on earth is this?”

She unfolded it and showed it to the other scholars. The page was filled with a jumble of unrecognizable characters.

Hong Sabaek and Im Yeongdal sprang up from their seats.

“I’ll go get the director,” Im Yeongdal said tensely before bolting out the door.

Hong Sabaek snatched the report from Jaegal Suyeon and activated a hidden switch on one of the walls.

CLANG!

A safe was revealed. He opened it and pulled out a booklet, then rapidly began to decipher the coded message.

“What in the world is going on?” Jo Birang exclaimed. He had been out for a bit, and had returned to the operations room only to find the atmosphere so tense it could snap.

Jaegal Soyeon shot back, “How should I know? You’re the senior here, remember?”

Hong Sabaek spoke quickly while working on the code, “The most critical information related to our Association’s safety arrives encrypted like this. In other words, it’s a top-secret matter among top-secret matters.”

Jo Birang and Jaegal Suyeon stood close beside Hong Sabaek anxiously, holding their breath and as they watched him decipher the code.

“The decryption order and method change depending on the situation,” Hong Sabaek explained. “It’s absolutely impossible for anyone outside the Radiant Hall to decipher this message.”

SLAM!

Finally, Gu Yangseo and Eom Baekyang rushed into the operations room, with Im Yeongdal, who had gone to fetch them, trailing along behind.

“What the hell? Have you decoded the message yet?”

Shock painting his features, Hong Sabaek held out the carefully deciphered report. 

Gu Yangseo’s expression hardened as he read it. Only one line was written on it.

A plan to assassinate Cheon Ahseong is in progress.
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Crimson Tiger strolled slowly along a cliff near the training grounds, his hand gently caressing the rock as he moved. 

Suddenly, he stopped and leaned against the stone face. The memory of his master’s benevolent smile under the moonlight came to mind.


“Perfecting martial arts is like overcoming walls. Once you overcome one wall, another appears. I can assure you that since the beginning of the jianghu, every expert called the world’s greatest has stood before a final wall they couldn’t overcome, right up to the day they died. Furthermore, this doesn’t apply only to martial arts. Living life is also a matter of overcoming one wall after another. Just when you think you’ve overcome one, another appears. That repetition is the essence of life. When you find it difficult to overcome a wall, my boy, just lean against it for a moment and rest. That’s the secret to navigating the challenges of life.”



He smiled. He wanted to see his master.

Master must be having a hard time taking care of Seohyeon.

Crimson Tiger suppressed the urge to rush to his family right away. He was still in the process of overcoming the colossal wall known as the New Righteous Association. That said, if he couldn’t overcome it, he could always opt to just tear it down before moving on to the next wall.

He walked forward and stopped about twenty paces from the cliff.

SHING! VMMMM!

He drew Soul Crusher with a smooth motion and infused it with qi. A humming sounded clearly through the silent night, and its sharp edge illuminated the darkness.

Crimson Tiger’s muscles, now more defined than ever, gleamed in the moonlight as he swung Soul Crusher in a diagonal arc toward the cliff.

SHWIIING!

The sharply honed sword whistled through the air... but the massive cliff remained as majestic as ever.

Crimson Tiger halted his training, sensing Yeon’s approach. She had gone to gather information on the Third Young Lady and was now racing toward him with urgent footsteps.

“You must move at once!” she gasped, panting.

Crimson Tiger tilted his head in confusion. “What’s wrong?”

“The Association Protection Order has just been issued.”

“The Association Protection Order!?”

Crimson Tiger froze in shock. The Association Protection Order was the Radiant Hall’s highest emergency alert, issued only when the Association was gravely threatened.

During his seven years of service, the order had only been issued once, when word spread that the Evil Coalition had succeeded in creating jiangshi. Fortunately, the rumor was later confirmed to be unfounded.

Yeon said firmly, “For now, we must move as ordered.”

When the Association Protection Order was issued, general operational command transferred from the Radiant Hall to the Mystery Pavilion, and the Radiant Hall Protectors assumed command of the Twelve Phantoms.

“Let’s go!”

The pair took off in a rush.
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RUMBLE...

Some time later, dust and dirt poured down from the cliff.

CRAAAAAACK!

The cliff began to crack diagonally as if an earthquake were splitting the earth. The fissure was so massive and deep that no one would believe that a human had made it.

Sadly, only the silently streaming moonlight witnessed this magnificent sight.
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“Are you out of your fucking mind?!” Yagong roared more vehemently than ever before. “Are you seriously asking me to exclude Crimson Tiger? At a crucial time like this?!”

Gu Yangseo sighed. He had just received an urgent order from Baek Museong to exclude Crimson Tiger, his only hope for salvation, from the Association Protection Order. 

After all, where there was smoke, there was fire. Baek Museong was convinced that the protection order was part of Ju Hwayin’s conspiracy to rob him of Crimson Tiger.

The woman’s schemes were chillingly meticulous, and she advanced relentlessly, leaving no room for retaliation or retreat. Public opinion was worsening daily, and more and more people were hoping for her to awaken. If they couldn’t turn the situation around soon, both he and the First Young Lord were finished.

Alas, it was too late. The Association Protection Order was already in effect. His only chance lay in convincing Yagong, who was proving to be extremely stubborn.

Yagong snarled sharply, “Don’t even dream of it! Pulling Crimson Tiger out is not an option.”

“But the credibility of this report is only twenty percent...”

“Exactly, it’s twenty percent. That means there’s a one-in-five chance that the threat is real.”

“And a four in five chance that it’s fake! Why should we waste valuable manpower on a meaningless task?”

“How dare you call something related to the Association Chairman’s safety meaningless? Even if the likelihood were only one percent, we cannot afford to brush this off lightly.”

Gu Yangseo’s heart sank. Of course, Yagong was right. If not for their current situation, he would agree with him too. Still, he argued, “That’s precisely why it’s such a futile task. There’s no way the Association Chairman would fall victim to an ambush and get assassinated, is there?”

“That’s not for us to judge.” Yagong shook his head firmly. He had no intention of yielding.

“Haah...” Gu Yangseo was exasperated. Although the Association Protection Order was a strict mandate, the Association was ultimately an organization comprised of living, breathing humans. There was definitely room for flexibility, and the Mystery Pavilion Master had enough authority to exempt one of the Twelve Phantoms.

Yagong narrowed his eyes. “What on earth are you scheming?”

“A scheme?”

“If it’s not a scheme, then why are you making such a ridiculous request?”

“I’m saying we should leave Crimson Tiger behind, just in case.”

“What kind of ‘just in case’ are you talking about?”

Gu Yangseo sighed heavily, regretting his hasty decision to rush here without a second thought.

Damn it! I shouldn’t have come here before cooking up a convincing reason.

Unfortunately, there was too little time. Even now, Crimson Tiger was likely getting farther from the Association.

“...I understand, I was rash,” Gu Yangseo finally conceded.

If Yagong wouldn’t budge, then he had to find another solution.

After Gu Yangseo left the office, Milyeong emerged from the shadows.

Yagong smirked. “Looks like his tail’s on fire.”

“Depending on when the Third Young Lady wakes up, the First Young Lord could be ruined forever.”

“No worries about that. The First Young Lord is finished!”

Yagong grinned broadly. If he hadn’t been tipped off beforehand, he would have had his doubts too. Truly, Ju Hwayin was incredible. The best part was that she even deceived Cheon Ahseong.

Milyeong observed Yagong’s mood and whispered carefully, “Are you going to continue down this path?”

Yagong narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean?”

Milyeong hesitated for a moment before answering. “...Truth to tell, I don’t trust the Third Young Lady.”

Yagong fell silent. He was already in the same boat as the Third Young Lady, so he couldn’t abandon ship now, claiming he didn’t trust the captain. Still, Milyeong was the subordinate he trusted most. He tried his best to remain calm, asking, “Why don’t you trust her?”

“She’s too brilliant. No, she thinks she’s brilliant.”

“And?”

“People who consider themselves brilliant never value their strategists!”

Yagong flinched. Milyeong’s words had struck a nerve, reverberating deep within him.

“That’s not to say she’ll cast you out, Pavilion Master. I apologize for saying this, but you’ll certainly be of use to her one way or another.”

“Continue.”

Milyeong took a deep breath to steel his resolve, then said, “It’s just, her reward will never meet your expectations. I felt it for certain through this incident. She’s already a perfect strategist in her own right.”

“......” Yagong’s resolve wavered.

“The First Young Lord will try to get Crimson Tiger to find evidence that the Third Young Lady staged this incident. Director Gu probably came here in a frenzy because of pressure from the First Young Lord. Considering what we know about Crimson Tiger’s abilities, there’s a high chance he’ll uncover the evidence.”

“Even if Crimson Tiger finds the evidence, though, he won’t give it to us.”

“Yes, but...” Milyeong’s gaze darkened. “Information leaks happen often, don’t they?”

Yagong’s eyes gleamed. The evidence was a fatal weakness that could change the Third Young Lady’s destiny.

If only I could get my hands on it, she would be forced to choose between eliminating me and treasuring me.

He was confident he wouldn’t lose that fight. On the contrary, if the Third Young Lady became the successor and he was pushed aside to an insignificant post, as Milyeong predicted, it would be worse than death.

Milyeong added, “Didn’t you give Crimson Tiger the Great Cycle Pill in preparation for a rainy day? You made an investment, so now it’s time to reap the benefits.”

Yagong sank into his chair and nodded, confident that Crimson Tiger wouldn’t be able to refuse his request.
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Late at night, a carriage traveling down the main road pulled over. Crimson Tiger and Yeon were on their way to a rendezvous point when they received new orders to stop and wait for further instructions.

The pair sat side by side on a rock beside the road. Clouds obscured the moon, plunging the surroundings into darkness.

“This protection order was clearly issued to separate you from the First Young Lord, Crimson Tiger,” Yeon speculated, naturally assuming everything was part of the Third Young Lady’s plan.

Crimson Tiger nodded. Event after shocking event had unfolded too seamlessly, like the well-oiled gears of a machine.

“Yeon, from now on, you have tread carefully,” Crimson Tiger cautioned gravely. “This is their last stand. It wouldn’t be strange if either of them did something drastic in desperation.”

“Understood. I’ll prepare for all sorts of unexpected circumstances.”

The moon emerged from behind the clouds, bathing the area in light.

Crimson Tiger focused his gaze at the far end of the road, sensing a presence. Without a word, he nodded to Yeon, and she quickly concealed herself.

CLIP CLOP CLIP CLOP!

Two horses galloped toward them.

“Have you been well?” Yagong greeted with a smile, dismounting from his horse.

“It’s been a while, Pavilion Master.” Crimson Tiger bowed politely, though his expression stiffened when he saw Yagong’s companion.

He recognized this man, having fought him before. He was Hyeoru, the martial artist responsible for annihilating the Savage Beast Gang.

Hyeoru grinned unpleasantly at Crimson Tiger.

“I’m always proud of your dedication to our Pavilion,” Yagong praised, diverting Crimson Tiger’s attention away from Hyeoru.

“You’re too kind,” Crimson Tiger replied. “I’m just doing my job.”

Yagong observed Crimson Tiger carefully, but even though he had a knack for reading people, the agent’s aura and presence felt as unremarkable as the last time they met.

He had even brought Hyeoru to pressure Crimson Tiger into revealing his true strength, but it seemed he had miscalculated. Perhaps because the two had clashed before, Crimson Tiger was on his guard around Hyeoru.

Unknown to him, Crimson Tiger wasn’t simply wary, he harbored immense hostility toward Hyeoru. He deeply regretted his failure to kill the bastard who had murdered innocents back then.

He locked eyes with Yagong, concealing his emotions. “What brings you here in person?”

Yagong smiled and handed over an scroll from his shirt pocket. “I came to see you and deliver your newest orders myself.”

Crimson Tiger accepted the scroll, but deep down, he thought, Yagong wouldn’t have come all this way just for this.

As expected, Yagong proceeded to reveal the true reason for his visit.

“Since we’re here, I have a favor to ask of you.”

“Please, ask away.”

“Regarding the mastermind of this recent incident...”

Crimson Tiger tilted his head, feigning ignorance. “Which incident are you referring to?”

“The assassination attempt on the Third Young Lady,” Yagong clarified. “I want you to investigate the mastermind behind it separately and report back to me.”

“Isn’t it already under investigation?” Crimson Tiger blinked in confusion, as if he knew nothing about the situation.

Yagong hesitated for a moment, then put on a candid facade. “Have you heard the rumors?”

“Yes, I heard the First Young Lord is behind the assassination.”

“It’s not a rumor. It’s the truth.”

“!” Crimson Tiger winced, pretending to be struck by the news.

“However, I believe someone else might be behind this incident,” Yagong continued calmly. “To be frank, I think the Third Young Lady is the one pulling the strings.”

“......” Crimson Tiger listened to him in silence.

Yagong’s eyes hardened. “You’ve received orders from the First Young Lord to find proof of this, haven’t you?”

“Yes.” Crimson Tiger answered honestly. If Yagong already suspected this much, there was no point in hiding it from him any longer.

“I’m not asking you to give that information only to me, simply that you share it with me as well.”

Crimson Tiger finally understood Yagong’s ulterior motive. He wants to identify a weakness that he can use against the Third Young Lady.

“As for how to handle this matter... I trust a sharp man like you understands what to do.”

Crimson Tiger held up the order scroll he’d just received. “Whatever it is, I must prioritize this order over any secret investigation.”

Yagong smiled faintly. “You’re a capable man. I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”

He turned around and left, not bothering to prolong the conversation. He believed that the carrot and the stick, the Great Cycle Pill and Hyeoru, were incentive enough.

As Hyeoru followed along, he glanced back at Crimson Tiger and made a throat-slitting gesture.

Crimson Tiger did not react, merely fixed him with a cold, unblinking glare.

When the two men vanished from view, Yeon revealed herself again. 

“So now the Mystery Pavilion Master has gotten involved, too.”

Crimson Tiger snorted. “That man’s an anxious jackal who’s scared that there won’t be any meat left for him to devour.”

“Sometimes, a jackal is more dangerous than a tiger,” Yeon pointed out.

Crimson Tiger chuckled. “Of course. Especially a starving jackal.”

He resolved to not let his guard down in the slightest. He handed Yeon the order scroll.

Yeon looked it over. “The target’s half a day’s journey from here. Apparently, the ones who planned the Association Chairman’s assassination are there.”

Crimson Tiger nodded. Whether such people really existed or not, they would only know once they got there. “Let’s get moving.”

Once again, the carriage began to race down the deserted night road.


V6C6: Alliance of Phantoms

The target location was silent as a tomb. Thick vines covered the manor walls, which had clearly been neglected for many years.

Crimson Tiger leaned against the wall and focused, but he sensed no one beyond it, so he put on his mask. His mission was to eliminate every target inside the manor.

He leaped as lightly as a cat and landed silently inside. The faint light of dawn illuminated the courtyard, which was overgrown with weeds and littered with broken furniture.

FLUTTER!

A sparrow perched on an old stone lantern took flight.

After surveying the area briefly, Crimson Tiger slowly crept toward the building. When he reached the door, he paused and silently drew his sword, before gently nudging it open. A hallway appeared through the slowly widening gap.

Red lanterns adorned both sides of the hall. In contrast to the messy exterior, the interior was clearly inhabited. As he stepped inside, the lanterns gave him a strange feeling, like he had just walked into a brothel.

He entered cautiously. More than people, he was concerned about the traps. Although he could sense killing intent from mechanical devices, it was far more difficult than detecting it from a living being.

Crimson Tiger walked down the hall, then opened the first door to his right. The room was empty, but a lingering warmth remained. Someone had definitely been here recently.

His instincts screamed danger.

Is this a trap?

The entire manor felt like one giant trap, and he suspected it might be true. The Association Protection Order itself reeked of conspiracy.

Nevertheless, every trap he had ever faced had a solution. The first step to finding it was to stay calm.

If it’s a trap, then the Radiant Hall’s intelligence was wrong. If not, then an insider is involved. With Enigma captured, though, there cannot possibly be any more traitors within the Radiant Hall.

That left only one answer.

The Third Young Lady must be behind this!

Tension gripped Crimson Tiger. If the Third Young Lady was the mastermind, then this was no ordinary trap.

Sure enough, just as he reached the stairs to the second floor, something shot down from the top like a bolt of lightning.

SWOOSH!

He threw himself backward to evade it, letting the hidden weapon with a menacingly gleaming blade graze his face. Immediately after, a masked woman lunged at him.

SWISH!

The woman’s sword grazed his thigh. The speed of her assault was astounding. 

Crimson Tiger dropped to the floor, performed a lazy donkey roll, and sprang back to his feet.

CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!

Soul Crusher parried the woman’s follow-up strike, and the two exchanged a dozen blows in the blink of an eye.

Crimson Tiger held back from using any fatal techniques, electing to identify his opponent first. 

That turned out to be the right decision.

A glint appeared in his eyes. He recognized the woman. Even with the mask on, her eyes were unforgettable.

SWISH! SWOOSH!

After dodging a series of strikes aimed at his vital points, he used the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers, coiling his arm around hers like a snake.

“Hap!” The woman cried out sharply and tried to elbow his face, but she was a beat too slow.

WHIRL! TAP TAP TAP TAP!

Crimson Tiger rotated his waist and flung her to the ground. Pinning her below him, he sealed her acupoints to keep her from struggling.

She instinctively opened her mouth to cry out, but he promptly covered her mouth and leaned close to her.

“It’s me, Crimson Tiger!” he whispered hurriedly.

The woman, who had been about to bite Crimson Tiger’s hand, froze in surprise. 

Crimson Tiger slowly removed his hand from her mouth.

TAP! TAP!

He tapped the acupoints on her back, releasing the seal. 

The woman turned around slowly and lowered her mask, revealing herself to be Green Snake.

“Crimson Tiger? Is it really you?”

Crimson Tiger lowered his mask and nodded.

Green Snake beamed. His face had changed, but his eyes were the same. “It really is you! But why are you here?”

“Shh!”

Green Snake held her breath. Someone was approaching.

The two Phantoms exchanged a look, nodded, and silently pressed themselves against the wall by the stairs. 

TAK, TAK...

The sound of footsteps echoed faintly down the hallway. There was no mistaking that they belonged to someone more skilled than Green Snake.

Suddenly, the footsteps paused.

CREAK...

A door opened. A moment later, the footsteps resumed. Whoever was there was probably scouting the area. The person continued down the hallway, halting occasionally to opened each door to the side.

Crimson Tiger’s eyes glinted fiercely. He stepped out into the open, appearing right in front of a masked man standing in the middle of the hall. 

Startled, the man readied himself to attack when Crimson Tiger quickly asked, “Are you one of the Twelve Phantoms too?”

The masked man flinched. “Who are you?”

“Crimson Tiger.”

The man’s eyes widened. “Crimson Tiger? You’re Crimson Tiger?” 

Green Snake also revealed herself. “So you’re one of the Phantoms too?”

The man looked from Crimson Tiger to Green Snake and back again. “I’m Iron Bull,” he said in a low voice.

Green Snake gasped. “Oh, so you’re Iron Bull! I heard you’re the third-best fighter after Crimson Tiger and Flying Dragon.”

Iron Bull had a massive frame and solid muscles, but despite this, he did n’t look slow. Rather, he seemed as strong as steel, as if he would never break.

Iron Bull’s expression hardened, a clear sign he disagreed with that ranking. “And who are you?”

“I’m Green Snake.”

The three exchanged a code word via telepathy. This code was issued monthly as a way to confirm each other’s identities in situations like this. Still, even after verifying the code, none of them fully lowered their guard.

Green Snake asked Crimson Tiger, “How did you know he was one of us?”

“If you were here, it stands to reason that other Phantoms might be here as well,” Crimson Tiger replied.

Besides, he wasn’t waiting here in ambush, but checking the rooms and investigating the place just like us.

Green Snake sighed, “What in the world is going on?”

“Would you mind sharing the missions you received?” Crimson Tiger asked.

Green Snake and Iron Bull nodded and produced their mission scrolls, which turned out to be identical to Crimson Tiger’s. Like him, they had received orders to eliminate every enemy within the manor.

Green Snake said, “My handler told me that the people here plan to assassinate the Association Chairman. He told me to make sure none of them survive.”

“Same here,” Iron Bull confirmed.

“What kind of messed-up planning is this?” Green Snake blurted out in frustration. “If you hadn’t recognized me, I’d be dead!”

Crimson Tiger’s heart sank. The Phantoms had united for missions before, but this was the first time they had been sent on the same mission without being informed of each other’s involvement. 

Green Snake is right. If I hadn’t made an effort to identify her, she would have died by my sword. After that, I would have fought Iron Bull, too.

All three soon realized that something had gone terribly wrong. Dispatching three of the Twelve Phantoms to the same location, each with orders to kill everyone, was the worst kind of trap imaginable.

“Anyway...” Green Snake threw her arms around Crimson Tiger coquettishly, like they were lovers reunited after a long separation. “It’s been so long!”

Crimson Tiger did not reciprocate. He simply lifted her up and set her aside like a training dummy.

Green Snake pouted and pretended to scan her surroundings. “What’s wrong? Is that prickly handler of yours nearby?”

“?” Iron Bull shot Green Snake a quizzical look.

Green Snake burst into laughter. “This is the third time I’ve met Crimson Tiger. We’ve saved each other’s lives once each. Don’t you know? When a man and a woman meet three times, something steamy is bound to happen.”

Crimson Tiger sighed. This woman hadn’t changed a bit.

Suddenly, a sword scar on her forearm caught his eye, one that hadn’t been there the last time they met. If that wound had been on her neck instead, she would not be standing there today. Although she appeared cheerful, like him, she was constantly dancing on the razor’s edge between life and death.

Iron Bull regarded Crimson Tiger intently. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

Green Snake linked her arm with Crimson Tiger’s. “See? You’re so popular,” she remarked playfully.

Crimson Tiger gently extricated himself and asked Iron Bull, “Is that your real face?”

Iron Bull answered without hesitation. “Yeah, it’s my face.”

Green Snake blinked in surprise. “Why don’t you wear a mask?”

“Why should I?” Iron Bull retorted, brimming with confidence as if they were the strange ones. “Life is unpredictable. I don’t want to waste it hiding behind a mask.”

If anyone else had said it, Crimson Tiger would have dismissed it as foolish bravado, but he could feel Iron Bull’s sincerity. Iron Bull’s words presented a glimpse of the future he himself truly desired—to live proudly with his real face.

Green Snake grinned at Crimson Tiger. “This is why I like you! You’re the best of the best, yet you don’t try to stand out.”

Iron Bull scowled, but didn’t pick a fight with Green Snake.

“Shh!” Crimson Tiger placed a finger against his lips, signaling them to quiet down.

Everyone focused. Presences were closing in on them from all directions. 

Crimson Tiger rushed to the window and peered out. Masked men scaled the walls with impossible agility, marking them as first-rate experts.

All three Phantoms tensed at the same time. The killing intent in all those men’s eyes was unmistakable, and there were dozens, perhaps even hundreds, of them swarming into the compound.

“Who the hell are they?” Green Snake stood frozen in horror, her mouth agape.

Only the Evil Coalition could gather this many martial experts on its own. The only other possibility was a combined force from both the orthodox and unorthodox sects.

Not even the proud Iron Bull could hide his despair. “If they’re after us, we’re finished...”

In spite of her panic, Green Snake did not forget to crack a joke. “Let’s leave this to our friend here for a minute, and you and I can have a quick round!”

Crimson Tiger chuckled. Thanks to her joke, most of his tension dissipated. Fear and anxiety were the last things they needed in a crisis.

SHIIING!

He slowly pulled his mask back up and drew Soul Crusher. “I’ll take the front.”

Everyone got serious. Iron Bull covered his right flank, while Green Snake took the left. They all knew this would not be an easy fight.

Fortunately, our handlers, including Yeon, are outside. They will have assessed the situation and called the Association for help. Until then, we have to rely on each other to survive.

He glanced back at the other two Phantoms. “Let’s show them who we are.”

CRASH!

Windows shattered as masked figures in black flooded into the mansion.
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The children always wanted to hear the same stories. They asked who she had fought, eager to hear terrifying tales of real combat. They wondered if mysterious sects existed, if spirit beasts with actual spirit cores were real, and if treasure maps really revealed hidden treasures.

However, one question came up more than any other:

“Miss Soeun, is there someone you like?”

Soeun’s exceptional beauty likely prompted the question. Even the children were curious about a beautiful woman’s love life.

“Yes, there is.”

The children cheered at Soeun’s answer.

They were on a short break from swordsmanship class in the training yard. Unlike usual, when she ignored the children’s mischievous questions, Soeun decided to answer today.

The children clamored with follow-up questions.

“Who is it?”

“Is it someone we know?”

“Is he an expert?”

Soeun smiled. She thought of Crimson Tiger as if he were part of her own life, but she could sense that he did not even think of her as a woman.

But what does that matter? I like him. I’ve truly fallen for him, so I’m going to work hard and win his love. If someone were to claim that love is predestined, I would vehemently disagree. Effort is also a form of fate. Surely, there must be love that is won through effort.

“He’s a wonderful person,” she answered. “He’s not well known in the jianghu, but he’s very strong.”

The children had been listening with sparkling eyes, but they immediately pouted in disappointment.

“Aww, there’s no one like that.”

They thought Soeun was being secretive because she was shy, but she didn’t make any excuses. Her relationship with Crimson Tiger had not yet reached a stage where she could share it with others. For now, it was solely a private matter between the two of them.

“Where is he now?” a child asked.

“He’s probably fighting somewhere in the jianghu.”

“Heehee, with some back-alley thugs, right?”

The other children snickered.

Soeun lifted her head and gazed at the sky. Reflected in her eyes was not just the blue expanse, but also an endlessly deep worry. “You’re right. I wonder which back-alley thugs he’s fighting this time.”
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SWOOSH!

Crimson Tiger swiftly swerved to evade the incoming enhanced qi. Two streams of energy narrowly grazed past his left and right sides.

KWAANG!

The enhanced sword qi blew away the back wall.

CRACK!

Unleashing enhanced sword qi in such a confined space came at a steep price, as the man’s arm fractured. Crimson Tiger instantly closed the distance, dislocated the man’s arm, and slammed his elbow into his chest in one fluid motion.

CRACK!

The man’s ribs shattered, and he died instantly.

The fight paused as everyone watched the man crumple to the ground. He was an expert capable of unleashing enhanced sword qi, yet he had been crushed with bare hands.

The masked men were horrified.

SWISH! STAB!

Green Snake lunged forward in a surprise attack, plunging her sword into the chest of the man before her.

“You bastard! You’re not skilled enough to look away during a fight.”

Killing intent erupted in the eyes of the masked man next to her. “Damn bitch!”

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

The fight resumed.

Crimson Tiger’s performance was by far the most outstanding.

PAPAPAPANG!

He whirled around on the spot, thrusting his sword at the men rushing him from all directions.

SWISH! SWISH! SWISH! SWOOSH!

Soul Crusher pierced through chests and throats with ease. The men crashed to the ground, each convinced that some magnetic force had sucked them toward the blade.

However, that was only an illusion. Crimson Tiger’s swordsmanship was so swift and precise that the men’s despair at being unable to evade plunged them into a momentary delusion.

Panicking, they abandoned close combat and instead threw hidden weapons.

SWISH! SWISH! SWISH! SWISH!

Crimson Tiger grabbed the last falling masked man by the neck and used him as a shield.

THUD! THUD! THUD! THUD!

As the knives embedded themselves in the corpse, he launched his own. Unfortunately for his opponents, his technique was on a completely different level from theirs.

SWISH! SWISH! SWISH! SWISH! SWISH! SWISH! SWISH!

In the face of the Twelve Storm Daggers, the masked men rushing in were knocked over and joined the rising pile of corpses on the ground.

THUD! THUD! THUD!

Three of Crimson Tiger’s daggers flew toward Green Snake, accurately striking the masked man who was advancing on her from behind in the face and chest.

Green Snake didn’t even have a moment to say thank you before she was forced to throw herself to the side and swing her sword at yet another man rushing her.

SPURT!

A fountain of blood erupted from the man’s neck.

Green Snake immediately leaped back, putting her back against the wall. Her breathing was erratic, as if she might collapse at any moment. She was the weakest martial artist among the three Phantoms present. 

Realizing this, the masked men focused their attacks on her rather than Iron Bull.

However, that proved to be a tactical mistake, giving Crimson Tiger the leeway to support her by unleashing the full power of the Twelve Storm Daggers.

By now, he had confirmed that his opponents were assassins and mercenaries. Consequently, his methods became utterly ruthless. These were opponents who deserved no mercy and had probably been hired for a large sum of money to carry out this job.

CRACK!

A man thrown by Iron Bull crashed into the other men, sending them all sprawling to the floor. However, more masked men rushed toward the windows from three different directions, replacing the fallen ones.

Crimson Tiger quickly shouted, “To the second floor!”

The three of them leaped to the second floor all at once, realizing they could not hold out on the first floor much longer. The walls were nearly destroyed, and the furnishings that had hindered the masked men’s movements were completely broken. Most importantly, so many corpses littered the floor that their mobility was severely restricted.

Iron Bull acted as a bodyguard for Green Snake as he jumped to the second floor.

SWOOSH! SWOOSH! SWISH!

Seeing the three of them headed upstairs, their pursuers unleashed sword qi. Crimson Tiger covered the rear, whipping around and thrusting his sword forward.

SWOOSH!

Soul Crusher fired a single beam of enhanced sword qi, which he had refrained from using until now to conserve his energy. Since the other two had already gone up to the second floor, though, he no longer hid his skills.

Like a living dragon spiraling into the sky, the enhanced sword qi swept through the room, sweeping through it so quickly and powerfully that dodging it was inconceivable.

“Kuaaaargh!”

The dozen or so men who stormed into the room were all dismembered and died instantly. The swords they raised to block the enhanced sword qi were cut, the men were cut, and the walls were cut.

Finally, the endless wave of attacks ceased, and Crimson Tiger took this opportunity to ascend to the second floor.

At the top of the stairs, he found the other two Phantoms leaning on each other for support. He asked quickly, “Are you okay?”

Green Snake nodded, but she did not look okay at all. Her pale face was a sure sign that she had suffered internal injuries.

Crimson Tiger took a box from his robes and tossed Green Snake two pills, one for treating internal injuries and another for restoring qi. She swallowed them without hesitation.

Iron Bull said to Crimson Tiger, “You rest first. I’ll keep watch.”

“I won’t refuse.” Crimson Tiger popped a pill for restoring inner qi into his mouth and sat down to meditate.

Meanwhile, Iron Bull stood guard at the stairs. Fortunately, no one rushed up there immediately.

He glanced back at Crimson Tiger, who was deep in meditation. Suddenly, he felt ashamed of his earlier bravado when he heard Green Snake claim the man was stronger than him. What Crimson Tiger had just displayed was not mere martial skill, but divine prowess. Were it not for him, he and Green Snake would already be dead.

Several minutes later, Crimson Tiger opened his eyes. “Your turn to rest,” he said to Iron Bull.

“Alright.” Iron Bull nodded in agreement at the chance to rest, but he refused the pill that Crimson Tiger offered him. This was not because he disliked him, but because of his ironclad rule to live only off his own skills and abilities.

He stepped away from the stairs, sat in a corner, and immersed himself in meditation. He was like this before, and he remained the same now.

Crimson Tiger observed Iron Bull for a while. The big man had his frustrating and foolish sides, but he empathized with him. That code of conduct was likely the strength that sustained Iron Bull, just as Seohyeon was for him.

In his opinion, no one in the world had the right to mock another person’s values. After all, no one could truly understand another person’s life unless they became that person.

Just then, Green Snake finished recuperating and approached him. “Thank you,” she said, looking refreshed.

“Don’t mention it.”

Green Snake smiled. Thanks to Crimson Tiger, she had avoided at least three fatal attacks. “Why are those bastards giving us time?” she asked, tilting her head. If the masked men had kept pressing their attack, she and Iron Bull would have been in serious trouble.

She crept to a small second-floor window and peered outside. There were still many enemies, standing in an ironclad encirclement.

Crimson Tiger replied calmly, “Because they’re from different organizations. That makes them competitors, not allies.”

“Mercenaries?”

Crimson Tiger nodded. “That’s right, and contract killers at that. They probably decided the order of attack based on the payout.”

And they never imagined that a group of only three individuals could withstand their assault for so long. 

Their enemies’ foolish hesitation, which gave them a chance to rest after expending their energy, must stem from that kind of confusion.

“Damn it! But why on earth are they attacking us?”

“......” Crimson Tiger wondered what to say. He was likely the only one here who knew about the conspiracies surrounding the succession war.

It’s a two-tiered trap. The first step involved inciting infighting among the Twelve Phantoms. The second step is to have these people eliminate the surviving Phantoms. Given the large number of first-rate experts the mastermind sent, they must rate me very highly, huh?

That pretty much confirms that the Third Young Lady is behind this. Even if we escape this place, it’s possible that another trap might be waiting for us.

After completing one cycle of meditation, Iron Bull approached the two of them. “What’s the plan now?”

His first impression of Crimson Tiger had been poor because he aspired to be the best, but he had changed his mind now. Crimson Tiger was fully qualified to be called the absolute best. In fact, judging by the corpses littering the floor, he was practically overqualified. The man had single-handedly taken down two-thirds of them. He was clearly an even greater master than himself, let alone Green Snake.

“For now, escaping this place is the top priority,” Crimson Tiger said. He did not mention who was behind the trap, since it wouldn’t help them escape this situation. “They’ll change their methods now. They’ll use fire or poison instead of attacking us directly.”

Iron Bull and Green Snake nodded in agreement. The moment they ran out because they could no longer stand the smoke and flames, a shower of arrows and hidden weapons would rain down upon them.

“What do we do now?” Green Snake asked.

A strange light gleamed in Crimson Tiger’s eyes. “There’s one method worth trying.”
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“What happened?” a masked, middle-aged man demanded nervously.

“They’ll be here soon.”

“Fuck!” The middle-aged man cursed in frustration at his subordinate’s report.

He was Ju Yong, the boss of the White Snake Gang, and he was in charge of the eastern flank of the operation. The White Snake Gang was one of the hundred great unorthodox sects, and they never hesitated to get involved if there was money to be made.

For this job, Ju Yong had committed not only himself, but also his sect’s main forces. The contract offered an enormous sum of money, and the terms were equally demanding.

When he arrived, however, he found that they were not alone. Several other organizations were also present. These included several high-ranking assassins’ guilds and well-known sects.

He had wondered what all the fuss was about, only to find that it was a real mess. Dozens of experts died trying to kill just three men, and over twenty of the deceased were experts from the White Snake Gang.

This time, they were resorting to arson. A hail of hidden weapons would rain down on anyone who emerged from the flames. In hindsight, they should have done this from the outset.

Just then, a subordinate ran up to him. “Sin Yang has returned alive!”

“Yang?” Ju Yong blinked in shock and relief. Sin Yang was his subordinate, and a man he had thought was dead. “Bring him here at once!”

The White Snake Gang martial artists brought over a blood-soaked man, supporting him as he walked.

“What’s the situation inside?” he asked impatiently. Judging by the state of his body, Sin Yang was beyond saving. He hoped to learn anything he could about the inside situation before the man died.

“......” Sin Yang bowed his head low, going completely limp.

“Hey! Snap out of it!” Ju Yong grabbed Sin Yang’s hair and forced his head up.

Sin Yang’s eyes flew open, revealing a pair of glowing orbs brimming with icy killing intent.

Ju Yong’s eyes widened in horror. He had experienced terminal lucidity before, but it was nothing like this!

Crimson Tiger grinned. He had used the Thousand Transformations Hundred Faces Art to disguise himself as one of the corpses, and it seemed that he had hit the jackpot with this man.

SHIIIIIIIIK!

He launched his counterattack.
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“We’ve been completely outplayed,” Jin Chung lamented. “Like all the other Phantoms, Crimson Tiger has been mobilized for the Protection Order. This is clearly a premeditated plan to keep him busy and divert his attention away from this matter.”

Baek Museong stared blankly out the window. Ju Hwayin’s scheme was closing in on him like a web with double, no, triple layers.

“Even the special investigation likely won’t uncover that the Third Young Lady orchestrated this,” Jin Chung sighed.

Baek Museong nodded in agreement. A special investigation would be conducted when all operations related to the Association Protection Order concluded, but he was certain it would turn up nothing of note. “Junior Sister would not have left any evidence of her involvement.”

“Yes, her scheme must have been in the works for quite some time.” Jin Chung shifted uncomfortably, his eyes bloodshot. “More and more vicious rumors about you spreading by the day, Young Lord. At this rate...”

He shuddered at the thought. News of an assassination plot against the Association Chairman had not spread to the jianghu due to a strict rule forbidding any mention of his affairs to outsiders, except in special cases. This meant that all the spotlight remained on Baek Museong.

He ground his teeth in chagrin. “How dirty!”

Baek Museong shook his head. He disagreed with Jin Chung. Using the word ‘dirty’ in this succession war was a cheap move in itself.

Jin Chung added, “We need to spread a rumor that an Association Protection Order has been issued to distract people from the Third Young Lady’s assassination.”

If rumors of an assassination attempt on the Association Chairman started circulating, the previous incident involving the Third Young Lady would be overshadowed to some extent.

Finally, Baek Museong spoke. “No! We can’t do that.”

“I can manage it perfectly. No one will ever discover that we leaked the information.”

Baek Museong smiled bitterly. “That doesn’t matter. Everyone will think we did it. In fact, the less evidence there is, the more certain they’ll be that we’re behind it.”

Jin Chung could not refute his master’s words. If he were in their shoes, he would think the same thing.

“Ultimately, all it would do is make it seem like we were behind the previous incident too.”

Jin Chung lowered his head. “I’m sorry. I was too shortsighted.”

“You need to calm down, Jin Chung.”

“Yes. I apologize...” Jin Chung struggled to calm his agitation.

In contrast, Baek Museong remained composed even though he was standing on a precipice. “Junior Sister has probably already accounted for the possibility of our leaking information. We’ve been dragged around by her enough as it is, we cannot continue acting predictably.”

His gaze, calm yet empty, shifted back to the window. Despair and hope mingled in his eyes. He was submerged up to his neck in a swamp, but he wasn’t dead yet.

If I can just get past this crisis, there will be room for a counterattack as fierce as her assault.

He had to neutralize this situation somehow and launch a counteroffensive no matter what.

“We have to bring Crimson Tiger back, no matter what it takes.”

“Wouldn’t it be better to change our approach? We have many experts stronger than Crimson Tiger.”

“Of course we do, but there is no one more skilled at dealing with real-life situations than him.”

“Huh? We have many combat veterans among our number...”

“The ‘real-life situations’ I am talking about does not just refer to fighting. Crimson Tiger has both an experienced and flexible way of thinking that others lack. Do you really think anyone else can solve this problem at such short notice?”

Jin Chung couldn’t answer right away. A few faces came to mind, but he hesitated to answer confidently. 

Baek Museong was right. They had martial masters stronger than Crimson Tiger under them, but all of those people had rigid mindsets.

“We must bring Crimson Tiger back.”

“But even as we speak, Crimson Tiger is moving farther and farther away from here. At this rate, there will be no way to bring him back!”

KNOCK KNOCK!

A subordinate rushed into the room. “Urgent report!”

“What is it?”

“Crimson Tiger’s handler, who followed him on the mission, has sent a distress signal.”

CRASH!

Baek Museong slammed his fist against the wall, causing it to quake ominously. “Fuck!”

Jin Chung shivered, startled by his lord’s violent reaction. “Surely... not?” he asked.

Baek Museong’s eyes turned icy. “Yes, my dear Junior Sister is trying to eliminate even Crimson Tiger. She is betting everything on this.”

Jin Chung gulped. Ju Hwayin’s decision to eliminate Crimson Tiger caught him off guard. Until now, he had received multiple reports indicating that she favored him.

And yet she chose to kill him for her ambition?

The Third Young Lady’s ruthlessness chilled him to the bone.

Baek Museong asked the subordinate who had given the report, “What did the Radiant Hall do?”

“They sent a rescue team, but we still don’t know whether Crimson Tiger is alive or dead.”

“Crimson Tiger will not go down easily,” Jin Chung declared confidently.

Baek Museong nodded. “I believe so, too.”

A moment of silence passed. Even if Crimson Tiger was safe, they had no way to recall him here, unless...

“There is one way,” Baek Museong said, making a decision that might very well be his last. He had already stabbed himself in the foot once by killing the assassin anyway, so what was one more desperate gamble?

“What is it?” Jin Chung asked nervously.

“We will carry out this assassination plan on the Association Chairman ourselves.”

Jin Chung’s eyes widened. “WHAT?”

“We will turn her plan against her,” Baek Museong explained, his eyes blazing intensely. “If an assassination attempt takes place here, the Protection Order will be reissued, and all of the Phantoms recalled.”

This was Baek Museong’s final trump card, born solely of crisis.
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Two hours later, an urgent report about the First Young Lord’s decision reached the Third Young Lady.

“Ma’am! I have an urgent report!”

Lee Dansim rushed outside to find a subordinate standing in the heavily secured front yard of Ju Hwayin’s residence, panting.

“An assassin tried to kill the Association Chairman!” he gasped.

“What?” Lee Dansim’s jaw dropped in shock. “What happened? Tell me!”

“Fortunately, the assassin was cut down on the spot.”

“And the Association Chairman?”

“He is unharmed.”

Lee Dansim’s gaze sharpened. “You’re saying a real assassin tried to kill the Chairman?”

She remembered Ju Hwayin’s advice.


“Sim, if any variables arise, you have only one job. Do not waver, and stick to the original plan!”



Lee Dansim quickly issued a command. “Tell the Mystery Pavilion Master to push forward with the plan! Hurry!”
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Crimson Tiger, Green Snake, and Iron Bull stood before a bridge suspended between towering cliffs, swaying precariously in the wind.

“If we cross the bridge and cut the ropes on the other side, we’ll be able to escape,” Crimson Tiger said.

The other two nodded. They could finally breathe easy.

Still, Green Snake pretended to be scared. “That means we have to cross the bridge. I can’t do it!”

She half-exaggerated, but the old bridge looked rickety enough to justify her anxiety. Strong winds rocked the bridge violently, threatening to send them plunging into the bottomless chasm below.

“I’d rather stay here and play with those guys,” she groaned.

Of course, she was just joking. The Twelve Phantoms’ harsh training emphasized overcoming fear. Crossing the bridge was no problem as long as it held up. The handlers following them were the real problem.

Crimson Tiger shouted, “Yeon!”

Yeon leaped down from a tree as if on cue.

He told Iron Bull and Green Snake, “The handlers have to cross with us. We need to cut the bridge as soon as we are over.”

Iron Bull nodded and gave a signal.

Instantly, his handler, Dan, and Green Snake’s handler, Pa, revealed themselves. 

Dan had a small frame, less than half the size of Iron Bull, but he had the sharpest gaze of the three handlers. On the surface, his personality seemed assertive and decisive.

For the first time since the formation of the Twelve Phantoms, six people—both Phantoms and their handlers—had gathered in one place.

Unlike the Phantoms, the handlers had a much closer relationship. They were replaced less frequently and exchanged a lot of information through their network. 

Nevertheless, today was the first time Yeon was meeting Iron Bull’s handler, Dan.

Crimson Tiger asked the handlers, “Can you cross?”

The three handlers nodded in unison. They weren’t strong fighters, but they were generally better than the Phantoms at movement arts.

“Good! Then I will take the lead.” Crimson Tiger led the way across the bridge.

Green Snake followed, all the while whining about how scared she was. Iron Bull came after her. The handlers followed in reverse order. Dan went fourth, followed by Pa, then Yeon.

“You’re genuinely worried about her, aren’t you?” Green Snake observed.

Crimson Tiger snapped to his senses. His gaze, fixed on Yeon as she crossed, must truly have been filled with worry, but he couldn’t afford to let anyone realize his feelings for her. “Of course. My life depends on my handler,” he replied tonelessly.

“Is that all?” Green Snake pressed.

“Do you think I have another reason?”

Green Snake regarded him strangely, then smiled brightly. “My, you’re good with words. That’s why I like you.” She turned to Yeon, who had just crossed the bridge, and pouted. “You’re one lucky bitch.”

Yeon snorted, openly scoffing at the woman.

Green Snake rolled her eyes. “Hmph, your handler is as prickly as ever.”

FLUTTER!

Once all six had crossed the bridge, three messenger pigeons flew in, each bound for one of the handlers. Each handler checked their orders, then passed the messages to their Phantoms.

Yeon told Crimson Tiger, “You must return immediately.”

“Why?”

SWISH! WHOOSH! CRACK!

The sound of something being cut and lashing through the air rang out, followed by a loud crack. Startled, they spun around and saw the bridge collapsing into the abyss right before their eyes.

Iron Bull had destroyed the bridge with a single palm strike.

Everyone’s expression turned grave.

Crimson Tiger moved to protect Yeon, stepping in front of her. Green Snake grew tense and placed her hand on her sword’s hilt.

Only Iron Bull remained calm, seemingly unfettered his apparent betrayal.

“What the fuck are you doing?” Crimson Tiger demanded fiercely

Iron Bull held out the order he had just received. “I just carried out the order I was given, to destroy the bridge on this side.”

“WHAT WERE YOU THINKING?” Green Snake screamed.

Yeon stepped forward and checked Iron Bull’s mission order, then glanced back at him and nodded. “The order slip is real.”

Green Snake spun to face Crimson Tiger, shouting, “What in the world is going on? You know something, don’t you?”

Crimson Tiger bit his lip grimly. This order was clearly something the Third Young Lady had planted in advance.

Somehow, she’s keeping track of our movements. That bitch must have given the order to Iron Bull knowing his rigid, thoughtless personality. How frighteningly meticulous.

He sighed. He couldn’t really blame the brute for following orders blindly. They were the Twelve Phantoms, specially trained to follow orders obediently and without question.

Nevertheless, Green Snake unleashed her rage on Iron Bull. 

“Fuck you, you stupid mule! In a messed-up situation like this, with orders coming in at the same time, shouldn’t we at least discuss things before taking action? Are you the only loyal person here? Do you just act without thinking? What’s the point of having a head if you don’t use it? Does that thing on your shoulders exist only so you can keep your balance? Would you fall over without it?”

A flicker of killing intent crossed Iron Bull’s eyes, and qi gathered in his fists. The word he hated most was ‘stupid’. He was aware that he wasn’t well-educated, but he never considered himself to be dumb. 

SHING!

Green Snake drew her sword. As a specialist in espionage, she was skilled at using her head, unlike Iron Bull. For this reason, she despised mindless fools the most.

Iron Bull slowly advanced toward Green Snake.

“Take one more step and you die by my hand,” a new voice shouted.

Iron Bull flinched and halted. Someone was walking toward them.

Green Snake blinked in surprise. “Huh? You?”

She recognized the newcomer. He was Drunken Monkey, whom she had met when she went to help Crimson Tiger flee from the Evil Coalition.

Drunken Monkey stepped between Green Snake and Iron Bull.

Iron Bull’s expression hardened. “Who are you?”

“Drunken Monkey.”

“Drunken Monkey? So you’re one of the Phantoms too.”

Green Snake shrieked, “Why are you here? Hey, move it! First, I will deal with that ignorant bastard...”

SLAP!

Drunken Monkey turned and slapped Green Snake across the face. Everyone, including Iron Bull, was shocked by his sudden action. Drunken Monkey seemed genuinely angry.

“Are you just going to do whatever you want?” Drunken Monkey scolded.

“What the fuck is wrong with you? Why did you hit me?”

“Answer me! Are you going to live and die by your temper, just doing whatever the hell you please?”

Green Snake frowned. “Shit! Yeah! That’s how I’ll live and die! How dare you slap me, you crazy monkey!”

She raised her hand to slap Drunken Monkey back.

To her surprise, he did not move to evade.

Her hand stopped in front of his cheek. In the end, she couldn’t bring herself to slap him. 

Their gazes locked.

Green Snake bit her lip. As a matter of fact, she had known for a long time that Drunken Monkey liked her. She had just pretended not to notice.

Is love even possible for people like us?

That was her philosophy. The reason she could flirt so freely with Crimson Tiger was that deep in her heart, she had already given up on love and only sought to satisfy her lust.

She slowly lowered her hand. “Damn monkey! You should be out drinking somewhere. Why did you come here?”

“......” Iron Bull withdrew his qi, calming down. The moment to fight had passed.

“How did you get here?” Crimson Tiger asked Drunken Monkey.

Drunken Monkey pulled out a mission slip from his shirt pocket. “I’m here on a mission, of course. I received an order to eliminate everyone who comes here.”

Crimson Tiger nodded. Fortunately, like him, Drunken Monkey had also recognized Green Snake and stayed his hand.

Just how many different layers does the Third Young Lady’s trap consist of? Thankfully, while she has a good grasp of Iron Bull’s personality, she’s oblivious to the relationship between Green Snake and Drunken Monkey.

Drunken Monkey narrowed his eyes as he regarded Crimson Tiger. “What in the world is going on?”

Crimson Tiger shrugged. “Why are you asking me?”

“Because I thought you would know.”

After a moment’s hesitation, Crimson Tiger replied softly, “The Mid-Autumn Festival is approaching.”

Everyone fell silent. That one sentence was enough to explain everything. Although they had no interest in the tangled power struggles between the Association’s higher-ups, that didn’t mean they weren’t aware of what was going on.

Crimson Tiger turned to Yeon. “Why am I being given the order to return?”

“There was an assassination attempt on the Association Chairman.”

“What? Someone really tried to assassinate the Chairman?”

Everyone’s jaws dropped in disbelief. All eyes turned to Crimson Tiger, wondering what to do now.

Crimson Tiger sighed. “Rather than us, it seems our handlers are the ones who need to get their facts straight.”

Everyone nodded. If Crimson Tiger was right about the evolving situation, it was imperative that they confirm the status of their missions before proceeding.

“We will part ways here,” Crimson Tiger added.

The Phantoms and handlers nodded in agreement. There was no benefit to sticking together in such a complicated situation.

Green Snake sighed regretfully, “Thanks for everything. Next time, let’s definitely sleep together!”

Crimson Tiger whispered in her ear, “Don’t you ever say that again.”

“Why not?”

“Don’t play coy with me. You know exactly what I mean. Besides, you two look good together.”

Green Snake realized he was talking about her and Drunken Monkey. “What? You’re ridiculous.”

Crimson Tiger could tell. She didn’t dislike Drunken Monkey, either. Otherwise, given her personality, she would not have simply taken a slap to the face without reciprocating.

Iron Bull left first, followed by Green Snake.

Drunken Monkey, the last to remain, whispered to Crimson Tiger, “She likes you.”

Crimson Tiger nodded. “I think so too.”

Drunken Monkey narrowed his eyes.

“But she will like you ten times more,” Crimson Tiger added calmly.

“That’s ridiculous!”

“If you cannot believe that, then you’ll never win her heart.”

“...!”

“Believe in yourself.”

“......” Drunken Monkey stared intently at him for a moment before leaving without a word. 

Crimson Tiger hoped things would work out for the two of them. He had a good impression of them both.

When everyone else had left, Yeon sighed heavily. “With the bridge gone, it’ll take at least ten days to get back, even if we hurry.”

Crimson Tiger stared quietly down the cliff. “What if we go down there? If we can get down... we could make a raft and follow the waterway back to town. We could arrive within three days.”

Yeon’s eyes widened at the sight of him calmly staring down into the abyss. Just the thought of that sheer height sent a chill down her spine. “No way... You’re not thinking... are you?”

Crimson Tiger smiled enigmatically.

Yeon glanced down the cliff and shuddered. “No matter how much I trust you, Crimson Tiger... I can’t do this!”

“Ten days is too late. We have to return to the Association before then,” Crimson Tiger insisted.

“No. The First Young Lord will understand why we were late. I’m sure of it.”

Crimson Tiger shook his head. “It’s not about that. We cannot let the First Young Lord lose so pathetically. If one side collapses like this... we will only end up in even more danger.”

He was certain he would be the first target of the cleanup, regardless of whether the First Young Lord or the Third Young Lady won the succession war. Therefore, his goal was to maintain a balance between powers until the Chairman could make his decision.

“I have to get back as fast as possible and speak with the Third Young Lady myself.”

Yeon gaped in disbelief. “That’s more dangerous than jumping off this cliff...”

The security around Ju Hwayin’s residence was always incredibly tight, especially now that she was supposedly ill. Infiltrating the place was absolutely impossible.

“I have to find out for sure if she orchestrated this herself,” Crimson Tiger said firmly. “And if she did, then I need to find proof of her guilt.”

“You heard the news that the Association Chairman examined her personally, right?”

“Of course.”

“And?” Yeon couldn’t understand. If the Association Chairman couldn’t cure the Third Young Lady, then her condition must be real.

Crimson Tiger smirked. “The Association Chairman may be a great man, but he’s not an omnipotent god.”

“You have something in mind.”

Crimson Tiger nodded eagerly. Although he had initially thought nothing of Ju Hwayin’s unusual condition, while fighting the masked men, he suddenly remembered an incident from long ago.

Yeon sighed. “So what if you find proof? Are you going to hand it to the First Young Lord?”

“I’ll think about it when the time comes.”

Yeon stared down the cliff once more. Even with her excellent eyesight, she could not see the bottom. “Will the result really be worth all this suffering?”

Crimson Tiger held out his hand. “Trust me.”

“This is crazy,” Yeon grumbled, but grabbed his hand anyway.

Pulling her into his embrace, Crimson Tiger leaped off the cliff.

“Kyaaaaah!” Yeon let out a scream and squeezed her eyes shut.

SWOOSH!

The strong wind made it difficult to breathe. She felt like her heart had stopped. If not for Crimson Tiger’s firm grip on her hand, she would surely have lost consciousness.

Still, humans were adaptable creatures that thrived even in the face of extreme fear. Soon, Yeon found herself relishing the thrill of soaring through the sky.

WHIRL!

How long have we been falling?

Feeling Crimson Tiger’s strong forearm wrapped around her waist, Yeon’s heart raced.

PANG! PANG! PANG!

Suddenly, Crimson Tiger kicked the air as if treading water, shooting out a palm technique from the tips of his feet. Slowly, their rapid descent decelerated as a result of the backward momentum.

PANG PANG PANG PANG PANG!

Once their speed was sufficiently reduced, he drew Soul Crusher and stabbed it into the cliff face.

KRAAANG! SCRRRAPE!

Lodged in the wall, Soul Crusher carved through the cliff as they slid down. The wall cracked and crumbled, showering them with dust and debris.

When they had traveled far enough to discern their surroundings, Crimson Tiger yanked Soul Crusher out of the cliff and flung himself in a certain direction, still holding Yeon.

SPLASH!

The pair fell into the water.

“Puaaah!” Yeon gasped as she surfaced. She was perfectly fine, so much so that she wondered if she had just hallucinated the entire ordeal. 

Soon, the two of them were swept away by a powerful current.

Crimson Tiger swam alongside her, asking, “Are you okay?”

Yeon lifted her gaze. She couldn’t see the edge of the cliff they had jumped from at all. Although the drop had been dizzying, being hugged and carried by Crimson Tiger somehow made it all worthwhile.

She smiled brightly. “I’m okay enough to do that all over again.”

SHWAAA!

The two of them drifted away, washed downstream by the rapids.
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A steady stream of reports from the Phantoms reached the Radiant Hall.

CLANK, SHING!

“A report from Drunken Monkey,” Jaegal Suyeon announced. “He says he did not find the enemy at the ambush point.”

Eom Baekyang grit his teeth. “Those blasted fools sent Drunken Monkey to the wrong location!”

Right now, they weren’t the ones giving orders. After the Association Protection Order was issued, the Radiant Hall Protectors and the Mystery Pavilion held exclusive command over the Twelve Phantoms. It was an established rule of the Association, so they couldn’t do anything about it.

At the very least, they could still receive reports about the operation, since the handler network itself belonged to the Radiant Hall.

CLANK, SHING!

The mechanism in the wall stopped at a painting of a tiger.

“Crimson Tiger has annihilated all those who were at the manor,” Jaegal Suyeon reported.

“That’s it! Just as I expected!” Eom Baekyang smiled, satisfied. Crimson Tiger never betrayed his trust.

Furthermore, the man did not report that the operation itself was a trap. The deceased were assassins and martial artists from unorthodox sects anyway, individuals who could easily be suspected of being involved in the assassination of the Association Chairman.

“However, it seems Crimson Tiger’s return will be delayed,” Jaegal Suyeon added.

“Why?”

“Apparently, he needed to cross a bridge on his way back, but it was destroyed. Now, he has to take the long way around.”

“Damn it! Tell him to get back as fast as possible!” Eom Baekyang trailed off, suddenly realizing his mistake. He no longer had operational command, so there was no point in him giving orders. Instead, he grumbled irritably, “No, to hell with all that! Tell Crimson Tiger to take his sweet time sightseeing in the Central Plains before coming back!”

CLANK, SHING!

The mechanism moved again, stopping at a painting of a snake.

“A report from Green Snake,” Jaegal Suyeon said. “She says by the time she arrived at the mission site, everything was already over.”

“What? Did those idiots send the Phantoms there without any coordination whatsoever?”

“It seems so.”

“Unbelievable. Seriously, unbelievable.”

Unknown to the Radiant Hall scholars, the handlers did not report the incident as it had happened. They instinctively sensed that covering up the incident was safer for everyone than revealing the complicated truths behind an internal power struggle.

Just then, Gu Yangseo stuck his head out of his office, scowling. “Deputy Director Eom, what’s the situation?” 

“Crimson Tiger has completed his mission and somehow made it past the ambush point before Drunken Monkey got there...”

Gu Yangseo roared, “What the hell? How did they mess up so badly... no, they didn’t! We’re all being played by those motherfuckers!”

“That’s right.”

“Fuck!”

Currently, Gu Yangseo was even more anxious than Baek Museong. Every time people met, they inevitably discussed the assassination attempt on Ju Hwayin. Two out of every three times, they condemned the First Young Lord.

The reason the people of the jianghu were angry was simple. The succession war had become far too dull. They had all been hoping for a spectacular succession struggle that would give rise to a new hero.

“Any more news from Crimson Tiger?”

“He’ll need at least ten more days to return because a bridge in his path was destroyed.”

Gu Yangseo ground his teeth. “Damn it! In ten days, the First Young Lord will be reduced to dust and buried deep in the earth, with nothing left to slander.”


V6C7: The Great Asura Illusory Life Needles

Crimson Tiger secretly returned to the Association. Disguised with a new face, he went straight to his old quarters from his time as warehouse manager. Thankfully, the place was empty since the new manager had a separate residence.

He entered slowly. Surprisingly, the place was clean, despite being unoccupied for so long.

He made his way to the backyard where the underground training hall was located and activated the hidden mechanism that revealed the entrance. He opened the door, waited a moment for the air to clear, and then entered.

A sense of ease washed over him. Even the smell of dust on the furniture felt pleasant. He had always found this place peaceful.

He sat on the bed, lost in thought for a while. Eventually, he rose back to his feet.

It’s best to keep reminiscing about the past to a minimum, especially if it’s a good memory I wish I could go back to.

He pushed a decorative cabinet to the side and removed a panel on the wall behind it, revealing a hidden space. Inside was a small box filled with emergency coins, gold taels, and three or four fake identity tokens.

Among them was a leather toolkit that he had brought with him from home. He took out only the toolkit and put the box back in its place.

He carefully unfurled the toolkit, revealing twenty needles of different sizes arranged in a row. These were the Great Asura Illusory Life Needles, a type of specially crafted needle unknown to ordinary people and even most physicians. Only those with the most profound knowledge of the medical arts were aware of their existence.

Seeing these needles reminded him of a past interaction with Sagong Hu.
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I suppressed my anger and asked Sagong Hu, “What did you just say? Could you repeat that?”

“I said we might have to use the Divine Pill of Life and Death.”

“I mean what you said after that!”

“I said the child would fall into a coma.”

“No, after that!”

“I said that if we’re unlucky, she may never wake up.”

I gritted my teeth. I knew he was doing his best, but I still couldn’t control my rage. Fortunately, he seemed to understand the reasons for my anger and remained composed.

Yes, the target of my anger should not be him, but reality, myself and the heavens for causing my daughter’s illness.

“We’ll only use the Divine Pill of Life and Death as a last resort, if we can’t stop the progression of the illness.”

“If she takes it, will she fall into a coma immediately?”

“That’s right. It’ll prolong her life, but her body’s functions will shut down completely, and she’ll fall into a coma. There’s only one way to wake her.”

“What is it?”

He held out a small leather toolkit from his robes. “This.”
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Crimson Tiger’s mind returned to the present. The leather toolkit before his eyes was the very same one from back then.

Sagong Hu had taught him how to awaken someone who had taken the Divine Pill of Life and Death using the Great Asura Illusory Life Needles. If he had his way, he would have wanted to learn the manufacturing method for the Divine Pill of Life and Death as well, but pill-making wasn’t a skill anyone could learn overnight.

What if something happened to Sagong Hu after using the Divine Pill of Life and Death? What if he were to die? 

Back then, his anxiety and stubbornness consumed him, causing him to make the unreasonable request. Nevertheless, Sagong Hu understood him and willingly passed on the technique to use the Great Asura Illusory Life Needles. 

He later learned that the Great Asura Illusory Life Needles was a supreme medical art not taught to just anyone. Fortunately, Seohyeon’s condition never necessitated the use of the Divine Pill of Life and Death, and he had completely forgotten about it over time. 

That is, until the idea suddenly occurred to him while fighting the masked men.

Could it be? The Third Young Lady’s coma is actually...

Crimson Tiger carefully tucked the Great Asura Illusory Life Needles into his shirt pocket, then pulled out a large box from under the bed. It was filled with the high-quality, superior-grade throwing knives he had previously purchased from Hwang Ironworks. He took them all and left for the underground training hall.

As he was about to step outside, someone emerged from the darkness.

He instantly leaped onto the roof. The person who appeared was, surprisingly, a thoroughly drunk Gong Cheol. He staggered over and slumped onto a rock in the backyard.

“Manager, I don’t know where you are or what you’re doing...”

It seemed he missed Lim Ho. 

Is he the one cleaning my house? Crimson Tiger wondered.

Gong Cheol continued lamenting to himself, “...How could you leave so abruptly without a word? Isn’t that too much? I know we all live alone in this harsh world, but...”

Crimson Tiger’s heart ached. He had forgotten about this buddy due to the back-to-back missions.

An urge to jump down and confront the man right then and there surged within him. He wanted to scold the fool and demand to know why he still hadn’t quit drinking. He wanted to hear what had happened with that woman.

However, he refrained from doing so.

I can’t meet him. The deeper his connection with me is, the more danger he will be in.

SRRK!

Suddenly, Yeon materialized next to him.

Gazing down at Gong Cheol, who was lying on the ground and rolling around, he asked, “Did you find him?”

Yeon answered quickly, “He just entered the brothel.”

Crimson Tiger nodded. It was time to return to his own reality.
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The Three Extremes Ascetic Baek Yeom entered a secluded room in the Autumn Moon Palace, where he was to meet with Yagong, the Mystery Pavilion Director.

“Welcome,” Yagong greeted politely.

“It’s been a while,” Baek Yeom replied with a smile.

Yagong’s hospitality was exceptional. The most beautiful courtesans in the establishment attended to them, and the table was laden with a feast of rare delicacies.

Surrounded by beautiful courtesans on both sides, Baek Yeom’s mood improved. He was known as a man of great integrity, so no one ever asked to meet him in a place like this.

Yagong, however, was one of the few exceptions. He always held his secret talks in a brothel.

At first, Baek Yeom had sternly expressed his dislike for such places. However, Yagong brushed it aside, feigning ignorance and choosing a brothel as the meeting place again the next time.

The man was a politician through and through. He placed great importance on entertainment and knew that no man could resist a beautiful lady. There were only differences in taste and desire.

In this regard, he had assessed Baek Yeom perfectly. Truthfully, Baek Yeom did not mind these types of activities at all.

“Here, have a drink,” a courtesan said, pouring him a drink.

The scent of the young woman’s skin eased Baek Yeom’s tension.

He had been on edge lately because of Ju Hwayin. As the key figure in the pro-Third Young Lady faction, he handled all matters in Ju Hwayin’s absence. However, if something were to really happen to her, his own political standing would be obliterated. He would have to return to his hometown in solitude and live as a powerless old man—and that was only if the First Young Lord’s faction showed mercy and permitted it.

Fortunately, he knew that Yagong had also aligned himself with the Third Young Lady. Accordingly, he surmised that Yagong’s request to meet was likely due to his concern about the Third Young Lady.

After a few rounds of drinks, Yagong dismissed the courtesans and asked in a low voice, “How is the Young Lady?”

“There’s still no improvement,” Baek Yeom sighed. “I never dreamed something like this would happen.”

Yagong’s eyes flickered. He was meeting with Baek Yeom today to confirm one thing. “Senior, do you believe the mastermind is the First Young Lord?” he asked, feigning ignorance.

Baek Yeom whispered, “Have you heard of the Heavenly Spirit Possession Art?”

“Of course. Isn’t it Sa Horim’s unique martial arts?”

“This time, they used the Heavenly Spirit Possession Art to uncover the mastermind behind the assassin.”

Yagong widened his eyes in feigned surprise. “...And the result?”

“The mastermind was revealed to be the First Young Lord.”

“!!” Yagong deliberately let his jaw drop to show his shock.

Baek Yeom’s expression hardened. “What’s more, Young Lord Baek killed the assassin to silence him. His arrogance and sense of superiority knows no bounds!”

A barely noticeable glint appeared in Yagong’s eyes.

His anger is genuine. He really knows nothing about the truth behind this incident.

This was precisely why he had invited Baek Yeom today, to confirm how much the man knew.

Did she conceal this plan even from her closest allies?

The more he learned, the more he feared this plan and Ju Hwayin herself. He could see now that even Baek Yeom’s ignorance had been an unavoidable choice, necessary to proceed with the rest of her plan.

Suddenly, Milyeong’s words came to mind.


“People who consider themselves brilliant never value their strategists!”



Yagong finally fully accepted his aide’s advice. At the same time, he felt relieved that he had contacted Crimson Tiger to obtain evidence of the Third Young Lady’s scheme.

“Come, let’s have another drink.”

“Let’s.” Yagong summoned the courtesans back in.

Only after drinking several more bottles of wine did the two men leave the establishment. Baek Yeom would have liked to drink late into the night and take a courtesan to his chambers, but he could not afford to do so in the current situation.

And so, the two men left the brothel, oblivious until the very end. 

They never noticed the small hole in the eye of the crane depicted on the folding screen in the corner of the room, one of the Ten Symbols of Longevity. Naturally, they never realized that the crane had been staring intently at Baek Yeom the entire time.
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Late that night, a visitor arrived at Ju Hwayin’s quarters.

“Elder Three Extremes Ascetic has arrived,” a subordinate reported.

Lee Dansim rose from her seat. “Show him in.”

Baek Yeom entered the room shortly after.

“Greetings, Elder Baek,” Lee Dansim greeted.

Baek Yeom nodded and headed over to the bed. Looking down at Ju Hwayin, worry clouded his face. Ever since she was a child, he had cherished the girl as if she were his own niece.

“There’s still no improvement,” he sighed. 

“I’ll step out for a moment,” Lee Dansim said, leaving the room.

The moment she left, the look in Baek Yeom’s eyes changed. Gone was his deep, calm gaze, replaced by youthful intensity.

This ‘Baek Yeom’ was actually Crimson Tiger in disguise. He had observed Baek Yeom at the brothel and used the Thousand Transformations Hundred Faces Art to disguise himself.

He took out the Great Asura Illusory Life Needles from his pocket and inserted a small needle into Ju Hwayin’s wrist like a physician making a diagnosis. Closing his eyes, he checked her pulse. 

Soon, his eyes flashed in triumph.

Aha! She really did take the Divine Pill of Life and Death! That confirms it, she’s the mastermind!

Crimson Tiger’s gaze hardened as he regarded Ju Hwayin. He had already secured his evidence. The needle he had used to take her pulse had turned purple.

Moreover, where the needle had pierced her skin, a unique purple mark had appeared. Unless the purple needle was inserted into that same spot again, this mark would never disappear. 

Together, the purple mark and needle were clear evidence that she had taken the Divine Pill of Life and Death.

For a long time, he observed Ju Hwayin in silence. Suddenly, out of nowhere, he unfolded his leather toolkit and began to insert needles into her body.

SHA SHA SHA SHAK!

His hands moved with speed and precision, sticking more Great Asura Illusory Life Needles into Ju Hwayin’s body one after another.
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“What do you want to be when you grow up?”

“I intend to become the master of this place.”

“What will you do when you become the master?”

“I intend to become the master of the Central Plains.”

“And what will you do after that?”

“I haven’t thought about that yet.”

“Are you... even the master of your own desires right now?”



Ju Hwayin’s eyes flew open. A familiar scene gradually took shape in the dim light. She was in her bedroom. 

She stared blankly at the ceiling for a moment before fully waking up.

Her gut feeling warned her that something had gone horribly wrong. Lee Dansim would never miss the moment she awakened.

She slowly turned her head, only to see Baek Yeom sitting in a corner of the room.

“Uncle Baek?” She started to smile in greeting, but quickly stiffened. Something about the man’s eyes was different from Baek Yeom’s.

She let out a soft sigh. “It’s you,” she murmured, recognized the man as Crimson Tiger.

“Yes, it’s me,” Crimson Tiger replied calmly.

“I had hoped to open my eyes to a different sight.”

It seemed her plan was ruined. Had her decision to sacrifice Crimson Tiger for her Senior Brother’s downfall backfired on her?

Nevertheless, Ju Hwayin remarked calmly, “That face is a bit unsettling. Can you change it?”

Crimson Tiger lowered his head.

CRUNCH...

The bones and skin on his face started to shift. When he raised his head again, he wore the face of the former Warehouse Manager, Lim Ho. Having mastered the Thousand Transformations Hundred Faces Art, he could now instantly morph into any face he was familiar with.

“You tried to kill me,” he hissed in a low voice.

“Yes, I did.”

“Why?”

“Because I can only live if you die. Can’t you understand that?”

Crimson Tiger said nothing, but he understood her perfectly and felt no hatred for her or the First Young Lord. Besides, he had not woken her to hold her responsible for her actions.

“Why didn’t you kill me?” Ju Hwayin asked.

“I didn’t come here to kill you.”

“Then why did you come?”

“I have a favor to ask of you.”

“Go on.”

“Ensure that Young Lord Baek is acquitted of all charges related to your assassination attempt.”

Ju Hwayin was surprised, but she remained composed even in the face of a seemingly impossible demand. “Why should I do that?”

“I received orders to save him, and I can’t refuse.”

Of course, his real reason for saving Baek Museong did not stem from loyalty or coercion.

I want the power struggle between the two successors to last as long as possible. This will prevent them from having the leisure to think about the disposal of inconvenient liabilities like me, at least until the Mid-Autumn Festival.

Ju Hwayin slowly sat up. “Would you wait for a moment?”

Crimson Tiger stared at her quietly and nodded. He knew she could use this chance to summon her bodyguards, but somehow, he trusted she would not do such a thing in this situation.

Ju Hwayin left the room and met a nervous Lee Dansim outside.

“Are you alright?” Lee Dansim asked.

Ju Hwayin nodded. “I’m fine.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Let’s go. I want to wash up first.”

“Yes, my lady.”

Right now, Lee Dansim was deeply regretting leaving her post because she trusted Baek Yeom. She had been attending to Ju Hwayin without rest and badly needed a break. 

When she returned after visiting the latrine and changing her clothes, however, her heart leaped into her throat at the sound of her mistress’s voice.

Ju Hwayin wasn’t supposed to be awake yet.

However, the moment she heard Crimson Tiger’s voice, she understood everything.

Fortunately, Ju Hwayin came out of the room unharmed. Lee Dansim could not count how many times she had hesitated, wanting to rush into the room just in case he tried to kill her.

A short while later, Ju Hwayin returned to the room.

Crimson Tiger was still waiting there. Since he had gone to the trouble of waking Ju Hwayin, he had to see things through before leaving.

As expected, Ju Hwayin hadn’t summoned her bodyguards. Instead, she had bathed and changed into clean clothes. Without makeup, he barely recognized her face. She looked much younger and livelier.

Her bare face is far more beautiful, he mused.

“I’ll do as you say, Mr. Crimson Tiger,” she said, accepting his proposal. “What will you do for me in return?”

“If you keep your promise, I’ll send you the Great Asura Illusory Life Needle that proves you took the Divine Pill of Life and Death. Use it to remove the mark on your arm, and then destroy it.”

“I see. Indeed, that is a fair trade.”

Ju Hwayin slowly approached Crimson Tiger, sidling right up to him.

A fragrant scent stimulated Crimson Tiger. Startled by her sudden and defenseless approach, he grew flustered. 

She leaned in close and whispered in his ear, “Since you woke me, could you put me back to sleep?”

Crimson Tiger shivered. This wasn’t about the Divine Pill of Life and Death. She was seducing him.

The temptation was hard to resist. The urge to kiss her red lips and wrap his arms around her slender waist was overwhelming.

No! If I sleep with her, I’ll definitely regret it someday.

He gently pushed her away and turned to leave. “I’ll be going now,” he whispered hoarsely, trying his best not to let her see that his will had been shaken.

However, Ju Hwayin whined from behind him, “You’re probably the only man in this jianghu who can resist my advances.”

Crimson Tiger bit his lip and steeled his heart. If anyone else had said that, he would have thought it was an absurd display of self-confidence, but he could not think that of her. Her complaint that he could resist her was completely off the mark.

He hastily grabbed the door handle.

“Warehouse Manager Lim Ho,” Ju Hwayin called out.

Crimson Tiger froze. He wasn’t surprised that she knew about this disguise, but that was... really random. 

Ultimately, he figured she called him by that name because he was wearing this face and made to leave.

Unfortunately, Ju Hwayin followed up her initial statement with an even more shocking revelation.

“I missed you.”

Crimson Tiger spun around, his eyes widening in disbelief. Ju Hwayin had changed her voice, but it was unmistakable. That distinctive voice belonged to Gahwa, his lover for the past two years.

“...N-No way,” he stuttered. “You?”

“Yes, it’s me.” Ju Hwayin delivered a decisive blow to the skeptical Crimson Tiger. “Ahem! You seem like someone who’s afraid of happiness.”[1]

“...!” Crimson Tiger was stunned. Those were the words Gahwa had said to him on the last night they slept together.

Ju Hwayin smirked deviously. “You’re not the only one who’s learned the Thousand Transformations Hundred Faces Art.”

BADUMP!

Crimson Tiger’s heart sank. The shock was immense. Never in his wildest dreams had he imagined that Gahwa was the Third Young Lady in disguise.

Ju Hwayin strode toward him, staring intently into his eyes. Their gazes intertwined, so close they could almost touch. 

Crimson Tiger’s heart pounded at the realization that she was Gahwa. He couldn’t believe he had been with such a beautiful woman for two years. Furthermore, she was the Third Young Lady of the Association.

Ju Hwayin spread her arms wide. “Hug me,” she demanded.

At least in this moment, Crimson Tiger couldn’t refuse her.
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The two of them lay side by side on Ju Hwayin’s bed after a fabulous night where the mental satisfaction was greater than the physical pleasure.

Crimson Tiger was thrilled to be reunited with his ex-girlfriend and amazed that she was the Third Young Lady. The fact that he was intimately involved with such a person was hard to put into words.

Still, he was at a loss as to how to speak to her now.

Should I treat her like Gahwa, or like Ju Hwayin?

Ju Hwayin read Crimson Tiger’s mind. “You can be at ease around me. I’m still the same woman you met two years ago.”

Crimson Tiger nodded silently. Formalities didn’t matter in their relationship anyway. It seemed crazy, but he had actually just slept with a woman who tried to kill him. There was a special connection between them that others could never understand.

“Okay.”

“Ah! My wish came true.”

“What do you mean?”

“I wanted to sleep with you again so badly!”

“......” Crimson Tiger averted his gaze in embarrassment.

Ju Hwayin propped herself up, leaning over his shoulder to look at his face. He could feel her soft breasts pressing against his arm. The sensation was incredibly delightful.

Their gazes met again. Her face was glowing.

“Why did you reveal your secret identity to me?”

“Because it’s my trump card. The best one too, at least when it comes to you.”

“......” Crimson Tiger was speechless, but he couldn’t deny it.

Ju Hwayin smiled refreshingly. “I thought you might spare my life if I did this.”

Crimson Tiger shook his head. “I never intended to kill you.”

He meant it. If he had set his mind to it, he could have killed Ju Hwayin or Baek Museong anytime. Not only was he confident in his martial skill, he was also trained in assassination. That said, he had no intention of doing so and never would.

His wish was to leave this place for good when the time came, like a person who never existed, or like a wind that howls and then vanishes without a trace. Such a quiet departure wouldn’t be possible if he conducted a high-profile murder.

“Well, there are a bunch of other reasons too. I thought you might help me, maybe even kill Senior Brother for me. Should I give you more reasons?”

“No need, I get it.”

“So, how are you planning to help me?”

Crimson Tiger didn’t answer. He thought he knew a lot about Gahwa, but after learning she was the Third Young Lady, he realized that he never truly understood her.

Is she just using me, or does she really have feelings for me?

He sat up, causing the blanket to fall away and briefly reveal her pale body. She had a perfect figure, thrilling just to behold, but he didn’t spare her a second glance and instead began to get dressed.

Ju Hwayin remained lying on the bed, observing him. “You have more scars now.”

A faint smile spread across Crimson Tiger’s lips, even though he had his back to her. He wanted to tease her, tell her the source of the scars was the succession war between her and her dear Senior Brother.

In the end, though, he said nothing until he was fully dressed.

Glancing back at her, he said simply, “I’m leaving.”

I really must get away from this mad bitch. I need time alone to think.

“Goodbye.”

Crimson Tiger left the room.

Lee Dansim walked over from the far end of the hallway, deliberately avoiding eye contact with Crimson Tiger as they passed each other.

“Young Lady.”

Ju Hwayin got up from the bed, and Lee Dansim draped a robe over her.

“Young Lady!”

Ju Hwayin stopped Lee Dansim before she could say her piece. “I just made love with the man I love, okay? As a woman, don’t you think I deserve to be happy, at least for a moment?”

Ju Hwayin leaned against the window. The scenery outside was visible through the drawn curtains, but it was not time to open them yet.

Lee Dansim finally voiced her thoughts. “Still, revealing your identity to him... I believe it was a bad decision.”

“Perhaps. However...” Ju Hwayin smiled dreamily. “Sometimes, when fate gently tugs at your sleeve, you just have to pretend you can’t resist and go along with it.”
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After parting ways with Ju Hwayin, Crimson Tiger went to a tavern alone. He desperately craved a drink the moment he left her chambers, so he stopped at Yang Su’s Inn on his way home.

Although it had been a while, Yang Su was as cheerful as ever.

“You new around town?” Yang Su asked. 

Since Crimson Tiger had changed his face again, he did not recognize him. Still, on slow days like this, he always struck up a conversation with his customers. 

That was precisely why Crimson Tiger had come here. Drinking alone would only cloud his thoughts, so he wanted someone to talk to.

“I’m just passing through on my way elsewhere.”

“Aha, is that so? Just a moment.” Yang Su went to the kitchen and returned with a few simple side dishes. “Here, this is on the house.”

“Thank you.”

“It’s my way of inviting you to stop by again the next time you’re in town.”

“You’ve got a good business sense.”

“Hahaha! You’re half right. If I had a good business sense, would I still be running this inn after twenty years?”

“What’s the other half?”

“I can make ends meet because I have at least this much business sense.”

“Hahaha!” Crimson Tiger laughed pleasantly and held up the wine jug. “Care for a drink?”

Yang Su grinned broadly and sat down. “Well then, just one drink.”

The two men toasted and emptied their cups.

“So, what’s troubling you?” Yang Su asked.

“Why do you ask?”

“It’s written all over your face. That you have something on your mind.”

Crimson Tiger smiled faintly. Changing his face was enough, he didn’t want to hide his feelings from Yang Su as well. “Just this and that,” he mumbled evasively.

Yang Su refilled his cup. “Well, who doesn’t have worries in this world? I bet even the Association Chairman has his troubles.”

With that, Yang Su began to recount his past. Since Crimson Tiger had heard this story several times already, he let his words wash over him, while his mind drifted elsewhere.

He wondered what Ju Hwayin would do. Proving the First Young Lord’s innocence would not be easy without admitting her guilt, and was further complicated by the fact that the First Young Lord had already stabbed himself in the foot.

However, that was her business. Crimson Tiger was more concerned about the fact that he had revealed his possession of incriminating evidence against her.

What if she breaks her promise and tries to retrieve the needle by force?

He raised his cup to take another sip, but suddenly froze, staring blankly at the person standing behind Yang Su.

Yang Su glanced back casually, then jumped in surprise. “Whoa!”

An old man was standing right behind him.

“You could’ve at least made a sound,” Crimson Tiger grumbled, rising from his seat.

No matter how lost in thought he had been, he was confident that no one could approach him so silently... except for one person—Cheon Ahseong.

“Who?” Yang Su quickly vacated his seat. “Ah, you must be here to meet him. Please, sit here.”

Cheon Ahseong took his place, and Yang Su brought a clean cup.

“Bring us a selection of your best and most expensive dishes,” he ordered generously.

Yang Su beamed and hurried to the kitchen.

Crimson Tiger respectfully poured the Chairman a drink.

“I heard you were drinking here, so I stopped by to say hello,” Cheon Ahseong said.

“Have you been well?” Crimson Tiger asked nervously, but inwardly, he was pleased to see Cheon Ahseong. 

There were people one always welcomed, no matter how intimidating they were, and people one always avoided, no matter how approachable they were. Cheon Ahseong was a man he didn’t mind talking to whenever.

After all, to him, a man grasping for straws amidst a grand conspiracy, Cheon Ahseong was truly a figure from beyond the heavens, and it wasn’t just because his martial prowess was unmatched. More than anything, he envied the Chairman’s detachment from worldly affairs, because that relaxed and leisurely demeanor was the very future he dreamed of.

“Thank you for your help the other day,” he said, referring to when Cheon Ahseong helped him obtain the Monochrome Cats and told him their secret.

“Haha, it was nothing. You still have the black one, right?”

“...Yes,” Crimson Tiger nodded, taken aback. I’ve never shown him my martial arts, but he even knows that I use yang qi.

“Where is it?”

“I let it wander around on its own.”

“Haha, that’s just like you! I suppose if you aren’t protecting someone, you don’t need that cat.”

“......” Crimson Tiger said nothing about that remark. 

I plan to send the black cat to protect Seohyeon later. Of course, that is only if it accepts my intentions.

“By the way, you heard about it, didn’t you? About Hwayin getting injured?”

Crimson Tiger’s heart pounded. He had just slept with Ju Hwayin. “...Yes, I heard.”

“You’ve met her, haven’t you?”

Crimson Tiger struggled to calm his trembling heart. Damn it, he knows about our recent meeting, but I can’t tell if he knows what happened...

Well, he did not know how much the man knew, but he could not be the one to bring it up first. 

“Yes, I heard she was seriously injured,” he replied simply.

“Not really, she just took the Divine Pill of Life and Death.”

“...!” Crimson Tiger was stunned. Cheon Ahseong had already known the truth, but had pretended not to. Suddenly, he felt ashamed for telling Yeon that even Cheon Ahseong wasn’t omnipotent. “Why didn’t you reveal it?”

“Because it’s a children’s fight.”

Crimson Tiger wanted to roll his eyes. That statement was contradictory. If it were just a children’s fight, then why did he go to check on the Third Young Lady’s condition? Still, he didn’t question the Chairman. Instead, he asked, “Do you want the Third Young Lady to become the successor?”

Cheon Ahseong swirled the wine in his cup. “Well... I’m not sure,” he confessed honestly. “What about you? Who do you want to become the successor?”

“I haven’t given it much thought.”

Cheon Ahseong stared quietly at Crimson Tiger for a good long while. “What about yourself?”

“What do you mean?”

“Do you want to be the successor?”

Crimson Tiger’s heart skipped a beat. He never imagined Cheon Ahseong would ask him that, of all things. “No, I don’t want that,” he said firmly.

“You don’t want to become the master of the Central Plains?”

“That very idea horrifies me.”

“It horrifies you? Why?”

“I still... have difficulty mastering my own impulses, so how could I possibly master others?‘’

Cheon Ahseong flashed a strange smile. “Haha, the drinks are on me today.”

He placed a gold coin on the table to pay for the drinks and rose from his seat. 

Crimson Tiger stood up and bowed politely, seeing him off. Before Cheon Ahseong could walk out, though, he had a sudden thought and shouted, “May I ask one thing?”

“What is it?”

“What will you do if the contest between the First Young Lord and the Third Young Lady isn’t decided by the Mid-Autumn Festival?”

Cheon Ahseong grinned and resumed his stride. “That won’t happen. If they were the type to let that happen, they wouldn’t have lasted this long.”

Confident that a winner would be decided without his interference, he left Yang Su’s Inn.

Finally alone, Crimson Tiger discarded the rest of his drink. Cheon Ahseong had overlooked one thing—the fact that there was someone trying to sabotage both Ju Hwayin and Baek Museong so that they would end up in a stalemate.

Himself.



Footnotes:

[1] Quote from V1C4. 


V6C8: Taming the Tiger

Crimson Tiger and Yeon stood in the safehouse yard, watching the hazy dawn slowly light up the world. It was only after spending some time immersed in the mystery of nature heralding the day that Crimson Tiger finally broke the silence.

“The Third Young Lady orchestrated this whole incident,” he said with certainty.

Yeon tilted her head in surprise. “Did you find proof?”

Crimson Tiger took the purple-stained Great Asura Illusory Life Needle out of his pocket. “This is the proof.”

He briefly explained the Divine Pill of Life and Death and the Great Asura Illusory Life Needle to Yeon.

“Ah, so that’s what happened!” Yeon exclaimed. “The Third Young Lady is truly a frightening person.”

She had doubted it was possible, but with the evidence laid out before her, she realized once again just how elaborate the entire conspiracy was.

Crimson Tiger nodded in agreement. “If we give this proof to the First Young Lord, he’ll be saved. At the same time, however, the Third Young Lady will be placed in a difficult position. Everyone will know that she used a cowardly method to frame the First Young Lord.”

“What do you plan to do?” Yeon asked.

“The Third Young Lady promised to dig the First Young Lord out of the quagmire in exchange for us burying this piece of evidence forever.”

“Will she really keep her promise?”

“I don’t know. We’ll just have to wait and see.”

SHIIING! CLAAAANG!

Suddenly, a whistling noise pierced their ears. Some kind of projectile was hurtling toward them. Crimson Tiger drew Soul Crusher and deflected the hidden weapons flying toward Yeon so quickly that she hadn’t even realized she was the target.

He glanced down at his sword arm. A throbbing pain informed him just how profound his opponent’s inner arts were.

“Yeon!” he barked sternly.

Yeon activated her stealth arts and vanished without a word. She had never seen Crimson Tiger so tense. Getting out of the way seemed like the best way to help.

A figure emerged from the darkness, exuding an immense aura and making no effort to conceal his arrival.

He was the Evil Blade, the martial master whom the Evil Coalition had sent to tame the tiger.

Crimson Tiger realized immediately that this opponent was the strongest martial artist he had ever met, aside from the Association Chairman and his own master. He couldn’t predict the outcome of this fight, even if he went all out.

The Evil Blade’s sharp gaze swept over him. “Not bad. So you’re the famous Crimson Tiger?”

Crimson Tiger did his best to shield himself from the piercing gaze, ensuring his opponent only saw through about half of his abilities.

“Hmm? There aren’t many people who could find and recognize me,” Crimson Tiger quipped, although his instincts whispered that the man was from the Evil Coalition.

Wow, they sent someone truly formidable.

The Evil Blade sneered. “I don’t have time for your mysterious act.”

“You’re not so different.”

“How insolent!”

The Evil Blade’s mouth curled into a slight smirk as he shot across the space.

CLAAANG!

The Evil Blade’s dao and Crimson Tiger’s sword clashed with a clear ring. Despite the clear sound, though, the result was dull.

Crimson Tiger stumbled back five steps and crashed into a tree. Without the tree, he would have retreated several more steps.

Of course, he hadn’t yet given it his all. He used only half the strength of his inner arts, displaying only the skills that the Evil Blade had already seen through.

“Not bad,” the Evil Blade repeated. He had expected his last attack to send his opponent’s sword flying.

SHWIIK!

Crimson Tiger launched himself forward, deliberately projecting the image of a swordsman who thirsted for a good fight and would risk his life for his pride. After all, the Evil Coalition’s goal likely wasn’t to kill him right now.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

Sword and dao collided violently over and over again, setting the air aflame with sparks.

CRASH!

Soul Crusher was knocked out of Crimson Tiger’s hand, and he swiftly leapt backward, retreating. While he was formidable even using only half his skill, he naturally paled in comparison to the Evil Blade, who was fully committed.

Meanwhile, the Evil Blade frowned. He should have succeeded at disarming Crimson Tiger much earlier, but somehow, he had miscalculated by seven moves.

This man is worth the Coalition calling me out for.

Crimson Tiger was far too skilled to be just a secret agent. On top of that, he could sense the man’s innate force of will, a quality that was impossible to hide.

He demanded coldly, “Hand over the proof you uncovered.”

Crimson Tiger widened his eyes. “How did you...?” he muttered hesitantly.

“I couldn’t care less what the Coalition wants with a bug like you, and I’m not interested in whatever secret mission you’re involved in. I’ll tell you one thing for sure, though... I never repeat myself.”

A clever idea for resolving this entire saga suddenly flashed through Crimson Tiger’s mind. He took the Great Asura Illusory Life Needle out of his pocket and, after a few seconds of hesitation, tossed it to the Evil Blade. 

The Evil Blade caught the needle and examined it. “Don’t forget my words today if you want to keep that pathetic head attached to your shoulders!” he warned before melting back into the darkness.

Yeon quickly reappeared. “Are you all right?” she asked worriedly.

Crimson Tiger smiled and nodded. “I’m fine, Yeon.”

He picked up the fallen Soul Crusher from the ground. Immediately, it cried out in angry protest.

SRNNG!

He sheathed the sword. The real reason for the outcry wasn’t that the weapon was sentient, but rather because his Asura’s Eight Narakas was expressing its discontent with his decision to acquiesce. 

Well, this happens every time I run into a true master and refuse to properly challenge them.

“What do we do now?” Yeon asked. “If that proof goes to the Evil Coalition, the Third Young Lady will be in big trouble.”

“I suppose she will,” Crimson Tiger replied casually, but his eyes were resolute. That was absolutely not what he wanted, so it was time to put his plan into action.

“Yeon, there’s something I need you to do right now!”

Some time later, Yeon sent information to a certain someone at Crimson Tiger’s request.
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“Crimson Tiger has found the evidence!” Jin Chung reported urgently.

Baek Museong shot up from his seat. “Really?”

“Yes! We have proof that the Third Young Lady staged the entire incident.”

“This is it!” 

Baek Museong breathed a sigh of relief, his pent-up frustration about to vanish as he thought the ordeal was over. Unfortunately, Jin Chung wasn’t done with the report yet.

“But... there’s a problem,” Jin Chung added grimly.

“What is it?”

“An expert from the Evil Coalition stole it.”

“What?”

“It appears that the Evil Coalition has been keeping a close eye on events, patiently waiting for the right moment to intervene.”

“Fuck!”

“I think we need to send one of our experts to retrieve the evidence.”

“Who?”

“It’ll have to be the Two Immortals. Considering that Crimson Tiger was defeated, you must send them both.”

The Two Immortals were the best experts Baek Museong could dispatch on such short notice.

“Send them immediately!”

“Understood.” Jin Chung hurried to work.

Baek Museong clenched his fists. Once he secured the evidence, Ju Hwayin would have to take responsibility for everything.

Jin Chung was already long gone, but he shouted as if the other man could still hear him, “You must get it back!”
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Yagong received the same news from Yeon at the same time.

“We must send Hyeoru,” Milyeong stated firmly. “If things go wrong, we may also have to eliminate Crimson Tiger.”

Yagong tilted his head in confusion. “Crimson Tiger? Why him?”

“He’ll become our greatest liability if the Evil Coalition finds out that we intervened. We can’t ignore the possibility of them capturing and interrogating him, and him ratting us out.”

The Evil Coalition never passed up an opportunity to exploit a weakness until their enemies were destroyed. Milyeong did not want that to happen to them.

Their situation was clearly different from that of the First Young Lord and the Third Young Lady. If the Evil Coalition added their names to their kill list, they wouldn’t be able to sleep peacefully ever again.

“What a waste,” Yagong sighed, referring not to Crimson Tiger but to the Great Cycle Pill.

Milyeong replied resolutely, “ If we can just get our hands on that evidence, we’ll have all the leverage we need to make the Third Young Lady indebted to us. Crimson Tiger is nothing in comparison.”

Yagong smiled, ambition radiating from his eyes. “Very well. Summon Hyeoru here at once.”
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The Black Immortal sprinted through the forest at top speed, seething with irritation. He simply could not fathom why he was doing this. “What does Young Lord Baek see us as, errand boys?” he complained.

“I heard the bastard the Evil Coalition sent this time is supposed to be a powerful expert,” the White Immortal replied, running shoulder to shoulder with his partner.

His words did nothing to soothe the Black Immortal’s anger.

“So what? Does that mean he has to send us out at the crack of dawn?”

The Black Immortal hated skipping breakfast. The urgent order had forced him to skip washing his face, let alone eating.

“And he’s sending both of us out?”

The White Immortal sighed. In truth, he felt the same way. They were called the Two Immortals and often traveled together, but he did not want to handle such trivial matters as a pair. There was no need for it.

“Let’s just handle the task first,” he said. “Afterward, I’ll have a word with Young Lord Baek.”

“Of course you should.”

The two of them arrived at the designated location, where a masked Crimson Tiger was waiting for them.

The Black Immortal glared at the Crimson Tiger. He despised any mask-wearing jianghu warrior. “Are you the idiot who lost the precious evidence?”

They had heard a rough version of the story. Officially, they claimed to know nothing about the Twelve Phantoms, but they were vaguely aware of their existence and involvement in the current matter.

Crimson Tiger lowered his head in shame. “Yes, I am.”

“It’s a wonder you’re still alive.”

“...Please, follow me for now,” Crimson Tiger said meekly, acting like he was changing the topic out of shame.

However, the real reason he did it was because the fact that he was alive and unharmed was the sketchiest part of the whole robbery story.

Neither the First Young Lord nor Yagong have their wits about them yet, but once things calm down, they will surely realize that I’m unscathed. Still, faking an injury poses an even greater risk. Those two aren’t so easily fooled.

Crimson Tiger led the way, and the Two Immortals followed him. Yeon and the handler network had tracked the Evil Blade’s whereabouts more cautiously than ever before, having seen for herself how skilled he was during his fight with Crimson Tiger. Fortunately, the villain hadn’t bothered to hide his tracks.

“You said there was only one guy, right?” the Black Immortal asked.

Crimson Tiger nodded. “That’s right.”

“What kind of weapon does he use?”

“He’s a bladesman.”

The Black Immortal sneered. As swordmen, they disdained the generally crude and rough bladesmen. The White Immortal felt the same way, though not as strongly.

Crimson Tiger guided the two to a nearby inn. “He stayed there last night, and he hasn’t come out yet.”

It was still early in the morning. They assumed the man was either eating breakfast or getting ready to leave.

“So a criminal on the run is enjoying the luxury of sleeping at an inn?” The Black Immortal scowled. He was about to shout and lunge forward, but Crimson Tiger stopped him.

“Be careful! He’s really strong.”

“Hmph! By your standards, maybe.”

The White Immortal was more cautious. “We’ll handle him ourselves, so you wait here.”

“Understood. He’s staying in the last room on the second floor.”

The two men approached the inn and headed upstairs. The Black Immortal was excited, but not so much that he would ruin the job by acting recklessly. They crossed the wooden hallway without a sound, moving as swiftly and gently as a feather drifting on the wind.

Meanwhile, Crimson Tiger waited for them to head up the stairs, then snuck in behind them.

When the Two Immortals reached the last room, they exchanged glances and nodded. Together, they feared no one.

CRASH!

The Black Immortal smashed the door.

SHWIIIIK!

An incredibly fast dao qi flew at the two men. Startled, they threw themselves to the left and right, dodging the ambush.

SWOOOOSH!

The dao qi cleanly sliced through the back wall.

Chills ran down the spines of the Two Immortals. Only a master bladesman could wield such potent dao qi. The strike was so powerful, fast, and precise that they doubted they could replicate it.

The Black Immortal quickly rushed to the White Immortal’s side and released a wave of sword qi into the room.

SHWIIIIK!

The opponent standing blankly in the middle of the room seemed to get hit by the sword qi.

“Got him!” the Black Immortal exclaimed, entering the room.

A smile began to form on his lips, but it faded almost instantly. His opponent, the Evil Blade, whom he had clearly cut with his sword qi, was still standing in the middle of the room, seemingly unharmed. Only the wall behind him was marred by the sword qi.

His eyes wavered.

Was that just an afterimage?

If that were true, then the Evil Blade’s movement technique was truly formidable.

He exchanged another glance with the White Immortal, and they both nodded gravely. Judging by the force behind the earlier dao qi and the deftness with which the opponent dodged the sword qi, he was far more skilled than they had anticipated. Even if they attacked together, they could not guarantee victory.

STOMP! STOMP!

The sounds of other guests fleeing the inn echoed from downstairs.

“Not bad, for an Evil Coalition mongrel,” the Black Immortal taunted, eyeing the Evil Blade.

Killing intent flashed in the Evil Blade’s eyes. “How did you know I was here?”

“The stench of dog shit was everywhere...”

SHWAAAAAAK!

Before the Black Immortal could finish speaking, the Evil Blade swung his dao and rushed at the two Association martial artists.

CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!

The three entangled in the narrow space, exchanging a wild flurry of fast, precise, and powerful blows.

CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!

The longer the battle dragged on, however, the more astonished and flustered the Two Immortals became. They never imagined that someone could so easily withstand their joint attack.

“Damn it!”

More than twenty exchanges whizzed by in an instant. The Evil Blade had to divide his attacks between the two of them, yet they were still pushed back, outmatched in both speed and power. Soon, their astonishment turned to despair.

“This is insane!” the Black Immortal gasped, his eyes bloodshot, but it was too late to blame anyone for failing to inform them of their enemy’s prowess. 

Now, their first priority was survival.

CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!

Sparks exploded like fireworks from the clash of dao and swords. While it was a magnificent spectacle for onlookers, the Two Immortals feared their arms might fall off from the impacts and worried that a single mistake would cost them their lives. Swords and daos were fundamentally different, but their opponent wielded his dao like a sword—dexterous, swift, and with deadly precision.

The Black Immortal roared with effort, “Haaap!”

The White Immortal immediately recognized the urgency in his partner’s shout. This was no grunt of effort, it was a desperate cry for help. He quickly spun around to rescue his partner, but...

SPLURT! STUMBLE...

A powerful slash grazed the Black Immortal’s shoulder, carving a deep wound that exposed bone. Worse, the blow struck him so hard that it threw him off balance.

FWIP!

The Evil Blade seized the opportunity and thrust his blade at the Black Immortal’s heart.

At the same time, the White Immortal launched several streams of enhanced sword qi at the Evil Blade. This was a chance for him, too. He would force the Evil Blade to choose between dodging his attack and letting the Black Immortal go, or killing the Black Immortal in exchange for receiving damage.

Deep down, he prayed the bladesman would evade. He couldn’t take on the Evil Blade on his own, especially not when their joint attack had failed.

Yet, the scene that unfolded next paralyzed his common sense.

KWAAAAAAA!

The Evil Blade reacted with blinding speed, swinging his dao to snatch the incoming enhanced sword qi and wrapping it around the blade as if it were his own technique. Next, he spun around once like a dancer and sent the sword qi flying back at White Immortal.

SHWAAAAAENG!

The White Immortal was dumbfounded.

How skilled must he be to treat my enhanced sword qi like noodle strands and control them so precisely?

SWISH! CRUUUUMBLE!

The entire wall behind the White Immortal was blown away.

Luckily for the White Immortal, the Black Immortal had dived at him, knocking them both to the ground and thus saving his partner. The two men tumbled across the floor and quickly scrambled to their feet.

“Snap out of it!” the Black Immortal shrieked, snapping the dazed White Immortal back to his senses.

Across from them, the Evil Blade grinned wickedly. 

Fear washed over the two men.

The Black Immortal gritted his teeth. His arm felt like it would fall off, but he had no time to worry about the tattered flesh. “Where did a monster like this come from?!”

[You have to get out of here.]

The White Immortal’s voice sounded in his head through telepathy. 

The Black Immortal looked back and saw the resolve in his partner’s expression. Although he always complained, he wasn’t pathetic enough to abandon his partner. Besides, even if he fled alone, the Evil Blade could easily kill the White Immortal and then hunt him down later.

He readjusted his grip on his sword. “No, let’s give it our all and fight together!”

CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!

Once again, the three martial masters clashed.

SPLURT!

The White Immortal’s side was slashed open, spraying blood like a fountain. The Black Immortal immediately swung his sword frantically to save him.

Their coordination had to be perfect. If one of them died, the other would surely face the same fate.

The Evil Blade seized the initiative, intensifying his attacks. Finally, seeing an opportunity, he swung his blade at the Black Immortal’s neck.

FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP!

Unfortunately, before he could land the hit, twelve throwing knives flew at him, targeting vital points all over his body and forcing him to turn his attention to the projectiles instead.

“Not a chance!” he roared.

CLANG CLANG CLANG!

The Evil Blade’s eyes hardened as he deflected the first three knives. He had dismissed them as normal hidden weapons attack and almost had his blade knocked out of his hand.

TADADADADANG!

Gritting his teeth, the Evil Blade painstakingly deflected all the knives, each of which flew in at random intervals.

Crimson Tiger smirked. This was Jarāmaraṇa, the twelfth technique of the Twelve Storm Daggers.

Since he first achieved complete mastery, his skill had improved incomparably, but it still wasn’t enough to eliminate the Evil Blade. Nevertheless, with this, he had achieved his goal.

While the Evil Blade was distracted, he and the Two Immortals fled as fast as their legs could carry them.

“FUCKING BASTARDS!” the Evil Blade roared, spewing killing intent from his eyes.

CRASH!

He thrust his dao, pulverizing the inn’s ceiling and sending debris flying.

Far away, Crimson Tiger watched the Two Immortals flee into the distance before sprinting in the opposite direction to commence the next phase of his plan.


V6C9: The Tiger Pounces

“Where’s the bastard?” Hyeoru demanded, looking around suspiciously.

“He’s not far from here,” Crimson Tiger replied. This was the truth. He had intentionally arranged their meeting not far from the inn.

Hyeoru sneered. “Were you hiding like a little girl until I got here?”

Crimson Tiger ignored the mockery. “He’s a formidable expert,” he explained calmly.

“Hah! The stronger the expert, the easier they are to kill,” Hyeoru shot back. An assassin by nature, he was a bloodthirsty, crazed killer who favored methods normal martial artists considered dishonorable. “From what I hear, you’re not so different from that guy yourself.”

Crimson Tiger tilted his head in confusion. “What do you mean?”

“You took the Great Cycle Pill and sided with the Pavilion Master, didn’t you?”

Crimson Tiger sighed inwardly. This was why people said there were no secrets in the jianghu. He was confident that Yagong hadn’t told Hyeoru anything, yet somehow, even the most closely guarded secrets always found a way to leak out.

“Seriously, you guys act all high and mighty, calling yourselves the Twelve Phantoms or whatever,” Hyeoru scoffed. 

The corners of Crimson Tiger’s mouth curled up slightly. Clearly, Hyeoru was jealous of the fact that he had gotten the Great Cycle Pill and earned a place among the Phantoms.

Hyeoru immediately narrowed his eyes threateningly. “What are you smiling at?” 

“What about you?” Crimson Tiger asked back. “Are you really sticking around the Pavilion Master out of pure loyalty?”

“Hahaha! Now I’m starting to like you. That’s right, drop the hypocrisy!”

“So? Why are you working under Yagong?”

“He gives me legitimate opportunities to kill people. It’s not as easy as you’d think to kill as many people as you want without being branded a public enemy of the jianghu,” Hyeoru explained, then added with a grin, “Well, of course, I also get plenty of money and women, whatever I want.”

Crimson Tiger shook his head. As expected, this lunatic has only one purpose in life. Still, isn’t he being too friendly? He’s so friendly it’s suspicious... ah. He’s been ordered to kill me at the end of this mission, hasn’t he?

His intuition told him his guess was correct.

Smiling, he said, “Alright, let’s go.”

“Yeah. Let’s get this over with quickly!”

The two men walked side by side.

“I’ve heard that your mastery of movement arts is exceptional,” Crimson Tiger noted casually.

“If I put my mind to it, no one can catch me,” Hyeoru boasted. 

Although his combat skills were nothing to scoff at, his movement arts were his greatest strength and the reason he had survived for so long. He was confident that no one could ever catch him.

Crimson Tiger nodded in agreement. “Indeed, that’s why I missed you back then.”

“Back then?”

“Don’t you remember? The Savage Beast Gang.”

“The Savage Beast Gang? Ah, those morons!” Hyeoru finally recalled his first meeting with Crimson Tiger. “You ruined my fun by showing up early. I was planning to decapitate them all and line their heads up in a row.”

“You killed the innocent women, too.”

“Those women were the same kind of morons. But why bring up that old story? It’s not worth remembering.”

Crimson Tiger abruptly stopped walking, and Hyeoru soon followed suit.

“What happened that day... it still bothers me,” Crimson Tiger mumbled gravely.

“You’re a half-wit turtle bastard, that’s why!” Hyeoru mocked.

Crimson Tiger snickered.

Hyeoru instantly took offense to the unexpected reaction. “Does it feel good to be insulted? Are you actually a masochist?”

“That’s not why I’m happy.”

“What?”

I’m happy because you’re finally so close to me.“

Hyeoru tilted his head in confusion, not understanding Crimson Tiger’s words.

FWIP!

Until Crimson Tiger lunged at his chest, that is.

SHWIIK!

He reflexively drew his sword, but Crimson Tiger had already anticipated this move. His initial lunge was a feint designed to force that very counterattack, after all. Anyone facing that maneuver for the first time would have no choice but to react by swinging their sword at his neck.

SHWAAA!

Crimson Tiger twisted his body in a bizarre manner, and Hyeoru’s sword sliced through empty air.

“Fuck!” Hyeoru swore, but he had no time to rant or figure out what was happening.

Crimson Tiger pressed tightly against him, thrusting an arm under his armpit so naturally that it seemed like they were working together.

FWOOSH!

The next moment, Hyeoru found himself in midair. He saw himself moving slowly, the surrounding scenery perfectly clear, as if watching a flashback. Against his will, he completed a full rotation while airborne, all the while struggling to comprehend the situation.

How did he dodge that attack? When was I so helplessly tossed into the air? No, when did he even throw me? What in the world is happening?

Unfortunately, he did not have long to think. Tendrils of black sword qi shot up from the ground like springing snakes, brushing past Hyeoru’s airborne body as if to impale him.

PAPAPAPAPAPAPA!

“Kuaaaack!” Hyeoru screamed as blood gushed from wounds all over his body. He couldn’t even think of dodging, much less discern the technique. All he could do was stare blankly at the black sword qi he never wanted to see again, not even in his dreams.

CRAAAAASH! CRACK!

When he crashed to the ground, his spine shattered into five pieces. He tried to sit up, but his body refused to obey him. He was a tattered mess.

What in the world just happened to me..? This bastard... he was hiding his martial arts!

Another thought followed.

Why me?

Hyeoru did not see his life flash before his eyes in the moments before death. His mind was filled with too many other thoughts. He wanted to scream, but the pain rippling through his lungs prevented him from making a sound.

Crimson Tiger slowly approached the dying Hyeoru and stood over him. The technique he had just used was a combination of the Second Naraka, the Kālasūtra Weave, and the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers.

Seconds ticked by, each one feeling like an eternity.

Finally, after several attempts, Hyeoru forced out a gasp, “You... you! Why?”

“I told you earlier, didn’t I?” Crimson Tiger sighed exasperatedly. “The way you massacred the innocents at the Savage Beast Gang was still bothering me. I need you to die so that I can forget it.”

Hyeoru’s dazed expression warped viciously. “For such a... such a... trivial reason...”

Crimson Tiger’s eyes turned cold. “Don’t use the word trivial... for something like that.”

PUAAAAK!

Soul Crusher plunged into Hyeoru’s heart, killing him instantly.

“This is revenge for all the innocent people who died at the hands of a bastard like you!”

Crimson Tiger glanced at the corpse for a moment before peeling his eyes away and staring over the hill.

Now, only one last task remained.
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The Evil Blade was livid after losing track of the fleeing Two Immortals. He wanted to hunt them to the ends of the earth, but his mission was more important.

He left the half-destroyed inn without breakfast, instead lighting a campfire and going hunting to sate his hunger. Unfortunately, while he was capable of catching a tiger or even an imoogi ascending to heaven, there was no nearby prey. 

After a long search, he finally found a small rabbit , but having to skewer and roast it for nearly an hour only made his anger burn hotter.

“Fuck!”

He almost threw the skewer away, but stopped himself. Doing so would waste nearly two hours of effort. 

Once again, he ground his teeth over his failure to catch the Two Immortals, when a sudden thought struck him.

It was him. That Crimson Tiger bastard leaked my information!

There was no other reason for two such formidable experts to appear out of the blue.

“If I catch you, I’ll tear you to pieces!” he growled.

To his surprise, someone replied.

“Are you talking about me?” Crimson Tiger asked, strolling nonchalantly into the Evil Blade’s camp with Hyeoru’s corpse tucked under his arm.

The Evil Blade shot up from his seat. “You son of a bitch! You came at a good time!”

THUD!

Crimson Tiger tossed the corpse to the side.

“What’s that?” the Evil Blade asked.

“The one who fought you to a standstill,” Crimson Tiger said.

“What?” The Evil Blade narrowed his eyes at the seemingly irrelevant answer, but he started with the most pressing question. “Those two from before, were you the one who sent them?”

“Of course.”

“Why?”

“You don’t need to know that.”

The Evil Blade’s eyes flashed coldly. “So you haven’t betrayed the Association after all.”

“......” Crimson Tiger smiled, neither confirming nor denying the accusation.

“I see. So this is your scheme to retrieve the evidence.”

The Evil Blade felt he had grasped the situation perfectly. However, there was still something he simply could not comprehend.

Despite scanning his surroundings, he sensed no other presence. Crimson Tiger was clearly alone. He wondered if the corpse was some kind of trick, but he couldn’t feel the slightest trace of life from it.

“Who or what are you relying on?” he demanded.

SHING!

Crimson Tiger drew his sword, making sure to exude the same aura as the last time he fought the Evil Blade.

Nodding, the Evil Blade drew his own weapon. “Your courage is commendable.”

SWISH!

Crimson Tiger rushed toward the Evil Blade, the tip of his sword darting through space as it if were alive. Nevertheless, the Evil Blade clearly saw its trajectory and raised his blade to parry the attack.

SWISH! SWISH! SWISH!

To his alarm, however, Crimson Tiger’s sword changed direction abruptly and accelerated, thrusting at him three times.

“Ugh!” he groaned involuntarily and retreated three steps, dodging the attack.

He sighed in relief. Crimson Tiger’s assault was far faster and more powerful than he had anticipated, so much so that he felt as if the space where he had just stood shattered like a mirror.

A supreme expert! Was he hiding his skills the last time?

WHOOSH!

Undaunted by the failure of his surprise attack, Crimson Tiger lunged forward.

CLANG!

As sword and blade exchanged blows, both men found themselves under immense pressure from their opponent’s offensive.

CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!

Crimson Tiger’s wrist ached. His opponent’s attacks were so fast that he had to block them instinctively. Had he not undergone grueling physical training, he never would have been able to withstand this speed and power.

BOOM!

The two men leaped into the air at the same time. Dozens of lines created by the sword and blade appeared and vanished, each containing the essence of a martial master. Life and death hung in the balance with each swing.

CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!

The magnificent spectacle continues. Neither man dared unleash his enhanced qi. Both were waiting for a momentary gap in the other’s defense.

“Haaaaaaap!”

With a loud roar, the Evil Blade increased the pace and intensity of his onslaught.

CLAAAAANG!

With a loud crash, the two men leaped back abruptly, landing so quickly and nimbly that it seemed as if they had been standing there the whole time and the heated battle had been a dream. 

Both men needed time to catch their breath, as well as a chance for a proper conversation.

The Evil Blade spoke first, asking, “What’s your name?”

He no longer cared who Crimson Tiger was siding with or why he hid his skills. This man was the strongest opponent he had ever faced, someone who could kill him with the instant he got careless. As a martial artist, he wanted to know the true name and identity of the person who had pushed him to his limits.

Nevertheless, Crimson Tiger simply replied, “Crimson Tiger.”

“That’s not your real name, is it?”

“What does that matter?”

Sighing, the Evil Blade changed the topic. “Did the Association raise you?”

If the Association had indeed created a monster like Crimson Tiger, then this fight was a battle of pride between the New Righteous Association and the Evil Coalition. He had always dreamed of killing an Association-raised master.

“...Let’s just say they did,” Crimson Tiger muttered hesitantly.

The Evil Blade grinned. It was by no means a definitive reply, but he assumed it was true. Who else but the Association had the skill and resources to produce such a young martial master?

He asked again, “Do you have any questions for me?”

“None,” Crimson Tiger answered as curtly as ever.

The Evil Blade narrowed his eyes in annoyance at being snubbed, but his opponent had earned the right to be cocky. “Fine! Let’s go again!” he snapped, releasing a sharp, blue aura from his blade.

SWOOOOOSH!

Crimson Tiger’s enhanced sword qi enveloped Soul Crusher in response.

KABOOM!

Once again, the fighters clashed and were each pushed back three steps. If their previous fight had been a contest of technique and speed, this one was purely a showdown of qi.

As luck would have it, though, they had similar amounts of inner qi. The Evil Blade had time and the support of the Evil Coalition on his side, and Crimson Tiger had the Great Cycle Pill.

SWOOOOOSH!

Enhanced sword and blade qi dominated the surrounding area, shredding all the plants and shaking the earth violently.

They were done testing one another. Now was the time to pour out everything they had.

The Evil Blade unleashed his unique martial art, the Blood Corrupting Soul Annihilating Blade, one of the jianghu’s ten great martial arts.

SWOOOOOOOSH!

The first form of the Blood Corrupting Soul Annihilating Blade, the Soul-Refining Solar Eclipse, surged toward Crimson Tiger like a living blade of qi.

Crimson Tiger thrust the Soul Crusher toward his opponent in an odd trajectory. Two energies, one hot and one cold, flooded the air as he let loose the First Naraka, the Sañjīva Blast.

KRRRRRRRACKLE!

A grotesque sound echoed as the two men’s enhanced qi intertwined like ghosts clawing at each other.

SWOOOOOOOSH!

The Evil Blade smoothly followed up with the second form of the Blood Corrupting Soul Annihilating Blade, the Soul-Severing Form, while Crimson Tiger countered with the Second Naraka, the Kālasūtra Weave.

BOOM! KABOOM! KABOOOM!

A series of explosions rocked the space. Such tremendous power pulsed through the atmosphere that one could almost feel the air itself dying and never being replenished. Filled with qi, the sword and blade thrashed about wildly.

Up next was the third form against the Third Naraka, followed by the fourth form versus the Fourth Naraka. 

A battle of sheer spirit unfolded. Were the seasoned observers of the jianghu to witness this spectacle, they would have called it a duel between the Sword God and the Blade God.

Yet, all beginnings eventually come to an end. The fight was decided by the fourth collision of ultimate techniques.

SWISH!

The Evil Blade shot out a dozen deadly streams of blade qi, weaving them into a net. Instead of defending himself, however, Crimson Tiger boldly charged into the lethal trap, closing the distance in the blink of an eye.

SNAP!

Soul Crusher shredded the net of blade qi, carving out a small opening.

SPLURT!

Blood spurted from Crimson Tiger’s left shoulder as he dived through the gap. His wound was so deep that it exposed bone, but he succeeded in breaking through the barrier and immediately rushed at the Evil Blade.

The Evil Blade was caught off guard, but he stood his ground.

“This is the end!” he howled, bringing his blade crashing down upon the advancing Crimson Tiger. 

Crimson Tiger smirked. This was exactly the panicked mistake he had hoped his opponent would make.

SWOOOSH! SLICE!

The Evil Blade’s weapon dug into the flesh of Crimson Tiger’s right chest.

SWISH! CRACK!

And a faint whistling of wind accompanied the cracking of bones.

THUD! THUMP!

The two men tumbled to the ground together.

“Kueeegh!” Crimson Tiger coughed, spitting out blood. Seeing the gaping wound in his chest and shoulder, he hurriedly sealed his acupoints to stem the bleeding.

Gasping through the pain, he forcefully cranked his head to the side. His injuries were far worse than he anticipated, but what about his opponent...?

He was fortunate. The Evil Blade lay dead next to him, his head twisted at an impossibly unnatural angle.

At the moment of their final clash, he had successfully snapped the bastard’s neck with the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers.

“Hoo... fwoo...” Crimson Tiger took a deep breath to steady himself, but his vision remained blurred. To make matters worse, he sensed people approaching.

He tried to get up, only to discover that his body wouldn’t obey him. Giving up, he gazed into the distance, silently praying that Yeon was heeding his instructions to steer clear of the battlefield.

Phew... I don’t sense her nearby, he thought in relief. 

If Yeon had been close by, she would have revealed herself to save him out of worry, sabotaging his plan.

STEP, STEP...

The last thing Crimson Tiger sensed before losing consciousness was the sharp auras of several peak experts.


V6C10: Reunion

The Five Marauders, hidden experts from the Evil Coalition whom Jongri Mun had secretly tasked with supporting the Evil Blade, descended onto the scene and scanned the area in disbelief.

“This young punk defeated the Evil Blade!?”

“I can’t believe it, even after witnessing it myself.”

“Who in the world is this guy?”

“Hey, he’s still alive!”

“Unbelievable! Does that mean he defeated the Evil Blade?”

They formed a circle around the critically wounded Crimson Tiger, who was barely clinging to life. If not for his last-minute efforts to staunch the bleeding from his chest wound, he would already be dead.

“We have to kill him.”

“That’s right.”

“Kill him!”

The five experts drew their swords in unison, eager to kill the Evil Blade’s slayer. After all, legend had it that staining a sword with a strong warrior’s blood brought good fortune.

“Ah!”

Right as they were about to attack, however, women clothed in spotless white dresses with white veils over their faces descended from the sky like falling flower petals.

Gaping in shock, the Five Marauders spun around to face the women, though they maintained their formation with the unconscious Crimson Tiger at its center.

The women numbered around a hundred. Each had an outstanding figure and beautiful eyes, as if they had been meticulously selected.

“Look over there!” one of the Marauders shouted.

SWOOSH!

A white cloth drifted down from above, taking the form of a majestic path suspended in midair. Like a celestial fairy descending from the heavens, a woman gracefully walked along the ethereal fabric.

The five experts stared blankly at the woman, bewitched. Her presence was extraordinary. Her eyes, visible above the veil, were impossibly deep and clear, radiating intelligence beyond measure. The men were certain that a stunning face lay hidden beneath the veil. 

Moments later, the woman landed lightly on the ground.

One of the Five Marauders asked, “Who are you?”

In place of an answer, the woman’s eyes glinted coldly.

FWIP!

A white cloth emerged from behind the men and coiled around their necks.

“Gurk!”

The cloth tightened, strangling the men. Desperate, they drew their swords and slashed at the fabric, but it didn’t tear.

FWOOSH!

The next thing the men knew, they were flung into the air by their necks.

The woman slowly extended a hand, almost as if she had been waiting for this moment.

SHAWAAAAA! CRACKLE!

A blast of enhanced icy qi shot out from her palm, freezing the five men solid in midair. 

SHATTER!

As if that weren’t shocking and terrifying enough, the frozen bodies exploded into pieces the moment they hit the ground.

The women standing nearby waved their hands, covering the carnage with yet another white cloth. When they tugged it away, the corpses vanished into thin air. Their technique was truly divine. Anyone who witnessed it would have doubted their own eyes.

The woman who had eliminated the Five Marauders in a single swoop approached Crimson Tiger, gazing down at him with wavering eyes.

Slowly, she sat down, carefully embraced him, and took a pill out from her bosom. A fragrance as pure and clear as her gaze filled the air instantly, hinting at the potency of the medicine.

The woman put the pill in her mouth, letting it dissolve, before kissing Crimson Tiger and feeding him the medicine.

Within moments, color began to return to his face.

One of the woman’s companions approached her and bowed respectfully. “It’s time to go, Empress.”

The woman referred to as the Empress stared silently at Crimson Tiger’s face, then gently caressed his cheek.

His eyelids fluttered, and his lips twitched as he struggled to open his eyes. Soon, he would regain consciousness.

“They’re coming. You must go,” the woman’s attendant reminded.

With a reluctant sigh, the woman laid Crimson Tiger back on the ground. Once again, a path of pure white cloth appeared in midair, and she stepped on it, leaving the area. 

Still, at the last moment, she glanced back at him. A single teardrop glistened in her eye.

SWOOSH!

The hundred women rose into the air in unison, vanishing as mysteriously as they had appeared.
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“Crimson Tiger! Wake up, Crimson Tiger!”

When Crimson Tiger awoke, he found Yeon holding him. 

“Finally... you’re awake,” she rasped in relief.

“Yeon...” Crimson Tiger whispered, before looking around. “...Where is she?”

“She? Who?”

Crimson Tiger hesitated. Although the experience felt like a fantasy or a dream, he had a strong feeling that he had just seen a certain woman.

Was I hallucinating?

“Are you alright?” Yeon asked.

Crimson Tiger nodded. “Well, I’m not about to die anytime soon.”

“That’s a relief...”

A single tear streamed down Yeon’s face.

Crimson Tiger panicked. “Yeon!”

“It’s nothing. My eyes are just tired,” Yeon quickly insisted, wiping away her tear. She carefully laid Crimson Tiger back down on the ground. “Please wait a moment.”

Running over to the Evil Blade’s corpse, she stabbed it several times with Hyeoru’s sword. Once finished, she placed the sword back in Hyeoru’s hand and slashed Hyeoru’s body with the Evil Blade’s dao. 

Since both bodies were already badly damaged, determining the exact cause of death would be difficult. Given the stab wounds, most would assume that Hyeoru and the Evil Blade had killed each other.

To finish the cover-up, she retrieved the Great Asura Illusory Life Needle from the Evil Blade’s clothes.

“First, we need to get out of here,” she said, lifting Crimson Tiger into her arms.

FWOOSH!

The pair left the area.

All that remained were the two men who had ‘fought to their deaths’, as Crimson Tiger intended.
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“Hyeoru is dead,” Milyeong reported somberly.

“What?” Yagong’s jaw dropped in shock. Hyeoru was the strongest martial artist among his subordinates. The man was as clever as he was cruel and boasted that his movement arts ranked among the top ten in the world. 

He shot up from his seat, countless thoughts swirling in his mind. “Hyeoru is dead? Why? Who killed him? Don’t tell me Crimson Tiger took him down?”

“No, it wasn’t Crimson Tiger.”

“Then who was it?”

“It was the Evil Blade.”

“What?” Yagong blinked in bewilderment. This news shocked him even more than if Crimson Tiger had killed Hyeoru. The Evil Blade was one of the Evil Coalition’s top experts, which meant an outside party had butted into the Association’s internal affairs. “Wait... are you saying the Evil Blade was the one who snatched the evidence from Crimson Tiger?”

“It seems so.”

“DAMN IT AAAAAAAALL!”

SLAM!

Yagong pounded his fist on the desk. If Hyeoru’s opponent was the Evil Blade, then his death was understandable, but the knowledge offered him no comfort. “If Hyeoru is dead, then... what about Crimson Tiger?”

“He was severely injured. On top of that, the Two Immortals, who were also at the scene, were grievously wounded.”

“The Two Immortals were involved, too?”

“Yes, from the looks of it, the Evil Blade succumbed to the collective efforts of the Two Immortals, Hyeoru, and Crimson Tiger.”

Yagong nodded. The Evil Blade might be skilled, but numbers ultimately mattered more than individual prowess. Not to mention, the experts who had ganged up on him all ranked among the Association’s best. Still, he asked hopefully, “So, what happened to the evidence?”

“It fell into the river during the fight and was swept away by the current.”

“Fuck!” Yagong swore, but he couldn’t blame Crimson Tiger. The Evil Blade and the Two Immortals had been involved, and Crimson Tiger had reportedly sustained a fatal injury. The secret agent had likely done all he could against impossible odds.

Nevertheless, Hyeoru’s death was a great loss. He was a useful man, in many ways.

Yagong sighed, “What should I do now?”

“You must feign ignorance, ” Milyeong advised carefully. “Erase all traces of your connection to Hyeoru and act like you don’t know anything.”

“Handle it that way for me.”

“I understand.”

Milyeong departed hurriedly.

Yagong stared blankly into space. “...Are the heavens not on my side yet?” he lamented.
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Not far away, similar dejected sighs resounded through the First Young Lord’s office.

“It would’ve been better if that evidence had been handed over to the Evil Coalition,” Jin Chung mused.

Baek Museong tilted his head quizzically. “Why do you think so?”

“They’d surely try to control the Third Young Lady with it.”

“I presume so.”

“And then we might be able to obtain evidence of her conspiring with the Evil Coalition.”

Baek Museong nodded, though deep down, he didn’t agree with Jin Chung.

I’m glad the evidence didn’t fall into the Evil Coalition’s hands. This isn’t something those villains should be sticking their noses into.

While he might not be an archetypical idealistic orthodox hero, he liked to think he still possessed at least some semblance of a conscience. While Jin Chung was hell-bent on making him the successor by any means necessary, he couldn’t allow himself to stoop to that level.

Excessive obsession always narrows one’s perspective. Just look at what happened to my ‘darling’ wife, Sin Yeongyeong.

“How’s Crimson Tiger faring?”

“He’s still in a coma. From the looks of it, he won’t be out of the woods for a while.”

“Considering he was attacked by the Evil Blade, it’s a miracle he even survived.”

“He’s lucky, and truly tenacious.”

“Luck is a skill too, and he’s tenacious because he’s skilled,” Baek Museong pointed out. “Anyway, what should we do now?”

KNOCK KNOCK!

A subordinate burst into the office and urgently reported, “My lord, the Third Young Lady has awoken. She claims that this incident was a conspiracy by the Evil Coalition involving the Evil Blade, and that you were simply ensnared in that conspiracy and framed for a crime you didn’t commit.”

“What?” Baek Museong’s eyes widened, a rarity for someone as unflappable as he usually was. “Why would she do that?”

Jin Chung went blank in confusion. “What on earth is she plotting now?”

Baek Museong narrowed his eyes. Ju Hwayin wasn’t a person who would ever do him a favor. There was no way she would save him when he was practically condemned to irreversible doom.

After a long moment of contemplation, he arrived at a conclusion.

“Aha! Clearly, her plans have gone awry. Something must have happened that forced her to abandon her plans. Perhaps Crimson Tiger has indeed succeeded in his mission.”

Jin Chung nodded in agreement. “It seems so.”

Baek Museong’s eyes glinted coldly. Whatever the truth, an opportunity for a turnaround had come.

“Now’s our turn to strike back. Resume the operation we temporarily halted.”
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RUMBLE!

A stone wall slid open with a deafening clamor.

“It’s really opening!” the older of the two men present exclaimed.

“I told you! This one isn’t a fake,” the young man retorted, waving the treasure map in his hands. “The daughter of the Song Crow Sect Leader was kidnapped because of this, and the Void Darkness Fist Baek Oh had Bong Yang assassinate an Association captain to get it. In the end, though, I guess Heaven decides who the treasure should belong to! Destiny placed it in my hands! Hahahaha! This is it! The place where Sword God Dok Yahaeng’s legacy is hidden!”

The young man couldn’t contain his awe and excitement as he peered beyond the stone door. Everything he had done to obtain the treasure map was well worth it.

“Are you going to go in there?” the older man asked worriedly.

“Of course,” the young man replied.

“Even if the map is real, it could be dangerous.”

“One must be willing to take risks to obtain treasure.”

“Young Master! Please don’t do this. You should at least inform your father about this before you...!”

The young man’s face darkened. “If you’re scared, then go back alone. I’ll proceed alone.”

The older man sighed. He had served the youth for a long time and knew better than to argue with him when he was being stubborn. “I understand. Please allow me to take the lead,” he said, resigning himself to the inevitable.

He walked through the opened door first, and the young man followed behind him.

RUMBLE!

With a thunderous roar, the stone door slammed shut behind them.

To the two men, it was merely the sound of a door closing. To someone else, however, this moment marked the beginning of a new chapter of their lives.
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Jongri Mun was devastated. The Evil Coalition was in its most dire predicament in history.

“We’ve lost contact with everyone,” Giyeong mumbled gloomily, certain that this would be his final report. He had only held on this long because of Jongri Mun’s favor. Now, for Jongri Mun’s sake, it was time for him to shoulder the blame.

Jongri Mun sighed weakly. “You’ve worked hard. I’ll try to end this with just your dismissal. Still, if things don’t work out, prepare to spend a few years in prison.”

“I wish you success in your endeavors,” Giyeong added. He was so thankful for Jongri Mun’s consideration that he could have cried. Under the present circumstances, it would not have been surprising for him to be sentenced to death.

Bowing his head in a final farewell, he left the office.

Left alone, Jongri Mun sank into his chair. The empty office seemed especially spacious today.

He couldn’t understand what was happening at all. Since joining the Evil Coalition, he had never experienced so much turmoil. Everything felt like it was being sucked into a giant black hole. No matter what he did to salvage the situation, it only got worse. The same happened to whoever he sent.

His eyes darted wildly around the room. “What in the world is happening? What did I overlook?”

One name naturally came to his mind.

“Crimson Tiger.” He bolted up from his seat. “Could it be?”

He quickly shook his head. For a moment, he felt pathetic for trying to blame all this misfortune on a mere secret agent, brilliant as he may be.

Nevertheless, Jongri Mun couldn’t shake off a terrible sense of foreboding. Somehow, from the moment they lost the Evil Blade, both he and the Evil Coalition had crossed a line—a line that guaranteed the Coalition Leader’s days of relaxing in a brothel were about to end.
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“Oh, so you were here?”

A voice startled me in the middle of my training. Turning around, I saw ‘her’ standing beyond the low brushwood gate.

“How did you find this place?” I asked.

She opened the gate and stepped inside. “Have you forgotten already? You told me you were training in the mountains with your master.”

“Did I say that?”

“Yes, you did.”

I didn’t remember saying that, but since my mind was a jumbled mess the day I caught the tiger, I might have said something. In any case, I wasn’t entirely displeased by her visit.

She looked around the house. “Where’s your master?”

“He’s away.”

“Aha, so you were slacking off.”

“What are you talking about?”

She picked up a wooden sword that was sitting on the outdoor bench. “Wow, this is really nice! Did you carve it yourself?”

“Master carved it.”

“I thought so.”

I laughed dryly, but I really didn’t find her actions annoying at all.

She turned her attention to the treated animal hides hanging on the wall. “Poor things.”

“Who was the one who cheered so loudly when I took down that tiger...?” I retorted, but seeing tears well up in her eyes, my voice trailed off.

She spun around to face me. In contrast to the hot tears streaming down her cheeks, she wore a bright smile.

“Hahaha! Never let yourself be fooled by a woman’s tears!”
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Crimson Tiger’s eyes flew open. How long have I slept? 

His last memory was of falling asleep once more in Yeon’s arms.

He looked around. Judging by the look of it, he was in a safehouse.

He slowly sat up. He hadn’t thought he could, but he managed it with surprising ease.

Carefully, he circulated his inner qi. The flow was smooth, even more so than before his injury. Despite having expended so much qi, he felt more energized than ever.

Huh? Why do I feel so good?

In any case, his internal injuries were not as deep as he had thought.

CREAK...

The door opened, and Yeon entered carrying a large bowl of water. “Ah, you’re awake!” she greeted warmly. “But you should really stay lying down.”

“I feel much better now.”

“That’s a real relief.”

Crimson Tiger smiled gratefully at Yeon. He had run a high fever all night, and she had constantly kept him cool with a damp cloth. “Where are we?” he asked.

Yeon smiled proudly. “It’s a new safehouse that I prepared just in case.”

Crimson Tiger nodded and examined his body. Although the wounds on his arm and chest were deep, Yeon’s exceptional emergency treatment had thankfully prevented them from becoming infected.

“Did you file a report with the higher-ups?”

“I told them what I saw, exactly as it happened.”

“Did they believe you?”

“Yes, because your opponent was none other than the Evil Blade.”

A grin spread across Crimson Tiger’s face. Of course everyone believed the story; the enemy was the Evil Blade, an unorthodox master feared throughout the land. “What about the Evil Coalition?”

“I leaked information that our Association’s top experts, the Two Immortals, were involved.”

“Good work.”

“Also, the Third Young Lady has awoken. She announced that the Evil Coalition was behind her assassination.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes. Since she was the one who came forward, everyone is inclined to believe her.”

“So, the First Young Lord has overcome this crisis.”

“That’s right.”

Crimson Tiger nodded. Ju Hwayin had fulfilled her part of the deal, so now he had to do the same. He handed the Great Asura Illusory Life Needle to Yeon. “Deliver this to her in secret.” 

“Okay.”

Crimson Tiger sighed. Once again, he had overcome another hurdle.

Things are getting more difficult by the day, but I’ll overcome whatever comes my way, just as I always have.

Yeon asked anxiously, “What will happen now?”

“The First Young Lord’s counterattack will begin, of course,” Crimson Tiger answered matter-of-factly.

Yeon fell silent. She was tired of expressing her fears, but she couldn’t find any other words to describe her feelings. “...I’m scared,” she whispered.

“Don’t worry, Yeon.” Crimson Tiger smiled confidently and held out his hand. 

Yeon took it, and a wave of warmth washed over her.

“I’ll be sure to protect you,” he added.

Yeon smiled softly at his reassurance.

Crimson Tiger gazed out the window. The loud chirping of cicadas drifted in from somewhere nearby. “This summer will also pass soon...” he murmured absentmindedly.


V7C1: Acupoint Metamorphosis

Ju Hwayin stood on a windswept cliff. The cool breeze not only drove away the midsummer heat and made her hair and clothes flutter, but also threatened to sweep her off her feet. Still, she wasn’t afraid of the dizzying drop before her.

The surrounding scenery unfurled like a dream. Clouds drifted so close that she felt she could touch them, and a nameless bird sang as it flew into the distance. For some reason, a flower blooming tenaciously in a crack on the opposite cliff face reminded her of herself.

A few steps behind her, Lee Dansim stood with her hands gracefully placed on her hips, as if she were posing for a painting.

Ju Hwayin examined herself. Her hands were as white as ever, and the tips of her feet peeking from beneath her ornate robes seemed unreal.

“You know, I’ve never once truly loved you,” a man’s deep voice rang out from behind her.

She turned around. Crimson Tiger stood there, his face devoid of emotion. Seeing him made her realize she was dreaming. 

Ju Hwayin bit her lip, a wave of sorrow washing over her. “Yes, you only care about your daughter.”

“Despite knowing that... you threatened my daughter and held her hostage?”

“I didn’t have a choice.”

“Really?” Crimson Tiger sneered, casting her a gaze colder than the frigid wind. “I disagree. You just chose the easiest way out.”

Ju Hwayin fell silent, wondering if he might be right.

Crimson Tiger continued menacingly, “If you touch my daughter, I’ll kill you in the most gruesome way possible and then devour your soul.”

Ju Hwayin’s eyes filled with a lonely light. “Don’t do that. My soul is too bitter for you to eat.”

WHOOOOOSH!

As she spoke, a sudden gust of wind pushed her toward the cliff’s edge. She flailed her arms, trying not to fall.

Crimson Tiger did not help her. Instead, he warned her again, “If anything happens to my daughter... all of you will die!”

Meeting his penetrating eyes, Ju Hwayin gave up trying to hold on and fell straight down the cliff.

SWOOOOOOOSH!

Her clothes billowed around her as wind rushed over her body. Ju Hwayin fell with her arms spread wide, staring up at the sky.

Far above, she could see the worried face of Lee Dansim, the only person in the world who truly cared for her. She shouted her name, then leaped off the cliff without hesitation. 

“Young Lady!” Lee Dansim screamed, even as she fell faster and faster, her face growing larger and larger.
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Ju Hwayin’s eyes flew open. Bathed in the faint light of dawn filtering through the window, Lee Dansim stood looking down at her.

“Did you have a nightmare?” Lee Dansim asked.

Ju Hwayin blinked in confusion. “Huh?”

“You were screaming.”

“I was screaming?”

“Yes.”

Ju Hwayin smiled wryly. The fall in her dream had been refreshing and pleasant, yet in reality, she had been screaming. That was the difference between dreams and reality.

She got out of bed and walked to a wall, looking at her reflection in the bronze mirror. Her face, gaunt and dripping with sweat, was unrecognizable.

She thought she knew why she had had such a dream. It was an ominous, prophetic dream, a manifestation of her growing fear that she would ultimately have no choice but to exploit that man’s daughter to control him.

“...I have a bad feeling about this,” she sighed bitterly.
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At the same time, Baek Museong stood on the roof of Tempest Academy, gazing out at the breaking dawn.

“Everything is proceeding according to plan,” Jin Chung reported, appearing behind his lord.

Baek Museong asked softly, “When can we begin?”

“In three days.”

Baek Museong nodded. The long night had passed, and the sun was rising. “Chung.”

“Yes?”

“If I happen to die fighting this war...”

“Don’t say that!” Jin Chung cut his lord off and bowed his head. “Forgive my impertinence, but please don’t talk about such ominous possibilities.”

Baek Museong smiled faintly. “I can’t do that. You’re the only one I can say this to.”

“Young Lord.”

“If I die, don’t make a grave for me. Cremate me and scatter my ashes right here.”

“That won’t be possible. Even if you were to die, Young Lord, rest assured that I would surely die before you.”

Baek Museong’s smile deepened. “Is that so?”

Jin Chung nodded firmly. “I’m certain of it.”

“Then I suppose I’ll have to find someone else to bury me.”

“You’ll have to.”

“Shall I ask Crimson Tiger?”

“......” Jin Chung fell silent, his face clouding over slightly at the mention of Crimson Tiger.

“You don’t like him,” Baek Museong remarked calmly.

“He’s...” Jin Chung hesitated. Describing the feelings Crimson Tiger evoked in him was not easy. After thinking for a while, he finally gathered his scattered sentiments into one word. “He’s dangerous.”

Baek Museong nodded. “Indeed, he is.”

“When I look at him, I get the feeling that what I see isn’t all there is,” he explained seriously. “I hate that eerie feeling. He’s just a swordsman, yet he’s involved with both you and the Third Young Lady. That’s why I’m scared. I’m terrified that he might be destined to stand against you, Young Lord.”

Baek Museong could relate to Jin Chung’s concerns. He had thought the same thing at times. Crimson Tiger was undoubtedly a dangerous individual. Nevertheless, he still had his uses.

Jin Chung added, “Even now, I can’t tell whether he will lift you up or drag you under.”

“At the very least, I must repay him for saving me this time.”

“I’ve prepared ten thousand taels.”

Baek Museong shook his head. Although Jin Chung deemed that amount sufficient, he thought otherwise. Tapping his chest twice, he said, “Give him that.”

Jin Chung’s eyes widened in shock. “That’s too extravagant a gift.”

Baek Museong’s good-natured smile melted away. “It’s fine. I’ll just take something far more precious from him later.”
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Elsewhere, dawn was also breaking over the temporary training ground behind the 16th Transport Branch.

Crimson Tiger stood in the middle of the field, holding his sword out straight ahead. Soul Crusher glinted with a sharpness that could cut air, but he stared at its tip for more than fifteen minutes.

The sword was telling him that the time for change was now. Well, more precisely, it was not the sword speaking, but his body expressing itself through the sword. Fortunately, his external wounds had scabbed over well, and his qi was so pure and powerful that his internal injuries had healed considerably. He was now truly ready to step into a new realm.

He focused on his qi, which flowed freely through his body. The amount had increased by more than twenty years’ worth. The fact that this happened even though he had not begun meditating immediately after ingesting the pill given to him by the unknown person meant only one thing—that medicine had to be a divine elixir on par with the Great Cycle Pill.

Who could it have been?

He was now certain that the woman he had briefly glimpsed moments before losing consciousness was not a hallucination.

Was it the Third Young Lady? But the face was different, and I doubt she would have disguised herself to save me. What about the First Young Lord? ...No, it’s not him. If he were to send someone, it would definitely be Jin Chung. Then... Cheon Ahseong? Maybe, but we aren’t close enough that I can ask him for confirmation.

In any case, someone had shown him kindness and saved his life. Regardless of who they were, he had a strong suspicion that they would appear before him again someday. He would bury his curiosity until then.

“Nyaa!” A black cat emerged from the corner of the building and sauntered into view. 

Crimson Tiger sheathed Soul Crusher, and the cat slinked over and leaped onto his shoulder. Somehow, it knew he had survived a grievous injury and was concerned for his well-being.

He scratched the scruff of its neck. The cat narrowed its eyes and let out a long purr. It then hopped down, swished its tail, and climbed up a tree. 

Crimson Tiger chuckled at the sight. Although they seldom spent time together, he was gradually growing fond of the creature.

He walked back to the middle of the training ground and sat down cross-legged. Having cleared his complicated thoughts, he was now about to do what he had set his mind to. For some reason, however, he found himself on edge.

“Nyan!” Perhaps sensing his tension, the black cat in the tree meowed loudly, assuring him that it would alert him of any intruders. 

Finally, Crimson Tiger relaxed. The cat’s presence reassured him more than any human bodyguard.

He began to circulate his qi, guiding it through a different path than usual. Throughout his recovery, the blood vessels all over his body had itched so badly that he wanted to scratch them until they were raw. If not for his master’s previous advice, he would have mistakenly believed he had fallen into qi deviation.


“A day will come when a change will visit your body.”



He had already opened the Conception and Governing Vessels before leaving his master, so this referred to a realm beyond that.


“As you know, the Asura’s Eight Narakas is a martial art based on extreme yang qi. In order to execute it perfectly, one must either be born with the Extreme Yang Physique or achieve Acupoint Metamorphosis.”



Acupoint Metamorphosis was a foreign concept to most martial artists, who were primarily focused on achieving Body Reformation. According to his master, enlightenment came naturally to those who knew when it was the right time to learn, so even he had only learned about it right before leaving home.


“ You will only be able to perform Acupoint Metamorphosis once you have completely mastered the Asura’s Eight Narakas, because that is when your internal and external arts are properly harmonized. The entire process could take a year or thirty, depending on the individual. In my case, I achieved Metamorphosis fifteen years after mastering the art. This technique is completely different from what’s generally referred to as Body Reformation.”

“How would I know when the time is ripe?”

“You’ll know naturally, because all the blood vessels in your body will itch like crazy.”



SSSSSS!

Crimson Tiger felt a shimmering heat rise from the top of his head. Following the oral formula of the Acupoint Metamorphosis method his master taught him, he moved his qi with great care. His biggest worry was not making a mistake, but rather the unknown pain and agony that would accompany the technique. For some reason, his master had not told him about the side effects, so he braced himself for intense suffering.

I need to stay calm. Not just Master, but his master, and the masters before him, all of them accomplished Acupoint Metamorphosis. There’s no reason I can’t do it as well.

He had arrived at this point due to a combination of factors. The Great Cycle Pill was the first, learning from Cheon Ahseong was the second, and the inner qi he had just gained from the unknown elixir was the third. His intense battle with the Evil Blade served as the final piece of the puzzle.

He circulated his qi repeatedly. One cycle, two cycles, three cycles. With each repetition, he felt the passages of his blood vessels widening and his qi flowing with greater ease.

SSSSSSS!

The heat above his head coalesced into a ring. That single ring became two, and then three. Each time he completed another cycle, a new ring materialized. The process wasn’t as difficult as he had thought. On the contrary, he felt incredibly refreshed, so light that he could fly.

Steadily, the number of rings increased. When they reached five, the first crisis arrived. There was no pain. Rather, he felt so good that for a moment, he forgot to circulate his qi.


“You fool! How could you daydream during such an important procedure?!”



He instinctively recalled his master’s scolding, and the flow of qi resumed. Regardless, he kept losing focus because he felt too good. There was the joy of reaching a new realm, of flying, of embracing a woman, of eating delicious food, and of sleeping when tired. Pleasure after pleasure washed over him, threatening to drag him deep into its depths.

I’d choose extreme pain over this any day...

Crimson Tiger focused his mind by conjuring an image of Seohyeon lying in her bed. When he thought of his ailing daughter, no amount of joy could shake his will.

SSSSSSS...

Soon, there were seven rings, and he circulated his qi for the eighth time.

“Ugh!” he suddenly gasped. 

Immense pain ripped through him without warning, and qi churned through his body at a furious pace. Thousands of needles seemed to flow through his blood vessels, piercing through his acupoints.

Crimson Tiger gritted his teeth. Screaming while circulating qi was dangerous. After the intense pleasure, the pain felt even more acute, but he had to endure it. His instincts told him that this was the most critical juncture.

He conjured the opposite image in his mind, one of his daughter smiling brightly. A grin naturally crossed his lips. The pain was excruciating, but he could withstand it. No suffering was too great as long as his daughter could be happy.

KABOOM!

Something exploded inside his body, and the number of rings above his head increased to eight. A pleasant sensation surged through him, like he was breaking free from a muddy bog. 

Still, Crimson Tiger did not drop his guard.

SSSSSSS...

He circulated his qi once more. The finishing touch was the most important. 

Finally, he opened his eyes. His body felt as light as a feather. Sunlight glared down upon him. Even though he felt like only fifteen minutes had passed, in reality, hours had gone by. 

He could sense the changes in his body. The world appeared as vivid as a landscape after an early morning rain. His vision, already superior to that of ordinary martial artists, was now indescribably sharp and far-reaching.

Crimson Tiger rose to his feet, but he swayed and nearly fell over. His body was too light!

“Hahahahaha!” he laughed heartily.

I did it! he thought, even happier than the day he had mastered the Asura’s Eight Narakas. Now, he had laid the foundation for reaching its true heights.

The black cat, which had been standing guard, leaped onto his shoulder and licked his neck as if to say, ‘well done.’

“Thank you. With this, I’ve taken another step forward!” he exclaimed.

With each hurdle he overcame, he felt closer to Seohyeon. Come the day when the white snow fell and the grand ritual succeeded, he would disappear forever from this turbulent jianghu. He would live a peaceful life without power struggles or violence, a life where he did not have to kill or be killed.

He gathered his qi again. The time it took him to finish one cycle of qi circulation was reduced threefold, meaning he could recover three times more quickly. His qi center was also much larger

Joyous as these developments were, they came with a greater burden. He had to conceal his aura more thoroughly, and avoid Cheon Ahseong as much as he could. The Association Chairman would see right through his transformation.

WHAP! WHAP! WHAP!

Clenching his fists, he punched the air. He was close to fully mastering the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers, too. All he needed was the right trigger.

Of course, just as with the Asura’s Eight Narakas, the real journey began after that. He couldn’t afford to become complacent. For now, he would focus on the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers, and then revisit the Asura’s Eight Narakas.

“Nyaaaaang!”the black cat yowled.

DING!

Crimson Tiger halted his training. Both the cat’s cry and the faint ringing of his alarm threads indicated that someone was approaching.

A moment later, Jin Chung appeared. “How are you? Feeling better?”

“Yes, thank you for your concern,” Crimson Tiger replied. He had anticipated a visit from the First Young Lord’s side since he had successfully completed his mission to free them from their predicament.

“The First Young Lord is busy and couldn’t come.”

“I understand.”

“May I ask a personal question?”

“Go ahead.”

“How did you find the evidence?”

Crimson Tiger smiled mysteriously. “That’s a trade secret.”

“Haha, I thought you’d say that.” Jin Chung chuckled. He didn’t completely dislike Crimson Tiger. At the very least, he respected the secret agent’s skill and tenacity, and now was the time to express those positive sentiments. Handing over a small pouch, he said, “This is a special gift from the First Young Lord.”

Crimson Tiger took the pouch and opened it. Inside was a thin undershirt. 

His eyes widened in shock. This was no ordinary item.

“That’s the Invisible Armor, one of the jianghu’s Three Legendary Armors,” Jin Chung explained. “It won’t be cut by sword qi, or even enhanced sword qi. Of course, that depends on who’s using it.”

Crimson Tiger recognized the name. Although the Invisible Armor was considered inferior to the other Three Legendary Armors in pure defensive capabilities, it was thin and easily hidden under one’s clothing. This advantage more than made up for its inferior durability. Most importantly, for someone of his skill, the armor was a priceless gift, akin to gaining an extra life.

I’ve been collecting a lot of legendary artifacts lately...

Soul Crusher was one of the Three Legendary Swords, the Poison Resistance Ring was one of the Three Legendary Artifacts, and the Invisible Armor was one of the Three Legendary Armors.

Jin Chung added, “This gift represents the First Young Lord’s appreciation for your work, so please accept it without reservation.”

“I understand. Please extend my thanks to the First Young Lord,” Crimson Tiger replied. He had expected a considerable reward, but not the Invisible Armor.

“We’ll be counting on you in the future as well.”

“Understood.”

Nodding, Jin Chung disappeared.

Crimson Tiger waited until the man had stepped beyond the range of his senses before excitedly taking off his shirt and putting on the Invisible Armor. The fabric clung snugly to his body. Indeed, if he wore regular clothes over it, it would impossible to tell he was wearing armor.

Who would have thought this thin garment could block even enhanced qi?

He was ecstatic. If it could increase his chances of survival, he would even wear clothes made of thorns, never mind a comfortable undershirt.

“Hahahaha!” he laughed in satisfaction.

He had already saved up enough money. Now, what he needed most were things that could boost his chances of survival. That made the Invisible Armor more valuable than any other artifact.

Grinning, he put his shirt back on, mere moments before a woman entered the training ground.

Yeon’s eyes widened at the sight of him covered in sweat. “Are you okay?” she asked worriedly. She hadn’t expected he would be well enough to resume training so soon.

“Yeah, I feel much better.”

Yeon sighed in relief, but asked again, “Are you sure?”

Crimson Tiger waved his arms around to assure her that she needn’t worry. He knew how much she cared for him. There was a deep bond between them that could not be expressed in words, a camaraderie deeper than mere friendship or affection.

“Phew!” Yeon’s eyes reddened. Although she had feelings for him that went beyond camaraderie, she had never expressed them before and never would. “...Hmm? Wait, you seem different somehow?”

Crimson Tiger feigned ignorance. “What? Did I lose weight?” 

Yeon tilted her head. Something had definitely changed about him, but she couldn’t express it in words. Finally, she exclaimed, “Ah! Your gaze has deepened! What on earth happened?”

This was the most obvious difference to her. Crimson Tiger’s gaze was so deep and profound that she could not look away.

Crimson Tiger beamed. “I was lucky and experienced a brief moment of enlightenment,” he confessed, feeling no need to hide his accomplishment from Yeon.

“Ah!” Ever quick-witted, Yeon immediately caught on and smiled brightly. “Congratulations, Crimson Tiger!”

“Thanks.” Crimson Tiger closed his eyes, suppressed his aura, and reopened them. If before he had only shown half of his skills to peak experts, now he would have to reveal only two-tenths of it. “What about now? Do I still look different?” 

Yeon stared at his face. “Yes, you still look different from before.”

Crimson Tiger sighed. It seemed he had gone beyond the stage where he could intentionally hide his strength, yet he had not reached Origin Reversal, where his skill would be naturally hidden unless he willed it otherwise.

After all, Acupoint Metamorphosis was different from Origin Reversal, which was achieved by uncovering the ultimate secrets of martial arts. To achieve true Origin Reversal, one would have to reach the realm of the Martial God, like Cheon Ahseong.

Previously, each time he reached a new stage, he had to strive anew to conceal his aura, but it was at least doable. This time, though, the transformation was so substantial that it was proving difficult. He concluded that he needed more than just a basic technique.

“Yeon, there’s a place I need to go. Will you come with me?” he asked.

Yeon smiled. “Of course.”

[image: sep]


CLIP-CLOP! CLIP-CLOP!

A carriage sped down the main road, with Crimson Tiger and Yeon aboard.

“So, where are we going?” Yeon asked. She had already asked twice, but each time, Crimson Tiger merely smiled and said nothing. Since he wouldn’t tell her, though, she grew more curious. “Well... I guess I’ll find out when we get there.”

She felt a growing sense of anticipation. She had wandered all over the Central Plains on missions before, but never with Crimson Tiger for any reason other than work. This journey felt like a lovers’ honeymoon, and her heart fluttered with giddy excitement.

“How many days do you have left on your sick leave?”

“I don’t know, but I doubt I’ll receive new orders anytime soon.”

Previously, Crimson Tiger had exaggerated the severity of his injuries, buying them some time.

Yeon gazed out the window. Taking in the rapidly shifting landscape, she was reminded of the day she first became a spy handler. She was so nervous that her heart had felt like it was going to explode on her first mission, but after that, she had remained mostly impassive. Never in her wildest dreams did she imagine she would become so deeply involved in her partner’s personal affairs.

Suddenly, she recalled something her instructor used to say.

“We handlers have one privilege. A way to die easily, without having to hang ourselves or jump off a cliff. Do you know what that is? It’s getting emotionally attached to the Phantoms.”

Her instructors had repeatedly stressed the importance of not getting emotionally attached to the Phantoms. Some handlers followed that rule strictly, but a significant number struggled to do so. Like herself.

A faint smile played across her lips.

Even if it comes to that... I won’t regret it.
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Half a day later, the carriage pulled up to the entrance of a bustling marketplace.

Crimson Tiger handed the coachman a silver coin. “Go have a meal or something,” he said.

“Thank you.” The coachman grinned and left to find a restaurant.

Crimson Tiger walked in the opposite direction, moving confidently and purposefully. He turned into a small alley that was home to a small weapons shop.

“This is it,” he said.

Yeon stared at the shop in surprise. There are many larger weapons shops near the Association, so why did Crimson Tiger come here of all places?

“Is this really the place?” she asked. “Did you come here to meet someone?”

“No. I came here to buy something.” Crimson Tiger grinned and stepped inside. 

Yeon followed him. The store’s interior fit the mold of an ordinary weapons shop, with dozens of swords, blades, spears, and staffs on display.

A middle-aged man greeted them, “What are you here to buy?” 

“A broken arrow.”

The middle-aged man’s eyes glinted sharply. “Wait a moment,” he said, before going around back.

“Now I know what this place is. This is the Hidden Arrow Merchant, isn’t it?” Yeon whispered. The Hidden Arrow Merchant dealt in various artifacts, from famous swords to unusual hidden weapons. She had learned of its existence during past missions, but had never visited the store herself.

Crimson Tiger nodded.

Yeon asked, “Why did you come here?

“There’s something I need to buy.”

“What is it?”

Before Crimson Tiger could answer, the middle-aged man reappeared, saying, “Follow me.”

The pair followed him inside. There was another building behind the main one, and along the way, Yeon could detect the presence of hidden martial artists.

Next to her, Crimson Tiger discovered that he could sense them much more accurately than before, right down to their breathing.

The three of them entered the new building.

“Ah!” Yeon exclaimed admiringly. Just as she had heard, the exotic weaponry adorning the walls was a rare sight. Each one was an incredibly precious artifact.

“What did you come to buy?”

“Is the rumor that there’s nothing you don’t have here true?”

“That’s right,” the man answered confidently. As a result of running a business with hundreds of branches, their organization had accumulated immense wealth and power. If they did not have a divine weapon or artifact, then it did not exist in the jianghu.

“Do you have an artifact that suppresses qi?”

The man seemed startled. “Everyone looks for ways to increase their qi. It’s rare to find someone looking to constrain it.”

“So you’re saying you don’t have any?”

“Please wait a moment.” The man took out a ledger and began searching through it. After a while, he found something and took a pair of rings covered in dust out of a display case. “Ah, here it is. This is the Force-Halving Ring. It has no effect if you wear one on each hand, but if you wear both on one hand, you’ll only be able to use half of your inner qi.”

Crimson Tiger nodded. “This is exactly what I want.”

“No one has wanted something like this for the last ten years.”

“Aren’t you glad that you’re selling it after ten long years?”

“That’s true, but why do you need this?” the man asked. His curiosity was piqued. No matter how sharp his powers of observation were, he couldn’t measure Crimson Tiger’s skill. 

Crimson Tiger smiled mysteriously. Even now, his aura stirred like lava, but that was something only sensitive martial artists like Yeon or peak experts could feel. “I’m on an errand for someone who likes to collect unusual artifacts, ” he replied.

“......” The man sighed. Clearly, this customer did not want to give him a clear answer.

Crimson Tiger asked bluntly, “How much?”

The middle-aged man paused, calculating the ring’s value. “Although the ring went unsold for ten years, its ability to halve qi is truly unique.”

“I agree,” Crimson Tiger answered calmly. He had no intention of haggling. All treasures had their proper value in the jianghu.

“Ten thousand taels.”

Crimson Tiger reached into his pocket, but before he could take out his wallet, Yeon contacted him via telepathy.

[Wait! Please leave this transaction to me,] she insisted, then said to the man without waiting for a reply, “That’s too expensive.”

The man had, of course, quoted a high price. No one would pay ten thousand taels for something that suppressed their inner qi. However, such was the nature of business. Crimson Tiger didn’t seem to care, but Yeon didn’t want him to get ripped off, not even over something so trivial.

“You should know that precious artifacts are priceless in this jianghu.”

Yeon snorted. “That would be the case if it were really a precious artifact.”

“Are you saying the Force-Halving Ring isn’t precious?”

“The dust piled on it speaks for itself. Oh, I admit that it’s a rare item. It’s just...”

“What are you trying to get at?”

“I want to buy it for the price it’s actually worth and not a tael more.”

The two bargainers faced off tensely.

“Fine! I’ll take off a thousand and sell it for nine thousand taels,” the man conceded.

“Even three thousand taels is too much for something this worthless,” Yeon scoffed and turned away.

Crimson Tiger quietly followed her lead. 

“Three thousand taels?” the man shouted from behind them. “Just go home if you can’t afford anything!”

Yeon grabbed Crimson Tiger’s arm. “We will. Goodbye!” she snapped, grabbing the door handle.

“...Wait!” the man yelled. 

Yeon glanced back at him.

“You’re quite impatient,” he softly said. “As the saying goes, one should stop a fight but encourage a negotiation. Let’s try to agree on a price. How much will you buy it for?”

“I said even three thousand is too much.”

“That’s out of the question!” the man exclaimed. He paused for a moment to think, then said, “Eight thousand!”

“Five thousand!”

“Seven thousand!”

“Six thousand!”

“...Fine,” the man relented, sighing. Who knew how many more years would go by before someone else interested in the Force-Halving Ring appeared?

Yeon turned to Crimson Tiger and smiled brightly. 

Chuckling at her expression, Crimson Tiger paid the six thousand taels. The sum was actually quite substantial, far beyond what an ordinary person could save over a lifetime.

After completing the transaction, they were about to leave the store when the middle-aged man suddenly called out, “Hey!”

“What is it?”

“Don’t let her go, yeah?”

“...We’re not like that,” Yeon replied, her face flushing bright red. After saying those words, though, she felt even more embarrassed.

The man grinned and winked at Crimson Tiger. “Then make it so you are.”

Yeon rolled her eyes as if the very idea was absurd, but inwardly, she was so pleased that she wondered if she should have gone easier on the merchant.

Finally, the pair stepped outside.

“Hehe, I did well, didn’t I?” Yeon asked, beaming with pride like a child who won a prize.

“Here, take this.” Crimson Tiger handed her four thousand taels. Although he had earned a lot of money, he just realized that he had never paid her for her work. Normally, he worried that it might hurt her pride, but today’s circumstance was different.

“Why are you giving this to me?”

“This is the amount I saved thanks to you.”

“I didn’t do it expecting a reward!”

“I know.”

Yeon hesitated for a moment but eventually smiled and accepted the money. “Thank you,” she said.

She could guess his intentions. If her pride was hurt by this, it would be tantamount to rejecting his good intentions. They were much closer than that. At least, that was what she believed.

“Don’t mention it.” Crimson Tiger flashed a wide grin.

If it was for Yeon, he wouldn’t hesitate to spend even a hundred thousand taels. That was why he was so careful about giving her even a single coin right now. He had much bigger plans for their future, when this ordeal ended.

At that time, he decided he would take responsibility for the rest of her life. He had something in mind, but it wasn’t yet time to tell her.

Crimson Tiger put the Force-Halving Ring on his wrist. Wearing one had no effect, but when he added the other, he felt his qi being blocked.

VMMMMMM!

He took off one of the rings and put it on his other hand.

VWOOOOOM!

His qi came back instantly.

The Force-Halving Ring was a marvelous artifact indeed. In his current state, it was worth not just six thousand taels, but sixty thousand.

Crimson Tiger put both rings on one hand again.

“Your gaze has darkened even more than before,” Yeon noted. Even though she knew otherwise, her senses incorrectly told her that Crimson Tiger was weaker than before they began their last mission.

Crimson Tiger smiled. This was exactly what he wanted. He needed the Force-Halving Ring to hide the intensity of his gaze.

Yeon returned his smile. She was overjoyed at his growth, which now required him to conceal his skills with an artifact.

You shine even brighter now, Crimson Tiger.

Of course, she only said that in her heart.


V7C2: The North Sea Ice Palace

Sagong Hu’s hands moved with practiced precision as he administered the acupuncture needles.

Seohyeon lay fast asleep on an Ice Jade Bed. Once every three days, she received treatment at this secluded wing of the North Sea Ice Palace. The Ice Palace had lent them not only the Glacial Jade, but also the Ice Jade Bed, one of their most treasured artifacts. Because of it, her treatment was far more bearable.

Additionally, the North Sea Ice Palace supplied various medicinal herbs necessary for her treatment. Many of them were difficult to obtain, even with money. Without the palace’s help, Seohyeon’s treatment would have been much more difficult.

He and Seohyeon’s grandfather, Go Wonjeong, were immensely grateful to the North Sea Ice Palace for all of this.

Go Wonjeong observed the treatment for a while before standing up to leave. The session would continue for at least another hour.

Despite his aging body, Sagong Hu fought on. Seohyeon also endured the difficult treatment well. Providing and receiving such intensive treatment every day for seven years was no easy feat.

He had once asked Sagong Hu, “How can I ever repay this kindness?”

Sagong Hu had laughed heartily at the time, saying that it was fate. Much later, however, at a drinking party, he confessed his true feelings.

It turned out that Sagong Hu felt the same way he did. He didn’t want to remain a mere lifesaver, someone to be remembered with gratitude after the treatment ended. 

He wanted to develop a bond with them and see them often, like family. He was tired of living a lonely life.

Afterward, Go Wonjeong pretended to be oblivious and brought up the topic himself. He suggested that they build a large house and live together, spending their later years in each other’s company. Sagong Hu hadn’t shown it, but Go Wonjeong could feel his immense joy.

A smile touched his lips as he walked out of the treatment room.

Such is life. Life is endless if you’re picky, but it’s nothing if you take a step back.

Spending his remaining years with Sagong Hu wasn’t so bad. Neither of them planned on meeting a new woman or starting a family at their age, so they instead decided to enjoy life as friends and brothers at least until Seohyeon got married.

Suddenly, he noticed an old woman pushing a small handcart from the far end of the hallway. She was Bing Oksim, the Grand Dame of the North Sea Ice Palace, and his senior in the murim. As the Grand Dame, she was the master of the current Empress and the palace’s most powerful martial master.

Bing Oksim’s eyes resembled a tiger’s, giving her a naturally strong impression that suited her status. She also had taut skin that looked much younger than her age, a result of having perfected her martial arts.

“It’s been a long time, Grand Dame,” he greeted her politely.

“Have you been well, Master Go?” Bing Oksim returned the greeting.

Go Wonjeong squirmed uncomfortably, finding it awkward that she, his elder, called him ‘Master’. He had told her to speak to him informally, as one would a junior, but Bing Oksim always insisted on the honorific.

He quickly changed the topic, asking, “Why are you pushing the cart yourself?” even as he took it from her. On closer inspection, the cart was loaded with medicinal herbs for Seohyeon’s treatment.

Bing Oksim smiled. “I came out for some exercise, so don’t worry about me.”

Go Wonjeong returned the smile. Sometimes, he could sense Bing Oksim’s loneliness. He understood its source. The deferential courtesy everyone showed her was clearly connected to the sense of isolation she radiated.

“Is the treatment going well?” she asked.

Go Wonjeong sighed and replied, “Elder Sagong is doing his best.”

“Don’t worry too much. With his skill in medicine, I’m sure the treatment will go well.”

“I hope so too.”

The two exchanged looks, still smiling.

Go Wonjeong occasionally ran into Bing Oksim when he visited the Ice Palace for Seohyeon’s treatment. Despite their few meetings, they had formed a deep bond, likely because he sincerely accepted and understood her loneliness.

“Shall we have a cup of tea?”

“Let’s.”

Together, they pushed the cart into a nearby room stocked with different types of tea. Bing Oksim dismissed the maid and brewed the tea herself.

“This is a new tea that just arrived. I’m not sure if it’ll suit your palate.”

Go Wonjeong savored the tea’s aroma before carefully taking a sip. “It tastes very good.”

“I’m glad it suits your taste.”

Bing Oksim was known to have had a formidable temperament in her youth. Considering her calm demeanor now, one would never guess at her past.

Bing Oksim asked, “Do you hear from Seohyeon’s father from time to time?”

“Yes, he contacts me occasionally,” Go Wonjeong replied.

That was a lie. Kwon Kangho only contacted him when absolutely necessary, fearing that Seohyeon’s existence might be discovered. He even only transferred them money through the bank.

In his last letter, he had written about the power struggle between the First Young Lord and the Third Young Lady, and that the Third Young Lady had found out about Seohyeon.

Go Wonjeong instantly understood why his disciple had reported the situation so candidly. He was essentially asking him to prepare for any unforeseen circumstances. 

For this reason, he was always alert and wary these days. The formations beneath the hut alone wouldn’t stop the blades that might come for them. He had also recently resumed training with the sword he had long set down. Still, he sincerely hoped he would never have to use it.

Bing Oksim silently regarded Go Wonjeong. She knew that his martial arts had surpassed the pinnacle and entered a new realm. Even compared to herself, the top master of the Ice Palace, he was by no means her inferior. It was this realization which gave rise to her utmost respect and courtesy for him.

“Is the Empress doing well?” Go Wonjeong asked.

He had only exchanged a brief greeting with the Empress once. Even then, she had been wearing a veil, so he had only been able to confirm that she was a woman.

“That girl is always busy,” Bing Oksim replied, but she couldn’t hide a hint of disappointment in her words.

Go Wonjeong smiled inwardly. Bing Oksim was the master of the current Ice Empress. Since conflict between a master and a disciple was natural, it seemed the Ice Empress had recently done something to displease her.

“If it weren’t for your Palace, Seohyeon would have suffered greatly.”

“Don’t say that. A child’s life was at stake. How could we not help?”

That was true in principle, of course. However, Go Wonjeong knew how reclusive the North Sea Ice Palace was.

The Ice Palace’s offer of assistance was clearly more than just goodwill. At first, he thought it was because Bing Oksim had recognized his martial prowess. If not that, he figured Sagong Hu must have some old favor or grudge that even he was unaware of. Apart from those speculations, he couldn’t think of any reason why the North Sea Ice Palace would support them so actively.

Suddenly, a maid shouted from outside. “Elder Sagong has finished the treatment.”

Go Wonjeong grinned and rose to his feet. “I must be going now.”

“I’ll see you again next time.”

Thank you for the tea.“

Go Wonjeong left the room.

Left alone, Bing Oksim slowly emptied her teacup. Worry, which hadn’t been there a moment ago, flickered across her face.
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The Royal Hall of the North Sea Ice Palace was more splendid and magnificent than the residence of any other jianghu leader. Though it seemed to be made of ice at first glance, it was actually crafted from a type of stone that resembled ice.

Stone statues of successive Ice Empresses stood on the four walls of the vast hall. Most were men, but occasionally, there were some women.

Standing by the window was a beautiful woman. She was the current North Sea Empress, Seol Iyeon. Surprisingly, she was also the same woman who had saved Crimson Tiger.

Beyond the window, a breathtaking snowscape unfolded. Seol Iyeon’s snow-white skin suited the vista perfectly.

In the distance, she could see Crimson Tiger’s master and Sagong Hu leaving the Ice Palace, carrying Seohyeon.

Tears welled up in her eyes as she gazed at the frail little girl, her biological daughter. This was why the reclusive North Sea Ice Palace had lent the two old men the Glacial Jade and Ice Jade Bed. 

She sighed inwardly at the faint reflection of herself in the window. Gone was the youthful freshness and carefree spirit she had possessed a decade ago, replaced by a graceful dignity different from the Third Young Lady’s.

“Today’s treatment also ended safely.” So Rang, her aide, reported.

Seol Iyeon stared out the window, saying nothing. Seohyeon had already disappeared into the distance, but tears still streamed down her face.

So Rang stood behind her, unaware she was crying. “Fortunately, the Heavenly Council doesn’t seem to know that we saved him,” she continued her report. “In the end, we were truly fortunate that Dok Yahaeng’s treasure map appeared.”

Dok Yahaeng had a past connection to the North Sea Ice Palace. Back when he dominated the jianghu, he had become a sworn brother to the then Emperor of the North Sea Ice Palace, and their deep friendship had lasted until both of their deaths.

For this reason, Seol Iyeon had personally left the palace when rumors of his treasure map appeared. Thanks to that, she was able to save Crimson Tiger.

“But you mustn’t leave the palace anymore. You were just lucky this time. Please, cut off all ties to that person.”

Finally, Seol Iyeon spoke up. “Are you afraid of those old men?”

So Rang hesitated for a moment before answering. Her expression showed no fear, but her voice revealed otherwise. “Yes, I’m terrified of them. I’m so scared sometimes that I jolt awake in the middle of the night.”

“Why?”

“Are you asking because you don’t know? They’re the only ones who can bring you down, Empress. They’re the ones who can chase you out of this palace!”

“Let them.”

“Empress!”

Seol Iyeon fell silent. Her vacant gaze wandered over the now empty, snow-covered training grounds of the North Sea Ice Palace.

“You mustn’t take the old men of the Heavenly Council lightly!” So Rang stressed.

“The Grand Dame has arrived!” a servant reported.

Seol Iyeon’s eyes, which had been fixed on the window, wavered slightly.

So Rang quickly replied, “Show her in at once.”

The door opened, and Bing Oksim entered. So Rang politely greeted her and then left the room.

Finally, Seol Iyeon tore her gaze from the window. “You’ve come?” she said, her tone polite yet cold.

Bing Oksim glanced at the tear tracks on Seol Iyeon’s cheeks before sitting down. “I heard you did something outrageous.”

“I don’t think it was outrageous.”

“It’ll become a huge problem if they find out. Don’t come crying to me for help then!”

“Don’t worry, that won’t happen.”

Bing Oksim narrowed her eyes. “Are you still angry with me about that incident?”

Seol Iyeon’s gaze deepened as she remembered the events of that day long ago.


“Just kill me instead!” Seol Iyeon screamed, tears streaming down her face as she knelt before Bing Oksim.

Bing Oksim stood before her expressionlessly. “Have you already forgotten your promise?” she asked, her words were as frigid as her face.

“Sob... sniff. I can’t leave my child.”

“Did you not know it would be like this? Did you truly not know?!”

“I-I don’t want to part with her... I can’t...”



Any disciple of the North Sea Ice Palace could undergo a trial to become its ruler. The trial was difficult, requiring one to surpass human limits. Those who passed became the new ruler. However, if two or more people passed the trial in one cycle, the one with the higher score won.

If the passing candidate was a woman, however, she had to face an additional trial that tested her ability to overcome emotions such as joy, anger, sorrow, and pleasure. This trial involved meeting a loved one and then parting from them. This test was called the Parting Sorrow Pass.

This terrible trial was created because the Seventeenth Empress, So Hwagun, had fallen in love with Yang Jan, a renowned expert from the unorthodox sects. In truth, Yang Jan had approached her with the intention of stealing the ultimate martial arts of the Ice Palace, but believing his love was true, she smuggled out the secret techniques and gave them to him.

Fortunately, the guardians of the North Sea Ice Palace executed Yang Jan and recovered the techniques, but So Hwagun despaired over his death and ultimately took her own life. Even as she died, she cursed and condemned the Ice Palace.

This incident caused the North Sea Ice Palace’s reputation to plummet and left a scar on its martial artists. It reignited the argument that a woman could never become ruler, to which the women of the Ice Palace fiercely objected.

Consequently, the Parting Sorrow Pass was created. The idea was to ensure that only a woman with a heart of steel, who held no affection for any man, could become empress.

However, there was a problem with that test. As the saying goes, one can know the depths of ten fathoms of water, yet never truly understand another person. It was impossible to distinguish between someone who was pretending to love and someone who truly loved another person.

Hence, after some trial and error, one more cruel and unnatural condition was added. A candidate had to give birth to a child and then abandon both the father and the child. Only after overcoming the pain of familial separation could one ascend to the position of empress.

The Heavenly Council oversaw that test. When a woman became empress, they monitored her thoroughly. They held no power, only the absolute authority to depose the empress if she ever met the man and child she had abandoned. 

This was what So Rang feared most.

“Didn’t you say you were confident that you wouldn’t truly fall in love?” she grumbled.

Seol Iyeon had no rebuttal. It was true. She had felt that way even when she singled out Kwon Kangho, a seemingly ordinary man she had met in a remote village marketplace. She had felt that way even when she was hunting a tiger with him. She had felt her heart waver a little, but even then she thought she could part with him easily. She was confident that since she had come like the wind, she could leave like the wind.

She couldn’t have been more wrong. She thought love started and ended in the heart. She was confident she could control her feelings, but she realized too late that a person’s emotions were not something to be dismissed so lightly.

“I can part with him, but the child... I can never give up the child.”

“......”

“Please! Let me stay with my child, Master!”

“No. Absolutely not.”

“Sniff... sob, Master. Please! I’ll do whatever you ask from now on. So please, just the child!” Seol Iyeon’s sorrowful screams echoed, and her tears flowed endlessly.

Nevertheless, Bing Oksim was resolute. “You know this is a principle that can’t be changed, don’t you?”

Seol Iyeon gritted her teeth. Until her belly grew, she had been confident she could abandon the child. But the moment she heard the baby’s cry, the moment she first saw the child, everything changed. There were things in this world one couldn’t know without experiencing them, and she was certain that seeing one’s newborn child was at the very top of that list.

Bowing her head, she made a decision. “Then I’ll give up the position of Empress.”

She rose from her seat and strode toward the door, intending to leave the North Sea Ice Palace right then and there.

A cold remark sounded from behind her. “Foolish girl.”

“I’m sorry.”

“If you give up your position, you and your mother will die. So will everyone who cares for you.”

Seol Iyeon flinched and stopped in her tracks.

“Do you think the new ruler will just leave you alone? You, who completed the trial in the shortest amount of time with the highest score? You, the most popular person in this entire Palace? You, whom everyone wished would become ruler? If you thought so, then you’re a foolish girl. Your foolishness will kill your mother and you.”

Seol Iyeon stood there blankly, shocked. Bing Oksim’s attitude was cruel, but her words held an irrefutable truth. Tears streamed down her face again.

Bing Oksim added sharply, “Stop that. What’s needed now are not those cheap tears, but cold rationality.”

Seol Iyeon returned to the present. Bing Oksim’s gaze was as unforgiving as she remembered. The only difference was her attitude. Instead of weeping and wailing, she faced her master resolutely.

These aren’t cheap tears, she wanted to retort, but held herself back. Instead, she answered calmly, “I didn’t choose this path without thinking it over.”

“Then why!?” Bing Oksim shouted, on the verge of exploding with anger. Soon, however, she let out a soft sigh.

She was certain that if she hadn’t persuaded Seol Iyeon back then, she and her mother would have died. The power struggles in the Ice Palace were not as beautiful as the pure white snow that blanketed the land.

“The Heavenly Council is just waiting for you to make a mistake,” she reminded. “They despise the idea of a woman becoming the ruler. Haven’t you been doing well until now?”

Seol Iyeon bit her lip. As Bing Oksim pointed out, she had been doing well. For the first few years, she devoted herself entirely to the countless responsibilities of her new position. She desperately tried not to think about Crimson Tiger and Seohyeon. She only shed tears where no one could see.

Only after a few years, when everyone was convinced she was no longer bound by the past, did she secretly have So Rang look into Crimson Tiger and Seohyeon. The surveillance on her prior to that had been too extensive for her to gather any information.

It was during this time that she learned that Seohyeon was terminally ill, and that Crimson Tiger had become one of the Twelve Phantoms for their daughter’s sake. Since that day, she hadn’t gotten a single peaceful night’s sleep.

Bing Oksim shot up from her seat. “If this continues, you will walk the very path of ruin they desire.”

Seol Iyeon replied calmly, “Don’t worry. I know where I’m going.”

“Do you really?” Bing Oksim stormed out of the room, seething with rage.

When she was gone, Seol Iyeon let out a sigh. Perhaps, as Bing Oksim said, she was tempting fate. 

However, she wasn’t doing this because of Kwon Kangho. She could endure not seeing him again.

She was doing this for her sick daughter. She couldn’t just stand by and watch while the child suffered, could she? 

Nevertheless, she had to act as cautiously as possible, as if she had no connection to Seohyeon’s treatment beyond showing mercy and charity to the less fortunate.

Whenever Seohyeon came to the Ice Palace, she suppressed the urge to run out and hug her daughter. She also suppressed the desire to kill all the old fogeys of the Heavenly Council and meet Kwon Kangho and Seohyeon publicly.

So Rang returned to the hall. “Are you okay?” she asked, studying Seol Iyeon’s face closely.

“No, I’m not okay.” Seol Iyeon stared out the window again. Since that day, she hadn’t been okay even for a single day. “Abandoning my daughter was my decision. I could have chosen not to.”

“But if you had...”

“I would have died with dignity, at the very least. If I hadn’t let go...”

“Empress!”

Seol Iyeon smiled faintly. In the end, everything she said were just excuses. The reality was that she had abandoned her daughter to become Empress of the North Sea Ice Palace.

Her gaze deepened. Even if the whole world understood, neither Kwon Kangho nor Seohyeon would ever forgive her. From the very beginning, she had approached him with impure intentions.

“Once Seohyeon’s treatment is over, I’ll never appear before them again.”

She would provide everything for Seohyeon’s treatment. Even if it meant being dethroned, she wouldn’t compromise on that. However, she resolved never to meet them again after that.

“For his sake, and for the child’s sake.”

She would live with the pain and regret for the rest of her life. She deserved it.

“As long as the child gets better... as long as she gets better... I don’t care what happens to me.”
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Three people climbed a mountain. Seohyeon led the way, followed by Go Wonjeong and Sagong Hu.

Seohyeon skipped and hopped ahead. She looked like she was just playing, but she was actually stepping in a specific pattern, treading precisely on the single safe path within the Primordial Four Symbols Formation.

The two old men were astounded that a child had perfectly memorized the safe path. They often came and went, but it was no easy feat for a girl her age to memorize and navigate it perfectly. Truly, Seohyeon was a bright child.

Of course, nothing would happen to her if she stepped incorrectly. The formation was primarily intended to disorient people and make them lose their way. Nothing untoward would happen to her if she made a mistake. 

Go Wonjeong had studied the Primordial Four Symbols Formation for years and installed it himself to make sure of that. Moreover, he designed the path to look as if no formation was installed at all. Anyone who wasn’t an expert would end up going somewhere else entirely without realizing they were led astray. Their hut near the mountain peak was impossible to stumble upon by chance.

Sagong Hu remarked, “I’m relieved that Hyeon is enduring all of this so well.”

Go Wonjeong nodded in agreement. Seohyeon certainly looked better. Compared to her formerly emaciated frame, she had gained weight and her cheeks were now chubby.

Still, this was only a temporary effect of her medication. From now until winter, they had to focus on increasing her weight and building her stamina so she could endure the final treatment procedure.

“She’s a truly admirable child,” Go Wonjeong marveled.

Sagong Hu smiled. Seohyeon had become indispensable to them both.

“Be careful!” Go Wonjeong suddenly shouted.

“Hehe, don’t worry, Grandpa!”

Even while playing, Seohyeon led the way flawlessly. Having gotten far ahead, she stood on a small stone and waited for them.

“Grandpa, I have something to ask,” she said.

“What is it?”

“What kind of place is the Association where Daddy works?”

“Are you curious about that?” Go Wonjeong asked back. He had told her before that her was working for the Association as a martial artist.

“Yes.”

Go Wonjeong patted Seohyeon on the head. The girl rarely asked about her father. In truth, she was very interested in him, but she often hid her feelings so as not to worry them. She was admirably mature for her age.

“Grandpa will open the path now.” Go Wonjeong scooped Seohyeon into his arms and put her on his shoulders.

“Waaaah!”

Go Wonjeong started walking with the beaming child riding on his shoulders. “In this jianghu, there’s a group called the Evil Coalition.”

“The Evil Coalition?”

“Yes, it’s a place where all the bad people of the jianghu gather.”

Although the world couldn’t be neatly divided into black and white, it was the only way to explain the existence of the New Righteous Association to a child like Seohyeon.

“The Association was created to defeat those bad guys.”

“So Daddy’s doing a good thing.”

“Of course.”

Seohyeon was silent for a moment.

“What’s wrong?”

“If all the world’s villains are gathered there, won’t there be some scary people among them?” she asked worriedly.

Sagong Hu, who had been listening from the side, laughed. “Your father is a scarier and stronger person than any of those wicked villains. All the villains of the Evil Coalition tremble in fear of him.”

“Ah, of course!” Seohyeon breathed a sigh of relief. Of course, being a bright child, she didn’t believe his words naively. She was just trying her best to believe them.

“Hyeon.”

“Yes?”

“The day you recover isn’t far away now.”

“Hehehe! Put me down!”

Anticipation filled Seohyeon’s face. There were so many things she wanted to do with her daddy once she was healthy. No one was waiting for that day more eagerly than her.

She stepped onto the last safe path of the formation and ran off cheerfully.

SSSSSS...

As they exited the formation, the fog lifted. A cozy hut came into view in the distance.

Go Wonjeong’s gaze deepened as he watched Seohyeon dash ahead.

Yes, as long as you keep moving forward like that, a day will come when the fog truly lifts. Your father and this grandfather will make it so.


V7C3: The Case of the Missing Young Master

Sim Daehwan, the Lord of Blade Heaven, frowned as he asked, “How did the Third Young Lady handle this matter?”

“Officially, the Evil Coalition took the blame for the assassination attempt. However, it’s now clear that the Third Young Lady’s scheme has failed,” Myeong Jin, Commander of the Heavenly Blade Squad, Blade Heaven’s most elite martial unit, reported. He was a middle-aged man, and also Sim Daehwan’s most trusted subordinate.

Sim Gahwi, Sim Daehwan’s eldest daughter, stood next to Myeong Jin. Confidence and assertiveness radiated from her, only fitting given her active involvement in managing Blade Heaven’s affairs alongside her father.

“So, what about Paegeuk?”

“Sword Heaven is currently pouring all its efforts into vindicating the First Young Lord.”

“Shit! Fuck those bastards!” Sim Daehwan clicked his tongue in distaste. He had eagerly looked forward to the downfall of both Sword Heaven and the First Young Lord. He wanted to see the detestable Sin Paegeuk ruined!

However, Sin Paegeuk had somehow avoided destruction at the last moment. Now, with the First Young Lord and Sword Heaven working together, their reputation would be restored in no time.

Sim Gahwi added, “That’s not the biggest problem. Since the Chairman announced that he would choose his successor during the Mid-Autumn Festival, the First Young Lord and the Third Young Lady are both plotting to eliminate the other. The Third Young Lady brought the First Young Lord to the verge of collapse, but he has bounced back. I am certain that his full-scale counterattack is about to begin.”

Sim Daehwan and Myeong Jin nodded.

Sim Gahwi lowered her voice, “Father, we must be careful from now on. We don’t know what might happen, when it will happen, or where.”

“Where the hell is Sayeong at such an important time? I haven’t seen him in days,” Sim Daehwan grumbled. Much to his chagrin, his son and heir continued to behave immaturely despite being over twenty years old, unlike his responsible elder sister.

Sim Gahwi took her brother’s side. “It won’t hurt for him to travel and broaden his horizons a bit,” she argued.

Sim Daehwan shook his head. “I wish that were the case, but he’s probably off carousing with lowly courtesans.”

He couldn’t help but think how wonderful it would be if his daughter and son had switched personalities. If that were the case, Blade Heaven would finally be able to surpass Sword Heaven.

An urgent voice sounded from outside the room. “Lord! Lord! Something terrible has happened!”

Sim Gahwi quickly opened the door.

A servant rushed in, breathless and pale-faced. “Young Master has gone missing!” he gasped.
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“Hahahaha! Young Lord Baek is truly a man born with great fortune!” Gu Yangseo laughed so hard the Radiant Hall office seemed to shake. He couldn’t contain his joy. He felt like grabbing Eom Baekyang, who stood before him, and planting a kiss on his cheek.

“I don’t understand it.” Eom Baekyang shook his head. He couldn’t comprehend how the Third Young Lady had suddenly awakened, or why the Evil Coalition was blamed for the incident.

“Her scheme was ruined.”

“Who could do such a thing?”

“Crimson Tiger, of course!” Gu Yangseo exclaimed. He didn’t have any evidence yet, but he believed his guess was correct. Given the distance, Crimson Tiger shouldn’t have been able to make it back to the Association in time, and yet he had pulled off a miracle. “Everyone might think the Two Immortals killed the Evil Blade, but...”

“...Crimson Tiger was probably the one who did it, huh,” Eom Baekyang completed his superior’s line, nodding in agreement.

The two of them belonged to the select few who knew what an exceptional martial artist Crimson Tiger was and how tenacious he was. While they couldn’t be certain, they firmly believed that Crimson Tiger had delivered the killing blow that took the Evil Blade’s life. Of course, the First Young Lord must have given the order from behind the scenes, but that didn’t make the secret agent’s work any less impressive.

“How are Crimson Tiger’s injuries?”

“It looks like he’ll need some time to recover.”

“Well, since his opponent was the Evil Blade... I suppose he’s lucky just to be alive.”

“Indeed.”

“With the Evil Blade dead, the Coalition must surely be in an uproar.”

“That’s likely.”

“For the time being, keep a close watch on their movements.”

“Understood.”

“Oh, and what’s the situation in the jianghu?”

“The First Young Lord’s reputation is recovering quickly. He seems to be actively working to remedy the whole affair.”

“And the Third Young Lady?”

“She’s been unusually quiet.”

“She must have taken a huge blow from this...”

KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK!

“Director! Urgent news!” Hong Sabaek shouted, knocking furiously on the office door.

Startled, the two men hurried outside. If Hong Sabaek had called them out specifically, the situation must be serious.

“What is it?” Gu Yangseo asked.

Hong Sabaek handed him a single sheet of paper. “We just received this.”

Eom Baekyang glanced at the mechanism on the wall. It was stopped on the character for ‘Association,’ meaning the problem was with the Association itself. He unfolded the order and read it.

“This is...” His eyes widened in surprise, and he hastily passed the order to Gu Yangseo.

Gu Yangseo was just as stunned. “Sim Sayeong has gone missing?”

He and Eom Baekyang exchanged a grave look.

“Are you certain this is true?” Gu Yangseo asked Hong Sabaek.

“Yes...”

SHING!

Another order came down, and Hong Sabaek quickly read it. “Blade Heaven has specifically requested two of the Phantoms.”

Gu Yangseo asked quickly, “Who?”

“Chasing Hound and Crimson Tiger,” Hong Sabaek replied. “Especially Crimson Tiger.”

Gu Yangseo and Eom Baekyang were puzzled. They understood why Blade Heaven had requested Chasing Hound. Among the Twelve Phantoms, he was a master of tracking and perfect for finding the missing Sim Sayeong. But Crimson Tiger?

Eom Baekyang asked, “Why are they insisting on Crimson Tiger?”

“They didn’t say why.”

“Damn it! Tell them he can’t go. He’s seriously injured!” Eom Baekyang roared angrily.

“Should I really reply like that?” Hong Sabaek hesitated, glancing at Gu Yangseo. Given Eom Baekyang’s obvious agitation, he judged that a second opinion was necessary.

Gu Yangseo sighed. Considering the circumstances, it was only natural for Blade Heaven to request Crimson Tiger, the top agent among the Twelve Phantoms. In fact, it wouldn’t have been strange if they had asked for all the Phantoms to be mobilized.

Still, Eom Baekyang couldn’t help but feel irritated. “Are you really going to send him?”

“......” Gu Yangseo hesitated to answer.

Hong Sabaek said cautiously, “Actually, they’ve already sent someone directly to Crimson Tiger.”

“What? Why?”

“They intend to enlist his services personally.”

“Those crazy bastards! Get Crimson Tiger out of there right now!” Eom Baekyang screamed, raising his voice even louder. 

Of course, everyone present knew that was impossible. No matter how successful the Radiant Hall was, they couldn’t openly defy Blade Heaven, especially since a prominent young master’s life was at stake.

Eom Baekyang spat in frustration, “Yeah, yeah, I know the spiel. The Phantoms are just consumables. They need to work tirelessly, whether they’re ill or wounded. If Crimson Tiger dies from his injuries, he can be replaced immediately, right? Right?”

“The same applies to you,” Gu Yangseo replied bluntly. Without checking Eom Baekyang’s reaction, he went back into his office.

Eom Baekyang roared at the Radiant Hall scholars, “So? Do you all think the same way?”

Jo Birang opened his mouth to say some useless words of comfort, but Jaegal Soyeon poked him in the side to stop him.

Only after Eom Baekyang stormed out of the operations room did she whisper in his ear, “Smart kids learn to keep their mouths shut when their parents are fighting.”
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“Let me guess, I have a new mission?” Crimson Tiger asked.

Yeon sighed. “This is too unfair.”

Crimson Tiger chuckled. “It’s better to think of it as a chance to earn a lot of money.”

Yeon shook her head. Despite knowing how severe Crimson Tiger’s injuries were, the organization made the heartless decision to assign him a new mission. Needless to say, this also meant that the mission was that critical.

Crimson Tiger asked, “What’s the job?”

“The Lord of Blade Heaven’s son has gone missing.”

Crimson Tiger blinked in shock. “What? How?”

“He seems to have vanished without a trace, along with his escort.”

“......” Crimson Tiger took on a serious expression.

“The Lord of Blade Heaven has two children: the recently missing Sim Sayeong and his older sister, Sim Gahwi.”

“In short, his heir has disappeared?”

“That’s right.”

Crimson Tiger instinctively suspected that this incident was related to the succession war between the First Young Lord and the Third Young Lady. For the heir of Blade Heaven to go missing was a very serious matter, and, in his experience, most events that occurred at such a time were connected.

“Blade Heaven must be in an uproar.”

“Yes, and then some.”

“What kind of person is Sim Sayeong?”

“He’s twenty-two, with a selfish and entitled personality typical of an heir to a powerful family. He’s caused several incidents, most of which were attempts to gain his father’s approval. It’s an open secret that the Lord of Blade Heaven favors his daughter, Sim Gahwi, over his son, Sim Sayeong.”

“Has it been confirmed that he’s missing? Is there a chance he just ran away from home, or something similar? Crimson Tiger asked. Twenty-two was a prime age for a young man to become involved with a woman. It wasn’t unusual for someone that age to disappear for a few days.

“His bodyguard is required to make contact at set times, but he hasn’t made contact for a while.”

Crimson Tiger fell into deep thought. The heir of Blade Heaven must have a very systematic security detail.

“Who is his bodyguard?”

“Dan Hopung, a peak expert. He’s a trustworthy man who has protected Sim Sayeong for a long time. Given the man’s loyal nature, Blade Heaven is treating this as a kidnapping.”

“Does Blade Heaven have any rival factions with a strong enough grudge to kidnap him?”

“If I had to guess, I’d say Sword Heaven, but they’re too focused on restoring the First Young Lord’s honor to commit such an act. There are various other entangled interests besides Sword Heaven, but no one would openly kidnap the heir.”

“This won’t be easy.” Crimson Tiger sighed lightly, but his eyes swiftly sharpened. He sensed a presence far in the distance, beyond what he could previously perceive. His senses had grown more acute.

Noticing Crimson Tiger’s heightened vigilance, Yeon also focused her senses. Five seconds later, she also felt the approaching presence. Previously, they would have noticed an opponent at roughly the same time, because while she was much weaker than Crimson Tiger in martial arts, she was an expert in stealth and qi detection. However, Crimson Tiger’s ability to sense an opponent’s aura had now far surpassed hers—a testament to how much his martial arts had grown.

Yeon launched herself into the air and vanished. Crimson Tiger slipped the Force-Halving Ring he wore on both hands onto one hand, and his clear eyes instantly dulled.

Seconds later, two people entered the area.

“I’m Sim Gahwi,” the woman in the lead introduced herself. Behind her, a middle-aged man, Myeong Jin, glowered at Crimson Tiger with eyes as sharp as a razor’s edge.

Crimson Tiger instantly recognized Myeong Jin’s martial prowess, but this had nothing to do with the Force-Halving Ring lowering his resistance to external pressure. Rather, it was because he could read an opponent’s aura more quickly and clearly than before.

Myeong Jin wasn’t quite at the Evil Blade’s level, but he was stronger than either of the Two Immortals. His aura was as sharp as a blade and as hard as steel. Crimson Tiger could picture the man’s fighting style as if it were laid out before him.

WHOOSH!

About twenty martial artists landed at the entrance. They were all first-rate experts, handpicked from the Heavenly Blade Squad for this mission.

Crimson Tiger suppressed his aura even further, revealing only about ten percent of his strength.

A hint of contempt crossed Myeong Jin’s eyes. Despite all the hype, he still regarded the Twelve Phantoms as nothing more than swords-for-hire, only slightly better than his own subordinates in real combat.

“You must’ve received the order by now,” Sim Gahwi said quickly. “My younger brother, Sim Sayeong, has gone missing. You will help us find him.”

Crimson Tiger studied her. Sim Gahwi was bold and haughty in a different way than Sin Yeongyeong, the daughter of the Lord of Sword Heaven. While Sin Yeongyeong was brash and impulsive, Sim Gahwi fit the image of a prestigious family, albeit lacking in poise and modesty.

Crimson Tiger said calmly, “I don’t know if you came here knowing this, but I haven’t recovered from my injuries yet.”

Myeong Jin narrowed his eyes in rebuke for talking back to Sim Gahwi, but Crimson Tiger ignored him. He had no intention of being polite. He knew from experience how people like Myeong Jin treated their underlings. When dealing with a submissive person, they tended to apply more pressure or give more difficult orders, so he had to remain steadfast no matter what.

Besides, since Myeong Jin and his companions were the ones seeking help despite being aware of his condition, there was no need to try to make a good impression. He would only be looked down upon for that.

“We don’t need your sword.” Sim Gahwi glanced at Myeong Jin and the martial artists behind her as if to say, ‘Do you think I came here to borrow your strength when I have these people with me?’

Crimson Tiger shot back, “Then why did you come looking for me?”

“You people just need to find my brother.”

Crimson Tiger’s eyes narrowed at the words ‘you people.’

Yeon hurriedly sent him a telepathic message, explaining, [You’re scheduled to join up with Chasing Hound. That’s what I was about to tell you when they showed up.]

[Why him of all people?]

[He’s known as the master of tracking among the Phantoms.]

[If so, then why pick me as well?]

Before Yeon could reply, Sim Gahwi told him the answer.

“I heard you’re the best among the Phantoms,” she added. “If you’re the best, you must be different from the others in some way.”
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CLATTER CLATTER!

Crimson Tiger, Sim Gahwi, and Myeong Jin sat in a carriage, heading to the rendezvous point with Chasing Hound. They intended to personally escort Crimson Tiger and Chasing Hound. Behind the carriage, the Heavenly Blade Squad martial artists followed on horseback.

Crimson Tiger silently gazed out the window.

Perhaps bored by the silence, Sim Gahwi suddenly asked, “Why did you start this line of work?”

It was a question showing her own brand of interest, but her tone was laced with disdain for the Twelve Phantoms.

“Because it pays well,” Crimson Tiger answered bluntly.

Myeong Jin sneered. Although he didn’t voice it, he was very displeased with the current situation. He believed that he and the Heavenly Blade Squad could find Sim Sayeong without the Twelve Phantoms, but his lord, Sim Daehwan, had included them to increase their chances of success. 

This was a matter concerning his child’s safety, after all. Deep down, Sim Daehwan probably wanted to mobilize all twelve Phantoms as well as anyone else he could command, but that was unrealistic. Additionally, if useless rumors spread, the entire operation could backfire. Ultimately, he had settled on Crimson Tiger, the Association’s top agent, and Chasing Hound, the tracking master.

Crimson Tiger ignored the obviously irritated man next to him. From what he had observed thus far, Myeong Jin was a typical bureaucratic martial artist. In a way, that was impressive. It was rare for someone with such political inclinations to reach the pinnacle of martial skill. Politicians who had given up martial arts, such as Yagong or Eom Baekyang, were more common.

“So, have you earned a lot of money?” Sim Gahwi asked curiously.

Crimson Tiger laughed inwardly. Having grown up as the precious daughter of Blade Heaven, she had probably never earned a single coin with her own hands. If she had, she wouldn’t be able to ask such a question so easily. “I’ve earned enough,” he answered bluntly, not bothering to hide his disdain.

Contrary to his expectations, though, his candid attitude only seemed to further pique Sim Gahwi’s curiosity. Clearly, she wasn’t particularly worried about her brother’s safety. The fact that she was asking him such questions while her brother was missing was proof of that.

By now, he wasn’t too surprised by such behavior. Many people he had met so far were the same, like the First Young Lord who wanted his own child assassinated, or Sin Yeongyeong who tried to murder her own sister. As such, he felt no aversion toward Sim Gahwi, only pity that she was raised in an environment which shaped her into a heartless, calculating monster.

Sim Gahwi asked again, “How many people have you killed?”

“That’s classified.”

“Aha, I see.” Sim Gahwi smiled. 

Crimson Tiger sensed a rather sharp aura from her. Having been trained in the Lord of Blade Heaven’s martial arts, she should be formidable for her age, but he couldn’t sense any real combat experience from her. She was a novice who would be so flustered by an opponent’s blood splashing on her face that she would drop her sword.

Of course, the Lord of Blade Heaven wouldn’t have sent her out without knowing her limitations. He simply trusted Myeong Jin to protect her.

He cast a sideways glance at the man. From the way Myeong Jin’s lips were twitching, he was undoubtedly sending a telepathic message to Sim Gahwi, likely telling her not to interact with such a lowly creature.

Indeed, after the telepathic exchange, Sim Gahwi stopped talking to him.

Crimson Tiger stared blankly out the window once more. These people were all just passing connections anyway. There was no need to assign meaning to every little action. So what if she was a bit arrogant? Who cared if she acted a little high and mighty? He would never see them again after this incident concluded. There was no need to waste any mental and emotional energy on insignificant matters.

Soon, the carriage stopped at another one of the Association’s safehouses. The group entered the courtyard where a man was sitting alone, drinking. Judging by the bones scattered on the ground, several ducks had already found their way into his stomach.

The man’s narrow eyes, square jaw, and protruding cheekbones gave him an unpleasant appearance, which was further accentuated by his glistening, greasy mouth. To put it nicely, he had a wild charm. To put it frankly, he looked unattractive and gross.

Sim Gahwi couldn’t help but frown. She had never met someone who made such a bad first impression.

Myeong Jin felt the same way. “Are you Chasing Hound?” he asked coldly, his expression rigid.

The man briefly scanned the group before answering, “Yes, that’s me.”

“You received the orders?”

Chasing Hound gave a slight nod, completely unfazed by their blatant revulsion toward his looks. Despite his outward appearance, he was a prudent man.

Myeong Jin nodded. “Then this should be easy.”

Normally, Sim Gahwi should have been the one to speak, but she had taken a step back with a scowl, clearly uncomfortable with the idea of interacting with Chasing Hound.

“I heard your tracking skills are exceptional?” Myeong Jin asked skeptically. This unsightly man didn’t fit the stereotype of a skilled tracker. His terrible exterior overshadowed his abilities.

“So they say,” Chasing Hound responded plainly.

Sim Gahwi blurted out suspiciously, “Somehow, I find that hard to believe.”

Chasing Hound gave off an indifferent air, but he glanced at Crimson Tiger, noticing favorability in his calm expression. “And who are you?”

“Crimson Tiger.”

Chasing Hound’s eyes sparkled momentarily. “So you’re Crimson Tiger!”

Crimson Tiger nodded silently.

Chasing Hound offered the wine bottle he was holding. “Care for a sip?”

Sim Gahwi looked at Crimson Tiger with an expression that said, ‘Are you really going to put your mouth on that filthy bottle?’

Crimson Tiger took the bottle without hesitation, took a refreshing swig, and handed it back. “Is this a floral wine? It’s very strong.”

Chasing Hound grinned. Drinking another’s liquor without hesitation when it could have been poisoned was not something just anyone could do. “You’re even more impressive than the rumors say.”

He didn’t specify which rumors. To do so would be equivalent to expressing his jealousy toward the world’s finest secret agent.

Myeong Jin demanded harshly, “Well, where do we begin?”

“First, tell us what you haven’t told us about this disappearance,” Crimson Tiger suggested evenly.

“What?” Myeong Jin narrowed his eyes at Crimson Tiger. “Do you think we’re hiding something?”

“Yes, because most people hide things.”

Myeong Jin’s pupils dilated. “How insolent!”

Sim Gahwi stepped forward. “Yes, you’re right. We haven’t told you everything.”

“Gahwi!” Myeong Jin snapped.

“It’s alright, Uncle,” Sim Gahwi reassured him. “Since we asked for help, we should tell them everything. Anyway, my brother has been obsessed with something lately.”

“What is it?”

“I don’t know, but my brother was so absorbed in it that he rarely came home.”

“Do you know who your brother last met?”

“No, but I do know where he was right before we lost contact.”

Crimson Tiger took the lead and started walking. “Let’s start there.”

Myeong Jin’s expression hardened at Crimson Tiger’s attitude. From his perspective, it was an utterly audacious act.

Chasing Hound, as if to follow Crimson Tiger’s lead, wiped his greasy hands on his clothes and followed. Sim Gahwi and Myeong Jin shook their heads and followed.

The four of them left the safehouse.
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They arrived at a room in a brothel where Sim Sayeong had visited and summoned the courtesans who were with him that day.

“This is the last place Bodyguard Dan contacted us from. He’s required to report his location twice a day at a set time.”

“If you utter a single lie, I’ll rip your tongue out.” Myeong Jin unleashed his killing intent, terrifying the courtesans into a trembling mess. He barked, “What happened that day?”

“N-Nothing happened. Truly!”

“Tell me everything that happened that day without leaving out a single detail.”

As Myeong Jin pressed the courtesans, Chasing Hound slipped out of the room, his nose twitching.

Crimson Tiger quietly followed him.

“I smell blood,” Chasing Hound remarked as he slowly prowled down the corridor.

Crimson Tiger sniffed the air, but couldn’t smell any blood. He also had a keen sense of smell, but it seemed to pale in comparison to Chasing Hound’s.

Chasing Hound arrived at a room at the end of the hall. “This is the place.”

Crimson Tiger cautiously opened the door, but the room was empty.

Stepping inside, Chasing Hound’s eyes gleamed. “Damn! The smell of blood is overwhelming.”

Crimson Tiger slowly surveyed the room. At first glance, it appeared to be an ordinary room where nothing had happened.

“You two, what are you doing in here?” Sim Gahwi snapped as she entered the room. Her scowl made it clear that she was upset about their decision not to interrogate the courtesans.

Crimson Tiger explained, “There was a fight in here.”

Sim Gahwi scanned the room, but as far as she could tell, there was no trace of a fight. “How do you know that?”

“Please wait a moment.”

“Where are you going?”

Crimson Tiger left the room without answering.

“Really, you two!” Sim Gahwi glared at the blameless Chasing Hound, but he pretended not to notice her and continued to investigate the room.

Finally, Myeong Jin entered the room, having failed to get any useful information from the frightened courtesans. “What are you doing here?”

“They say there was a fight in this room.”

“A fight?” Myeong Jin surveyed the room as well, but he couldn’t find anything.

Just then, Crimson Tiger returned, bringing the proprietor with him. Giving off an intimidating air, he asked, “How many years have you been here?”

“Next year will be my thirtieth,” the proprietor replied. He was a man who had spent thirty years in the liquor business and thirty years in the women business. He had truly been there, done that.

Crimson Tiger nodded. “Good! Then let’s make this easy. I’ll take care of everything so that no harm comes to you or the brothel.”

The proprietor put on a scared expression. “I-I don’t know what you’re talking about...”

“I know someone died here,” Crimson Tiger stated flatly.

The proprietor flinched. Although he was experienced, Crimson Tiger’s gaze, which seemed to pierce right through his soul, was more than he could handle.

Crimson Tiger added, “Let’s not waste any more time, okay?”

Perceiving that Crimson Tiger wasn’t acting on a hunch, the proprietor sighed. “How did you know?”

“You don’t need to know that. Speak honestly. Who did the Young Lord fight in here?”

The proprietors eyes widened in shock, before he realized that his reaction amounted to a confession. He could no longer hide the truth. “W-We couldn’t identify his opponent,” he stammered.

Myeong Jin roared, “You lying bastard! You deceived me even though something like this happened! I’ll kill you all, you fucking sons of bitches!”

Crimson Tiger blocked Myeong Jin as he was about to cut down the proprietor in a single stroke. The martial unit commander radiated killing intent, but he remained composed, saying, “Please leave this matter to me.”

Myeong Jin snorted and stepped back. Although he looked down on Crimson Tiger and Chasing Hound, he wasn’t foolish enough to ruin the mission over personal feelings. His attempt to cut down the proprietor was an act, anticipating that Crimson Tiger would stop him. Thanks to that, the proprietor was thoroughly intimidated.

Crimson Tiger pressured the proprietor once again, using words laced with subtle killing intent. “Tell me everything you know.”

“The young master who was enjoying himself in that room entered this room pretending to be a side dish deliveryman. Thinking back now, it seems he came here with that intention from the start.”

“So what happened?”

“The girls said it was over in a single strike.”

“Are you saying Young Lord Sim killed the man in this room with a surprise attack?”

“That’s right.”

“After killing him, did Young Lord Sim take anything from him?”

“We don’t know. The moment the murder happened, all the girls ran out.”

“Where is the body buried?”

The proprietor hesitated for a moment. He worried this would bring him great harm, but it was too late to back his words. “...We buried it in the backyard.”

“Lead the way.”

“Please try to understand. If word gets out about a murder, we’ll lose all our customers...”

“I understand, so let’s go.”

The five of them went out to the backyard. Crimson Tiger drew his sword and began to dig at the spot the proprietor pointed to. Chasing Hound, who had been watching quietly, helped him.

“Thanks,” Crimson Tiger said.

“Don’t mention it,” Chasing Hound returned, flashing a friendly, if grimy, grin.

Crimson Tiger was the first person in recent times who hadn’t grimaced upon seeing his face. One might say that a man, an expert of the Twelve Phantoms no less, shouldn’t care about something as trivial as his looks, but for Chasing Hound, this was a very sensitive and delicate issue.

Usually, he wore a human skin mask on missions. Using it made him feel more at ease, so he spent most of his time wearing the stuffy mask. When the three had visited earlier, however, he just happened to have it off. Although he didn’t express it, he was very angry about exposing his bare face.

Still, he was taken aback by Crimson Tiger’s complete lack of a reaction. His fellow secret agent didn’t judge by appearances at all, and he wasn’t putting on a show. He was discerning enough to tell that much.

THUD THUD THUD!

The two men worked in tandem, taking turns digging while Sim Gahwi and Myeong Jin observed from a distance. Soon, a corpse was unearthed. Sim Gahwi held her nose and backed up at the foul, rotting stench.

“Move.” Myeong Jin crouched down to examine the body, forcing Crimson Tiger and Chasing Hound to fall back.

Despite meticulously examining the corpse, which was mostly skeletal remains, though, Myeong Jin couldn’t identify whose body it was. He could only determine that the attack that killed him was consistent with Sim Sayeong’s unique martial arts.

He barked at the proprietor, “Did this asshole have any weapons?”

“No, he was unarmed.”

“What...?” Myeong Jin’s scowl deepened.

Crimson Tiger asked nonchalantly, “May we take a look now?”

Myeong Jin snorted and climbed out of the pit, thinking there was no way the Phantoms could uncover something he couldn’t.

Crimson Tiger and Chasing Hound leaped into the pit. Crimson Tiger stripped the corpse of its clothes. Immediately, the stench of decomposition intensified, prompting Myeong Jin and Sim Gahwi to inch further back.

Carefully examining the body, Crimson Tiger discovered a peculiar wound. There was an old, long gash on the rib cage, but it wasn’t caused by a sword. Rather, it was caused by some bone being scraped away deliberately. Strangely, the wound was thick at the top and thin at the bottom.

“Do you know anything about this wound?” Crimson Tiger asked Chasing Hound.

The Chasing Hound examined the wound closely. After studying it for a while, he examined the corpse’s hands. Soon, he nodded and a strange smile appeared on his face. “I know who this is,” he stated.

“Who?”

“The Void Darkness Fist, Baek Oh.”

Crimson Tiger’s eyes widened, and his mind raced. He had heard this name before, somewhere. Racking his brain, he recalled where he had last heard of this person.


“P-Please! Mercy! It was the Void Darkness Fist Baek Oh! He said that captain bastard had a treasure map and told me to steal it!”



The Sword Nerd Bong Yang, whom I killed on a previous mission, confessed that the Void Darkness Fist Baek Oh was the one who ordered him to steal the treasure map.

He gritted his teeth, now certain that this incident was related to that treasure map.

Myeong Jin confronted Chasing Hound: “Are you sure this person is Void Darkness Fist Baek Oh?”

“This wound is from a monstrous bird. Baek Oh always boasted about it, saying he got it when he hunted the creature. The bird’s unique talons leave a wound thick at the top and thin at the bottom, just like this one. Also, I heard that the Void Darkness Fist’s left fist is twice as large as his right.”

Myeong Jin checked the corpse. Indeed, its left hand was much larger than its right.

“Baek Oh is the only martial artist who satisfies both of these conditions,” Chasing Hound asserted.

Sim Gahwi quickly urged Myeong Jin, “We need to investigate everything related to this man right this instant.”

“There’s no need for that,” Crimson Tiger interrupted, climbing out of the pit. “I think I know why Young Lord Sim killed him.”
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The four of them entered the Association’s underground prison.

Myeong Jin demanded, “Who’s in here?”

“You’ll find out when we get there,” Crimson Tiger replied casually.

Sim Gahwi and Myeong Jin weren’t pleased with Crimson Tiger’s attitude, but they followed him obediently. Although his attitude left much to be desired, the man produced results.

They walked down a dark, gloomy corridor and arrived at the last prison cell. A middle-aged man whose body bore the marks of torture sat inside.

Cowering in a corner, the man asked with wide, darting eyes, “W-Who are you?”

He was the leader of the Song Crow Sect, imprisoned for raping and killing the Artistic Swordsman’s younger sister. 

Having been persuaded by Crimson Tiger, the Artistic Swordsman had entrusted the case to the Association. Thanks to Crimson Tiger’s behind-the-scenes efforts, justice was served swiftly and fairly.

Crimson Tiger glanced at Sim Gahwi. 

She stepped forward, acknowledging his unspoken request to leverage Blade Heaven’s authority. “We hail from Blade Heaven.”

Upon hearing the words ‘Blade Heaven,’ the Song Crow Sect Leader flinched. As a man worn down by the tumultuous storms of the jianghu, he felt fear, but at the same time, he also spotted an opportunity. Few knew better than he did how large and fearsome Blade Heaven was. This rang especially true for him, as he had not yet given up hope of escaping this hellhole.

“Why has Blade Heaven come looking for me?” he asked.

Crimson Tiger stepped forward, acting as Sim Gahwi’s subordinate. “To get one answer from you,” he said.

“What do you want to know?”

Crimson Tiger’s eyes sharpened. “Tell us about the Sword God Dok Yahaeng’s treasure map!”

Everyone held their breaths. Surprise spread across the faces of not only the Song Crow Sect Leader, but also the other three, who were hearing of such a map for the first time.

“I know you assaulted the Artistic Swordsman’s family to obtain it!” Crimson Tiger pressed.

“That was a misunderstanding!” the Song Crow Sect Leader cried out defensively. “Wasn’t it already confirmed that the treasure map never existed?”

Crimson Tiger sneered. “Do you seriously believe that?”

Of course, the Song Crow Sect Leader didn’t think so. He still firmly believed the treasure map was real. The main reason he hadn’t given up hope of escaping was because he knew who had the treasure map. Hence, the thought that his visitors had come already knowing everything filled him with despair.

“Y-You can’t do this...” he stammered. “My case is closed. You’re not allowed to interrogate me again!”

Crimson Tiger unleashed his killing intent. “If you don’t start talking right now, today will be your last day in this world.”

The Song Crow Sect Leader slumped against the wall. “I don’t know! I don’t know anything about it!”

Despite his denial, anyone watching could plainly see that he was lying.

CRASH!

Crimson Tiger shattered the prison door.

“Help! Guards! Anyone!” the Song Crow Sect Leader screamed like a madman. However, no martial artists came running even though the prison door was broken.

The eldest daughter of Blade Heaven, one of the Association’s Three Heavens, was present, after all. No guard would dare step forward to defend a prisoner from a minor sect whose chances of liberation were slim.

Crimson Tiger grabbed the Song Crow Sect Leader by the throat. “Your courage in choosing death is commendable!” he snarled, tightening his grip.

Terrified, the Song Crow Sect Leader shrieked, “It was Night! Night stole it!”

Crimson Tiger eyed the Song Crow Sect Leader suspiciously. “If you’re lying, you’d better be prepared for the consequences.”

“I-It’s the truth!”

The four of them went back outside.

Finally, Sim Gahwi couldn’t hold her curiosity in any longer. She demanded stiffly, “Explain what’s going on so I can understand! Right now!”

Crimson Tiger gave an honest account of recent events. He shared that a treasure map had surfaced during a mission, and Sim Sayeong’s disappearance appeared to be connected to it.

Of course, he didn’t reveal everything. By now, he also realized that there wasn’t just one treasure map; several had already been distributed throughout the jianghu. Simply put, all of this was part of either the First Young Lord’s or the Third Young Lady’s scheme.

Still, he felt somewhat relieved. At last, the pieces of the puzzle were falling into place.

Sim Gahwi nodded thoughtfully. “Maybe... that could be it.”

Crimson Tiger’s hypothesis was certainly convincing. Lately, her brother had been obsessed with something. If that something was the Sword God Dok Yahaeng’s treasure map, then it would indeed explain his bizarre behavior. Her brother would do anything to impress their father.

“By the way, who is Night?” she asked.

“He’s a renowned thief in the jianghu,” Crimson Tiger replied, then turned to Chasing Hound. “The onus is on you now.

Chasing Hound smirked smugly. “I’ll show you why I’m called Chasing Hound. A mere thief like that is nothing.”

He took the lead and launched himself forward, with Crimson Tiger trailing close behind.

Sim Gahwi glanced at Myeong Jin and sighed lightly. “I suppose we can’t deny that they’re skilled.”

“......” Myeong Jin was at a loss for words. If not for the two Phantoms, they would still be harassing courtesans. At best, if they had been lucky, they would be rummaging through an unidentifiable corpse while pinching their noses.
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Ten days later, Crimson Tiger and the other three stood before a stone wall. Crimson Tiger activated a mechanism on the wall, which slowly began to slide open.

RUUUMBLE!

Sim Gahwi’s eyes widened as the entrance to a hidden cave was revealed. “The treasure map was real!”

Until they obtained the treasure map from Night, she had thought the whole thing was a hoax. Night was a thief famous for his speedy escapes, but he couldn’t evade a pursuit led by Chasing Hound and Crimson Tiger and supported by the handlers’ network. Within hours, they had acquired Dok Yahaeng’s treasure map.

They went to the location marked on the map, where they found a locked door with a complicated mechanism. Fortunately, Crimson Tiger, the resident mechanical engineering expert, figured out how to open it.

“You two may return now,” Myeong Jin said to Crimson Tiger and Chasing Hound.

He was acting on the slight possibility that the treasure map was real. If Dok Yahaeng’s legacy was genuine, entering with the Phantoms would be disastrous. Blade Heaven would have to kill them both to monopolize any martial arts manual found inside and ensure their silence. 

However, killing two of the Twelve Phantoms posed a considerable risk. The Radiant Hall would surely find their deaths suspicious. Therefore, it was wiser to simply send them away.

Crimson Tiger and Chasing Hound exchanged glances and chuckled, guessing Myeong Jin’s true intentions.

“Very well, we’ll be on our way,” Chasing Hound agreed gleefully.

The pair turned to leave without any lingering attachment.

“Wait! You stay,” Sim Gahwi shouted, pointing at Crimson Tiger.

Crimson Tiger tilted his head. “What for?”

“Someone has to accompany us. This isn’t a request, it’s an order.”

Fearing he might be made to stay as well, Chasing Hound bolted. “I’ll be going then!”

He took off as fast as his legs could carry him. Deep down, he didn’t think the treasure map was real, but if he was wrong and it was, he was certain they would be in great danger. Either way, he judged he had nothing to gain by staying.

Crimson Tiger let out a light sigh, having come to the same conclusion.

Myeong Jin sent a telepathic message to Sim Gahwi. [Why are you taking him with us?]

[Judging by the abilities he’s shown so far, he’ll definitely be helpful.]

[But...]

[We should use what we can use, and isn’t there a saying that it’s better to be safe than sorry?]

Myeong Jin reluctantly agreed, thinking that he could deal with the aftermath of killing just one Phantom. [Fine, I’ll do as you wish.]

[Thank you, Uncle.]

The Heavenly Blade Squad martial artists led the way into the stone cave. 

“Be careful! There could be deadly traps,” Myeong Jin warned sternly.

“Understood, sir!”

“Look over there!” Sim Gahwi pointed to a faint light on the wall. “What’s making it glow like that?”

“Those are fragments left over from the processing of phosphorescent pearls,” Crimson Tiger answered. “Some people prefer to embed the pearl fragments in the walls of artificial structures like this one to provide light. It’s a cheaper alternative to the ridiculously overpriced polished pearls. Of course, even the dust cost a pretty penny, so it isn’t commonly used.” 

Regardless, this alone proved that they were not in a crude cavern with a hastily added door. Slowly, the group advanced deeper into the structure.

“Wait!” Myeong Jin yelled, motioning for everyone to freeze.

He threw a knife into the empty space in front of him, embedding it in the opposite wall. After a brief moment of silence...

CLANG!

A plethora of slender iron spears erupted from the ground. Though it was an ordinary trap, its power was anything but. The spears shot out with incredible speed and force, before disappearing back into the ground without a trace.

“Phew!” Sim Gahwi breathed a sigh of relief. The trap had a time delay feature. If Myeong Jin hadn’t discovered that, she and the Heavenly Blade Squad martial artists would have been skewered. “How did you know?”

Myeong Jin thumped his chest confidently. “Even traps have killing intent.”

“Ah! That’s amazing!” Sim Gahwi marveled. For her, sensing killing intent from an inanimate object was a skill she could only dream of.

Naturally, Crimson Tiger, who was tagging along behind them, also detected the trap. When it came to traps and mechanisms, he was a step above Myeong Jin. Whereas Myeong Jin had relied on his own senses to discover the device, he had received specialized instruction through the Twelve Phantoms’ training program.

For that reason, he was intimately acquainted with a certain fact—although martial art experts tended to look down on traps, a truly terrifying one could kill anyone, novice or master, without leaving a trace. If this place was truly the Sword God Dok Yahaeng’s tomb, or an elaborate trap as he suspected, then far more terrifying contraptions awaited them.

He had to tread as carefully as possible. He had no intention of protecting those who had dragged him in here. He would focus only on keeping himself safe.

The group continued forward.

“Watch out!” Myeong Jin warned again.

PING!

“Kuaargh!” One of the Heavenly Blade Squad martial artists leading the procession collapsed. A hidden weapon had suddenly shot out from the side and pierced his neck.

“Everyone, freeze!” Myeong Jin commanded.

The martial artists froze in place as Myeong Jin rushed through them to where the man had fallen.

FWOOSH FWOOSH FWOOSH FWOOSH FWOOSH!

More hidden weapons shot out from both walls, but Myeong Jin waved his arms rapidly, flapping his long sleeves.

WHAP WHAP WHAP!

A gust of wind erupted from the ends of his sleeves, knocking the incoming hidden weapons off course.

BANG! BANG! BANG!

After deflecting the projectiles, he unleashed a series of punches at the left and right walls. Large holes appeared, exposing and destroying the mechanisms hidden within. No more hidden weapons appeared.

Myeong Jin frowned at his fallen subordinate. “Damn it!”

He had sensed killing intent from the trap, but this time, he was a step too late. Earlier, he had boasted to Sim Gahwi out of pride , but no matter how much of an expert he was, sensing a mechanism’s killing intent beforehand was not easy.

“We’ll leave the body here for now and continue forward,” he growled.

The group resumed their march. Now that there was a casualty, Myeong Jin took the lead. He was an unpleasant man, but he wasn’t so cheap as to sacrifice his subordinates to save his own skin.

After walking about thirty meters, they triggered another trap. This time, iron needles rained down from the ceiling.

CLANG! CLAANG! CLANG!

Myeong Jin swung his sword, deflecting the needles. Upon closer inspection, the weapons were coated in a ghastly, blood-curdling blue poison.

Sim Gahwi exclaimed worriedly, “If Sayeong entered here, does that mean he passed through this place safely?”

Myeong Jin nodded. “Bodyguard Dan is skilled enough to protect him through these halls,” he said, acknowledging Dan Hopung’s abilities. The bodyguard was only one or two levels below himself. He would have been able to break through such traps without getting injured.

“Maybe Sayeong never came in here,” Sim Gahwi mused.

Myeong Jin tilted his head. “Why do you think that?”

“This place was clean before we arrived. If two people had passed through ahead of us, wouldn’t the floor be full of hidden weapons?”

Myeong Jin nodded in agreement.

Sim Gahwi turned to Crimson Tiger. “What do you think?”

Crimson Tiger shrugged, implying he agreed. However, in his mind, he considered one more possibility.

Someone could’ve erased the traces.

The group pushed on. The mechanisms grew more dangerous as they advanced, but Myeong Jin maintained his lead, calmly deflecting hidden weapons as he went. Finally, when they reached the very end, he stopped dead in his tracks.

“Aack!” Sim Gahwi screamed. A man lay collapsed next to the stone chamber door. She ran forward without thinking. “Could it be? Sayeong!”

“No!” Myeong Jin bellowed, launching himself forward.

SHWING! SHWING! SHWING SHWING SHWING!

Hidden weapons burst out from the left wall. Fortunately, Myeong Jin deflected them in time to save Sim Gahwi. Since the type of mechanism was the same as one they had encountered before, defending against it was much easier.

CLANG! CLANG CLANG CLANG! SHWING! SHWING! SHWING!

Another set of hidden weapons burst forth from the rear wall, aiming for Myeong Jin and Sim Gahwi’s backs. Myeong Jin spun around like a bolt of lightning to block them, but more hidden weapons appeared behind him. They were sandwiched.

“No!” Myeong Jin sprang toward Sim Gahwi as fast as he could, but he was too late.

The trap exploited human psychology with a feint to catch them off guard. He had assumed that hidden weapons would only shoot out from one wall, but this trap was designed so that weapons would fire at them from multiple directions at once. The attack that he had just blocked was the feint, and the real attack was the one aimed at Sim Gahwi.

CLAAANG! CLANG CLANG CLANG!

Before the hidden weapons could embed themselves in Sim Gahwi’s body, they were deflected. During the chaos, Crimson Tiger had moved to shield her. Since he was close enough to save her, he couldn’t just ignore her, or he would end up taking the blame for her death.

Myeong Jin ran over and checked on Sim Gahwi. “Are you alright?”

“Yes...” Sim Gahwi replied, her complexion pale.

Myeong Jin approached Crimson Tiger. “Thank you,” he said, offering his heartfelt gratitude. Any hostility he had felt toward the man had diminished significantly. If Sim Gahwi had died, his own life would have been forfeit as well.

Crimson Tiger nodded in acknowledgment. “Don’t mention it.”

“Thank you.” Sim Gahwi also thanked Crimson Tiger.

“Enough with the pleasantries. Let’s examine the body.” Crimson Tiger approached the corpse on the floor and rolled it over.

“Eeeek!” Sim Gahwi gasped in horror. The body belonged to her brother’s bodyguard, Dan Hopung. 

“...!!” Myeong Jin fell into shocked silence as well.

RUMBLE!

Suddenly, the stone wall in front of them slid open, revealing the room’s interior.

Sim Gahwi’s eyes widened so much that they almost tore. She wanted to scream, but she was too shaken up to make a sound.

Crimson Tiger and Myeong Jin were no less astonished. Stunned, both men stood motionless, their eyes blank.

Far inside the stone chamber, on a flight of stairs, rested Sim Sayeong’s corpse.

KRAKOOM!

A clap of thunder that only the Crimson Tiger could hear resounded, heralding the start of a bloody storm.


V7C4: The First Young Lord's Counterattack

Silence filled the operations room of the Radiant Hall. The death of Sim Sayeong threw Blade Heaven into an uproar and put every organization in the Association on edge. Since Blade Heaven was one of the three largest powers in the Association, their heir’s death was no ordinary affair. 

Until now, the conflict between Baek Museong and Ju Hwayin had resulted in various incidents, but no deaths. However, the heir of Blade Heaven had lost his life this time. No one could begin to guess what consequences would follow.

Hong Sabaek reported, “All the Phantoms have been recalled, and all ongoing operations have been converted to short-term missions.”

Eom Baekyang nodded in a daze. “Once the current operations are complete, everyone will be on standby.”

Everyone was gathered, their faces tense. Even Gu Yangseo had left his office to join the Radiant Hall scholars.

They were shifting to a system in which the Phantoms could be mobilized at any moment. On the map hanging on the wall, twelve differently colored flags were pinned, and one by one, they inched closer toward Association Headquarters.

“What’s the current situation with Blade Heaven?” Eom Baekyang asked.

Im Yeongdal grimly replied, “Don’t even ask. The mood is so tense that you could lose your head just for coughing.”

“What about the cave where the body was found?”

“Blade Heaven has completely sealed it off, and their martial artists are conducting their own investigation.”

Gu Yangseo cut in. “What about Crimson Tiger?”

“He’s still with the Blade Heaven martial artists.”

Gu Yangseo nodded blankly. He showed no emotion, making it impossible to know what he was thinking.

Eom Baekyang grumbled, “They’re using Crimson Tiger as if he’s their private soldier.”

“Given the gravity of the situation, it’s understandable.”

“Well, that’s true, but...” Eom Baekyang sighed and left his words hanging, knowing there was nothing he could do for Crimson Tiger.

Even the usually playful members of the Radiant Hall were silent, showing how serious this matter was.

CLANK, SHWING!

Another order arrived.

“What is it this time?” Eom Baekyang asked.

Jaegal Soyeon reported quickly, her expression grave. “They’ve found a clue in the cave.”
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Ten hours later, the Heavenly Blade Squad stormed a large manor, flooding the estate like a black tsunami. The initial assault force numbered over a hundred, with an equal number forming an impenetrable perimeter around the compound. The blockade was so tight that not even an ant could escape.

“Intruders! Stop them!”

Martial artists poured out of the manor’s buildings, and a fight broke out immediately without a single word of warning.

CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!

Before five seconds were up, screams echoed through the air. The first to fall were the manor’s martial artists. Although they were skilled, they were outnumbered three to one. The outcome was inevitable.

One by one, the manor’s martial artists fell, screaming.

CRUNCH!

The Blade Heaven martial artists smashed through the windows and stormed the buildings. Sim Gahwi and Myeong Jin followed closely behind, with Crimson Tiger bringing up the rear.

Ultimately, Sim Gahwi had insisted on bringing Crimson Tiger along. He played a major role in finding the cave and even saved her life. It was only natural for her to want to continue working with him.

Sim Gahwi and Myeong Jin’s eyes glinted coldly as they surveyed the scene of carnage. They had discovered a martial artist secretly monitoring the cave by pure luck. After following him, they found this manor.

“Kuaaaargh!”

Screams erupted from every direction, yet not a single one of the manor’s martial artists surrendered.

Once the situation was mostly under control, Myeong Jin infused his voice with qi and shouted, “Capture a few of them alive!”

Fifteen minutes later, the area was secured. As commanded, a dozen men were dragged forward, their acupoints sealed.

Myeong Jin pulled one of them to his feet, only to be glared at with hatred.

CRACK!

Myeong Jin delivered a blow to the prisoner’s forehead with his palm without hesitation. The man’s skull shattered, and he died instantly.

He silently hauled the next man to his feet. Like the first one, he too glared at Myeong Jin venomously.

CRACK!

Again, Myeong Jin dealt a fatal blow without asking a single question. The prisoner’s head was crushed, and he crumpled to the ground, dead.

Myeong Jin proceeded to the next prisoner. Fortunately, not all of the manor’s warriors were defiant.

This third man’s eyes trembled as he faced Myeong Jin. He was afraid of death. 

Noticing his fear, Myeong Jin finally spoke. “Who are you?” he demanded.

“......” The prisoner hesitated for a moment.

“Answer, and I’ll spare your life.”

The prisoner wavered. Before he could respond, Myeong Jin unleashed a flurry of palm strikes.

BAM BAM BAM BAM BAM!

The brutal attack was aimed at the remaining men behind them. All of them died instantly, screaming in agony.

The single remaining prisoner squeezed his eyes shut.

Myeong Jin turned back to him. “Now there’s no need to worry about what others think. Answer my questions, and you can start a new life. I personally guarantee your survival!”

Crimson Tiger was surprised by Myeong Jin’s actions, but he kept it to himself. 

No ordinary person could easily pull off such a decisive move.

Had this man chosen to kill himself, they would have lost all their hostages, yet Myeong Jin hadn’t hesitated.

“Who are you?” Myeong Jin asked again.

His gamble paid off.

“We’re the Black Sandstorm,” the prisoner replied.

Myeong Jin tilted his head in puzzlement. He had never heard of such an organization before. 

Sim Gahwi asked Crimson Tiger, “Do you recognize that name?”

Crimson Tiger nodded. The Black Sandstorm was a notorious mercenary organization in the jianghu, famous for always completing their commissions. “They’re a mercenary group.”

Myeong Jin nodded, satisfied with the concise reply. He turned back to the prisoner. “What was your objective?”

“It was...” The prisoner hesitated, but only briefly. He had already passed the point of no return. “To create a fake treasure map and fill a cave with traps.”

A flash of killing intent flickered in Myeong Jin’s eyes, but he suppressed it and asked again, “Who commissioned this job?”

“I don’t know.”

Myeong Jin stared into the prisoner’s eyes. Convinced he wasn’t lying, he clenched his hand into a fist.

“You said you’d let me live!” the man shouted, sensing his impending death.

CRUNCH!

The man slumped to the ground. Myeong Jin regarded the corpse emotionlessly. “As if I’d honor a promise to an insect like you!”

Now that he knew the name of the enemy organization, the prisoner had outlived his usefulness.

Crimson Tiger furrowed his brow slightly. Even against an enemy, he did not approve of such interrogation methods. Nevertheless, he didn’t express his discomfort. He had no business interfering in this matter.

Sim Gahwi stood firm amid the overwhelming stench of blood. Her brother’s death had forced her to steel her heart. She was now the sole surviving heir of Blade Heaven. She asked Crimson Tiger again, “You said the Black Sandstorm is a mercenary group?”

“That’s right.”

“So they’re assassins?”

“Strictly speaking, they aren’t an assassination organization. They also take on jobs to rescue people. Anything for money.”

Sim Gahwi nodded. “I see.”

Myeong Jin sneered, “In other words, they’re human trash.”

“For a bunch of nobodies, they’re quite skilled,” Sim Gahwi countered.

“Hmph!” Myeong Jin snorted, but he couldn’t deny her point. It wasn’t just the mercenaries’ skills that stood out. Their defiance in the face of death was unusual for mere hirelings.

Suddenly, a subordinate came running. “We’ve captured a man hiding in a secluded spot.”

Behind him, Blade Heaven’s martial artists dragged out an old man. Judging by the old man’s well-tailored clothes, he clearly occupied a high position. 

Myeong Jin stared intently at the captive. “Hiding while your subordinates are dying means you’re either a coward...” 

He strode forward and abruptly twisted the old man’s arm.

CRUNCH!

“Kuaaaargh!” A horrific scream burst from the old man’s mouth as his broken arm dangled uselessly. 

Myeong Jin narrowed his eyes. “...Or perhaps you have a reason you can’t die. I’ll ask you one thing. Who is behind this?”

The old man remained silent. At the very least, he didn’t look like a coward.

“Answer me, and I’ll grant you a painless death,” Myeong Jin threatened.

Finally, the old man roared, “You half-witted son of a bitch! Stop flapping your gums and just kill me! Hmph! I’m looking forward to seeing just how much pain you can put me through.”

“Commander!” a subordinate called out, bringing over several books. “We found these in the secret room where he was hiding.”

The old man flinched involuntarily, but quickly averted his gaze and pretended to be unperturbed. 

Myeong Jin’s eyes sparkled as he flipped through the books. “You vile bastards investigated your client to find out who the real commissioner was, and even made a ledger of it. Is this how you survived? Hmm? Where’s the last page? Tell me what you did with the last page!”

The old man’s lips remained tightly sealed.

“Search his clothes,” Myeong Jin commanded.

His subordinates rushed forward and searched the old man.

“Hmph! Search all you want!” the old man laughed.

As the old man said, no matter how much they searched, they couldn’t find the last page on him.

“There are no signs of the final page being torn and discarded, nor any signs of it being burned nearby,” a subordinate reported.

Myeong Jin said coldly, “Then there’s only one answer. He swallowed it.”

The old man flinched, seemingly shocked that his secret had been discovered. 

Myeong Jin drew his sword. “You’re nervous. I can feel your heart beating faster.”

Eyes glinting like a predator before its prey, he aimed his sword at the old man’s chest, intending to slice him open from solar plexus to stomach.

“Wait!” Crimson Tiger shouted. He stepped forward, stopping Myeong Jin. “He didn’t swallow the missing page.”

“What?” Myeong Jin stared at Crimson Tiger in shock. “How do you know that?”

“He’s deliberately acting as if he swallowed it because he wants you to kill him,” Crimson Tiger explained. He had been observing the old man carefully since the very beginning. He was clearly a calculating individual. If he had truly swallowed it, he wouldn’t have acted in a way that would result in him being discovered so easily.

The old man screamed, “Nonsense! Where did you come from, you idiot? How dare you spout such crap!”

Crimson Tiger frowned. The old man’s vehement reaction only confirmed his suspicions. “Let me try searching for it,” he said, approaching the old man. Lifting the old man’s disheveled clothes, he found a hastily stitched-up wound about an inch long on his side.

FWOOSH!

He slashed the incision open, revealing a small bamboo tube less than half the size of a little finger hidden within.

“......” The old man’s expression darkened in despair.

Crimson Tiger shook his head. The old man must have thought that if he died from having his stomach cut open, the wound would go unnoticed, but he was mistaken. His corpse would be subjected to a thorough autopsy, and the coroner wouldn’t miss such a significant injury. Since the secret was bound to get out anyway, he decided to save the old man’s life first.

Myeong Jin walked over and picked up the bamboo tube. Upon opening it, a rolled-up piece of paper fell out. It was the last page of the ledger.

“No!” The old man shrieked, but his cry only attested to the importance of the information the page contained.

Sim Gahwi stood beside Myeong Jin and read the contents of the page. The name of the person who commissioned the job was written there.

The moment they saw it, the pair was so stunned they couldn’t speak.

Crimson Tiger peered over Sim Gahwi’s shoulder. Three familiar characters instantly caught his eye—Ju Hwayin (周華璘).
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At the same time, the highest-ranking Association leaders gathered in a secret meeting room and anxiously eyed Sim Daehwan, the Lord of Blade Heaven. Having lost his son, he was like an active volcano on the verge of eruption. Nobody wanted to provoke him and face his wrath, except for one person—Sin Paegeuk, the Lord of Sword Heaven.

“My condolences. I don’t know what to say to comfort you,” Sin Paegeuk consoled sincerely. No matter how bad their relationship was, he had no intention of mocking a man who had lost his child. “I’ll make sure to catch the one behind this.”

Sim Daehwan nodded silently. Only then did the other elders, who had been observing cautiously, approach and offer their own condolences. The murder of a child was certain to provoke public outrage.

KNOCK KNOCK!

Baek Museong walked into the room.

“You’re here,” Sin Paegeuk greeted warmly.

Baek Museong bowed politely, but inwardly, he scoffed. I’ll never forget the look on Sin Paegeuk’s face when the assassin who attacked Ju Hwayin said my name. He completely ignored me after that, yet once the crisis passed, he behaved as if nothing had ever happened. 

Of course, Baek Museong had no intention of openly blaming him for it. Such was Sin Paegeuk’s way of life. The more weaknesses he revealed, the easier he would be to manipulate.

The elders apologized to Baek Museong in turn.

“It’s a relief the truth has been revealed.”

“We knew from the start it had to be the work of the Evil Coalition.”

“You’ve been through a lot.”

Despite their words, none of them truly believed the Evil Coalition was behind the assassination attempt. Most of them assumed that Baek Museong had employed some unknown method to overcome the crisis.

“Thank you for your concern. I’m fine now.” Baek Museong greeted each elder courteously, then approached Sim Daehwan. “I’m sorry for your loss. Your grief must be immense.”

“......” Sim Daehwan nodded solemnly, but said nothing. He did not like Baek Museong, who had joined hands with Sword Heaven.

Baek Museong added, “I’m sure Sayeong has gone to a better place.”

“...I believe so.”

“I will ensure that the Association’s judgment falls upon the mastermind.”

Sim Daehwan nodded again. 

KNOCK KNOCK!

Ju Hwayin entered the meeting room. The elders now consoled her.

“It’s a relief you’ve woken up safely.”

“The heavens are helping you!”

“The day will soon come when we root out those wicked Evil Coalition bastards.”

Ju Hwayin smiled and graciously accepted their words of comfort. The elders were truly busy trying to appease everyone.

She understood them, and she knew that her senior brother did too. Although the elders seemed to sway like reeds, it was precisely because of this that they could engage in their succession war. 

Ultimately, these old folks were a prize for the victor. They couldn’t be commanded like subordinates, but they were essential to running the Association.

“I’m glad you’ve awoken,” Baek Museong said. 

Ju Hwayin smiled brightly. This was the first time they had met since the assassination attempt on her. “Thank you for your concern.” 

“I was really worried.”

The two looked at each other and smiled. Indeed, Baek Museong was the one who had been most worried that she might not wake up.

Despite her outward smile, however, she felt cold inside. The moment she heard that Sim Sayeong had died, her heart hadn’t stopped pounding. A sense of foreboding gripped her and wouldn’t let go. Just as when she attacked Baek Museong, this event was also unfolding with impeccable perfection, like interlocking gears.

She belatedly clasped her hands together and greeted Sim Daehwan. “I offer my deepest condolences.”

Sim Daehwan nodded once, saying nothing. His indifference toward her was especially apparent, leaving her feeling even more anxious.

KNOCK KNOCK!

Finally, Elder Hwa Jong entered. “My apologies for the long wait,” he said stiffly, clearly more tense than usual. “The tragedy surrounding the fake treasure map was a horrific event that should never have happened. We elders won’t just sit back and watch.”

Everyone voiced their agreement.

“Fortunately, Blade Heaven has found a clue regarding this matter.” Hwa Jong reached into his robes and took out a piece of paper. “Following that clue, we found the mastermind behind this incident. This is a secret letter that the enemy leader carried, concealed in his own flesh.”

The bloodstains on the paper looked gruesome.

“After comparing it with the ledgers we seized, we’ve concluded that the contents of the letter are accurate.”

The Elders raised their voices. “Who is the bastard who deserves to be chewed up and spat out?”

Hwa Jong hesitated, raising the tension in the room. Finally, he whispered, “The one who commissioned it is in this very room.”

A deafening silence settled. The elders’ gazes naturally turned to Ju Hwayin and Baek Museong. The mastermind had to be one of them.

Their expressions gave it away. While Baek Museong appeared relaxed, Ju Hwayin’s face was completely rigid.

Hwa Jong stared silently at Ju Hwayin.

Everyone was inwardly horrified. They had suspected it, but they had never imagined Ju Hwayin’s would actually be mentioned. They looked back and forth between Sim Daehwan and Ju Hwayin.

Sim Daehwan already knew she was the mastermind from Sim Gahwi’s report. He had simply remained silent while Hwa Jong confirmed the fact. Now, everything had been revealed to be true. Hwa Jong was a core Elder who wouldn’t have investigated carelessly. Moreover, he was a man who belonged to neither faction. His fairness could be trusted.

He released his killing intent. Everyone backed away in fear, but Ju Hwayin remained composed.

“Will you explain yourself?” he demanded.

Ju Hwayin replied calmly, “No, I will not.”

Sim Daehwan’s eyes narrowed into slits. “Does that mean you admit to orchestrating this incident?”

“Of course not. I have no involvement in this matter.”

Sim Daehwan sneered. “Of course you don’t.”

Hwa Jong continued in a low voice. “The old man we captured confessed that they created the fake treasure map to kill Young Lord Baek.”

“And you still dare to feign ignorance!” Sim Daehwan roared, grinding his teeth. The grief and anger of losing his son paralyzed his reason, compelling him to believe his son had been unjustly caught in a trap Ju Hwayin had set to kill the First Young Lord.

Ju Hwayin met his resentful gaze without flinching. “My Lord, you seem convinced that I am the culprit.”

“Because you are!”

“If I were behind this... I wouldn’t have left that old man alive.”

“I don’t want to hear your excuses!”

SWOOOOSH!

Sim Daehwan drew his dao so quickly that even Hwa Jong, who was standing next to him, couldn’t react.

KABOOOM!

The wall behind Ju Hwayin was completely destroyed by Sim Daehwan’s dao qi.

In the end, he couldn’t bring himself to cut her down. He still needed more concrete evidence. Even if she was proven guilty, this wasn’t the way to punish her.

Ju Hwayin fixed a steady gaze on Sim Daehwan, holding her ground.

Sim Daehwan’s eyes blazed. “I won’t let you die a peaceful death.”

Ju Hwayin turned away without a word. Right before she left, her eyes met Baek Museong’s. In his calm gaze, she saw the satisfaction of someone returning a favor in kind.

So this is Senior Brother’s work after all.

Baek Museong’s counterattack had begun. No matter how much she struggled and claimed innocence, the Lord of Blade Heaven wouldn’t believe her. He needed to hold someone responsible for his son’s death, and he wasn’t in a state of mind to care who it was.

She stormed out of the room without another word. Lee Dansim was waiting outside the building.

Lee Dansim froze at the sight of her mistress’s stiff expression.

Ju Hwayin confirmed her worst fears, saying, “We’ve been framed for Sim Sayeong’s death.”

Lee Dansim’s face fell. Their failure to finish off Baek Museong had come back to haunt them. A wounded beast was always more ferocious. “What do we do now?”

“We’ll need to open the emergency safe and retrieve the secret backup plan, of course.”

“Is there another one?” Lee Dansim asked in frustration, even though she knew it was a joke.

Ju Hwayin smiled bitterly. “No, but now that I’m the one cornered, a certain someone comes to mind.”

Lee Dansim realized she was talking about Crimson Tiger. “Young Lady, didn’t you try to kill him?”

“I did.”

“And doesn’t he know that?”

“He does.”

“Then why would he help us?”

Ju Hwayin looked up at the clear sky, her eyes reflecting a bitterness at odds with the pleasant weather. “As much as I hate it, don’t we have one last trump card left to play?”
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“Welcome back!” Sanggwan Wol greeted Crimson Tiger with a smile when he arrived at the Sixteenth Branch late in the afternoon. “Did you finish taking care of your business?”

“Of course.”

“It seems you traveled far this time.”

Crimson Tiger sighed deeply. “Yeah, it turned out that way.”

Only after everything was revealed could he finally detach himself from Blade Heaven’s affairs. Although Sim Gahwi seemed to have developed a liking for him, she could not openly employ his services any longer. Thanks to that, he was able to escape the troublesome woman and return to the Sixteenth Branch.

As he and Sanggwan Wol walked toward the office side by side, he glanced at the man. For some reason, Sanggwan Wol’s mood seemed gloomier than usual, but since he didn’t mention anything, Crimson Tiger didn’t press the issue.

They entered the office. Stacked on Crimson Tiger’s desk was a large pile of documents he hadn’t had time to review. Luckily, all he had to do was stamp the documents Sanggwan Wol had already sorted, and since the Radiant Hall secretly managed this place, it didn’t matter if they were late.

“I’ll take care of the documents later.”

“Yes, please rest for now.”

Crimson Tiger had barely sat down when the door opened again.

Standing outside, Sanggwan Wol said worriedly, “Actually, a new problem has come up.”

“What kind of problem?”

“Have you ever heard of the Twin Blade Sect?”

“The Twin Blade Sect?” Crimson Tiger shook his head.

“I thought so. The Twin Blade Sect is one of the most influential sects in the area. They use a dual-blade technique with one long dao and one short dao. Apparently, they have nearly two hundred disciples.”

“And?”

“Their Sect Leader wants to see you, Branch Manager. He’s been coming every day for the past few days, and he’ll probably come again today.”

“Why does he want to see me?”

“He says he’ll tell you in person.”

Crimson Tiger tilted his head in confusion. “Why is this a problem?”

Sanggwan Wol replied hesitantly, “Their reputation isn’t good, and... the previous Branch Manager also had ties with them.”

Finally, Crimson Tiger grasped the situation. Evidently, the former branch manager had engaged in illegal dealings with the Twin Blade Sect. “I see. When they arrive, please send them to me.”

“Will you be alright?”

Crimson Tiger nodded with a relaxed smile. 

Nevertheless, Sanggwan Wol still felt uneasy. The leader of the Twin Blade Sect he was a very cruel and vicious man. For this reason, the previous Branch Manager had been constantly coerced by him.

If they were a martial unit of the Association, the Twin Blade Sect wouldn’t dare threaten them, but they were just a small transport department branch. The Twin Blade Sect Leader probably figured he could eliminate a mere Branch Manager without repercussion if things went sour.

Deep down, he hoped that Crimson Tiger wouldn’t get entangled with those thugs , and it wasn’t just because his new boss had gifted his son a book. He genuinely liked Crimson Tiger as a person. However, as long as those bastards persisted in making contact, he knew his prayers were likely in vain.

Sighing, he nodded. “Understood. I’ll handle it that way.”

After Sanggwan Wol left, Crimson Tiger slumped in his chair. He wasn’t concerned about the Twin Blade Sect. The First Young Lord’s counterattack was much more pressing.

Baek Museong had chosen a radical approach by killing the heir of Blade Heaven. As extreme as the method was, he was sure that it would have a tremendous impact. Everything was now unfolding in an unpredictable way. One misstep could lead to a lifetime of regret. He had to remain constantly vigilant and careful.

Far outside the window, the sun was sinking below the horizon. The sight was truly spectacular. 

The beautiful scene triggered memories of his daughter. Seohyeon’s voice echoed in his mind.


“Daddy! I hope we can live together soon!”



He stretched his hand out in front of him, a warm smile playing across his lips. For a moment, he felt as if his daughter was right in front of him. He wanted to hold her tiny hand and gently stroke her cute cheeks. He wanted to lift her onto his shoulders and revel in this beautiful vista with her.

Unfortunately, his sweet fantasy was short-lived.

“Hahaha! I finally get to see you!” a man laughed as he abruptly flung open the door.

Crimson Tiger raised an eyebrow in annoyance, but he quickly composed himself and adjusted his chair’s orientation. A middle-aged man entered without invitation, followed by two henchmen.

The rude man grabbed a chair from the other side of Crimson Tiger’s desk, plopped down on it, and introduced himself. “I’m Sect Leader Tang Baek of the Twin Blade Sect.”

Crimson Tiger sat in his chair and stared at him without a word. Tang Baek’s entourage must have been handpicked for their imposing presence and intimidating looks.

“Fufufu, there’s no need to be nervous,” Tang Baek sneered, mistaking Crimson Tiger’s nonchalance for fear.

Right outside the door, Sanggwan Wol paced restlessly. Clearly, his attempts to stop the Twin Blade Sect had fallen on deaf ears, and they had barged in.

Only when Crimson Tiger gave him a quick nod to let him know it was fine did Sanggwan Wol quietly close the door with a sigh.

“You’re the Sect Leader of the Twin Blade Sect?” Crimson Tiger asked.

Tang Baek nodded proudly. “That’s right.”

Crimson Tiger saw the life Tang Baek had led in his face. It was a life marked by coercion, threats, and violence—the vulgar and despicable way of someone who bowed to the strong and trampled on the weak to get ahead. “What brings you here?”

Tang Baek blinked in disbelief. This was not the reception he had expected. He thought the new branch manager would have surely heard about him, and the subordinates standing behind him had the ideal faces for intimidation.

He’s got some backbone, huh?

Still, he was relaxed. Winning over a mere Association Branch Manager hardly counted as a challenge in the grand scheme of his life.

“You two, get out!” he barked.

“Yes, Sect Leader!” the two martial artists answered sharply and left the room.

He turned back to Crimson Tiger. “I took in orphaned children of the jianghu one at a time, and now my disciples number over two hundred. They’re all children who have lived rough lives , but they would jump into the fires of hell if I ordered them to.” Tang Baek laid out his blatant threat, then continued suggestively, “As one man to another, I’ll be blunt. Are you interested in making some money?”

“......” Crimson Tiger didn’t answer.

“How much do you earn a month? Eleven taels, is that right?”

“It’s twelve taels.”

“Haha, it went up by one tael at least.” Tang Baek laughed contemptuously. “I’ll give you fifty taels a month.”

Fifty taels a month meant six hundred a year. That was more than an Association Captain earned, certainly enough to tempt most people.

“Fifty taels a month? Why would you give me such a large sum of money?”

“You just have to do me one small favor.”

“What do you want?”

“Nothing much. Just lend us the things you have stashed away in the corner of your warehouse for a while.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“It means we’ll be using the horses and carriages from this branch. They’re just gathering horse dung and dust anyway, aren’t they?”

Crimson Tiger snickered. The previous branch manager must have colluded with this man and loaned out the Sixteenth Branch’s horses and carriages without authorization. Since the Sixteenth Branch was a place of little importance, with almost no movement of goods or personnel, such illicit deals were possible.

“Fifty taels...” He pretended to mull over the proposal for a while, before finally saying, “That’s too little.”

Tang Baek grinned, thinking the matter would be easily resolved. “Then how much do you want?”

“Five thousand taels a month!”

For a moment, Tang Baek scowled, but then he burst out laughing. “Hahaha! What kind of joke is that?”

“......” Crimson Tiger didn’t share in his mirth.

Tang Baek’s expression slowly darkened. “You’re not joking, are you?”

Crimson Tiger nodded. “Give me five thousand taels, and I’ll do what you want.”

“You must not know how the world works yet.”

Crimson Tiger smirked. Perhaps he was right. All he had learned so far was how to deal with evil bastards. I know how to tell if someone is lying, identify what martial arts they use, spot where they hide their weapons, and detoxify poison when there’s no antidote. Do such things count as knowing how the world works?

“I hear that from time to time.”

“A long time ago, there was an idiot who acted all high and mighty just because he was an Association Branch Manager. Do you know what happened to him?” Tang Baek threatened blatantly, “His head was cut off in his sleep. Who would’ve guessed that stiff neck of his would be severed so easily? The culprit was never caught. You know how it is, right? All jianghu people are entangled in complex grudges. Fufufu!”

Crimson Tiger scoffed. Judging by how this man treated an Association Branch Manager, one could easily imagine how he behaved toward ordinary folks. “I understand, so please leave! We can talk next time.”

Tang Baek’s eyes narrowed fiercely at the cold dismissal. “Boys!” he yelled, summoning his underlings.

CLACK!

The door opened, and someone entered. Still facing Crimson Tiger, Tang Baek smiled slyly and said, “The Branch Manager is asking for five thousand taels a month.”

“Considering his value, that’s quite cheap,” a sweet female voice replied.

Tang Baek whipped around in surprise. Ju Hwayin was standing behind him, and through the open door, he could see his subordinates lying on the floor next to Lee Dansim.

A dazed Sanggwan Wol teetered nearby, on the verge of fainting from the shock of seeing the Third Young Lady in a place rarely visited by even low-level Association martial artists.

Lee Dansim quietly closed the door.

Ju Hwayin said gently, “For five thousand taels a month... I’d be willing to buy him for life.”

Tang Baek was dumbfounded. “W-Who are you, Young Lady?” he stammered nervously. He could have sworn he had never seen such a beautiful woman before. He was so mesmerized by her, he had already forgotten about Crimson Tiger.

Ju Hwayin giggled, “I’m a delicate damsel in distress.”

“I’ll help you! Is there anything I can do to help?” Tang Baek immediately offered, completely bewitched.

“Yes. there is.”

“What is it? I’ll do anything for you!”

Ju Hwayin’s eyes turned icy. “I need to demonstrate just how angry and desperate I am.”

“What does that mean?”

SWISH! THUD!

Ju Hwayin’s sword cut through the air, cleanly severing Tang Baek’s head from his body and sending it rolling across the floor.

SPLUUURT!

Blood gushed from the headless corpse, staining the desk, floor, and everything in between. Some of it sprayed onto Ju Hwayin, but she didn’t try to avoid it. Bathed in crimson, her gorgeous features took on a disturbingly morbid quality.

Crimson Tiger was also drenched in blood, from his face to his clothes to his desk. He too didn’t try to dodge the blood splatters. 

Whether it’s me or her, I wonder if our natural state is to be smeared with blood.

Silence settled in. For the longest time, they stared at each other without a word.

Ju Hwayin broke the silence. “Save me.”

“How?”

“I don’t know either.” Ju Hwayin plopped down in the chair that Tang Baek had just vacated. Her backside was soaked, but she didn’t seem to care. “I’ve been bitten really badly this time.

“You were the one who made the first bite.”

“Biting is a woman’s specialty. I’m a delicate woman, aren’t I?”

Crimson Tiger smiled faintly. As always, Ju Hwayin’s brazenness carried a persuasive charm, stirring his emotions.

“Why are you smiling?” Ju Hwayin asked.

Crimson Tiger smirked. “Do you really think the word ‘delicate’ is appropriate for you?”

“I have a surprisingly delicate side. You didn’t know? I thought you did.”

Crimson Tiger snorted. He had never once thought of this woman as weak. In his eyes, she was the toughest woman in the world. She was relaxed yet relentless, a combination which made her especially terrifying. 

Suddenly, all playfulness disappeared from Ju Hwayin’s face as she said seriously, “I’ve been framed for the Sim Sayeong’s death.”

To her surprise, Crimson Tiger nodded calmly.

“You knew?”

Crimson Tiger nodded again. If Blade Heaven turned against her while Sword Heaven was allied with Baek Museong, she would be cornered. Since Blade Heaven was closely tied to Fist Heaven, she would end up antagonizing all of the Three Heavens.

Moreover, as the enemy of Blade Heaven’s leader, it wouldn’t end with just a confrontation. Blade Heaven would surely challenge her to a life-or-death duel. That pretty much meant that right now, she couldn’t even guarantee her own survival, let alone dream of becoming the next Association Chairman.

“You’ll help me, right?” she pleaded.

Crimson Tiger shrugged. “Why should I?”

Ju Hwayin pretended to think for a moment before smiling sweetly. “Because I love you?”

Crimson Tiger shook his head. “Wrong answer.”

“Then because you love me. Because we love each other.”

Crimson Tiger shook his head again.

“How can you be so mean! You shook your head so firmly.” Ju Hwayin flashed a charming grin. “Then because I’m pretty. Because I have a killer body.”

Crimson Tiger’s shaking head was now coupled with a look of disbelief. 

Finally, Ju Hwayin’s smile faded. “If you don’t help me... I don’t know what I might do.”

“What do you mean?” Crimson Tiger narrowed his eyes dangerously, immediately worrying about his daughter.

Ju Hwayin truly hated to play that card, but the Mid-Autumn Festival was right around the corner, and her situation was dire. Crimson Tiger was the only person who could bail her out of this quagmire.

“I asked you what you meant.”

“Don’t force me to prove how cruel I can be.”

Crimson Tiger slowly rose to his feet, but Ju Hwayin, who had prepared herself mentally, was unrelenting. “I’ve prepared a thousand handpicked men,” she hissed. “The moment I give the order, they’ll go kill your daughter.”

SLAP!

Crimson Tiger slapped Ju Hwayin across the face, splitting her lip. 

Nevertheless, a subtle smile played on her lips as she licked away the trickling blood. “This should be enough to make you cooperate, right?”

SLAP!

Ju Hwayin’s head snapped to the other side.

“...I knew once wouldn’t be enough,”

Crimson Tiger sat back down, eyes flashing with killing intent . He could have kept hitting her, even killed her, but that wouldn’t solve all the world’s problems. At least, not those concerning the Association’s successors.

Sighing, he asked in a low voice, “Do you want that position so badly that you’ll stoop to such dirty tactics?”

“Yes.”

“Why?” Crimson Tiger regarded the woman in front of him. Even bloodied, she was breathtakingly beautiful.

“Because this is my life’s purpose.”

“What?”

“Just as you’ve lived solely for your daughter, I’ve lived solely to claim that position.”

“......” Crimson Tiger was stunned speechless.

Ju Hwayin lifted her head. Contained within her intense gaze was a deep sorrow.

Crimson Tiger averted his eyes. He didn’t have the confidence to pass judgment on her life decisions. Staring at the blood pooling at his feet, he whispered, “It won’t be easy.”

Ju Hwayin smiled brightly. “Is that a yes?”

“Young Lord Baek will try to stop me.”

“I tried to stop you last time too, but you still succeeded, didn’t you?”

“......” Crimson Tiger remained silent. He felt sorry for her about that. If not for his intervention, the First Young Lord would already be ruined. Furthermore, her eyes told him that if he hadn’t deterred her earlier, she would never have had to resort to blackmail now.

“Then I’m counting on you. I’ll disband those damn thousand men right now.”

Ju Hwayin left the office. Lee Dansim, who was waiting outside, flinched when she saw her mistress covered in blood. She opened her mouth to say something, but thought better of it and quietly followed behind Ju Hwayin.

Ju Hwayin paused at the exit of the Sixteenth Branch and admired the sunset for a moment. The golden glow briefly obscured the macabre sight of her bloodstained face. “It’s beautiful,” she marveled.

“Yes, it is,” Lee Dansim replied.

“Will it look even more beautiful when I’ve achieved all my goals?”

“How should I know?”

Ju Hwayin glanced back. Far in the distance, she saw Crimson Tiger leaning against the office window. She waved, but whether it was because he didn’t see it or was deliberately ignoring her, he showed no reaction.

Just then, Lee Dansim noticed that Ju Hwayin’s lip was bleeding. “How dare he lay a hand on your precious body! I won’t forgive him.”

Ju Hwayin smiled bitterly. “I threatened to take away the most precious thing to him, and all I got in return were two slaps. Don’t you think I came out ahead?”

“...!”

“Dansim.”

“Yes?”

“Don’t you ever have a relationship like mine.”

Lee Dansim pouted. “No, I’m going to experience a even more painful and miserable love than you. This is the only kind of love I know, after all. What choice do I have?”

Ju Hwayin smirked at her aide’s defiance. “Even if you say that, you won’t be able to do it.”

“Why not?”

“Because you’re too kind.” Ju Hwayin resumed walking. “A toxic relationship is only for toxic people.”

Following behind her, Lee Dansim protested, “I’m not a kind person! You’re the one who’s truly kind, Young Lady!”

Ju Hwayin didn’t answer.

Staring out the window, Crimson Tiger watched them go. The same picturesque sunset that had just reminded him of Seohyeon had now morphed into a vivid representation of yet another impossible mission.


V7C5: Black Smoke Sand

“Black Smoke Sand is no ordinary group of mercenaries,” Yeon said, having finished her investigation half a day after Ju Hwayin’s visit. She had mobilized every available asset in the handlers’ network to do so. “I can’t find any information on their total numbers or the location of their headquarters. Many people have heard of them, but no one knows any details. That’s the kind of organization Black Smoke Sand is.”

The mercenary group was far more mysterious and powerful than one would think. The First Young Lord had chosen the perfect group for this kind of work.

Crimson Tiger asked, “Who is their leader?”

“They are known as Black Heaven.”

“Black Heaven?”

“Yes, they’re a figure shrouded in shadows. Nothing is known about them, whether it’s their appearance, skills, or even gender.”

“They must have accepted this contract personally.”

“It was a huge contract, so most likely, yes.”

“How can I meet him?”

“There is one official method, but...”

“What is it?”

“They supposedly only meet with clients in person for requests totaling fifty thousand taels or more. Black Heaven is so mysterious that I know people who’ve paid that much just to speak with them. Despite that, no information about them has ever leaked, which shows just how thorough they are.”

“Then we’ll have to get fifty thousand taels first.”

“How will you do that?”

Crimson Tiger thought for a moment. He had sent all his money to his master, and aside from the First Young Lord and Third Young Lady, he couldn’t think of anyone else who could lend him fifty thousand taels on such short notice. Of those two, only one would readily agree.

“I’ll have to ask the Third Young Lady for the money,” he concluded.

“What? Do you think she’ll give you that much money? Not even she can procure such a sum so easily.”

“That’s her problem, not mine. She’s the one who needs saving the most.”

Yeon’s eyes widened at Crimson Tiger’s apathy. She had noticed there was something going on between him and the Third Young Lady, but for some reason, he was acting strangely hostile toward her today.

“Just contact her for now. Tell her I need it as soon as possible,” Crimson Tiger said. 

He was aware of the reason for Yeon’s confusion, but it wasn’t yet time to tell her that the Third Young Lady and Gahwa were the same person. He wasn’t withholding the information because he distrusted her, but because he judged it was necessary to ensure her safety.
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RUUUUMBLE!

Jongri Mun gazed silently down at the churning rapids. The current was so turbulent that the average jianghu warrior would struggle to avoid drowning if they fell in.

The Coalition’s highest-ranking members were currently holding a meeting. This was the first meeting he had missed since becoming Head Strategist, but he wasn’t allowed to attend. 

After all, the meeting would decide his fate. The death of the Evil Blade had shocked the Coalition’s leadership, and while Giyeong had officially shouldered the blame, everyone knew that he was responsible.

Sometimes, even a calm lake could agitate the heart, its tranquility unsettling the soul. Conversely, an intense stimulus could evoke calm reflection. 

Jongri Mun experienced the latter now. As he watched the raging waters, his mind quieted.

RUMBLE! RUMBLE! RUMBLE!

The sound of flowing water receded from his mind, as if it belonged to another world. In its place, a voice echoed in his thoughts.


“I will conquer the murim under the Evil Coalition’s banner. You will make it possible.”



Those were the very words that the Coalition Leader, Neung Pungbi, had spoken on the day he was appointed Head Strategist. He had never mentioned them again since then.

Ironically, it was precisely because of that that he knew those words were sincere. Neung Pungbi still dreamed of world domination, and it was his dream as well. 

However, while carrying out the demanding work required of the Head Strategist, he had keenly felt that a dream was, after all, just a dream. Conquering the murim was only possible by winning an all-out war against the New Righteous Association, a war that could not be started simply on the Coalition Leader’s whim.

Neung Pungbi couldn’t just say, “Alright, let’s get rid of them all!” and start a war. Waging war required coordinating countless intertwined interests, spending unimaginable fortunes, and convincing every soldier that dying on the battlefield was worthwhile. Most importantly, they needed absolute confidence in their ability to defeat the Association.

To increase the odds of victory, he had nurtured Enigma and recruited Crimson Tiger. Nevertheless, the recent string of failures was pushing him to the brink. He had failed to protect even the Evil Blade, let alone take over the world.

He despondently muttered under his breath, “...unqualified...”

“Are you talking about me?” someone asked from behind him.

Startled, Jongri Mun turned around to see Neung Pungbi. Bowing respectfully, he replied with a faint smile, “How could that be?”

“If you think of yourself that way, it’s also an insult to me.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Wasn’t I the one who chose you?”

“...You’re right. I misspoke.” Jongri Mun bowed his head once more.

Neung Pungbi stood beside him at the edge of the cliff and stared at the fierce current below. “Don’t worry, you won’t be falling in here just yet.”

The earlier meeting had dragged on tediously, with Jongri Mun subjected to a barrage of harsh criticism. Even his past failures were brought up to add fuel to the flames. In the end, though, Neung Pungbi upheld his promise. Despite the considerable political burden, he prevented Jongri Mun from being ousted.

Jongri Mun muttered gratefully, “Thank you.”

“Forget the past. Focus on the future.”

“I was too narrow-minded.”

“Then shatter your preconceptions and expand your worldview.”

Jongri Mun respectfully bowed his head. Neung Pungbi’s advice struck a chord deep within him. Just because he was knowledgeable and intelligent did not mean he was wise. Neung Pungbi had shown him a philosophy of life so profound that mere cleverness paled in comparison.

Neung Pungbi asked, “What do you plan to do now?”

“I must recover my losses,” Jongri Mun replied.

Neung Pungbi shook his head. “No.”

Jongri Mun asked cautiously, “Do you have something else in mind?”

“It doesn’t matter how many pieces we lose. The only condition for winning the game is a single checkmate.”

Jongri Mun tensed up. Neung Pungbi’s words carried a very dangerous meaning.

Which game is he referring to, and what constitutes a checkmate?

“I’m thinking of going to meet the Association Chairman,” Neung Pungbi continued. “With just you and I.”

“......” Jongri Mun was stunned. He knew Neung Pungbi wouldn’t remain idle after the Evil Blade’s death, but he never imagined he would take action himself. Judging by Neung Pungbi’s tightly clenched jaw, he had already made his decision.

He sighed. He wasn’t worried about Neung Pungbi getting hurt or killed. The only expert who could threaten the Coalition Leader was Cheon Ahseong. 

The problem was the ripple effect that would occur when news spread that Neung Pungbi had stepped in personally. Until now, they could have treated the matter as a squabble among underlings, even though the Evil Blade had died. However, Neung Pungbi’s involvement was a different matter entirely. His actions risked leading to a major war between the orthodox and unorthodox.

Furthermore, he still couldn’t grasp Neung Pungbi’s true intentions.

Neung Pungbi said seriously, “Before that, let me ask you one thing. In your opinion, which successor would be more advantageous for us?”

Jongri Mun answered without hesitation. “Ju Hwayin.”

“The reason?”

“Because she’s smarter and more outstanding.”

Neung Pungbi narrowed his eyes. “Isn’t that worse for us?”

“No.” Jongri Mun shook his head. “Smart people are rational and logical. Fools are unpredictable, and therefore harder to handle.”

Of course, he didn’t think Baek Museong was a fool, but the man’s obstinacy and inflexible mindset made him difficult to negotiate with. On the other hand, Ju Hwayin’s brilliance and open-mindedness created many opportunities for meaningful engagement.

“In other words, we just need to get rid of Baek Museong.”

“Yes, but it’s not that simple of a problem.”

“Most of the time, it’s best to devise a solid strategy before taking action. However, there are instances when it’s better to act impulsively and then improvise as needed.”

“Still, intervening in their succession war will cost us more than any benefits we might gain.”

“Even if I move personally?”

“Yes!”

“Even though I saved you from being swept away by the downpour?”

“Yes! So please kill me and go.” Jongri Mun closed his eyes, as if prepared for death.

Neung Pungbi laughed heartily, “Hahahaha! Yes, this is the kind of spirit you should have. You’re my proud Head Strategist, after all.”

“Please forgive my indiscretion. If I ever dishonor you again, I ask that you punish me for all my past and future offenses at once.”

“Fine, I won’t interfere in the Association’s succession.”

“!” Jongri Mun abruptly realized that Neung Pungbi had no intention of getting involved in the succession war from the beginning. He had simply guided the conversation this way to deepen their bond.

Once again, he found himself indebted to Neung Pungbi. 

RUMBLE! RUMBLE! RUMBLE!

Neung Pungbi looked down at the roaring rapids.“I trust you, Head Strategist. I’ve always trusted you.”

“Thank you.”

“And yet, you’ve been making a lot of mistakes lately.”

“I have no excuses to make.” Jongri Mun hung his head low. He had nothing to say.

“The you I know would never make such mistakes. Absolutely not.”

“It’s due to my own shortcomings.”

Neung Pungbi shook his head. “No.”

Jongri Mun tilted his head in confusion. “What other reason could there be for my repeated failures?”

“Something, or someone, obstructed your path.”

“......”

Neung Pungbi’s eyes flashed as he coolly regarded Jongri Mun. “Name that obstacle.”

Jongri Mun hesitated for a moment before finally answering, “Crimson Tiger.”

In truth, he didn’t believe Crimson Tiger was truly responsible. How could a mere secret agent have thwarted his plans? However, only one person was involved in all his past failures, and even after he had successfully recruited Crimson Tiger, the name somehow still bothered him.

Neung Pungbi smiled, his face fiercer than the raging current. “Okay, let’s go pull out that weed now.”
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Ju Hwayin moved much faster than expected. Four hours after the request for financial aid was sent, Lee Dansim came to find Crimson Tiger.

“The Young Lady isn’t in a position to move right now. I will represent her.”

“I understand.” Crimson Tiger nodded. Ju Hwayin probably didn’t feel comfortable seeing him again after what happened the last time.

Lee Dansim took out a thick leather pouch. “Here’s the money you asked for.”

She really is the Third Young Lady, Crimson Tiger thought. She actually gathered fifty thousand taels in just four hours.

He reached out for the pouch, but Lee Dansim’s hand paused before he could touch it. 

“If you complete the mission, this money is yours to keep,” she said.

Crimson Tiger blinked in surprise. “...And if I fail?”

“Something will happen that will make money a non-issue,” Lee Dansim said coldly.

“You seem to enjoy making threats, just like your mistress.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.” Lee Dansim handed over the pouch. “Then, I wish you good luck.” 

With that, she disappeared.

Crimson Tiger opened the pouch and counted one hundred five-hundred tael bills inside. He tucked it into his robes.

SHHH...

Yeon, who had been hiding, revealed herself. “I’ve found out how to make contact with Black Smoke Sand. If we ride all night, we should be able to reach them by dawn tomorrow.”

“Good work,” Crimson Tiger praised as he stepped out of the safehouse. “Now, let’s finish this in one fell swoop, Yeon!”
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Dozens of people gathered in a small plaza next to the marketplace in the predawn hours. They were divided into two groups: those looking to hire workers and those looking for work.

“Wall construction! Half a tael a day!”

“Retaining wall repair! One tael a day!”

“Gardening work! Half a tael a day!”

Individuals raised their hands, and negotiations commenced right away. Since most of them were familiar with each other, the hiring process was smooth and quick.

Crimson Tiger entered the plaza. Dressed in ordinary clothes and unarmed, he looked every bit a merchant.

“Gold mining! Four coppers a day!” he shouted.

Everyone shook their heads. Four coppers was far too little for dangerous mining work. Frowning with disapproval, they clicked their tongues at the fool trying to get cheap labor.

Only one man approached Crimson Tiger. “Where is this gold mine?” he asked.

Crimson Tiger replied with the correct code phrase, “It’s in a place both near and far.”

The man’s eyes gleamed. “Let’s go!”

“Alright!”

The two men left and went to a secluded spot approximately one kilometer away.

The man’s aura instantly changed, becoming a completely different person. “You know the rules, right?” he snapped harshly.

Crimson Tiger nodded. “Of course.”

The man let out a long whistle, and a carriage swiftly pulled up. “Get in.”

The carriage had no windows. Crimson Tiger could have expanded his senses to keep track of where they were, but he comfortably closed his eyes and went to sleep. Resting when he could was a habit of his while on missions.

CLIP CLOP CLIP CLOP!

The horses trotted without rest, and they even changed horses several times before finally coming to a stop. Crimson Tiger stepped out of the carriage, feeling well-rested.

Surprisingly, they were inside a building. The carriage had been driven right into a large hall with no windows or furniture. Not even a cheap scroll hung on the walls. Nothing indicated where this place was.

A masked man stood in the center of the hall, and four other similarly masked men stood behind him. 

Crimson Tiger observed them. All five were peak experts.

They certainly live up to their name. 

Each one had an extraordinary aura, but one person in particular stood out.

The masked man in the center remarked, “I haven’t seen your face before.”

“Do you only deal with regulars?” Crimson Tiger asked.

The masked man smiled faintly at the firm reply. “Not necessarily. But where did you learn the code phrase?”

Crimson Tiger narrowed his eyes. “This isn’t what I heard.”

“What do you mean?”

“Why are you being so wary? Why does it matter where I learned it? A merchant should just sell his goods. Where the customer came from is irrelevant. Is Black Smoke Sand a gathering of cowards?”

The masked man’s gaze sharpened, but he remained composed. “I’d appreciate it if you’d just consider me cautious.”

“Let’s go with that.”

“Fine. To prove that we’re not cowards, let’s talk business. First things first, show me the money.”

Crimson Tiger fished the leather pouch out of his pocket and handed it to the masked man.

“Do you know why we bring people here without checking the money beforehand?” the masked man said as he opened the pouch and counted the one hundred crisp five-hundred tael bills inside. “It’s because few people would risk their lives trying to scam us.”

The masked man clapped his hands. A door on one side opened, and an old man who had been standing by it entered. The old man set up a small table, then began to verify the bills in front of everyone.

In the meantime, Crimson Tiger studied the five masked men again. They, too, were carefully observing him. Since he was wearing the Force-Halving Ring and concealing his aura as much as possible, they weren’t too uptight. 

They probably assume I’m relaxed because I have a powerful backer, and not because I’m skilled at martial arts.

One of the masked men asked, “Do you know how we’ve been able to avoid detection until now?”

“How?”

“We always finish the jobs we were hired for.”

Crimson Tiger chuckled. “I highly doubt that alone would be enough.”

A hint of a smile touched the masked man’s eyes. “That’s right. You’re rather quick-witted, aren’t you? But there’s one more thing. We never forgive anyone who leaks our secrets. Now, let me ask you something. How secure is your mouth?”

“I see. You also monitor your clients after you’ve finished a job,” Crimson Tiger replied coldly in response to the man’s subtle warning.

The smile vanished from the masked man’s face. Crimson Tiger had hit the nail on the head. They maintained their secrecy through thorough customer surveillance. While protecting client confidentiality from outsiders, they also investigated thoroughly to protect themselves from even the slightest hint of danger.

Nevertheless, he shrugged casually, feigning ignorance. “Why would we do that? We don’t want any bad rumors spreading about us.”

“......” Crimson Tiger didn’t press the matter further. 

Soon, the old man finished his appraisal. “They’re all genuine bills.”

Some of the tension disappeared from the masked man’s eyes. “Welcome, Customer.”

“I didn’t come here to be welcomed by you. Let’s get on with it.”

“Haha, you’re very candid. Let’s do that.” The masked man took off his mask, revealing himself to be a sharp-featured, middle-aged man. His aura manifested, exhibiting a sharpness that only a peak expert could possess. Infusing his voice with qi so that it would echo thunderously in the hall, he introduced himself. “I’m Black Heaven. In the name of Black Smoke Sand, I’ll personally handle your request.”

Crimson Tiger smirked. “What proof do you have that you’re the real Black Heaven?”

“What? Are you saying you don’t believe me?”

“What if I am?”

The atmosphere in the hall instantly froze over. The two men stared at each other, locked in a tense standoff.

Black Heaven frowned in displeasure. “What do you think you’re doing?” he growled.

“I think it’s a fair request,” Crimson Tiger replied coolly. “Are you telling me that everyone who has paid fifty thousand taels until now just took your word for it?”

“Of course! Because I’m Black Heaven!” The man unleashed his killing intent, creating an atmosphere of fear. 

Crimson Tiger ignored him and slowly walked to the table, putting the bills back into the pouch. “I don’t do business with dishonest people who can’t keep their promises.”

“Do you think you can pull a stunt like this and walk away unscathed?”

Crimson Tiger stuffed the bulging leather pouch back into his pocket. At the same time, he took off one of the Force-Halving Rings and wore it on his other hand. Since his back was to the mercenaries, no one saw his covert action.

SHIIING!

Pivoting around on one foot, he swiftly drew Soul Crusher. “I don’t plan on just walking away, either.”

The mercenaries’ jaws dropped in shock. Crimson Tiger’s utterly impassive gaze caught them all off guard. This was not the same man they faced a moment ago.

Black Heaven stuttered, “Y-You’re...!”

Crimson Tiger said nothing more. Instantly closing the distance, he lunged at Black Heaven.

Black Heaven reflexively swung his sword to block, but Crimson Tiger’s skill was a world away from their initial estimate. 

SWOOOOOSH! CLANG! CLANG!

The moment the two swords clashed, Black Heaven clenched his teeth. The impact was so powerful that he feared his wrist was broken.

He was this strong!?

SWOOSH! THWACK!

Crimson Tiger dodged Black Heaven’s sword and landed a hand chop on his opponent’s neck.

Black Heaven staggered backward. The only reason his neck didn’t break was because Crimson Tiger hadn’t used qi.

WHAM!

Crimson Tiger kicked the staggering Black Heaven in the chest, then sprang into the air.

What? Why? Black Heaven stared at him in confusion. For a peak expert to expose his chest so defenselessly was unthinkable.

Unfortunately for him, the unthinkable had only just begun. Crimson Tiger charged at the remaining four men. As peak level experts who usually commanded fear and respect, this was a truly absurd and unprecedented experience.

SWOOSH!

Four swords cut through the air in such perfect unison that only one sharp crack could be heard.

Crimson Tiger reacted with superhuman speed.

CLAAANG! SCRAAAAPE!

Soul Crusher carved a wide arc, transforming the howl of the wind into a metallic reverberation.

The four men gasped in horror as their combined attack was easily repelled. Crimson Tiger had cleanly fended off their swords, which had come at him from different directions, with a single move. Even experiencing it directly, they had a hard time believing their eyes. Worse, even if they could see his movements, their reaction speed was too slow to keep up with him.

SWISH! WHIRL!

Crimson Tiger closed in on the man to his left. Executing the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers, he grabbed the man and threw him into the air, using him as a human shield to block the other incoming attacks. As the other three redirected their thrust swords in a panic to avoid stabbing their comrade, he advanced on another man.

WHAM!

He slammed his shoulder into the unsuspecting man’s chest.

THUD! SCREEEEEECH!

The man in the air plummeted to the floor, while the second slid far back. Both men assumed they could immediately rejoin the fight, but they were mistaken. The man who fell attempted to jump to his feet, only to crumple right back down. While he was in the air, Crimson Tiger had sealed the acupoints on both of his ankles. Meanwhile, the man sliding backward kept thinking ‘no way’ before toppling over, still unsure why he couldn’t regain his balance.

CLANG! CLANG CLANG CLANG! CLANG!

Crimson Tiger didn’t pay any attention to the fallen pair. Instead, he swiftly deflected another man’s sword. By the third exchange, the masked man groaned, wondering if he had been poisoned with Qi Dispersing Poison. Otherwise, why would his qi-reinforced wrist hurt so much?

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

On the fifth exchange, Crimson Tiger disarmed the man.

WHAM!

And on the sixth exchange, he struck the man’s chin with his elbow.

A hushed silence ensued. In the blink of an eye, four peak experts, including Black Heaven, were defeated by simple close combat techniques and footwork. Not a single attack involved sword qi. 

The lone remaining masked man stood frozen in place, utterly dumbfounded. He could swear he had never faced an opponent this formidable since setting foot in the jianghu.

THUMP! THUMP!

Holes opened in the walls and ceiling on all sides at once, and masked men poured through them. Every single one of them were first-rate experts. Crimson Tiger spun his body like a pinwheel and jumped up without hesitation.

WHAM! WHAM! WHAM! WHAM! WHAM! THWACK! THWACK! THWACK! THWACK! THWACK!

The first five men in black to attack Crimson Tiger were sent flying in all directions. They couldn’t tell where or how they had been hit.

Despite their comrades’ lightning quick defeat, the remaining men rushed at Crimson Tiger like a swarm of bees.

THWACK! THWACK! THWACK!

To anyone watching, Crimson Tiger dominated the battlefield like a tiger hunting among a flock of sheep. Each time he moved, men were sent flying with a mere graze, like autumn leaves in the wind. While none of them sustained fatal injuries, they were unable to get back up and continue fighting. His attacks lacked qi, but contained the essence of the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers. This was enough to seal the men’s acupoints and dislocate their joints.

Crimson Tiger grinned. He didn’t get many opportunities to unleash the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers to his heart’s content like this. Facing a combined attack from so many first-rate experts was a once-in-a-lifetime experience even for him.

THWACK! THWACK! THWACK! THWACK! THWACK!

With one blow, he sent five men reeling. Now, a grand total of fifty peak experts lay on the ground, groaning.

There was only one person left standing—the real Black Heaven. The man who had pretended to be Black Heaven earlier was a fake.

“How did you know it was me?” he asked, in a state of complete shock.

Crimson Tiger stared at him silently, then said calmly, “You’re the most skilled of the lot.”

A strange light flashed in the real Black Heaven’s eyes. Considering his opponent’s abilities, it was only natural that he had seen through him at a glance.

“One more thing,” Crimson Tiger added. “The old man reported to you first after counting the money.”

Black Heaven’s eyes widened. First, since he was standing among four others, it should have been difficult to notice that the old man’s gaze was directed at him. If Crimson Tiger accurately perceived that subtle difference, then his powers of observation were as excellent as his fighting skills.

Second, Crimson Tiger had made sure to preserve his dignity in front of his subordinates. Generally, there were two types of enemies: Those who strived to achieve their goal by humiliating their enemies, and those like Crimson Tiger who respected their enemies’ honor. He, of course, much preferred the latter. 

Finally but most importantly, Crimson Tiger hadn’t killed any of his subordinates.

Sighing, he asked, “You really know how to make a deal, don’t you? What is it that you want?”

Crimson Tiger gestured toward the pile of groaning men.

Black Heaven immediately understood what he wanted. “Everyone, fall back,” he said, dismissing his subordinates.

Slowly, the defeated men began to rise one by one. Their eyes, fixed on Crimson Tiger, were filled with fear and awe. After tending to their wounded comrades, they vanished. The first four peak experts tried to stay behind, but Black Heaven waved them off.

Crimson Tiger focused his mind and surveyed his surroundings. When all the presences had disappeared, he said, “I know you were hired for a job involving a treasure map.”

Black Heaven’s expression hardened, but he wasn’t surprised. This was the biggest contract they had received recently, and there was no other reason for such a formidable expert to seek him out. “That’s right,” he confessed honestly, his gut feeling telling him that his opponent already knew everything.

“I want solid proof of who the actual client is for this job.”

“Impossible!”

“You won’t tell me?” Crimson Tiger smiled politely.

For a moment, Black Heaven wavered. This man was a true martial master. He could easily have killed them all.

He looked down at his feet. He had always believed that martial artists should uphold certain principles. In this situation, for example, if an opponent spared his life and respected his honor and dignity, he must offer them appropriate compensation. To simply refuse would be too shameless, but even so...

He hesitated, weighing his options, before trying his luck. “What makes you think we have concrete information about the real client’s identity?”

“.....” Crimson Tiger arched an eyebrow skeptically. He was convinced Black Heaven had evidence that would incriminate the client.

After all, this person was a cautious man who had hidden himself among four peak experts and fifty first-rate experts. He also actively monitored his clients after finishing the job to ensure that no secrets were leaked. Furthermore, since the treasure map contract must have been worth a substantial amount, the risk of being discarded after use was extremely high. Knowing this, there was no way Black Heaven wouldn’t have created an escape route.

Noticing Crimson Tiger’s obvious distrust, Black Heaven bit his lip and shared his thoughts candidly. “Fine, let’s say something like that exists. But as you know, our organization lives and dies by its credibility. If we abandon that, how can we survive?”

“The people of the jianghu won’t know that you’ve abandoned your credibility.”

Black Heaven narrowed his eyes. “Why should I believe you?”

“Because I’ll keep my promise,” Crimson Tiger replied matter-of-factly. “Given the nature of this incident, if you lie low for a while, you should be able to avoid getting caught up in the aftermath.”

“...What the fuck? I’m suspicious by nature. I don’t trust people based solely on verbal promises!”

Crimson Tiger smiled and said nothing.

“To hell with all this! Motherfucking son of a bitch!” Black Heaven spat, pretending to be upset even though he had already anticipated this outcome. “Just who in the world are you?”

“I can tell you my name, but you won’t recognize it. I’m just a hired sword who moves on command.”

“Are you on the opposite side of the one who hired us?”

“You could say that.”

“Fuck!”

“One more thing. Who did you entrust this job to?”

Black Heaven froze. Crimson Tiger had hit the nail on the head. Black Smoke Sand hadn’t done this job directly, but had hired a third party for the cave construction and trap installation. Sighing resignedly, he said, “I can’t tell you that... but you can have this.”

He took a letter out of his pocket and handed it to Crimson Tiger. Its contents proved that a subordinate of the First Young Lord was involved in the incident. As Crimson Tiger had guessed, he had found evidence that the First Young Lord was behind the incident.

Crimson Tiger tucked the letter into his robes, satisfaction evident on his face. “Thank you.”

“Just get out!”

Crimson Tiger smirked and turned away.

Black Heaven asked from behind, “By the way... what would you have done if I had resisted until the end?”

Crimson Tiger glanced back. “Kill you all and take what I want, obviously.”

Black Heaven narrowed his eyes. “That’s the least funny joke I’ve ever heard.”

Crimson Tiger eyed Black Heaven for a moment, then closed the door and left.

“Holy shit, he was serious...” Black Heaven groaned and shouted to his subordinates, “Hey! Pack your things! We’re closing up shop for a while!”


V7C6: The Secret of the Stone Chamber

RUMBLE!

As the carriage carrying Crimson Tiger raced toward the Association, he stared down at the evidence he had received from Black Heaven, lost in thought. Handing it to Ju Hwayin would save her from her current crisis, but would deal a fatal blow to Baek Museong. He had only just managed to restore the man’s plummeted reputation, and another incident like this would damage it two or three times more severely.

He made his decision. He would not hand over the evidence as it was. He would manipulate it instead, framing the Evil Coalition as the masterminds. It would be difficult, but not impossible. As a member of the Evil Coalition himself, he was confident he could pull it off with Yeon’s help.

Suddenly, the carriage slowed to a stop.

“You have to get out,” the driver said gravely.

Crimson Tiger stepped out. A group of martial artists blocked the road ahead. At their center stood Jin Chung.

Jin Chung exchanged a meaningful look with him, and Crimson Tiger nodded slightly in acknowledgment.

“The sun is hot. Come over here,” Baek Museong said, sitting in the shade of a roadside tree.

Crimson Tiger offered a polite nod and walked toward him. 

“They say this is the last heat wave,” Baek Museong remarked. “Once it passes, autumn will arrive.”

Crimson Tiger sat beside him. Just as Baek Museong said, the heat blazed down mercilessly.

“Have you been well?” Baek Museong asked.

Crimson Tiger nodded. “Thanks to you, I have.”

“I heard you were badly injured.”

“I’m fine now.”

Baek Museong could sense that Crimson Tiger’s aura was not what it used to be. Unaware of the Force-Halving Ring, he assumed it was the result of his injuries. Still, he ignored the issue and said, “That’s a relief. Are you returning from a mission?”

“No, I just finished dealing with a personal matter.”

“I see.”

An awkward silence settled between the two men.

Crimson Tiger’s heart felt burdened. He had just left Black Heaven, so it was no coincidence that Baek Museong was blocking his path. Baek Museong had clearly been monitoring the situation and knew he had the incriminating evidence. Since the First Young Lord already knew the truth, playing dumb wasn’t an option.

Sighing, he began, “The truth is... The Third Young Lady ordered me to investigate the matter.”

He bowed his head as he spoke. Moments later, he sensed a slight easing of Baek Museong’s tension. Fortunately, his honesty had lowered the man’s guard.

“So, what happened?”

“I found the evidence.”

“What kind of evidence?” Baek Museong asked, feigning ignorance.

“......” Crimson Tiger stayed silent, unable to disclose that it was evidence exposing him as the true mastermind.

Baek Museong’s eyes narrowed. “I’ll ask you straight out. What did Junior Sister give you in return for doing this job?”

“Money.”

“How much?”

Crimson Tiger hesitated.

“It’s fine. Just tell me.”

“Fifty thousand taels.”

Baek Museong went still for a moment. Fifty thousand taels was a staggering sum for both him and Ju Hwayin.

Impressive.

His resentment toward Crimson Tiger diminished. Anyone would be swayed by fifty thousand taels. No matter how exceptional he was, Crimson Tiger was ultimately just a secret agent. Despite often giving the illusion that money wasn’t everything, inspiring a strange kind of trust, in moments like this, his true colors as a mercenary were revealed.

Sensing the disappointment radiating from Baek Museong, Crimson Tiger smiled faintly. This was a good thing. He wanted to maintain his image as someone loyal only to coin. The less Baek Museong thought of him, the better his chances of survival. He didn’t care about looking good in this man’s eyes.

“Even while carrying out the order, I was worried about you, Young Lord.”

Baek Museong laughed. He’s worried about me? What an excuse.

“How could I ever forget the kindness you’ve shown me?” Crimson Tiger knelt down, pouring everything he had into his performance. Although the main act was over, he was still on stage.

Baek Museong shook his head. “But if I hadn’t stopped you, you would’ve gone straight to my sister, wouldn’t you?”

Crimson Tiger did not deny the accusation. “I’m sorry.”

Baek Museong sighed lightly. “I understand you. Don’t you live and die by orders? But... Somehow, I get the feeling that there’s more to this. Is there something you’d like to tell me?”

“There is.”

“What is it?”

“I wasn’t planning on presenting this evidence directly to the Third Young Lady.”

“What do you mean?”

“I was planning to forge a copy that frames the Evil Coalition as the masterminds.” Crimson Tiger met Baek Museong’s gaze. “I mean it,” he added sincerely.

Baek Museong studied him for a moment, then beckoned to Jin Chung, who stood at a distance. “Give him everything you prepared.”

“Everything, you say?” Jin Chung hesitated briefly, before reaching into his robes and producing an envelope.

“Open it,” Baek Museong commanded.

Crimson Tiger did as told. Five banknotes, each worth ten thousand taels, sat inside the envelope.

He stared at the money, stunned. He had never imagined that Baek Museong would actually give him fifty thousand taels. The sum felt almost burdensome to hold.

Judging by Jin Chung’s reaction, Baek Museong had likely planned to offer five or six thousand, twenty thousand at most, but changed his mind after hearing that Ju Hwayin had shelled out fifty thousand.

Still, he had to make a show of it. “This is too much,” he gasped. “I can’t accept this!”

Baek Museong smiled. “It’s fine.”

Crimson Tiger tried to decline again, but Baek Museong wouldn’t hear of it.

“Are you going to disregard my sincerity?”

Eventually, Crimson Tiger hesitantly accepted the money. “Here it is,” he muttered, taking the evidence our from his pocket and holding it out.

Without even glancing at the envelope, Baek Museong tucked it into his robes.

Crimson Tiger cautiously asked, “May I ask one more question?”

“What is it?”

“Did you anticipate the betrayal of Black Smoke Sand?”

Baek Museong smiled. “I did.”

“Why did you let it happen?”

“Because I predicted it would turn out this way.” Baek Museong paused, letting the silence speak for itself, before continuing , “If we had dealt with them ourselves, we would have left a trail for Junior Sister to latch onto.”

Ju Hwayin had recently mobilized her entire intelligence network against Baek Museong. Eliminating an organization like Black Smoke Sand would have given her exactly what she craved.

Ultimately, he believed that she would entrust the matter to Crimson Tiger, and he was confident that the top secret agent would succeed. There was no need to monitor Crimson Tiger directly, even. Simply keeping an eye on Black Smoke Sand was enough.

This was Baek Museong’s politics. His strategy.

“Well then, take care of yourself.”

Baek Museong rose, and his subordinates fell in around him. Having gotten what he came for, he had no reason to linger.

Crimson Tiger watched the First Young Lord leave. Whatever the man’s true intentions were, he couldn’t help but admire the boldness of someone who could hand over fifty thousand taels without batting an eye.

Neither the Third Young Lady nor the First Young Lord are people to be taken lightly.

HISS...

Yeon materialized out of thin air. “You handed over the evidence just like that?” she asked.

Crimson Tiger nodded. “I had no choice.”

“What do you plan to do now?”

“I don’t know.” Crimson Tiger sighed. He hadn’t expected Baek Museong to show up. “At this rate, the Third Young Lady won’t be able to escape her predicament.”

That wasn’t the problem he was concerned about, though. If he failed this task, Ju Hwayin would send assassins after Seohyeon. Whether it was one or a thousand didn’t matter. He absolutely could not allow that to happen. Even if his master could fend them off, he refused to soil his master’s sword with unnecessary blood. He had to find another way to pull her out of this quagmire.

“I have to find another way to save her without letting her know it was me.”

“That won’t be easy.”

Crimson Tiger nodded, but whether the task was easy or hard, he had to do it regardless. “At least now that he has the evidence, Young Lord Baek will forget about me for a while.”

“I suppose so.” Yeon nodded in agreement. Without the First Young Lord to worry about, their movements would be much less restricted.

Crimson Tiger thought for a while, then said, “I have to find him.”

“Who?”

“The person Black Heaven subcontracted this job to.”

“How? Even if we wanted to ask them, Black Heaven and Black Smoke Sand have probably already vanished from the jianghu.”

“We just have to find them on our own.”

“How? We don’t have time.”

Crimson Tiger glanced back at the driver, who had been watching cautiously from a distance, and beckoned him over. “First, I need to meet that man again.”

[image: sep]


When Crimson Tiger arrived in front of the stone cave where Sim Sayeong had died, he found Chasing Hound waiting for him. The site had been sealed off for Blade Heaven’s large-scale investigation, but that posed no problem for the two Phantoms.

Crimson Tiger greeted, “You came!”

“You’re the one who wanted to meet me,” Chasing Hound grumbled. Although his words were sarcastic, his expression said otherwise. If he hadn’t had a favorable impression of Crimson Tiger, he never would have shown up. “Why’d you call me here?”

“I need you to look into something for me.”

“What is it?”

“Let’s go inside first.”

Crimson Tiger led the way. After a few steps, he glanced back. Chasing Hound lingered at the entrance, seemingly hesitating, before finally stepping forward. “Can’t be helped, I guess,” he muttered reluctantly. “Just so you know, I hate caves with hidden traps.”

“Don’t worry. All the traps have been dismantled.”

“They might’ve missed one!”

In the end, Chasing Hound trailed far behind Crimson Tiger. Scanning the interior, he shook his head. “This is too crudely made.”

Crimson Tiger halted. “You think so?”

“The cave itself is fine. They embedded luminous pearl fragments near the entrance to create the right ambiance, but look over there.” Chasing Hound pointed to the spears jutting up from the floor. “Isn’t this trap just for show? If it were me, I would have backed out the moment those appeared. Dok Yahaeng’s real tomb would never have such a cheap trap.”

“It was a timed trap.”

“You call that a timed trap? Don’t make me laugh. The mechanism is just slow because the construction is cheap and shoddy.”

Crimson Tiger’s eyes gleamed. As a master of tracking, Chasing Hound not only understood mechanisms and traps deeply, his awareness of his surroundings was equally extraordinary. “So you’re saying the traps are poorly made, despite appearances?”

“What appearances? Any half-decent engineer can tell that these are crap,” Chasing Hound criticized harshly. “So? Why’d you bring me here?”

“I wanted you to take a look around.”

“Why?”

“To hear exactly the kind of comments you just made.”

Crimson Tiger was looking for a new clue, and this was the only place where new evidence could be found.

Soon, they arrived at the last stone chamber where the bodies had been discovered. A dried bloodstain marked the spot where Dan Hopung had lain.

Chasing Hound grimaced as though the smell of dried blood still bothered him. After examining the long sword hanging from the ceiling, he tilted his head quizzically. “Is this the trap that killed him?”

“It seems so.”

“He came all the way in here just to die to this?”

Crimson Tiger fell into deep thought. Come to think of it, no one had given much thought to Dan Hopung’s death. Everyone had been focused on Sim Sayeong. In hindsight, something felt off.

They moved into the chamber where Sim Sayeong’s corpse had been found.

“How was the body positioned?” Chasing Hound asked.

Crimson Tiger quickly recreated the exact position, sitting on the stairs with his head bowed.

“Stay like that for a moment.” Chasing Hound inhaled slowly, nostrils flaring, and scanned the room with his gaze. After a moment, he asked, “Was he really in that position?”

“He was.”

Chasing Hound tilted his head. “That’s strange... Okay, you can get up now.”

Crimson Tiger rose to his feet. “What’s strange?”

“The trap that killed Sim Sayeong is this one.” Chasing Hound pointed to a sword hanging in the center of the room, eerily similar to the trap that had killed Dan Hopung. “If he died in the position you just showed me, then he had to sustain a fatal wound here and crawl over to the stairs.”

Chasing Hound got down on all fours and began to crawl, tracing Sim Sayeong’s final steps. He followed the bloodstains across the floor to the stairs, then forced himself up the edge and leaned against them, mirroring how Sim Sayeong had been discovered. 

“He should have dragged himself over here like this, right? But look here.” Chasing Hound pointed to the edge of the stairs. “Depending on how he moved, the crawl marks might not show on the floor over there, but this spot is different. With a severely injured body, there’s no way he could’ve pulled himself up these stairs without using his hands.”

Crimson Tiger’s eyes widened in shock. “Handprints!”

Chasing Hound smiled. “Right, but there aren’t any. Not a single one.”

Crimson Tiger cocked his head. “What does that mean?”

“It means his body was moved after his death,” Chasing Hound replied. “The drag marks on the floor were faked. Sim Sayeong was already gone before he was brought to this spot.”

Crimson Tiger nodded. Now that he thought about it, Dan Hopung had also collapsed some distance from the trap outside, yet there were no bloodstains between the trap and the location of his body. “Was there a third party here?” he asked sharply.

“I’m sure of it.” Chasing Hound nodded firmly and examined the far side of the chamber. He walked toward the wall opposite where the body had been found, pressing close to the floor and searching methodically. Suddenly, he paused. “Everyone must have searched that side thoroughly, but it seems they missed this side. Look here, what do you think this is?”

He pointed out four faint discolorations on the stone, each slightly lighter than the surrounding floor.

Crimson Tiger narrowed his eyes. “There was a table here.”

Chasing Hound nodded. “Spot on!”

A vision began to unfold in Crimson Tiger’s mind. Dok Yahaeng’s secret manual lying on a table , and Sim Sayeong rushing toward it, overjoyed.

Why was a table placed here, and why is it gone now?

Chasing Hound made his way to the back wall, where he believed the table had stood, and began examining the stone surface inch by inch.

“Found it!” He felt out a tiny hole, too small to see without close inspection. “They fired the real hidden weapons from here. The room’s layout was designed to make the opposite side appear to be the center, deceiving everyone. Since the corpses were found over there, no one thought to check this side thoroughly. But... why kill them in such a complicated fashion?”

The scene continued to play out in Crimson Tiger’s mind. Dan Hopung entering behind an elated Sim Sayeong, his guard lowered with the belief that they had already overcome all the traps. Sim Sayeong grabbing the manual with trembling hands. Finally, the instant Dan Hopung’s attention fixed on him, hidden weapons tore through the air from the hole in the wall.

Too fast. Too close. No time to dodge.

Dan Hoping collapsing to the floor, hand clutching his throat, while Sim Sayeong remained totally oblivious. Once Dan Hopung was dead, eliminating Sim Sayeong would have been child’s play.

Realization dawned on Crimson Tiger. “The crude traps might kill the Lord of Blade Heaven’s son, but not his bodyguard, Dan Hopung. However, it was essential that they both appear to have died in accidents inside this place. That’s why the deception was necessary. And why something as significant as Dok Yahaeng’s secret manual was used as the bait. Well, the manual’s probably fake, though.”

“I still don’t get it ,” Chasing Hound tilted his head, confused. “Why go to all this trouble to fake their deaths by setting traps in this specific place?”

Crimson Tiger smiled faintly instead of answering. He couldn’t tell Chasing Hound that all this was to part of Baek Museong’s plot to frame Ju Hwayin.

He turned his attention back to the area around the hole and carefully felt along the wall.

CLANK!

The wall swung open, revealing a narrow passageway.

Crimson Tiger entered first, followed by Chasing Hound.

“Ugh!” Chasing Hound winced.

Crimson Tiger immediately understood why. Chasing Hound had picked up the scent of blood.

He drew Soul Crusher and proceeded with careful, measured steps. The passageway led outside. At the end, a corpse lay crumpled against the stone.

Chasing Hound crouched beside the body and examined the flute resting next to it. “He’s Chu Pae, the White Lewd Flute. An unorthodox expert who specialized in assassination.”

Crimson Tiger rummaged through the corpse’s clothes and uncovered a folded piece of paper. As he read it, his expression brightened. It explained the whole plan in detail, including specific mentions of Dan Hopung and Sim Sayeong.

“This is more than enough!”

The note was sufficient proof that the pair did not die by chance. Combined with circumstantial evidence and a thorough autopsy, their deaths would be reclassified as staged murders.

Chasing Hound frowned. “But why is this guy lying dead out here?”

Crimson Tiger suspected the First Young Lord had killed Chu Pae to cut loose ends, but he said nothing. Leaving the body behind was careless, but not every assassin in the jianghu was overly fastidious.

He pressed a button on the wall, and a door creaked open.

The two Phantoms stepped out into the fresh air. The passageway led to the other side of the mountain.

Crimson Tiger turned to Chasing Hound. “Thank you. I won’t forget this.”

“Forget it. Call it a favor. I’m sure I’ll get into trouble someday. You’ll help me then, right?”

“Of course.”

They faced each other and smiled.

Crimson Tiger was truly grateful. Without Chasing Hound, he never would have found this evidence today.

“Well, I’ll be on my way then,” Chasing Hound said, making his way down the mountain.

Crimson Tiger waited until he was gone, then also departed.


V7C7: A Close Call

Crimson Tiger had just turned onto the sloping path to descend the mountain when a voice spoke from directly behind him.

“A word, if you please.”

His heart sank. Turning around slowly, he spotted an old man standing a few steps away from him. Considering the fact that he hadn’t noticed the old man until he spoke, the latter’s skill was beyond reproach.

This old man was, of course, the Evil Coalition Leader Neung Pungbi.

Crimson Tiger’s breath caught in his throat. The elder in front of him exuded a similar presence to that of Cheon Ahseong. Although their energies were completely different, the man loomed over him like an insurmountable mountain.

Neung Pungbi continued softly, “Life always has its ups and downs. There’s a time to advance and a time to retreat, a time to ascend and a time to descend.”

Crimson Tiger swallowed dryly. The old man hadn’t raised his voice, but every word he uttered was imbued with tremendous power. The air vibrated, and his entire body tingled as if struck by lightning. The surrounding area was saturated with a sinister air that undoubtedly harbored intense killing intent.

He’s here to kill me! Crimson Tiger’s instincts screamed.

This was not an opponent from whom he could hide his martial arts. He took the Force-Halving Ring from one hand and slipped it onto the other, fully unleashing his own aura to counter Neung Pungbi’s encroaching pressure.

SWOOOOSH! HIIISSSS! FLUTTER!

A massive wave of qi exploded from his body, colliding with his opponent’s. Birds took flight from the trees, and animals both large and small fled the vicinity.

Neung Pungbi’s eyes flashed with surprise. Crimson Tiger was several times stronger than he had expected. “Where do you stand on the winding path of life?” he asked.

“I’ve always lived as if I were treading on the edge of a cliff. Until now, that cliff was about a thousand meters high, but as of this moment, it has become ten thousand,” Crimson Tiger answered respectfully. Even if they were enemies, the old man before him possessed skills worthy of his respect.

Neung Pungbi regarded Crimson Tiger with a strange smile. “Now I understand why that smart man struggled against you so badly.”

“May I ask who you are?”

“I lead the Evil Coalition.”

Crimson Tiger nodded, unsurprised. There was only one person he knew of who could rival Cheon Ahseong. 

He sighed despondently. The person he least wanted to meet in his entire life now stood before him, determined to kill him. This was the greatest crisis since he had left home.

Neung Pungbi shook his head. “I guess this is what they call ‘armchair theory.’ It just goes to show that sometimes you have to see something for yourself to grasp the truth.”

“May I ask why you’ve sought me out personally?”

“There are several reasons,” Neung Pungbi replied nonchalantly. “First, you were the one who killed the Evil Blade, weren’t you?”

“......” Crimson Tiger said nothing. Silence was already an admission, and Neung Pungbi was not someone who could be fooled by a clumsy lie.

“You didn’t really betray the Association to join us either, did you? A boy of your caliber can’t be bought so easily. Moreover, aren’t you the one who killed the Heaven-Destroying Corps Commander in the past, and the Ironblood Commander not too long ago? Do I need any more reasons to step in personally?”

“......” Crimson Tiger couldn’t answer. As all the crazy missions he had accomplished were laid out before him, he realized that it wouldn’t be strange if his name was at the very top of the Evil Coalition’s most wanted list.

Neung Pungbi asked, “Have you ever met the Association Chairman?”

Crimson Tiger nodded.

Neung Pungbi’s eyes glinted sharply. “Hoho, he knew of your skills and still employed you for this shitty job? He’s truly a remarkable man. Unfortunately, I’m not that magnanimous. If a flower isn’t meant for my garden, I pluck it the moment I see it sprout. I don’t even bother stepping on it. After all, a clumsy stomp might just make it grow back stronger.”

As he spoke, his aura slowly intensified, charging the atmosphere with even denser killing intent.

“You’re far too outstanding to be left alive. You’re so outstanding that I can’t even use you.”

Crimson Tiger’s heart pounded violently. He intuitively realized that he couldn’t defeat Neung Pungbi, no matter how hard he tried. His opponent was a seasoned, cunning old fox who would show no openings, and a martial master beyond comparison.

A wave of despair washed over him. Death was approaching.

Seohyeon, Master...

The faces of the two people came to mind. The sorrow of never seeing them again outweighed his fear of dying. His resolve did not waver, but his heart refused to obey his will.

“May I ask for one favor?” he asked.

Neung Pungbi tilted his head. “What is it?”

“Please spare my handler.”

“Oh? You care for her.” Neung Pungbi nodded knowingly. Naturally, he had already sensed Yeon’s presence nearby and even figured out that she was a woman.

“I’ve grown very fond of her.”

“Well, she’s innocent...”

Fearing Neung Pungbi might change his mind, Crimson Tiger shouted the instant the man finished speaking, “Yeon! Get out of here now!”

A brief silence ensued, but Yeon’s presence did not fade.

Neung Pungbi grinned. “She’s hesitating. You two have really grown fond of each other.”

“Go!” Crimson Tiger roared, his single word laden with fury. 

Only then did Yeon’s presence recede into the distance. 

Crimson Tiger could tell what Yeon was thinking as she retreated. She wouldn’t go far and would be lurking nearby, watching with bated breath. Still, sending her away eased his heart a little. Now, the problem was himself.

Neung Pungbi smiled lazily, exuding the casual confidence of a powerful man who might spare you if you knelt and begged. However, Crimson Tiger knew better. Although experts might seem gentle and benevolent, that was a grave misunderstanding by lesser martial artists. The will of a true expert was as unyielding as steel. If Neung Pungbi had decided to kill him, he would absolutely follow through with it.

Crimson Tiger recalled his training when he had imagined fighting Cheon Ahseong. Well, this was no longer a simulation. It was a real, life-or-death battle. To survive, he needed to be as strong as Cheon Ahseong. 

Fortunately, he had recently undergone Acupoint Metamorphosis. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have harbored even a sliver of hope against this opponent.

He stared at Neung Pungbi intently, his mind lingering on the sheer cliff behind him. A torrent of rapids flowed below it.

If I jump into the river, I might be able to escape...

“That won’t be easy,” Neung Pungbi said abruptly, glancing at the cliff behind him.

Crimson Tiger’s eyes widened in shock. Did he read my mind? No... I must have subconsciously glanced in that direction for a split second! Even that was enough for him to detect my intentions!

A chill ran down his spine. Neung Pungbi was too perceptive. He now understood how helpless Black Heaven must have felt against him, but he couldn’t stand here staring in awe forever.

Taking a deep breath, he drew Soul Crusher.

VWOOOOONG!

Soul Crusher let out a heart-wrenching wail, echoing the despair in his heart.

FWOOOSH!

Summoning all of his qi, his unleashed the full force of his aura for the first time since leaving home.

“Truly magnificent!” Neung Pungbi praised, genuinely impressed.

SWOOSH!

Crimson Tiger moved first. Like a gust of wind, he suddenly appeared in front of Neung Pungbi, thrusting his sword. Although he attacked as fast as he possibly could, Neung Pungbi evaded with ease, moving too fast for even him to see clearly.

Crimson Tiger shuddered. This was not an opponent he could defeat by carefully calculating his actions. He had to react on instinct while making no mistakes.

SWISH! SWISH! SWISH! SWISH!

Soul Crusher continued slashing through empty air as Neung Pungbi’s body swayed from side to side. He dodged every attack by a hair’s breadth, displaying unshakable confidence in his movement arts.

Crimson Tiger steeled his mind. As long as the absolute master was taking it easy, hope wasn’t lost.

SWISH! SWISH! SWISH!

Three attacks that could have decapitated three peak experts proved ineffective.

SWISH!

On his fourth attack, Crimson Tiger wrenched his body around and retreated. He had barely avoided Neung Pungbi’s attempt to grab his wrist. 

Neung Pungbi smiled awkwardly, like a cat that had just narrowly missed catching a mouse. Crimson Tiger’s heart, on the other hand, began to pound. Neung Pungbi was starting to fight back. Whether it was out of boredom or because he felt threatened, the situation was deteriorating. 

Crimson Tiger’s aura changed again. The time had come to unleash the Asura’s Eight Narakas.

Neung Pungbi narrowed his eyes. “Wow, I truly want to make you mine. I’m even considering taking you in as a disciple...”

Before Neung Pungbi could finish his sentence, Crimson Tiger thrust Soul Crusher forward.

SWOOSH!

He unleashed the First Naraka, the Sañjīva Blast, as a surprise attack. Two energies, one cold and one hot, intertwined and surged toward Neung Pungbi, who promptly responded by extending both palms.

KABOOM!

The Sañjīva Blast was neutralized and dissipated in a single move. 

Of course, Crimson Tiger didn’t wait to see the outcome. He unleashed the Second Naraka, the Kālasūtra Weave, and the Third Naraka, the Saṃghāta Edge, in succession. Black sword qi erupted from beneath Neung Pungbi’s feet, accompanied by seven blasts of enhanced sword qi.

CRUUUUUUUSH!

With a deafening boom, the ground was overturned and seven holes were bored into it.

Crimson Tiger gazed upward. Neung Pungbi was floating in the air.

Dodging the Kālasūtra Weave and the Saṃghāta Edge, especially by leaping into the air, should have been impossible. At least, that was what he had always thought. The second and third techniques were supposed to be even more effective against an airborne opponent. 

However, Neung Pungbi evaded his attacks as skillfully as if he had already studied how to counter the Asura’s Eight Narakas. He slipped through a seemingly nonexistent gap, nimbly weaving between a dozen strands of enhanced qi.

Needless to say, though, all traces of the old man’s smile had vanished. Crimson Tiger’s last attack was so powerful that even he worried he would suffer if he let his guard down for a moment. Furthermore, when he neutralized the Sañjīva Blast, he felt his arm tingle painfully for the first time in a long while.

SKREEEEEEECH!

A blood-curdling scream erupted from Crimson Tiger. This was the Sound Arts attack of the Asura’s Eight Narakas, the Fourth Naraka, Raurava Screech.

“HAAAAAAAP!” Neung Pungbi responded with his Lion’s Roar. Normally, the Raurava Screech would have ruptured his eardrums, but the sound waves were perfectly neutralized by the Lion’s Roar. 

Crimson Tiger was astounded. He wasn’t surprised that Neung Pungbi had blocked the Raurava Screech, but that he had chosen to counter it with the Lion’s Roar despite facing it for the first time. The Coalition Leader had made the best possible decision in the best possible way, executing the technique without a moment’s delay.

Neung Pungbi was similarly impressed. Crimson Tiger’s skill was one thing, but his martial art itself was extraordinary. 

This is truly amazing! Just what martial art is this? For a moment, I thought I was fighting Cheon Ahseong!

Gritting his teeth, Crimson Tiger continued the assault. The Fifth Naraka, the Mahāraurava Ruin, which was said to destroy its victims amid agonizing screams, bore down on Neung Pungbi’s entire body from all directions like an invisible weight. 

In response, Neung Pungbi strengthened his defensive enhanced qi and spread his arms to the sides.

KRAKOOM!

The immense clash swept away the surroundings. Trees and rocks were pulverized and vanished. 

Crimson Tiger’s eyes blazed ferociously. He had poured his entire being into that attack. This was the first time he had unleashed the Asura’s Eight Narakas with so much qi. Thanks to his Acupoint Metamorphosis, he had an abundant supply of inner qi and didn’t need to expend his life force.

The reaon Neung Pungbi still managed to block it was not because he had more qi, but because his qi was denser. In terms of sheer quantity, Crimson Tiger had nearly as much inner qi as he and Cheon Ahseong.

FLASH!

Soul Crusher cut a swath through the air, striking Neung Pungbi with the Sixth Naraka, the Tapana Blaze. For the first time, Crimson Tiger’s attack made contact with Neung Pungbi. 

Crimson Tiger tensed. The Tapana Blaze melted internal organs and burned the entire body...

TSSSSSS...

Or it was supposed to. A burning smell came from Neung Pungbi’s clothes, but that was all. Neung Pungbi was completely unharmed. His eyes, however, widened in shock.

If this kid trained for ten more years... no, just five... I’m not sure I could have defended against that. 

As that brief thought crossed his mind, Crimson Tiger fired off the Seventh Naraka, the Pratāpana Void. A bluish flame condensed into an arrow and shot toward Neung Pungbi.

Suddenly, Crimson Tiger’s eyes flickered anxiously. He saw Neung Pungbi flinch for a second, almost drawing his sword. But in the end, Neung Pungbi didn’t draw his sword. He thrust out his right fist.

KABOOM!

The enhanced qi of the flame exploded in all directions from the force of his fist.

SKRRRRRT!

Finally, Neung Pungbi faltered. Unable to withstand the impact, he was pushed back.

SWOOSH!

Crimson Tiger lunged at him. He didn’t use the Asura’s Eight Narakas to defeat Neung Pungbi. He’d already judged that he couldn’t win against the man, even if he played all of his hidden trump cards. Since the start of their fight, he had only one objective. To complete the final piece of that picture, he dived toward Neung Pungbi like a lightning bolt.

SWOOOOOOOOOSH!

As he flew forward, he rotated his body, changed direction, and sheathed his sword, shocking Neung Pungbi. After a quick aerial somersault, he stretched out both hands, poised to execute the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers.

SHING!

A single, loud gust of wind rang out. It was light, fast, and powerful.

SPLURT!

Next was the gruesome sound of flesh being cut. For a moment, time seemed to stop, and the scenery played out in slow motion. 

Crimson Tiger hung suspended in midair, with a long, bloody gash across his chest. A sword had suddenly materialized in Neung Pungbi’s hand. Although he had wounded Crimson Tiger, a dark cloud loomed over Neung Pungbi’s face. He had drawn his sword because he couldn’t withstand the opponent’s pressure. For him, this was enough to be considered a terrible defeat.

Grinding his teeth, he locked eyes with Crimson Tiger. The light in the secret agent’s eyes was fading. 

The next moment, time resumed flowing at its normal speed.

“Keuk!” Crimson Tiger screamed as he plummeted off the cliff. He rapidly shrunk into a tiny speck, and was ultimately swallowed by the raging currents below.

“Fuck!” Neung Pungbi swore, gazing icily at the depths. Of all things, Crimson Tiger had slipped past him and fallen from the cliff after he had confidently declared he would never allow it to happen.

Jongri Mun cautiously walked over from his hiding spot. “It seems I greatly underestimated him.”

“......” Neung Pungbi didn’t answer, only stared down at the rapids.

“Fortunately, we got rid of the obstacle before anything really terrible happened.”

Neung Pungbi shook his head. “I’m not sure about that. Send some men to find the body.”

“Pardon?” Jongri Mun gasped and glanced at the turbulent river at the bottom of the cliff. He couldn’t believe what Neung Pungbi had just said. For a moment, he thought he had misheard, but he hadn’t.

Neung Pungbi whispered uncertainly, “I’m... not sure if I’ve pulled the weed out completely.”
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“Crimson Tiger! Please, wake up!”

Yeon shook Crimson Tiger desperately. She couldn’t remember finding him in the current, swimming while holding him, or climbing onto the riverbank. All she could think about was saving him. 

“Please! Please! Crimson Tiger!” she screamed, tears streaming endlessly from her eyes. She had pulled him ashore, but he still hadn’t regained consciousness. “No, don’t die!”

She hugged Crimson Tiger tightly. His body was growing cold. She sealed his acupoints to stem the bleeding, but blood still oozed from the deep wound across his chest. Despite continuously infusing him with qi, her efforts proved useless.

What if he dies? No! I don’t even want to imagine that!

“Please! No! If you abandon me, I’ll kill myself!” she cried sincerely. She couldn’t bear to live on alone after sending Crimson Tiger off like this. “Wake up! Think of Hyeon! Please!”

PAT!

Yeon flinched, feeling Crimson Tiger’s hand on her back.

“Crimson Tiger!” She looked down at him in surprise. He was slowly opening his eyes.

“Haaaaah!” Crimson Tiger let out a long, ragged gasp. The foul smell of blood escaped with his breath, a sign of severe internal injuries.

“Crimson Tiger!”

“...Yeon,” Crimson Tiger groaned with difficulty. “Help me up.”

Yeon carefully helped Crimson Tiger sit up. She hurriedly took out internal injury medicine from her pocket and tried to feed him, but he couldn’t swallow it. His wound was too deep, and he was too weak to circulate his qi.

“...I’m fine, Yeon,” Crimson Tiger said reassuringly.

Everything went exactly as I had hoped. Good thing I remembered I was wearing the Invisible Armor!

All of his previous actions during the fight with Neung Pungbi had been carefully calculated. He had intentionally made the Evil Coalition Leader draw his sword, knowing he could never defeat the man through normal means.

He believed that with his enhanced defensive qi at its limit and the Invisible Armor, he could withstand one of the man’s attacks. After that, he had to jump off the cliff to hide the fact that he had survived. 

Thankfully, his gamble paid off. He had sustained a near-fatal injury, but he was alive.

He examined his wound. The moment he was cut by the sword, he had leaned deeper into the blade. While this resulted in a larger wound, it also altered the angle of the swing, ensuring that his body would not be cut in two. 

In order to accomplish this, he had to draw on his experience dueling with Cheon Ahseong. The attempt was possible only because he had experienced that kind of speed and power before.

He checked the Invisible Armor. A long gash had been carved into it. Considering the extent of the damage, he would be dead if not for its protection. Fortunately, the armor was damaged only along one sharp line, so it could likely be repaired and used again.

“!” Yeon’s eyes abruptly flashed, and she pressed her ear to the ground. More than a dozen people were running in their direction. “Pursuers!”

There was no time to think deeply. Hoisting Crimson Tiger onto her back, she started running. 

Crimson Tiger didn’t resist. Yeon was not the type to leave him behind, even if he told her to, so it would only be a waste of time.

Yeon leaped into a field of reeds with Crimson Tiger on her back. “Just hold on a little longer, Crimson Tiger!” 

She wasn’t speaking to him as much as she was speaking to herself. The pursuers’ movement arts were extraordinary. Undoubtedly, they were expert scouts.

Although she wasn’t afraid of dying, she didn’t want Crimson Tiger to die. He always gave her strength when she was scared.

Now, she had to save him. Tears threatened to well up in her eyes, but she forced them back. If tears blurred her vision, it would hinder their escape.

Crimson Tiger’s voice, shouting for her to leave him behind, echoed in her ears, but she grit her teeth and growled, “I won’t let you die! I’ll never let you die!”

Shortly after Yeon and Crimson Tiger disappeared beyond the field of reeds, a dozen men in black appeared. They were all experts of the Evil Coalition, sent to find Crimson Tiger’s body.

One of the trackers examining the ground pointed toward the reed field. “There!” 

He had pinpointed the exact direction Yeon had disappeared.

Their direction set, they propelled themselves onwards. Driven by purpose, both the hunter and the hunted ran like the wind.
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THWACK!

Yeon’s jaw snapped to the side as she flew through the air. As she fell, she rotated her body to protect the injured Crimson Tiger on her back.

THUD!

Her face slammed into the ground. Crimson Tiger was thrown from her back and rolled across the ground. Blood poured from her torn cheek, but she had no time to tend to the wound. She quickly crawled over to shield Crimson Tiger.

In contrast, the pursuers were relaxed. 

The man in black who had kicked Yeon strolled forward slowly. “Damn bitch! This is the end for you!”

Yeon froze in the middle of an attempt to put Crimson Tiger back on her back and flee. More men surrounded her from behind, and to the left and right. She was trapped. These pursuers were all first-rate experts on the verge of reaching the peak level, the best of the best.

The men were furious. Three days had passed since they first discovered their target’s tracks. Never in their wildest dreams did they imagine they would end up chasing one woman for so long, but Yeon eluded them at every turn. Still, her sheer desperation in evading their relentless pursuit earned their respect.

Yeon gasped for air as she surveyed her surroundings. Even when all hope seemed lost, she refused to give up. 

If I was alone, I would probably have surrendered by now, but I have to protect him!

The need to protect Crimson Tiger drove away her fear. All she wanted was to save him, no matter what.

On the first day, Crimson Tiger had been conscious, but he lost consciousness on the second day. Considering the rough conditions and lack of proper treatment, it was a miracle he still lived.

Yeon sighed. If her opponents were skillful but despicable rogues, she might have created an opportunity by throwing herself at them. However, her opponents were the Evil Coalition’s highly trained, pitiless elites. They didn’t permit themselves even a moment of distraction.

“Finish her!” the leader commanded.

The two men on her left and right slowly advanced. 

Fearing the worst, Yeon carefully laid Crimson Tiger on the ground, then drew a dagger in each hand. Fundamentally, her skills were on par with each of the men’s. Although her combat and martial arts were weaker, she could compensate for that with her movement arts. 

Unfortunately, she was facing ten equally matched opponents. Worse yet, their leader was a level above her.

Adding fuel to the fire, the approaching men took no chances. They crept forward cautiously from both sides, maintaining a similar distance. 

Glancing back and forth, Yeon clenched her teeth.

SWOOSH!

The two men charged in simultaneously, their movements perfectly synchronized.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

Yeon parried the two men’s swords in rapid succession with her daggers, but their follow-up attacks were even deadlier.

SLASH!

The man on the left slashed Yeon’s arm. Blood gushed from the deep cut, but she had no time to treat the injury. Both men were coming at her again.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! SPURT!

This time, Yeon was stabbed in the side. Despair washed over her. She had done her best, but she couldn’t handle the enemy’s coordinated attack.

It’s impossible...

She glanced at Crimson Tiger lying behind her.

I’m sorry, Crimson Tiger. I’ll serve you properly in the afterlife instead.

She tightened her grip on her daggers as she eyed the two men lunging at her.

CLANG! CLANG!

She narrowly parried one man’s sword, only to sense a cold, sharp blade being thrust at her back.

This is the end.

She squeezed her eyes shut.

SHUNK!

The sound of flesh tearing echoed through the air... yet there was no pain. Yeon slowly opened her eyes and glanced behind her.

WHOOSH!

A fountain of blood sprayed from the neck of the man behind her. Moments later, he lurched to the side and crashed to the ground. 

A woman stood behind him, smiling sweetly.

“Hi there, prickly handler girl!” Green Snake greeted cheerfully.

Yeon’s face lit up. She had never imagined she would be so happy to see this bitch. “It seems I made the right call sending a message via the unofficial handlers’ network.”

She had first requested help three days ago, though she made the request through the unofficial handlers’ network instead of the official channels. After all, no matter how quickly an official request was processed, it took more time because it had to be approved by the Radiant Hall. In addition, political matters could delay or even nullify the request.

Of course, an unofficial request also had its drawbacks. Since it wasn’t an official order, the Phantoms were not obliged to come. Fortunately, due to the recent incident with Blade Heaven, most of the Twelve Phantoms were near the Association. 

Green Snake, who was closest, got there first. She glanced at Crimson Tiger, who was lying unconscious on the ground. She had never seen him in such a vulnerable state before. “Is he okay?” she asked worriedly.

“Yes!” Yeon answered loudly, though she wasn’t sure of Crimson Tiger’s condition. She quickly checked on him. Fortunately, he was still breathing, albeit faintly. She nodded at Green Snake.

Noticing the women were distracted, the man who had attacked Yeon took a small step forward. 

Green Snake immediately pointed her sword at him, yelling, “Don’t even dream of it, you motherfucking scoundrel!”

“......” The man’s face hardened at the slight.

However, Green Snake ignored him and continued to rain insults upon the Coalition experts. “What the fuck are you assholes thinking, ganging up on one weak damsel? Even scumbags who rip off courtesans in the back alleys of a brothel wouldn’t do this! You worthless sons of bitches should cut off everything you have dangling down there!”

The men scowled menacingly, but they didn’t act rashly. Green Snake had killed their comrade with a single move, proving that she was not someone of mediocre skill. Most of those present hadn’t even noticed her approach. For a surprise attack to work, she had to be at least their equal, if not better.

The leader, who had been listening quietly, finally broke the silence. “Why are there so many nosy bitches in the Association?”

Green Snake snorted derisively. “Because the men of the Association respect women. They trust and rely on us, unlike you Evil Coalition mongrels who think women only exist to wet your dicks!”

The leader snapped coldly, “Fine, then. Show me why the Association ‘trusts and relies’ on you. Men! Get rid of that slut too!”

This time, all of the men slowly advanced.

CRASH!

One of the men spun around and swung his sword at something flying toward the back of his head, only to smash a liquor bottle. He looked up. The culprit who threw it was sitting on a tree branch. 

“Fufufu!” the man in the tree laughed. “Did you trust that I would show up in time, Snake?”

The leader of the Coalition forces’ furrowed his brow. “And who are you?”

Drunken Monkey gestured at Green Snake with his chin. “I’m a handsome man from the Association who respects women, and also someone who trusts and relies on that lady.”

“Pfft!” Green Snake erupted in laughter, shaking her head in disbelief. “Don’t tell me, were you actually stalking me? How did you get here so quickly?”

“As loath as I am to admit it, yes, I was stalking you.”

“I don’t like men who have nothing better to do than stalk women. I hate persistent men even more.”

“I have plenty to do, but I postponed it all for you. I’m only persistent when it concerns you.”

Green Snake cringed. “Ugh! Where did you learn such cheesy lines?”

Drunken Monkey grinned. Despite her sharp tone, Green Snake was smiling warmly. Thanks to Crimson Tiger’s advice, their relationship had progressed significantly. Finally, Green Snake had begun to accept his feelings.

“Seems these two lovebirds are underestimating us...” the Coalition leader growled, feeling ignored.

Green Snake’s eyes widened. “Huh? Why do you think there are only two of us?”

“What?”

The leader and the men in black tensed and looked around, but couldn’t sense anyone else nearby.

Green Snake scratched her head sheepishly. “Ah, is it still just the two of us?”

The leader fumed at her playful attitude. “Rip that mouth of hers off first!” he barked.

The men readied themselves, preparing to spring forward.

SWOOSH!

A single streak of sword qi flashed through the air, but it wasn’t aimed at Green Snake. Two Evil Coalition martial artists standing in the back were hit by the surprise attack.

“Kuaak!”

Both men screamed and collapsed, their backs split open. Considering their skills, one might think they died a dog’s death.

However, the man who appeared next exuded an aura that made it all seem inevitable. He carried a sword loosely at his waist, and his flowing hair covered half his face. Whenever the wind ruffled his hair, a devilishly handsome man in his mid-twenties was revealed.

“Oh! Wow! You’re really handsome!” Green Snake complimented sincerely before asking, “But who are you?”

Drunken Monkey took out another bottle of liquor from his hip and took a swig. “He’s the new Flying Dragon,” he answered.

“Ah!” Green Snake looked at Flying Dragon with glittering eyes.

Drunken Monkey pouted jealously. “He’s obviously wearing a human skin mask, isn’t he?”

SWISH!

A streak of sword qi flew at Drunken Monkey. One of the men in black had launched a surprise attack at him. 

Drunken Monkey easily avoided it, doing a somersault in the air. At the same time, sword qi shot out from his sword, faster and more powerful than his attacker’s.

WHOOSH!

The black-clad man threw himself to the ground to dodge the blast, but the tree branch that Drunken Monkey had been sitting on was cut, as was the tree behind the man. While Drunken Monkey landed lightly, though, the man had to roll unsightly on the floor. 

Seeing his ambusher jump to his feet as if nothing had happened, Drunken Monkey remraked, “You have to be careful with drunkards. We don’t see anything.”

The man who had dodged the sword qi glanced at his leader, who appeared on edge. The situation was not looking good for them. The Association’s martial artists were more skilled than they were. Three of his comrades were already dead, leaving them down to seven against three. They had to remedy the situation quickly.

The leader imbued his voice with qi and bellowed, “KILL THEM ALL!”

Steeling themselves, the men thundered back, “At your command!”

SCREECH!

A sharp whistling sound rang out, and one of the men in black crumpled to the ground. 

A small, nimble man peeked out from the thicket and surveyed the Phantoms. “H-Hello... I’m Venomous Rooster.”

He was the tenth of the Twelve Phantoms. A small, primitive-looking tube rested in his hands. This was Venomous Rooster’s unique weapon, a mini hand cannon that fired a powerful venom.

After briefly introducing himself, Venomous Rooster disappeared back into the bushes.

This further irritated the men in black, especially the leader. Four opponents had appeared, and four of their own were dead.

Yeon breathed a sigh of relief. “You all came!”

Although there were only four Phantoms, the whole atmosphere had completely changed.

Green Snake eyed the Coalition warriors and said coldly, “Okay, now that the numbers seem about right, let’s finish them off!”

“Kill them!” The leader ordered, although he could already tell that his subordinates were scared. Judging that he couldn’t lose any more momentum, however, he led the charge.

Following his lead, all the men in black moved at once.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

Flying Dragon took on the leader. Each time their swords collided, sparks burst forth like fireworks. Compared to the leader, Flying Dragon lacked qi and combat experience, but he had youthful vigor and the pride that came with his title. Moreover, like the previous Flying Dragon, he was a Phantom who specialized in combat.

Meanwhile, Drunken Monkey and Green Snake engaged the men in black. Two men in black confronted Green Snake, while three faced Drunken Monkey. Venomous Rooster remained hidden, perhaps waiting for an opportunity to strike decisively. 

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

As the battle raged on, the Coalition leader began to panic. The longer the battle dragged on, the less advantageous it would be for them. The Association had likely sent more reinforcements, but his side hadn’t.

[Kill the target!] he commanded.

One of the three men attacking Drunken Monkey rushed toward Crimson Tiger. 

Yeon tried to obstruct him, but she was exhausted and injured.

No, I have to protect him somehow!

Gathering what little qi she had left, she made up her mind to grab the man’s sword with her bare hands and not let go. While she bought time, she trusted that the other Phantoms would intervene.

SWOOSH!

The man thrust his sword at Yeon’s heart, intending to finish her off first.

SWISH! SWISH! SWISH! SWISH! SWISH! SWISH!

In that split second, hidden weapons flew at him from all directions.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

The man deflected the hidden weapons, but there were just too many.

THUNK!

A hidden weapon lodged in his back. No sooner had a groan escaped him, than more hidden weapons embedded themselves in his body.

THUNK! THUNK! THUNK! THUNK! THUNK!

The man collapsed after being transformed into a porcupine by a hail of hidden weapons. Masked handlers emerged from the trees all around him. Normally, they never interfered in a Phantom’s fight, but they couldn’t just watch as a bloodied and battered Yeon shielded Crimson Tiger. 

Their eyes met Yeon’s, but she didn’t thank them. A deep bond existed between all handlers that needed no words.

THWACK!

Drunken Monkey punched a man in the jaw. An opening had appeared when one of the three men fighting him broke off. As the man with the mangled jaw rolled on the ground, he pressed the remaining masked man fiercely. 

Soon, the balance of the fight began to crumble.

SWOOSH! SWOOSH!

The leader frowned. He was certain that they would all die at this rate. He fired consecutive sword qi to force Flying Dragon back , then changed direction and lunged at Yeon. Even if he died, he was determined to eliminate Crimson Tiger.

“No!” Flying Dragon shouted, but it was too late.

SWISH! SWISH! SWISH! SWISH! SWISH!

The handlers’ hidden weapons sailed through the air, but the leader’s movements were on a different level from his subordinates’. Not a single weapon reached its target. 

Yeon thrust her dagger, shrieking, “You shall not pass!”

Unfortunately, the leader’s sword was much faster than hers.

SWOOSH!

Despite the rapidly approaching sword, Yeon didn’t close her eyes. She fully intended to block the man’s sword with her body.

I won’t let him kill Crimson Tiger! Please, don’t let my heart be pierced. Let me hold onto his sword and cling to him until the other Phantoms kill him.

SHUNK!

The sound of flesh tearing echoed ominously. 

Yeon’s eyes widened like lanterns. The leader’s sword stopped right next to her left ear. Another sword protruded from her right side, its tip buried in the leader’s neck.

Yeon slowly looked behind her. Crimson Tiger was standing there. He had regained consciousness at the last moment.

Still, his hand, holding Soul Crusher, was trembling.

“Crimson Tiger!” she cried. Finally, the tears she had been holding back streamed down her face.

Crimson Tiger leaned against her back. “I’m... fine,” he muttered, though his pale face indicated otherwise.

“Crimson Tiger...”

SLUMP!

Leaning against Yeon’s back, Crimson Tiger fell asleep again. The Phantoms and the men stood stunned for a moment, watching.

SWOOSH! SHUNK!

Suddenly, Green Snake thrust her sword at the neck of the man in front of her. “Didn’t I tell you not to lose focus during a fight?” she exclaimed.

The man slumped over. Now that the leader was dead, the situation was quickly resolved.

TSSSSSS!

The handlers disposed of the bodies. Among them was Flying Dragon’s handler, Gon.

Gon never met Crimson Tiger’s gaze. His feelings toward him were very complicated. Considering the former Flying Dragon, there was no way he could like Crimson Tiger, but he was no rookie. Feelings were feelings, and work was work. He missed the old Flying Dragon terribly, but he needed to support on the new one.

Surprisingly, Venomous Rooster had killed only one person. Of course, his handler was with him. Venomous Rooster was always clear about his boundaries, so for him to intervene this much was a big decision.

Meanwhile, Iron Bull and the Chasing Hound arrived, but they were too late to help. White Rabbit, who was on bodyguard duty, never showed up.

In any case, everything was over by the time they arrived. The important thing was that they had come. Strictly speaking, both the request for and the provision of help were unauthorized. Normally, the matter should have gone through official channels.

Nevertheless, the Twelve Phantoms gathered because of Crimson Tiger.

“Why did you come?” Green Snake asked Flying Dragon. The other Phantoms had their reasons, but the new Flying Dragon didn’t have a particular reason to be there.

Flying Dragon replied calmly, “I heard a rumor that the former Flying Dragon was always second best. I wanted to see for myself what kind of person deserved to be called the best of the best.”

“So, what do you think?”

Flying Dragon stared quietly at the pale Crimson Tiger, then shook his head. “I don’t know.”

Green Snake snorted. “What do you mean you don’t know? Can’t you tell at a glance that he’s the coolest man ever?”

“......” Drunken Monkey pouted behind her.

“...I’m sorry, but you’ll never know about me,” Crimson Tiger whispered to Flying Dragon, his expression pained. 

Flying Dragon tilted his head. “What do you mean?”

“Kueeeek!” Crimson Tiger vomited blood. 

Yeon cried out in shock. “Crimson Tiger!”

The other Phantoms also jumped in alarm, but right after vomiting blood, Crimson Tiger lost consciousness.

Drunken Monkey felt for Crimson Tiger’s pulse, then looked at everyone grimly. “He’s dead.”

“What?”

“Crimson Tiger is dead.”

Everyone felt like they had been hit in the head with a sledgehammer.

“No! Please!” Yeon screamed, her voice echoing throughout the area. “It’s a lie, right? Crimson Tiger! Wake up!”

Green Snake’s eyes widened in shock. “No... This can’t be happening,” she mumbled weakly.
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FWOOOOSH!

Two hours later, flames soared from a pyre of stacked wood. Crimson Tiger’s body lay on top of the pyre.

“Damn it! Damn it! This is ridiculous!” Green Snake repeated over and over, tears streaming from her eyes.

Drunken Monkey stood behind her, drinking in silence. Chasing Hound and Iron Bull stood side by side nearby.

“There goes the legend of our time,” Chasing Hound whispered. He had only met Crimson Tiger twice, but he had taken a great liking to the man. Through Crimson Tiger, he realized that one doesn’t have to meet someone often to form a deep connection. He felt he would carry the memory of Crimson Tiger in his heart for a very long time.

Iron Bull nodded in agreement. He, too, felt heavyhearted, though he wasn’t so much saddened by Crimson Tiger’s death as he was regretful of his own life. The thought that one day, he too would die like Crimson Tiger, weighed on him.

Yeon stood before the pyre, her head bowed low. Her sorrow was so profound that no one could offer her any comfort. 

As the flames blazed, she pushed the base of the pyre as if she could no longer bear to watch Crimson Tiger burn.

CRUMBLE!

The blazing pyre crumbled down the cliff, and Yeon silently leaped away.

The Phantoms lined up along the cliff and gazed down, mourning Crimson Tiger. The atmosphere was somber. 

The death of the most successful Crimson Tiger was a grim reminder of the Twelve Phantoms’ eventual fate. One day, they would all surely die.

In a drunken voice, Drunken Monkey voiced the words on everyone’s minds. “Farewell, my friend.”


V7C8: Devastating News

“Wow, that’s amazing!” Jaegal Soyeon exclaimed. “I can’t believe you actually had a life-or-death experience with Crimson Tiger!”

Jo Birang stuck out his chin triumphantly at the excessive compliment. “I’m telling you, I did!”

“You’re truly lucky.”

“You think that’s all? Crimson Tiger even had to slide across the floor to dodge the swords flying in from all directions. It was a real touch-and-go moment.” Jo Birang swung his hand exaggeratedly, mimicking swinging a sword.

“Wow!” Jaegal Soyeon’s face lit up with excitement.

Jo Birang continued proudly, “That’s when I threw myself into the fray. I kicked the guy swinging his sword closest to me, then headbutted the one next to him, and after rolling once...”

Im Yeongdal and Hong Sabaek, who were observing the two from the side, shook their heads.

Hong Sabaek clicked his tongue. “Judging by the way she’s listening so seriously, she’s probably planning to work him to the bone again.”

“She’s even pretending to listen attentively with her palms together. How despicable.”

“For her to be so patient, what on earth is she planning to make him do?”

“...The last guy escaped the crisis and shot back to his feet, but Crimson Tiger took care of him,” Jo Birang concluded his tall tale. Despite all his bravado, he couldn’t bring himself to lie that he had dealt with the last attacker himself.

Jaegal Soyeon clapped enthusiastically, playing along. “Even so, I truly respect you, Senior!”

“Hahaha, it was nothing.”

Jaegal Soyeon suddenly let out a sigh. “Ah, I’d love to keep listening to your stories, Senior, but...”

Jo Birang tilted his head. “But?”

“You see, the Director gave me a lot of work to do...”

“What kind of work?”

“You don’t have to worry about it. After all, this is my job. Since we’re on the topic, though, would you like to take a look?” Jaegal Soyeon led Jo Birang to her desk.

Hong Sabaek and Im Yeongdal shook their heads again.

“I’m starting to think he might be doing that on purpose, knowing full well what’s happening.”

“What do you mean?”

“Isn’t there a mental illness where people enjoy being taken advantage of? Masochism, was it? That punk Birang must suffer from it. If not, he’s the most foolish senior in the entire jianghu.”

Hong Sabaek let out a dry laugh at Im Yeongdal’s nonsense.

CLANK! WHOOSH!

A mechanism moved and stopped on a tiger portrait, and a report dropped down.

Jaegal Soyeon scurried over. “I’ll get it for you, Senior!”

“Thanks for the trouble,” Jo Birang replied bashfully.

Jaegal Soyeon pulled out the report excitedly, but the moment she read it, she tensed up, and her face blanched.

“What is it?” Im Yeongdal asked.

“......” Jaegal Soyeon simply stared blankly at the message, as if she couldn’t hear the question.

Im Yeongdal shouted, “Hey!”

Finally, Jaegal Soyeon raised her head. “Crimson Tiger... Crimson Tiger...”

“What about Crimson Tiger?”

“He’s dead.”

“What? What are you saying now? Don’t suddenly spout nonsense,” Jo Birang chimed in from Jaegal Soyeon’s desk without lifting his head, naturally assuming this was one of her pranks. “Don’t joke about the lives of the Phantoms!”

However, Jaegal Soyeon remained frozen to the spot, completely dazed.

Im Yeongdal ran over and snatched the report from her. “What is this nonsense!” he grumbled. Before he could smack Jaegal Soyeon for messing with them, though, he too blanked out and stared at the report for a long time.

Hong Sabaek slowly approached him. “Give it here.”

Im Yeongdal obediently handed the report to Hong Sabaek, who didn’t read it. Instead, he took the report and entered the Director’s Office, where Gu Yangseo and Eom Baekyang were deep in conversation.

“What is it?” Gu Yangseo asked.

Hong Sabaek pressed his lips together grimly. “Crimson Tiger is dead.”

[image: sep]


“Lies!” Ju Hwayin screamed.

Lee Dansim was just as shocked. “He’s... really dead,” she mumbled.

They had just received a report from the Radiant Hall. Since those scholars would never falsify a report about something like this, Crimson Tiger’s death was a foregone conclusion.

“They say all the other Phantoms confirmed his death,” Lee Dansim added.

“I’m telling you, it’s a lie!” Ju Hwayin hissed. “Reports can be wrong, can’t they? Why are you acting like this when you know that?”

Lee Dansim argued darkly, “But the Phantoms cremated the body themselves.”

“What?” Ju Hwayin’s face paled, and she crumpled to her knees. “Who? Who did it? Who killed him?”

“We don’t know that yet.”

Ju Hwayin fell silent. Lee Dansim thought about comforting her, but in the end, she quietly left the room.

Ju Hwayin didn’t even notice her leave. Her mind was completely blank. She didn’t even harbor any selfish resentment, or wonder why he had died by another’s hand instead of hers. She had threatened Crimson Tiger and even tried to kill him, but upon hearing the news of his death, nothing came to mind.

There was no sadness or anger, just...nothing.
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Baek Museong nearly skipped his way into the Tempest Academy. In his hands, he held a box containing a gift for Soeun. He had commissioned a renowned artisan to meticulously tailor an elegant and dignified gown, embroidering it with a single phoenix.

Although Soeun wasn’t allowed to wear such clothing now, a smile formed on his face as he pictured his daughter proudly donning these clothes in public one day. This gift was both a promise and a commitment to her future.

Right as he was about to enter the building where Soeun’s office was, Jin Chung’s voice called out, “Young Lord!”

He turned to see Jin Chung running urgently toward him. The expression on his aide’s face was already enough to convey the gravity of the news he was about to deliver. 

Baek Museong asked quickly, “What is it?”

“We just received an urgent report... Crimson Tiger is dead.”

“What?” Baek Museong blinked, wondering if he had misheard. “What do you mean?”

“He died during a mission.”

Baek Museong remained in stunned silence for a while before opening his mouth again, “Is this information reliable?”

“Yes, it’s true. The news came directly from the Radiant Hall.”

A flurry of emotions washed over Baek Museong, the first of which was disbelief. To him, Crimson Tiger had always seemed immortal—a man who could survive and overcome any danger.

“What a waste, ” he remarked sincerely, feeling truly regretful and sad.

At the same time, he felt a different emotion entirely. A refreshing sensation filled him, as if an obstruction in his gut had finally been dislodged. 

He realized this was how he truly felt about Crimson Tiger. 

Contrary to Baek Museong’s complex sentiments, Jin Chung was delighted. From the beginning, he had had reservations concerning Baek Museong’s involvement with Crimson Tiger. After all, the First Young Lord was not someone who should associate with a mere secret agent.

Jin Chung shook his head. “He’s just a mercenary. You’ve just become too deeply entangled with him.”

Baek Museong neither affirmed nor denied Jin Chung’s words. Crimson Tiger had too much strength and presence to be dismissed as a mere mercenary.

In any case, none of that matters anymore.

He whirled around to see Soeun standing at the building’s entrance. “Soeun!” he greeted happily, but when he saw her unusual expression, he froze. Soeun’s face was as pale as a sheet, giving the impression that she might faint at any moment.

“What did you just say?” she asked hesitantly.

Baek Museong’s expression darkened. As clever as he was, he instantly realized why Soeun was so shaken up. “I received a report that Crimson Tiger is dead.”

Soeun shuddered. “Master Crimson Tiger is... dead?”

Baek Museong was startled by his daughter’s respectful tone. He could tell that she genuinely loved Crimson Tiger. 

His heart grew even more complicated than when he had first heard the news. While he was worried about his daughter, anger also surged within him. 

He could understand why Crimson Tiger would fall for his daughter. She was beautiful enough to mesmerize any man. However, Soeun having a crush on Crimson Tiger was another matter entirely—a problem on a different level from his own involvement with the man.

Slowly, he approached his daughter. “Soeun, I...”

“No, I can’t believe it. I can’t!”

Baek Museong hugged Soeun and patted her back. “You must understand. He did dangerous work for a living.”

“There’s absolutely no way...” Soeun cried, tears streaming down her face.

Baek Museong clenched his teeth. Until now, he had kept his relationship with Crimson Tiger strictly professional. Come hell or high water, the man’s life wasn’t his concern. Seeing his daughter weep over the man’s death, however, made it his personal problem.

He held her close. “Soeun, don’t cry.” 

Nevertheless, cradled in his arms, Soeun wept sorrowfully for a long time. Only when her tears finally dried up did she pull away from him.

“He... he... he’s not dead,” she finally declared with conviction, placing a hand over her heart. “I can feel it. I know he’s still alive!”

“Soeun...”

“He’s definitely alive. I won’t believe he’s dead until I see the body with my own eyes.”

Baek Museong sighed deeply. “Alright, I will look more deeply into it.”

“Please, Father.”

Baek Museong’s heart skipped a beat. This was the first request she had ever made, the first time she had called him ‘Father. Ironically, she seemed unaware of how significant this moment was to him, which made him even angrier and sadder.

“Alright, I’ll look into it for you,” he whispered.

The gift he had brought lay rolling on the ground, having been dropped at some point.
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“I sent a secret message to Cheon Ahseong,” Jongri Mun reported.

Neung Pungbi nodded in acknowledgment. “Did he say he’d come?”

“Yes, he sent word that he would come alone.”

“To think I’m about to see him in person... this is nerve-wracking.”

Jongri Mun knew full well that Neung Pungbi wasn’t joking. Cheon Ahseong was the only person in the jianghu who could make the Coalition Leader’s pulse race.

Currently, they were in a teahouse on the outskirts of a small town not far from the Association. If the various experts of the Evil Coalition were to learn of this, they would be utterly horrified.

“Has your opinion on that still not changed?”

“What do you mean, sir?”

“Your prediction that I would likely lose to Cheon Ahseong.”

“......” Jongri Mun hesitated, feeling somewhat flustered. He desperately wished he had a different answer to that question, but he couldn’t refute its logic.

Neung Pungbi pretended to be offended. “You don’t have to say anything. I can already see the answer on your face.”

“Please forgive my disloyalty.”

“I understand your reasoning, but I still can’t forgive you,” Neung Pungbi scolded, then suddenly burst out laughing. “Hahaha! So he’s that strong, is he?”

“He’s a recluse who has lived his life immersed only in martial arts,” Jongri Mun countered. “Unlike you, who actively leads our Coalition.”

Neung Pungbi nodded. Different from the laissez-faire Association Chairman, he had to manage his organization and couldn’t devote himself solely to martial arts. Moreover, since Cheon Ahseong never took part in diplomatic meetings, he had never met the man in person.

“Regardless, as long as Cheon Ahseong lives, unifying the unorthodox won’t be easy.”

“That’s right.”

“I have to kill him.”

“Yes.”

“Have you thought of a way to do it?”

Jongri Mun nodded. Needless to say, he had researched Cheon Ahseong extensively. “First, our analysis shows he can’t be killed with poison.”

“Does he have Myriad Poison Immunity?”

“Isn’t that true for you too, Coalition Leader?”

“That’s true.”

“Second, assassins can’t kill him.”

“How old is that research? A talented assassin might have emerged by now, don’t you think?”

Jongri Mun calmly replied to Neung Pungbi’s joke. “Unfortunately, Cheon Ahseong’s skills have improved more than those of any talented assassin.”

“Why does it seem like you know a suspicious amount of information about him?”

“It’s because I pray for his death at least once every day.”

Neung Pungbi chuckled. “So in the end, there’s no way to kill him?”

“Unless one possesses an Indestructible Vajra Body, how can one escape death?” Jongri Mun raised one hand and spread his palm wide. “If you can plunge a sword this deep into his heart, he will die.”

“You’re telling me to kill him myself, aren’t you?”

“As of now, that’s the best method.”

“But you said he’s stronger than me?”

“Yes. Of course, there is one other method that requires a lot of patience...”

“Are you telling me to wait until he dies of old age?”

Jongri Mun nodded. He was only half-joking. This was the reality of their situation.

Neung Pungbi asked, “Say, how much do they pay you a month?”

“Twelve hundred taels.”

“Spit it all out.” Neung Pungbi genuinely felt like grabbing Jongri Mun and shaking him up a little, when a subordinate ran up to him

“Sir! All the men we sent out have been taken down.”

Neung Pungbi and Jongri Mun took the news in stride. Since they hadn’t heard from their subordinates in days, they had already guessed as much.

“So, he didn’t die after all.” Jongri Mun muttered grimly.

“It’s my fault for being careless and underestimating him.”

“I don’t blame you. Anyone would have done the same. Who would’ve thought that someone with that level of skill would work as one of the Twelve Phantoms?”

Suddenly, Neung Pungbi’s gaze sharpened. A man with an unmistakable presence was approaching them. Cheon Ahseong had arrived.

“Enjoy your meeting!” Jongri Mun said, hastily scrambling to his feet and running away.

Neung Pungbi rose from his seat and clasped his hands in greeting. “Association Chairman Cheon! It’s a pleasure to meet you for the first time!”

“It’s a pleasure for me as well, Coalition Leader Neung,” Cheon Ahseong greeted back.

Neither of them had expected to meet so easily. They had always imagined that they would meet as victor and vanquished after a great war between their factions, when one side was utterly defeated.

To an unknowing commoner, their meeting appeared to be between two ordinary old men, but this was actually a historic gathering of the two most powerful men in the jianghu. It was just that their control over their presences was so masterful, it left the weak clueless while rendering peak experts breathless.

On Neung Pungbi’s part, he was genuinely impressed. Although he came alone, for Cheon Ahseong to do the same was truly commendable. Setting aside all their conflicting interests, this man was a true martial artist.

“You’ve come a long way,” Cheon Ahseong remarked. “If you had told me beforehand, I would’ve gone to meet you instead.”

“No worries. I’m just glad I could see you despite your busy schedule. Come, have a seat. The tea here isn’t half bad.”

“Let’s do that.”

The two men sat facing each other across the tea table. Neung Pungbi poured the fresh tea himself, and Cheon Ahseong savored it, smiling pleasantly and complimenting it.

“Since you learned of this good place thanks to me, Association Chairman, this tea is on you.”

“Haha, of course.”

Now that they had met, Neung Pungbi had mixed feelings about Cheon Ahseong. He felt he could win a fight against him, but also that he could lose.

I have to admit the truth.

A bitter taste filled his mouth. The fact that he couldn’t read his opponent clearly meant that Cheon Ahseong was most likely stronger than him. Of course, that also depended on how Cheon Ahseong perceived him.

Cheon Ahseong asked calmly, “So, what brings you all this way?”

“Haha, I’ll be frank. I came to catch one of your boys.”

“And who might that be?”

“I trust you’ve heard of Crimson Tiger. He’s the kid who has been tormenting our Coalition for the past few years.”

Cheon Ahseong showed no reaction to the mention of Crimson Tiger. “So, did you catch him?”

“I had him, but I lost him.”

“He must be a quick one.”

“He is. That’s why I’m asking... please catch that kid for me.”

“......” Cheon Ahseong said nothing.

“I trust you’ll grant my first ever request,” Neung Pungbi said shamelessly.

Cheon Ahseong still didn’t answer.

The two inscrutable men held each other’s gazes.

Suddenly, a martial artist from the Association rushed into the teahouse, delivered a telepathic report, and disappeared just as quickly as he had come. For the first time, Neung Pungbi detected a flicker of uncertainty in Cheon Ahseong, who had been as calm as a mirrored lake.

Cheon Ahseong fixed Neung Pungbi with a steady gaze. “According to my men, the boy you want to catch just died.”

Neung Pungbi’s eyes widened with shock, but he could tell that Cheon Ahseong wasn’t lying. Not only was he not the type who would lie about such matters, he could also sense Cheon Ahseong’s mounting agitation.

“He might have been a quick kid, but it seems he couldn’t completely avoid your sword,” Cheon Ahseong said, clearly holding Neung Pungbi responsible for Crimson Tiger’s death.

“As you know, one of our most formidable warriors, the Evil Blade, died some time ago. Since that kid, Crimson Tiger, killed him, let’s just call it even.”

Cheon Ahseong answered without hesitation. “Let’s do that.”

“Be careful on your way back.”

Neung Pungbi stood up to leave the teahouse, but stopped when Cheon Ahseong spoke from behind him.

“I’ll pay you a visit one of these days too.”

Neung Pungbi froze in his tracks, unsure what those words really meant.

Still, he glanced back and smiled. “When you do, I’ll treat you to some fine liquor.”


V7C9: Resurrection

At the bottom of a cliff, surrounded by charred trees and a rough, flowing current, Yeon watched as a man scrubbed his soot-covered body and changed into a clean martial arts uniform.

The man was, of course, Crimson Tiger. He was very much alive, having just recovered from the brink of death.

Earlier, after the Phantoms arrived and eliminated the men in black, he had sent Yeon a telepathic message. He planned to fake his death, so he asked her to burn his body and throw it off the cliff. Thanks to the Fire Resistance Pearl, the flames didn’t harm him, and he shielded his body with a powerful qi barrier to protect himself from the impact of the fall. Like this, he managed to perfectly feign his death.

“If I didn’t fake my death, the Evil Coalition would’ve hunted me to the ends of the earth,” he explained. “After all, I escaped even though the Coalition Leader himself was involved.”

The Evil Blade’s death was nothing compared to this. If the Coalition Leader’s failure became known, the entire Evil Coalition would try to kill him to restore their leader’s honor.

“So, what’s next? Are you going to quit this job now?” Yeon asked earnestly. Deep down, she hoped Crimson Tiger would leave the Association forever.

Crimson Tiger stared at Yeon and slowly shook his head. “I can’t leave the Association yet. I need to tie up all the loose ends so I can live in peace.”

Yeon pouted. “Is it because of the Third Young Lady?”

Crimson Tiger shook his head. The fact that Ju Hwayin knew about Seohyeon’s existence weighed on his mind, but that wasn’t the reason he wanted to continue working for the Association. He was certian that the moment Ju Hwayin heard the news of his death, she would leave Seohyeon alone. 

His promise to Sagong Hu that he would eliminate the wicked until the treatment day wasn’t the reason, either. He knew Sagong Hu had grown fond of him and Seohyeon, and even if he left the Association, the master physician wouldn’t deny his daughter treatment.

No, he intended to remain in the Association for only one reason—to punish evil until the very last moment. Beyond his promise to Sagong Hu, it was now a vow to himself and to the heavens, and a prayer for the success of Seohyeon’s treatment. He feared that if he turned away from his commitments, the heavens might become angry and take it out on his daughter.

“Yeon, take this evidence to the Third Young Lady,” he said. Previously, he had secretly given Yeon the evidence he found in the stone cave so that it wouldn’t get burned. With this, the Third Young Lady would be able to escape her predicament.

“I understand.” Yeon nodded, but her worries weren’t assuaged. “But... you said you weren’t going to leave the Association?”

“Yes.”

“How do you plan to stay there without letting them know you’re alive?”

Crimson Tiger’s gaze deepened. “I have to go back to that place. The place where everything began!”
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““HAP!””

Thirty men and women swung their training swords. Their bodies were drenched in sweat, and they looked wretched enough to collapse at any moment.

Instructor Hwang stood before them, yelling, “The sweat you’re shedding now will replace the blood you’ll shed later!”

This was the training center for the Twelve Phantoms. The conditions were torturous, but the trainees pushed themselves relentlessly. Even when one man collapsed from exhaustion, the training continued. 

Instructor Hwang helped the man up and gave him a hard, encouraging pat on the back instead of humiliating him. Everyone was pushed to their limits here, so collapsing wasn’t shameful. The problem was not getting back up afterward.

“Humans may betray you, but training never will!” his booming voice echoed throughout the training ground.

Not long ago, a new Flying Dragon had been sent out. The previous one’s death had shocked Instructor Hwang greatly. That Phantom had been the most outstanding combat agent after Crimson Tiger. 

He recalled the man’s face. Though handsome, his expression always concealed a certain darkness.

Anyway, when the new Flying Dragon was chosen, the trainees had held a small celebration. After all, only a Phantom’s death could create an opening for them to graduate.

How ironic. On one hand, they hope their comrades would survive, yet on the other, they secretly wish for a spot to open up.

For this reason, Instructor Hwang pushed them to their limits, yet never belittled them. That was why everyone liked him.

Suddenly, another instructor ran toward them. 

Seeing his somber expression, Instructor Hwang’s face soured. “Stop! Take a short break!” 

All thirty trainees instantly crumpled to the ground, gasping for breath.

Instructor Hwang approached the junior instructor. For him, times like these were the most agonizing. “Who is it this time?” he asked reluctantly.

The junior instructor hesitated briefly before whispering, “...Crimson Tiger.”

“What?” Instructor Hwang was thunderstruck. His legs gave way, and he stumbled before hastily regaining his balance.

He looked back at the trainees. A few of them were candidates to replace Crimson Tiger, but none of them compared to the original. Crimson Tiger was his most memorable trainee and the most outstanding Phantom, and the only one who had endured for seven long years.

“He’s dead? That man? Of all people?”

The junior instructor asked worriedly, “Are you okay?”

Instructor Hwang nodded. “Take care of the kids for me.”

“Understood.”

Returning to his office, Instructor Hwang opened a cabinet and took out a bottle of liquor. Normally, he never touched alcohol, only drinking on special occasions with trainees who were leaving this place. 

Today, however, he drank alone. Ironically, the liquor, which should have tasted bitter, was sweet.

“Damn it!” he spat, chugging the liquor straight from the bottle.

SLAM!

He roughly slammed the bottle down on the table. A wave of nausea washed over him, and his heart pounded furiously. He had considered retirement for a long time, but had endured because of one person—Crimson Tiger. That man’s existence proved he wasn’t just churning out sacrificial lambs... yet now, he was dead.

He jerked his head up. There was a presence outside his office. “Who is it?!” he shouted irritably.

The door opened, and a stranger entered.

He froze in alarm. No intruder should have been able to sneak into the training center. The location of this facility was a closely guarded secret, and experts were stationed at every critical access point.

He desperately searched his memories, until finally he recalled that he had indeed seen this face before.

His eyes widened in shock and disbelief. “No way. Are you...?”

Crimson Tiger nodded. He was wearing the same face he had when he left the training center in the hopes that Instructor Hwang would remember him. “Have you been well?” he asked politely.

“I know that voice! It really is you!” Instructor Hwang’s face brightened as he rushed over and clasped Crimson Tiger’s hands.

Crimson Tiger smiled. “Surprised to see me?”

“What happened? I just received a message that you died!”

“As you can see, I’m alive and well.”

“Here, sit down.” 

The two men sat facing each other. 

“Would you like a drink?”

“Yes, please.”

The two men emptied their cups. Seven years ago, on the day Crimson Tiger left, they had shared a drink like this too.

“Have you heard the rumors about the First Young Lord and the Third Young Lady?” Crimson Tiger asked.

Instructor Hwang nodded. “I’ve heard the gist of it. Don’t tell me...?”

“Yes, I got caught up in it.”

Instructor Hwang’s expression darkened. He didn’t need to ask to figure out roughly what had happened. “Why did you come to see me?”

“I have a favor to ask.”

“What is it?”

“Please send me out again.”

“What do you mean by that?” Instructor Hwang tilted his head in confusion, when the truth of Crimson Tiger’s request hit him. “Wait, you can’t mean...?”

“It’s exactly what you’re thinking. Please send me out as the new Crimson Tiger.”

Instructor Hwang was dumbfounded. “How? Wouldn’t someone recognize you?”

Crimson Tiger spun around.

CRACKLE! CRACK!

When he turned back around, his face had completely changed.

Instructor Hwang’s jaw dropped in disbelief. “H-How...?”

“I learned a martial art that allows me to change my face.”

Instructor Hwang swallowed dryly. Sending this man out again as a new Crimson Tiger wasn’t impossible. He held complete authority over appointing new Phantoms. He just had to forge the documents and send the man out again. Although he risked being caught if someone conducted an intentional investigation, that was very unlikely. The Radiant Hall trusted him implicitly.

“Now, send me out again,” Crimson Tiger demanded, his firm tone leaving no room for refusal.
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The atmosphere in the Radiant Hall operations room was somber, and the source was Jo Birang.

Im Yeongdal sat next to his gloomy junior, who was slumped in his chair. Since Crimson Tiger’s death, Jo Birang hadn’t uttered a single word. Since Crimson Tiger had saved his life, his shock was immense.

Finally, Jo Birang mumbled, “Say it. Say whatever you want...”

“What is there to say?

“Why did you sit next to me if you weren’t going to say anything?”

“Because I wanted to.”

Jo Birang got up and moved to another seat, but Im Yeongdal scurried over and sat next to him again.

“I’m not in the mood for games,” Jo Birang grumbled.

Im Yeongdal shrugged. “Who said I was playing games?”

“Senior!” Jo Birang barked sharply. “I said that’s enough! Just leave me alone!”

“What did I do?”

Jo Birang shrieked, “Why are you following me? Why? Are you afraid I’ll commit suicide? Do I look that stupid to you? Or are you afraid that I’m too emotionally invested in that person? I’m not that kind of guy! I don’t care about some Phantom’s death. So don’t worry!”

“......” Im Yeongdal stayed silent.

After a long pause, Jo Birang sighed. “I’m sorry.”

“Do you feel better after shouting?”

“It’s still so vivid, his face. The day he saved me.”

“I know. I know everything.”

Jo Birang burst into tears. “S-Sob... sniff! WAAAAAH!” 

Im Yeongdal patted his shoulder. Though not as severe as Jo Birang, grief over the death of a Phantom was something he and Hong Sabaek had also experienced. For everyone in the Radiant Hall, nothing was more difficult than losing a Phantom.

“Shut up! Stop crying like a little girl!” Jaegal Soyeon’s sharp, clear voice cut in. “How long are you going to maintain this funeral atmosphere? We need to assign a mission to the new Crimson Tiger.”

Jo Birang shot back, “Don’t even mention a new Crimson Tiger!”

“SHUT UP!” Jaegal Soyeon roared. “What did the new Crimson Tiger ever do wrong? Is it okay to treat him however you want just because he never saved you, Senior?”

Jo Birang flinched, unable to muster a rebuttal.

Sighing, Hong Sabaek stepped forward. “Yes, the kid is right. First, let’s do what needs to be done.”

Im Yeongdal patted Jo Birang’s shoulder once more, this time more forcefully. “Right! Let’s cheer up!”

Hong Sabaek turned to Jaegal Soyeon and said, “Give Crimson Tiger his first mission! An easy one, to help him settle in!”

“Understood!” Jaegal Soyeon replied in a deliberately cheerful voice.

CLANK! SWOOSH!

Just then, a mechanism in the wall moved and stopped on the character for ‘Association’.

Jaegal Soyeon quickly read the report that came through the opening. “Blade Heaven’s experts have flocked to the Third Young Lady’s residence.”
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A standoff unfolded at Ju Hwayin’s residence. Sim Daehwan and the other Blade Heaven experts formed a line in the training yard, glaring at her as if she was their mortal enemy, while Ju Hwayin stood with her bodyguards on the opposite side.

“I had my doubts,” Sim Daehwan began. “I thought it might be a misunderstanding, that you could’ve been framed.”

“It is a misunderstanding. I have been framed,” Ju Hwayin replied calmly.

Sim Daehwan scoffed. “Do you know who I summoned yesterday?”

“Who was it?”

“Sa Horim. I interrogated that old man with the Heavenly Spirit Possession Art, and he confessed who was behind it. You know very well who he named, don’t you?”

“Wasn’t it revealed during the last incident that the Heavenly Spirit Possession Art isn’t foolproof?”

“Ridiculous. That’s not all. We have evidence that the old man and your people were in contact.”

Ju Hwayin sighed. Baek Museong was a meticulous man. He had certainly planned out every little detail of this scenario.

She couldn’t persuade Sim Daehwan like this. In fact, the more she denied it, the more he would believe she was the mastermind. 

So this is how standing in sinking sand feels. The more you struggle, the deeper you sink.

Commander Hwa, one of Ju Hwayin’s bodyguards, stepped forward. “Back off at once! How dare you come here and cause a ruckus!”

Sim Daehwan scowled. “How dare I? How dare you, a punk, address me with such disrespect?”

“Did you say a punk like me?” Commander Hwa’s roar reverberated through the courtyard. 

Ju Hwayin sighed inwardly. Commander Hwa was famous for his short temper. Although the Lord of Blade Heaven was certainly higher-ranked than him, that was only within the Association. As martial artists, Commander Hwa was the senior. As the top expert on her side, his skills were not something the Lord of Blade Heaven could look down on.

The two men exchanged insults and shouts, overcome with emotion, clawing at each other like back-alley thugs. Still, the forces on both sides were evenly matched. No one could be certain who would win if a fight broke out.

“Dansim, we’ve lost,” Ju Hwayin muttered bitterly.

“Young Lady...”

“If we clash with them, we’ll lose everything, even if it’s later revealed that I was framed.”

“What should I do? Please command me as you see fit!” Lee Dansim gritted her teeth, ready to sacrifice her life to save her mistress.

Ju Hwayin smiled without answering.

Commander Hwa stepped forward. “Damn it! I won’t let this slide today! Come out here!”

Myeong Jin stepped forward to represent Blade Heaven. “Who do you think you are to tell the Lord to come out? You’re just a thug!”

Commander Hwa’s expression hardened. “What did you just call me? You reckless little brat!”

“Are you deaf? I called you a thug. Where do you think you are, acting like some mutt in heat?”

“Good, you’ve dug your own grave! I’ll gladly hammer in the nails for you!”

Commander Hwa lunged at Myeong Jin, who met him head-on.

BOOM!

Their palm techniques collided with an earsplitting explosion. Both men were pushed back, Commander Hwa by three steps and Myeong Jin by seven. Clearly, Commander Hwa inner arts was superior.

CLANG! CLANG!

The two men drew their weapons. 

Lee Dansim stomped her feet in frustration. If one of these men died, there would be no turning back. “Young Lady! We have to stop them somehow!”

Ju Hwayin gave no answer. As long as his son was dead, Sim Daehwan would not back down easily.

“Stop! Wait a moment! Would the Third Young Lady and the Lord please come over here and look at this?”

Everyone turned in the direction of the voice. Yeon stood there, wearing a mask as usual.

Myeong Jin asked coldly, “Who are you? Who dares to walk around the Association grounds with their face hidden?”

“I work for the Radiant Hall.”

“The Radiant Hall?” Myeong Jin’s demeanor softened slightly. “Why are you here?”

“I have an urgent report for the Lord of Blade Heaven and the Third Young Lady only.”

Ju Hwayin stepped forward. “Understood. Please show me the report.”

Sim Daehwan grunted in displeasure. “Hmph! I don’t know what kind of trick this is, but it’s a futile effort.”

The two of them approached Yeon, who showed them the evidence that Crimson Tiger and Chasing Hound had found in the stone cave. As soon as they read it, their eyes widened in shock.

“Is this true?” Sim Daehwan asked sharply.

Yeon replied calmly, “Yes, it is.”

Sim Daehwan stared at the report in disbelief. “If what’s written here is true... does that mean someone else is behind this incident?”

“Yes, the contents of this report have been verified by the Radiant Hall.”

“......” Sim Daehwan was appalled. The report stated that all of the evidence Blade Heaven found was fabricated. 

Ju Hwayin, on the other hand, sighed in relief.

“I’ve delivered the report, so I’ll take my leave now.”

Yeon turned to leave, but Ju Hwayin sent her a telepathic message.

[You said you were from the Radiant Hall?]

[Yes.]

[Are you perhaps connected to Crimson Tiger?]

[I was the previous Crimson Tiger’s handler.]

For a moment, sorrow flashed across Ju Hwayin’s face. The word ‘previous’ pained her deeply. [Is this information he found?]

[Yes.]

[Thank you for delivering it before it was too late.]

[It was nothing.]

Yeon left the area.

Sim Daehwan consulted with his Blade Heaven experts, his expression troubled. After a while, he turned to Ju Hwayin, his face red with embarrassment. He had shown her great discourtesy by accusing her falsely. “If this is true...”

“It is true,” Ju Hwayin asserted.

“I’ll apologize after I’ve confirmed everything with the Radiant Hall.”

“As you wish.” 

Sim Daehwan hurriedly led his subordinates away.

Finally, Ju Hwayin sighed in relief. She had been under more stress than anyone. Her bodyguards also relaxed and broke into laughter.

She headed back to her room, and Lee Dansim followed.

“I don’t think I’ve even felt so relieved,” Lee Dansim confessed.

Ju Hwayin smiled. “He did it.”

“He? Are you talking about...”

Ju Hwayin stopped walking and nodded. “The person who delivered the report just now was his handler.”

Lee Dansim was stunned speechless.

Ju Hwayin stared blankly up at the sky. “...He died to save me.”


V7C10: A Single-Minded Pursuit

Crimson Tiger stood on a rock atop a hill near the Association Headquarters. By now, Ju Hwayin should have been cleared of her predicament thanks to the evidence Yeon had delivered, and the Evil Coalition would no longer have any reason to remain entangled with him.

He had survived yet another great crisis. The combined money he received from the First Young Lord and the Third Young Lady amounted to a staggering one hundred thousand taels. Rather than sending it to the North Sea, he stored it across several separate vaults. No more funds were needed for Seohyeon’s treatment, so splitting the money up felt safer.

Regardless, the real reward of his efforts was not monetary.

He slowly closed his eyes. A series of images flashed through his mind as he mentally replayed his fight with Neung Pungbi. Like he was watching someone else’s battle, he reconstructed every movement with clinical objectivity. Every technique Neung Pungbi had used came back to him with vivid clarity, revealing details he had missed in the heat of the fight.

I’ll fight better the next time we meet.

Of course, he still didn’t dare think he could win.

There was one more piece of good news, too. He had finally achieved complete mastery of the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers.

During his fight with Neung Pungbi, he hadn’t used a single hand-to-hand technique except for one, in order to deceive the old master. Nevertheless, once the battle ended, mastery of the technique had come naturally to him.

Such was the nature of growth for those who had stepped into the realm of martial arts mastery. All of their techniques became interconnected as one, to the point where a breakthrough in the Asura’s Eight Narakas could occur while training in the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers.

At the same time, he realized that Cheon Ahseong and Neung Pungbi were likely standing before a great wall. Having reached the pinnacle, they were no longer progressing. He was different. He improved with every fight. His goal was to keep moving forward like this, and when the time came for the final leap, to land one step ahead of those two.

WHOOSH!

The wind that swept past was surprisingly cool. Somewhere amid the chaos of recent weeks, summer had slipped away, and autumn had crept in.

Suddenly, a familiar voice sounded from behind him.

“Sometimes, I find myself wondering...”

“......” Crimson Tiger waited patiently for the speaker to continue, recognizing the voice as belonging to Cheon Ahseong.

“...Is it truly right to only walk forward, looking straight ahead?”

Crimson Tiger was taken aback. Cheon Ahseong seemed like someone who would never entertain such a thought, a man who would only ever press ahead. Turning around, he greeted politely, “Greetings, Chairman.”

Since he had sent word to the Alliance Leader’s Hall through Yeon, he knew Cheon Ahseong would come find him sooner or later. He had deceived everyone else, but his strong sense of self-preservation warned him not to deceive the Association Chairman.

Cheon Ahseong smiled. “I knew you’d be alive. You’re not the type to die so easily.”

“I’m quite tough, but I really almost died this time.”

Cheon Ahseong sized up Crimson Tiger. “Hmm, you’ve made progress in your martial arts.”

Crimson Tiger nodded. He had deliberately removed the Force-Halving Ring ahead of time. He had no desire to deceive Cheon Ahseong, and besides, he didn’t think he could have gotten away with it anyway. “I was lucky.”

Cheon Ahseong nodded, seeming genuinely impressed. “Remarkable. At your level, improvement doesn’t come easily, yet every time I meet with you, you achieve new heights of mastery.”

“It’s all thanks to your teachings, Association Chairman.”

“Hahaha, you’re too kind. I’m not a good teacher. Don’t you realize that just by looking at my disciples? While teaching them, I came to that realization myself. Teaching doesn’t suit my disposition. It requires a great deal of patience and effort.”

Crimson Tiger listened in silence. Cheon Ahseong had never brought up his disciples in front of him before.

Cheon Ahseong lamented, “I’m a little envious of your master to have a disciple like you.”

“I’m nothing compared to the talented First Young Lord and Third Young Lady,” Crimson Tiger said humbly.

“Of course, those children are exceptional, too, but they’re too ambitious and greedy.”

Crimson Tiger said nothing, but deep down, he didn’t completely agree with Cheon Ahseong’s judgment. Putting it that way is unfair to Baek Museong and Ju Hwayin. They probably weren’t always that way. Most likely, the pressure from you and the Association is what made them like that. 

Cheon Ahseong remarked abruptly, “It’s been a while. Shall we have a match?”

“I would be honored,” Crimson Tiger agreed without hesitation. Though that was probably not why Cheon Ahseong had suggested it, he felt this was his reward for voluntarily informing the Chairman of his survival. 

Besides, this was what he had hoped for. Every duel with this man made him exponentially stronger. A single two-hour sparring session was worth more than a hundred days of solo training.

Crimson Tiger moved to step down from the rock, but Cheon Ahseong shook his head. “Let’s do it here.”

Crimson Tiger’s eyes widened. Cheon Ahseong was proposing a duel on an extremely narrow surface. “Yes,” he agreed without hesitation. 

Ultimately, the location of the duel was meaningless. What mattered was how, not where.

He drew his sword and faced the one and only opponent against whom he could freely test everything he had gleaned from his battle with Neung Pungbi.

“Then, I shall begin.”

Crimson Tiger thrust with tremendous speed, so fast that he worried what would happen if Cheon Ahseong lost focus for a moment.

Of course, the Association Chairman wasn’t so careless.

SWISH!

Soul Crusher grazed past Cheon Ahseong’s face. Previously, Crimson Tiger would have experienced a disorienting illusion that his sword had passed somewhere else entirely, but now, things had changed. He could clearly perceive that Cheon Ahseong had dodged the blade.

KCHAK! SWOOOSH!

Soul Crusher changed direction in the blink of an eye, hurtling towards Cheon Ahseong’s neck at breakneck speed. Even a peak expert could not have blocked that attack, but Cheon Ahseong simply bent his waist sharply backward, letting Soul Crusher sail right in front of his nose.

For a moment, Crimson Tiger saw a light flashing in Cheon Ahseong’s eyes.

FWOOSH!

Cheon Ahseong rushed in.

Crimson Tiger threw himself to the side, unable to swing his sword fast enough to intercept his opponent. However, Cheon Ahseong matched his every move, effortlessly closing the distance.

Under normal circumstances, Crimson Tiger would have swung his blade to block, but this time he resisted the urge.

WHIRL!

He rotated his body even faster, working against inertia. Consequently, his qi lurched violently. Previously, the resulting shockwave would have rippled through his entire body, but thanks to his Acupoint Metamorphosis, the recoil ended with nothing more than a small internal jolt.

SWOOSH!

He completed a full rotation, catching Cheon Ahseong off guard.

SHING! WHIP!

Soul Crusher grazed past Cheon Ahseong’s face by a hair’s width.

For a brief moment, Crimson Tiger felt a pang of frustration. If he had been just a fraction faster, he could have cut his opponent. He had grown stronger since fighting Neung Pungbi.

SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH!

Soul Crusher slashed relentlessly with renewed confidence, carving Crimson Tiger’s path forward. There was nowhere to dodge on such a narrow rock... or so it should have been. Somehow, however, Cheon Ahseong still only evaded, never counterattacking. It was as if he had already decided that he would impose this handicap on himself.

Exasperated, Crimson Tiger pressed his attack. He accelerated to the maximum speed he could sustain, channeling his qi to the extreme limit where his body felt like it might burst if he forced it to do one shred more, yet remaining sufficiently responsive.

SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH!

Even without releasing sword qi, dozens of arcing lines embroidered the air.

WHOOSH!

Cheon Ahseong tore through the flurry and lunged forward a second time.

This time, Crimson Tiger chose to advance instead of evade, confronting the attack head on as if trying to steal even a hundredth of a fraction of Cheon Ahseong’s breath. Following his instincts, he tossed Soul Crusher aside. At such close range, a sword would only be a hindrance.

PAPAPAPAK!

An explosive exchange of offence and defense erupted between the two combatants, unfolding at a speed too fast for even a peak expert to fully comprehend.

BAM BAM BAM BAM!

Ultimately, Cheon Ahseong could not dodge attacks that came from so close, so fast. For the first time, he used his hands to block.

Upon seeing this, Crimson Tiger entered a frenzy, sparing nothing as he rained blows in rapid succession. More than ten techniques were exchanged in an instant.

SLAM! WHOOSH!

Finally, Cheon Ahseong’s palm drove into Crimson Tiger’s chest, sending the young man flying backward off the rock.

Crimson Tiger quickly pushed himself back to his feet. His insides churned, but he had no internal injuries. Cheon Ahseong had not used qi in his palm strike.

He raised his head. Cheon Ahseong was standing on the rock above him, gazing down with an expression that went beyond mere admiration.

“I thought I’d last at least a hundred exchanges before I had to counterattack,” he exclaimed.

Initially, he had intended to only defend himself over at least a hundred exchanges, yet he had been forced to counterattack before fifty had passed. At that last moment, when Crimson Tiger sprang forward with his fists, even he wouldn’t have been able to dodge that blow without retaliating.

Crimson Tiger shook his head. “I was just lucky.”

“If we were to measure skill by luck, then you must be the luckiest man in the jianghu!” Cheon Ahseong laughed. “Come back up.”

Crimson Tiger picked up his sword and hopped back onto the rock. The moment he landed, however, his eyes widened in shock.

“Now, let’s do this for real,” Cheon Ahseong said nonchalantly, drawing his sword so naturally that no sound accompanied the blade leaving its scabbard.

Crimson Tiger was surprised that Cheon Ahseong acknowledged his skills so much, but quickly sharpened his senses.

Cheon Ahseong slowly leveled his sword. Since the rock was narrow, the tip of the blade drifted close to Crimson Tiger’s face.

The blade caught the sunlight and glinted once, after which Cheon Ahseong’s form suddenly vanished. Only the sword remained, hovering in mid-air before Crimson Tiger’s face.

A shiver ran down Crimson Tiger’s spine. This was not a simple Sword Unification. Sword Unification was the result of a conscious will to become one with the blade. However, the sword now aimed at him held no such will. Rather, he felt as Cheon Ahseong had been born fused with his sword from the very beginning.

SSSSSS...

The surroundings melted away. Not just Cheon Ahseong, but everything—the hill, the sky, the autumn wind—fell away into darkness. 

Crimson Tiger and the sword stood alone. He knew he wasn’t hallucinating or caught in an illusion, but this wasn’t reality either.

Is this my mental world? Am I being consumed by my inner demons?

His heart pounded with anxiety and fear. The sword in front of him seemed like it would fly forward and bury itself in his face at any moment. He wanted to step back. An overwhelming dread weighed down on him, whispering that he would never be able to evade the sword.

At the same time, though, he instinctively realized that he could not retreat. Wherever he was, the moment he stepped back, he would lose.

Oh! This must be a test.

Assuming Cheon Ahseong didn’t intend to kill him, this could only be a trial.

Crimson Tiger glared at the tip of the sword, straining to see the man hidden behind it. Finally, he saw a figure behind the sword.

He froze. “Master...?”

Go Wonjeong emerged from behind the sword, his expression colder than ever before. “You trust and follow him more than me.”

“!” Crimson Tiger flinched.

“Do you wish he were your master? Do you think it’s a shame you ended up with me instead of him? That you might be stronger now if he was the one who had taught you?”

“No! Absolutely not!” Crimson Tiger shouted, his words sharp and certain. “To me, he’s just... just...”

“Just what?”

“Just...”

Crimson Tiger was speechless. He couldn’t deny that he had an overwhelming, unconscious admiration for the absolute powerhouse that was Cheon Ahseong. “But...but... I... Master...”

His master’s expression didn’t soften. “What about me? What am I to you?”

Crimson Tiger was at a loss. He needed to say something, but the words wouldn’t form. 

It was maddening. No matter how much he revered Cheon Ahseong, his feelings for his master, the man who had adopted and raised him, transcended all that.

SSSSSS...

Go Wonjeong’s face blurred and dissolved back into the darkness. “My heart aches with disappointment.”

Panic clawed at Crimson Tiger as his master faded. His mind went blank.

Fortunately, the words of another master surfaced from somewhere deep within him.

“When you face a difficult situation, take a deep breath. It will show you the path you must take.”

Crimson Tiger breathed deeply. “Hoo... Hoo...”

Once, twice, thrice. Slow, steady breaths. Even as his master’s form nearly vanished entirely, he focused on quieting his own heart.

Finally, he called out gently, “Master!”

The earlier hysteria had subsided. His master’s fading form reappeared.

Crimson Tiger looked at his master’s stern face. “I may like him, and I may respect him, but if he ever tried to harm Seohyeon or you, Master, I would kill him without fail. On the contrary, Master, if it were you, I could not do that. If you tried to kill Seohyeon or me, I would accept it as fate. We would die willingly, without resisting.” That is how I feel about you, Master. That is how much I respect you.“

The stern expression on his master’s face slowly softened. Gradually, it filled with the old man’s usual benevolent smile. “If I ever had to do that to you or Seohyeon, I would have taken my own life a hundred or a thousand times over.”

Tears streamed down Crimson Tiger’s face. “Master!”

He squeezed his eyes shut and then opened them. His master was gone. Only Cheon Ahseong’s sword remained before him.

He understood now. A heavy sense of guilt toward his master had been sitting in his heart all this while, gnawing at him subconsciously as he spent time with Cheon Ahseong.

I see. Traumatic, impactful events aren’t the only things that can plague a person’s mind.

His heart grew still.

If the sword comes flying, I’ll dodge it. Because Master spent his entire life teaching me exactly how to do that.

Crimson Tiger’s eyes snapped open. His eyes narrowed in hyper-focus.

SSSSSSSS!

Cheon Ahseong’s figure emerged from behind the sword, and the surrounding darkness began to recede.

SSSSSSSS...

Crimson Tiger returned to reality. They were still standing on the rock.

He understood the truth right away. Although it had felt like an eternity, less than a second had passed.

The sword shot toward him like an arrow.

SHWIIIIING! SPLURT!

Blood sprayed from his face.

“Hoooo...” Crimson Tiger let out a long, slow exhale. He could see his own reflection in the flat of the blade as it whizzed past his face. Blood trickled down his cheek.

He had done it. He had dodged Cheon Ahseong’s sword.

“Did you see me behind the sword?” Cheon Ahseong asked.

Crimson Tiger nodded. “Yes.”

“I thought so. If you had only seen the sword and not me, you never could have dodged that.”

Cheon Ahseong silently sheathed his blade. 

Crimson Tiger knelt down. There had only been a single exchange, but for him, this was a life-changing lesson. “Thank you for your teachings.”

A weight lifted from his heart. He felt at ease dealing with Cheon Ahseong now.

Cheon Ahseong regarded Crimson Tiger curiously. “You’re growing at a truly frightening pace.”

“It’s thanks to you, Association Chairman.”

Cheon Ahseong reached down and patted Crimson Tiger on the shoulder. “Let’s meet again next time.”

With that, he left. A single powerful jump, and he was out of sight.

“Haaaaa...”

The tension drained out of Crimson Tiger all at once. He wasn’t sure if today’s exchange could be called a duel, but he had poured his entire being into it, just as he had in his battle with Neung Pungbi. The world, he knew, only gave rewards to those who pushed themselves to the limit.

SHHHHK!

Yeon materialized beside him, wearing a full face mask instead of the cloth one she usually donned. “It’s a pleasure to meet you for the first time,” she teased.

Crimson Tiger chuckled. Now that he thought about it, she was dressed exactly as she had been when they first met. “Nice to meet you.”

“I’m Yeon, Crimson Tiger’s handler.”

“I’m Crimson Tiger.”

“I look forward to working with you.”

“Likewise.”

They smiled at each other. Their exchange was the same as when they first met. Since their awkward start, they had come a long way to reach this point in their relationship.

“I never dreamed you’d come back like this.”

“I can’t leave just yet.”

“Crimson Tiger.”

“I’ve been able to endure until now because you were here, Yeon. I’ll be counting on you going forward as well.”

Yeon took off her mask and grinned playfully. “I’m glad you understand.”

“Hahaha!”

Yeon reached into her robes and produced a mission slip. “This is your next... I mean, your very first mission.”

“What is it?”

“It’s an elimination order. The location is somewhere nearby. Lucky you!”

“Who is it?”

Yeon grinned. “Do you remember?”

“What?”

“On your actual first mission, I asked you why you didn’t ask me who the target was. Back then you told me you weren’t curious at all, but now you’re the one asking first.”

Crimson Tiger chuckled. He had certainly said that. “I’m not curious at all,” he added belatedly.

“Too late.”

Crimson Tiger walked ahead to hide the embarrassment on his face. “Let’s go and get it over with quickly!”
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CLANK! SWOOSH!

The Radiant Hall wall mechanism rotated and stopped at the tiger painting. Finally, the long-awaited report slid through the opening.

Jaegal Soyeon retrieved it and read it aloud, “Crimson Tiger has eliminated all targets.”

“YEAHHHHH!”

A cheer erupted from the room, more jubilant than usual.

Hong Sabaek reached under the table and produced a bottle of wine. “Alright, Crimson Tiger’s first mission was a success! Let’s celebrate, even if it’s just among ourselves.”

Such a celebration was unusual, but that was just a testament to how much Crimson Tiger meant to the members of the Radiant Hall.

Im Yeongdal stared at the bottle. “Is that... wine?”

“Of course.”

“Are we going to drink it?”

“Why not? Just one cup should be fine.”

Everyone in the room, even Jaegal Soyeon, who had been trying to lift the gloomy mood, tensed.

Jo Birang asked nervously, “What happens if we get caught drinking in the operations room?”

“Our hands and feet will get chopped off, and what’s left thrown in prison.”

“I see.”

“Just kidding. We’ll only be fined. A three-month pay cut if we’re unlucky.”

“Gasp! A pay cut!”

“Is a pay cut scarier than losing your hands and feet?” Im Yeongdal asked incredulously.

Jo Birang grinned. He had recovered from the shock to some extent, and Jaegal Soyeon had played a large part in that.

Jaegal Soyeon strode forward, snatched the bottle from Hong Sabaek’s hand, and took a swig. “If it’s just a pay cut, let’s drink!”

“You’re certainly magnanimous when it comes to money.”

“Here, Senior! Have a nice, cool drink!”

“Alright!” Hong Sabaek drank and cheered, “To Crimson Tiger! To the Radiant Hall!”

Im Yeongdal reached over and grabbed the bottle. “Give me some, too.”

Jo Birang was the only one left.

Noticing him hesitate, Jaegal Soyeon asked, “Aren’t you drinking?”

“No, I’m not really a big fan of alcohol.”

“Fufu! You’re just scared of the pay cut, aren’t you?”

“No! Absolutely not!” Jo Birang insisted. “I’m not that kind of person!”

Everyone grinned mischievously. Jo Birang had denied so vehemently that everyone could read his true feelings.

Jo Birang’s face flushed with embarrassment. “Hmph! Fine! I’ll show you what kind of person I am!” He stepped forward boldly, took the bottle, raised it high, and declared, “To our previous Crimson Tiger, who survived seven years in this ruthless, perilous jianghu! To the new Crimson Tiger, who has completed his first mission!” He chugged from the bottle, then added, “May this occasion help the heartless seniors of this hall rediscover their lost innocence and humanity! For the reform of the Radiant Hall!”

“So? Who’s the most problematic senior?” a voice beside Jo Birang asked.

“The higher up you go, the bigger the problem!”

THWACK!

Jo Birang winced and spun around, only to freeze in place.

Eom Baekyang was standing behind him, having slipped in unnoticed at some point. “What about the seniors drinking alcohol during work hours?” he asked. “Are they not a problem?”

“Eeeek!” Jo Birang set the bottle down and glanced around, but the others had already returned to their desks and were pretending to work.

Led by Hong Sabaek, the three of them proceeded to offer comments in turn.

“Gasp! Wine! That guy’s lost his mind.”

“Tsk tsk, it seems our Hall’s discipline has deteriorated. I think he deserves a three-year pay cut, not three months.”

“Let’s give him a break. Senior Jo seems to have been deeply shaken by this incident.”

“......” Jo Birang’s mouth hung open, dumbfounded.

Eom Baekyang patted his head. “Forget about the previous Crimson Tiger. That’s how everyone lives.”

“Why am I the only one you’re telling this to?”

“Because you’re the most decent human being in this office?”

THWACK!

Eom Baekyang gave Jo Birang a surprise smack on the back of the head without mercy and headed over to the Director’s Office.

Everyone chuckled as they watched Jo Birang wincing in pain.
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Eom Baekyang opened the door to the Director’s Office. Gu Yangseo was studying a stack of documents. 

Eom Baekyang set down the papers that needed Gu Yangseo’s approval on the desk. “Have you heard the news?”

“What news?”

“The Association Chairman summoned the Third Young Lady.”

Gu Yangseo looked up, startled. “Is that so?”

“We don’t know the reason why. You know how they handle things at the Alliance Leader’s Hall.”

Gu Yangseo nodded. The Alliance Leader’s Hall operated in absolute secrecy. It was the one place that not even the Radiant Hall could fully infiltrate. “How long has it been since he summoned a disciple to the Alliance Leader’s Hall?”

“Quite a while.”

“Keep a close eye on their movements.”

“Understood.”

Gu Yangseo rose from his seat and moved to the window, and Eom Baekyang came up beside him.

“How are you?” Gu Yangseo suddenly asked.

Eom Baekyang tilted his head, puzzled. “What do you mean, sir?”

“......” Gu Yangseo glanced wordlessly at his Vice Director. 

Eom Baekyang chuckled. The look in his superior’s eyes told him that he was worried about the lasting effects of Crimson Tiger’s death. “I may be naive in many ways, but I’ll be fifty in a few years.”

“It’s already been that long, huh? It feels like just yesterday you were a fresh-faced, naïve young scholar.”

“You were full of vigor back then, too, Director.”

“Am I not like that now?”

“Are you, sir?”

The two men looked at each other and laughed.

Gu Yangseo turned back to the window and murmured, “It’s getting chilly.”

“It’s autumn now. The Mid-Autumn Festival isn’t far off.”

“So the successor will be decided soon.”

“I suppose so.”

“Who do you think...”

Eom Baekyang cut him off, feigning ignorance. “This summer, we lost Crimson Tiger.”

At least for the moment, he didn’t want to discuss the successor. Even if that was all that occupied his superior’s mind, he didn’t want to discuss it right now.

Gu Yangseo read his feelings and smiled faintly. “Yes, we lost him in the end.”

Eom Baekyang sighed, when a thought crossed his mind. Is Crimson Tiger really the only thing we’ve lost?

He quickly pushed the sentiment away. The past was the past.

“Another Crimson Tiger will take his place,” he replied distantly. “Just as summer has gone and autumn has come.”
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Ju Hwayin entered the Alliance Leader’s Hall. Cheon Ahseong stood alone with his hands clasped behind his back. The back of the absolute ruler of the orthodox murim was a sight worthy of a painting in itself.

Ju Hwayin stood in silence for a long while, waiting for her master to speak.

“...You’ve come?” he finally said.

“Yes, Master.”

Cheon Ahseong gazed silently at the large tree planted to the side of the hall. As he was usually a man of few words, the stillness felt natural rather than stifling.

Ju Hwayin slowly approached, stopping one step behind him. “What are you looking at so intently?”

“Do you see that over there?”

She looked where her master indicated. “Are you talking about the bird, sir?”

“Yes, it tirelessly brings back food for its young.”

The bird was so high up that Ju Hwayin could barely make it out, though to her master’s eyes, it probably looked as if it were happening right in front of him.

“That tiny thing is truly marvelous.”

The bird took flight again with a flutter.

“I wonder how far it’ll fly this time?”

“Perhaps humans are the only ones who go against the providence of nature,” Ju Hwayin mused.

This was something the other disciples would never have dared to say, but from a young age, she had always spoken to Cheon Ahseong without inhibition.

“I told your Senior Brother not to kill you.”

Ju Hwayin smiled. If anyone else had said it, she would have been furious. Coming from her master, however, she could only laugh. “You’re the only one for me, Master.”

Cheon Ahseong smiled faintly. “There are times in life when you feel you’ve missed the right moment. For me, you are that.”

“Why me?”

I should have taken you out of this fight long ago.“

Feeling her master’s affection, Ju Hwayin smiled warmly, but that was not what she truly wanted. “If you had, life would have been no fun at all for me.”

“Life isn’t lived for fun alone,” Cheon Ahseong said seriously, then added casually, “I plan to choose your Senior Brother as my successor.”

Ju Hwayin froze, but after saying that, Cheon Ahseong fell silent again.

She began to tremble. She knew well that once her master made up his mind, he rarely changed it.

Her initial shock passed quickly, though, and she started to think things through. Her master had to know she wouldn’t back down easily. Since he told her this despite that, there must be something more to his words.

She arrived at a single conclusion.

“What must I do?”


V8C1: The Final Conspiracy

Ju Hwayin swam across the lake. Her naked body radiated overwhelming beauty, as if she were blessed by the heavens. Moonlight reflected off the foam of the breaking waves.

A cool autumn breeze fluttered Lee Dansim’s hair as she stood by the riverbank. Today, the martial artists standing guard were all women.

“The water’s cold. You should come out now,” Lee Dansim nagged.

Ju Hwayin rolled over, floating serenely on her back. Above them, the sky was so packed with stars that it looked as if it might overflow at any moment. She gazed at the brightest star among them. “If a martial artist becomes a star when they die, whose star would that be?”

Lee Dansim looked up at the sky. “It would be the star of someone who once ruled the jianghu.”

“What kind of star will I become?”

“You’ll become a star even bigger and brighter than that one.”

“Will I even become a star?”

“If the Young Lady doesn’t become a star, then the night sky will be starless.”

A faint smile touched Ju Hwayin’s lips.

After a long moment gazing upward, she came ashore. Lee Dansim handed her a pure white towel, which she wrapped around herself before walking gracefully toward the bonfire. 

Lee Dansim placed a flat rock covered with thick cloth for her to sit on, then poured tea from a kettle hanging over the fire. “Here you go.”

Ju Hwayin sipped her tea. “Thank you.”

“It’s nothing.”

Ju Hwayin smiled. She always felt warmth from Lee Dansim’s unwavering loyalty.

CRACKLE!

Sparks leaped from the bonfire and danced as they flew into the air. Ju Hwayin’s gaze followed the embers upward.

Lee Dansim knew she often looked at the sky when something weighed on her. Hoping to lift her mistress’s spirits, she changed the subject. “The First Young Lord is finished now.”

She produced a secret letter from her pocket, which she had received from Yeon. It contained proof that the First Young Lord was behind the treasure map incident. If it were revealed, he would be dealt a fatal blow.

“It might bring the attempt on your life back into question. I’ll take care of everything and make sure it’s done right.”

Lee Dansim was excited. After that, the wrath of Blade Heaven would befall Baek Museong. The Lord of Blade Heaven, who had been ready to go to war with Ju Hwayin when he believed her schemes had accidentally caused his son’s death, would never forgive Baek Museong. The moment they discovered this was all his plot from the beginning, they would seek a life-or-death confrontation with him. 

How that eventually played out would depend on Sword Heaven’s willingness to protect their son-in-law. Since the marriage was a union of convenience, not love, she was sure that Sword Heaven would ultimately back down at the last moment.

“......” Ju Hwayin said nothing, remaining calm.

“Is something troubling you?” Lee Dansim asked worriedly. Ever since meeting with Cheon Ahseong, her mistress had seemed inexplicably melancholic.

Ju Hwayin stared into the flames for a long while before finally saying, “Dansim.”

“Yes.”

“Give that to me.”

Lee Dansim handed over the secret letter, and Ju Hwayin looked down wordlessly. 

“When do you think would be the best time to release it? I think sooner is better... Ah! No, stop!” Lee Dansim cried out in shock as Ju Hwayin tossed the letter into the bonfire. She lunged to retrieve it, but the flames had already consumed the paper. Stunned, she asked blankly, “Young Lady! Why did you do that?”

“Just because.”

Lee Dansim barely managed to stop herself from asking if her mistress had lost her mind. “What do you mean, ‘just because’?”

Unless the Young Lady’s gone mad, there has to be a reason. She never does anything on impulse!

Still, she couldn’t conceive of an acceptable reason. Nothing was more important than the succession.

“Please tell me,” she pleaded, growing agitated. “It must be something more important than becoming the Association’s successor, right?” 

“Master has decided to choose Senior Brother as his successor.”

“What?” Lee Dansim froze. Finally, she understood why her mistress was so distraught. “If that’s the case, don’t we need that evidence even more?”

Ju Hwayin smiled faintly and shook her head. “If Master has made up his mind, then that letter might as well be scrap paper.”

“But why? Why on earth...” Lee Dansim’s voice trailed off. She couldn’t think of any rebuttal. As Ju Hwayin said, in the Association, Cheon Ahseong’s word was law. Nonetheless, she couldn’t understand why he would make such a decision.

Ju Hwayin’s eyes flickered with the bonfire’s light as she recalled what happened that day.
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“What do you want me to do?”

Ju Hwayin had expected a special assignment, perhaps an almost impossible mission that would secure her position as successor. However, her master’s next words were far beyond anything she had imagined. 

Cheon Ahseong slowly turned his head and said indifferently, “Leave the jianghu.”

Ju Hwayin stiffened in shock and despair. Is he kidding me? 

The words were unimaginable, but she quickly realized her master was not a man who joked.

“Why?” she asked.

“You are not suited for this kind of fight.”

Anger rippled through Ju Hwayin like shock waves sweeping across a still lake. Cheon Ahseong’s voice echoed in her head over and over. “Then what am I suited for?” she asked again, forcing her voice to stay low, even though it was laced with intense fury and betrayal.

Cheon Ahseong returned his gaze to the window, saying nothing.

“I asked you, what am I suited for?” Ju Hwayin exploded.

She had never dared to raise her voice at her master like this before, this was her first act of defiance. 

Was that why he stayed so calm? Or had he anticipated her reaction?

Cheon Ahseong simply stared out the window wordlessly, his gaze placid.

“Who in the world is suited for a fight where they’re ordered to kill their own fellow disciples? Senior Brother? Hah! Do you think he’s suited for a fight where he’s forced to kill his own child!?” Ju Hwayin let her inner thoughts spill out without restraint. “And now you tell ME to leave? Have you grown tired of watching your disciples fight to the death? Do you regret it now that they’re all dead? Are you worried that you’ll appear too cruel? Did you suddenly decide to let at least one of us live?”

Despite her torrent of resentment, Cheon Ahseong remained stoic.

Ju Hwayin cried out in a rising crescendo, “What am I supposed to do after I leave the jianghu? Should I open a brothel and sell smiles for a living? Should I start a trading company and make money? Or should I nurture a secret force to destroy the Association, consumed by hatred? I’ve spent my entire life trying to gain power. Do you know what I’ve done to claim your position, Master? Yet now you tell me to leave the jianghu? You’re denying my entire life!”

Finally, Cheon Ahseong responded, though his gaze remained fixed outside the window. “You are wrong. You say you’ve fought your whole life, but you’ve only participated in this succession war for less than half of it. That’s less than a quarter of your entire life. Your life is only just beginning.”

“Bullshit! Less than a quarter of my life? This is the most brilliant period of my life!”

Cheon Ahseong glared at her sharply. “A period when you never loved yourself!”

“I never had time for self-love! If I had allowed myself to succumb to such fantasies, my head would have gone rolling!”

Master and disciple locked eyes, their expressions complex.

Ju Hwayin was indignant. Cheon Ahseong had clearly had a change of heart, and she resented him for it.

Cheon Ahseong sighed. He had taken Ju Hwayin in when he was devoted only to martial arts. He had never wanted to be Association Chairman or have disciples, so their squabbles held no interest for him. He had been bound by a past he could never shake, which was why he buried himself in training.

Now, looking back, he realized that his two most cherished disciples were trying to kill each other, and he wanted them to stop.

No doubt there were many reasons why he had changed his stance. Perhaps he wanted to feel unburdened after choosing a successor, free to pursue nothing but martial arts, or perhaps he simply wanted this girl to be happy. Maybe, this was simply his old man’s whim. 

Regardless, he was deadly serious right now. He believed sending Ju Hwayin away from the jianghu was the right thing to do.

“Senior Brother will kill me,” Ju Hwayin growled.

Cheon Ahseong shook his head. “He won’t do that.”

“Have you already discussed that with him? Asked him to spare my life.”

Cheon Ahseong said nothing.

Ju Hwayin steadied herself. The fact that her master had gone this far meant that he had made up his mind. She bowed her head. “I understand. I’ll do as you wish, Master.”
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Ju Hwayin surfaced from her memory. The words she hadn’t been able to say then slipped out softly. “...If you were going to force me to withdraw, you should have done it a long time ago.”

FWOOOOSH!

The dying flames blazed back to life as she threw a few more logs into the bonfire.

“This is unfair!” Lee Dansim exclaimed. She could guess Cheon Ahseong’s intentions. She herself sometimes wished for her mistress to leave the Association and live in peace, but not like this. If Ju Hwayin left the jianghu a defeated woman, she would never be happy. Leaving had to be her own decision, not something forced upon her.

“Master doesn’t understand me, but then again, he never has. He’s lived his whole life selfishly. He’s strong enough that he never had to care about anyone else’s feelings. That’s why he can make a decision like this. He doesn’t know what empathy is.” Ju Hwayin’s eyes flickered dangerously, reflecting the dancing embers. “But now he’ll have to learn. He’ll have to realize that even the world’s strongest martial master needs to see people for who they are. If he doesn’t, then he will pay the price.”

“What do you plan to do now?”

CRACKLE! CRACKLE!

As if in answer, a woman who looked exactly like Ju Hwayin approached them.

Lee Dansim wasn’t surprised. This woman was a body double who sometimes took her mistress’s place. Trained in the Thousand Transformations, Hundred Faces Art by Ju Hwayin herself, she could perfectly assume her lady’s appearance, standing in whenever Ju Hwayin had to go out in secret and slip past the First Young Lord’s eyes.

The body double approached and knelt down respectfully. “You called for me?”

“Raise your head, Shadow.”

“I obey your command.” Shadow raised her head. She had spent many years living in Ju Hwayin’s shadow, and had gotten used to being called as such.

Ju Hwayin studied her for a long moment before asking softly, “Can you die for me?”

The woman flinched, but only for a moment. The question warranted deep deliberation, yet her hesitation was fleeting. “My life already belongs to you, Young Lady.”

Ju Hwayin sighed. “I’m sorry. You have to die a very painful death.”

The woman smiled brightly. “I’m glad. Because of that, my Young Lady will remember me for much longer.”
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Crimson Tiger stood alone in the courtyard of the safehouse, replaying the moment he had dodged Cheon Ahseong’s sword. It had been a mere instant, but dodging that blade had taught him more than training for seven days and nights without rest.

All that remained was for his body to learn what his mind now understood. His master had always emphasized this as the most important part of martial arts training. In the end, martial arts was about moving the body toward a goal. He must never forget that.

He slowly and carefully clenched his fists. A power that could shatter anything stirred within them. He could feel a formless energy straining to burst free, squirming in his hands like a freshly caught loach.

POW!

His fist drove into empty air. If the air were alive, his blow would have killed it instantly.

PAK! BANG! BAM!

Crisp, sharp strikes shattered the silence of the night. Crimson Tiger executed the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers, but his techniques had evolved. Once rough and forceful, they had become unbelievably fluid and refined. The change was so drastic that it resembled an entirely different martial art. 

Still, he could feel it clearly. Within that newfound elegance, he sensed an even greater ferocity.

PAPAPAPAPAK!

After completing a full routine, he regulated his breathing. Compared to before, he felt completely different, like he had discarded a blood-and-sweat-soaked canvas full of tangled drawings and started fresh on a new one, much larger and grander than the last.

Now, he was ready to paint a new picture. He had already mastered the Asura’s Eight Narakas and the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers, but he couldn’t stop training until he had grasped their ultimate principles. Even after that, another obstacle would block his path. He had to overcome it, and then the next. For this reason, martial arts training resembled the neverending struggles of life.

“Huuuuup!”

He circulated his qi through a full cycle in an instant while standing still, completing the process three times faster than before. It was a quantum leap in improvement. Not only had his recovery speed improved, he could now meditate with his eyes open while observing his surroundings at the same time.

SHING!

He drew Soul Crusher. The sword looked ordinary, a quality that was genuinely useful to him. He could never carry a famed blade that literally announced its own identity.

VWOOOOOONG!

Soul Crusher let out a long cry, sounding completely different from before.

Suddenly, Crimson Tiger realized he had underestimated it. As his martial arts improved, so did his connection with the sword. He could feel a new sharpness that hadn’t been there before, and finally understood the saying, ‘You can only see as much as you understand.’

SWISH! SWOOSH! WHOOSH!

Even without infusing qi, the air around him swirled menacingly as he performed the Asura’s Eight Narakas. He executed all eight stances in rapid succession, then sheathed Soul Crusher.

The time it took to perform both sets had been cut in half, and it had happened naturally, without any conscious effort to be faster.

He closed his eyes and recalled the technique he had just performed, the same training method he had used when he first began learning martial arts.


“There’s no such thing as the best training method. Training methods always come full circle. It’s more important to find the most suitable method for the moment than to find a higher-level one.”



As his master had said, this was what he needed now. No one had to tell him. He just knew it intuitively.

Like a painting, his martial arts unfolded in his mind. Of course, just because the training method was the same didn’t mean the process or results would be too.

Before, he would simply recall and organize the concepts he had grasped. Now, he observed every movement as if from outside himself, scrutinizing each breath and hand position in minute detail. Questions and answers followed one after the other in his mind.

What if I strike harder here? I’d lose the subtlety of softness. How do I preserve both?

The image of him performing the technique paused. Beside it, a new image appeared, performing the same move with greater power. Another image formed next to that one, demonstrating the move far more gently. Four versions of himself existed and moved within his mind simultaneously.

I can’t be half-hearted.

Upon reaching that conclusion, his master’s words echoed in his mind again.

“To be half-hearted is to be indecisive. Half-heartedness is different from moderation. You must clearly understand the difference. The gap between an expert and a novice is that an expert understands balance, while a novice is merely indecisive. They neither strike nor dodge with certainty. The only certain thing for such a person is certain death.”

Now, he felt he finally comprehended the meaning of those words. Moderation wasn’t simply being half-hearted. Rather, it was the ultimate combination of strength and softness.


“There are times when balance is what exerts the greatest power. While it’s the nature of jianghu warriors to seek a solution in extreme softness when ultimate strength fails, but the answer often lies at the midpoint between the two.”



After countless tries, Crimson Tiger identified the optimal amount of force. He shouldn’t strike harder just because he was angry, nor ease up against a weaker opponent. He had to maintain a consistent output, but...

“Hah... This isn’t easy.”

He sighed and sheathed his sword, but he wasn’t truly disheartened. There were times to strive for the limit, and times to be patient.

He looked up at the sky. The moon slipped out from behind the clouds, illuminating the courtyard. After training, gazing at the sky felt indescribably refreshing.

Suddenly, he sensed a presence approaching from afar. It was Yeon.

Crimson Tiger smiled in greeting. “You’re here?”

“Yes. We’re you training?”

“I couldn’t sleep.”

Yeon chuckled. If that were the case, then Crimson Tiger probably hadn’t slept a single night in his life. This man’s desire to grow stronger overcame any need for rest, going far beyond mere diligence to a literal obsession.

A gust of wind swept through the courtyard, stirring up the fallen leaves. 

“It’s truly autumn now.”

“Yes, it is.”

The Mid-Autumn Festival was just around the corner. Blood could be spilled, and war could break out, at any moment. Still, Baek Museong and Ju Hwayin remained eerily reserved.

“I’ve got a letter for you.” Yeon held out a folded envelope. “Here you go.”

Crimson Tiger’s eyes welled up with emotion. Since Yeon had been managing all of his personal correspondence, his master must have sent him this letter from the North Sea. 

With trembling hands, he read the brief coded message that only the two of them could decipher.

“What’s the news?”

“Master says to return when the first snow falls in the Central Plains. The Divine Physician will perform the treatment then.”

“Wow!” Yeon exclaimed happily. “Congratulations!”

Although it was still too early for celebrations, in light of recent developments, congratulations for any good news were in order.

Crimson Tiger looked up at the sky, wishing he could make it snow right then and there. He envisioned sprinting all the way to the North Sea in one breath. His daughter’s face popped into his mind, his longing to see her making him clench his fists and tremble all over. “Just a little longer.”

His heart pounded. Winter wasn’t far off. One last hurdle, and he could escape all of this.

“Everything will be all right,” Yeon consoled him.

“Thank you, Yeon.”

The pair faced each other and smiled.

“I hate to ruin the mood, but...” Yeon produced another letter, one with an official Association stamp this time. “Just because it’s almost winter doesn’t mean the villains have gone into hibernation. Your new mission involves hunting down a corrupt martial artist from the Association...”

Before she could finish talking, Crimson Tiger was already walking away. “That’s enough, Yeon. Let’s sweep all these villains away like fallen leaves!”
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A man sat in the darkness. His hands were bound, and his body was covered in wounds from severe torture.

Another man crouched in front of a brazier beside him, laying bare the wickedness inside him by humming a tune and grinning contentedly as he heated a branding iron until it was red-hot.

Hwang Yeom, the tortured Director of the White Poplar Escort Bureau, begged, “Please...just let me go...”

The man ignored the desperate plea and sang louder as he removed the glowing iron from the fire. 

Trembling, Hwang Yeom repeated himself, “Please!”

The man slowly approached him. “Then answer my question.”

“That’s...” Hwang Yeom winced. The man was asking about something he absolutely could not reveal.

SIZZLE!

“Aaaaaargh!” Hwang Yeon howled, the nauseating smell of burning flesh flooding the room as the man mercilessly branded his thigh.

“Shall we see how long you can hold out?”

“Ugh...” Hwang Yeon groaned, then fainted.

SPLASH!

The man immediately threw water on him, waking him up. When Hwang Yeon finally came to, the beating resumed.

BAM! SLAM! THWACK!

A blow landed on Hwang Yeom’s already-bruised face.

“Keuaaack!” Hwang Yeom screamed.

The man lifted Hwang Yeom’s chin and forced him to make eye contact. “As you can see, it doesn’t do you any good to resist. Tell me where you stored the gold you were transporting.”

Hwang Yeom shivered. This was the reason he had been captured. Two days ago, he had accepted a top-secret job transporting seventy-five kilograms of gold. For safety reasons, he had stored it at a secret location rather than at the escort agency, but the information had leaked from the client’s side, undermining all his efforts at secrecy.

“You... Never! I’ll never tell you!” he yelled.

To Hwang Yeom, integrity was a principle he would uphold even in death. Many respected Hwang Yeom for always giving three of every ten taels he earned to the poor. 

Unfortunately, all the good karma he had earned from his virtuousness was powerless against absolute evil.

The man shrugged. “Eh, everyone talks eventually.”

Hwang Yeom glared back wordlessly, his expression defiant.

“You’re only holding out because you don’t know who we are yet,” the man added.

Hwang Yeom’s heart sank at the word ‘we’. So far, he had only seen one person, but if this man was to be believed, there were more. 

The man grinned. “Have you ever heard of the Three Heroes of Mount Qi?”

“What? The Three Dogs of Mount Qi?!”

A fresh wave of fear washed over Hwang Yeom. He was familiar with the rumors about the three individuals whose methods were so vile that just hearing about their exploits made one’s skin crawl. 

Ilgyeon, the torturer, smiled wickedly. “I am the eldest of those Three Heroes.”

SIZZLE!

Hwang Yeom screamed as the reheated iron seared his chest. Even then, his thoughts were with his family. He feared this wouldn’t end with torture, that they would kill him and attack the escort agency. Desperately, he prayed that his own death alone would resolve everything.

Sadly, his grim premonition came true.

The door opened, and four people entered.

Hwang Yeom’s eyes went wide at the sight of his youngest son and daughter-in-law. “Su! Daughter-in-law!”

“Father!”

Hwang Su scrambled to his feet, but was sent flying by a merciless kick to the face. Blood trickled between the fingers clutching his nose. Yigyeon and Samgyeon, the two other members of the Three, followed the couple in.

“Let’s just finish this quickly and go get something to eat,” Yigyeon grumbled, plopping into a nearby chair tiredly. Clearly, his hunger mattered more to him than a human life.

Hwang Yeom cried out. “Su! Are you all right?”

Hwang Su was the youngest of Hwang Yeom’s three children, and the one he cherished most. This was no accident. Everything had been meticulously planned.

Ilgyeon leaned in close to Hwang Yeom. “Still not going to talk? Not even if your kid dies?”

Hwang Yeom’s mind went blank with dread.

Ilgyeon signaled to Samgyeon with his eyes, and Samgyeon approached the woman with a sinister smile.

THWACK! THWACK!

With a quick movement, Samgyeon sealed her jaw acupoints to prevent her from biting off her own tongue and commiting suicide.

“What are you trying to do?” Hwang Su cried out in alarm.

THUD!

Yigyeon kicked him, sending him crashing into the wall. “Just stay curled up over there.”

RIIIP!

Yigyeon tore the woman’s top off mercilessly.

““NOOOOO!”” Hwang Yeom and Hwang Su shouted at the same time.

Samgyeon sniffed the torn fabric and grinned lasciviously. “It was tough holding back on the way here,” he confessed. Fearing that the woman would find a way to end her own life or that the others would give up in despair, they hadn’t touched her during the journey.

RIP!

This time, Yigyeon tore her skirt.

“Wait!” Hwang Yeom screamed.

Samgyeon paused and waited.

Hwang Yeom’s face crumpled with despair. “I’ll talk... I’ll tell you everything, so please, stop!”

“Don’t, Father!” Hwang Su yelled. “Even if you tell them, they won’t let us go. Don’t say anything!”

THWACK! THWACK! THWACK!

A flurry of kicks rained down on Hwang Su, but even while being beaten, he roared, “Hyung-nim went to request help from the Association the moment you were kidnapped! They’ll be coming any time now!” 

Hwang Yeom shuddered. On the one hand, he was proud of his brilliant eldest son, the current Head Escort, for going to the Association. However, with his youngest son and daughter-in-law now in this room, all hope was lost. 

“If you touch us, the Association won’t let you get away with this!”

“Wow, how scary! So scary!” Ilgyeon gasped in mock horror. “But... do you think we planned this alone?”

“What?”

“Where do you think we got our information from?”

“......”

For a while, silence reigned.

Hwang Yeom sighed in resignation. If a corrupt martial artist from the Association was involved, then he couldn’t hope for help or revenge from them.

“Want to know what the traitor told us?” Ilgyeon taunted. “He said, ‘Rather than settling for a meager salary, I’d rather close my eyes once and bask in luxury for the rest of my life.’ The reality of today’s jianghu is one where people buy happiness with money.”

He pushed his sword against Hwang Su’s neck, while Samgyeon grabbed the woman’s wrist.

“This is your last chance! Confess, and we’ll let these two go.”

Hwang Yeom wavered. His son was right. These bastards would kill them whether they talked or not. Still, a sliver of hope tormented him, a vain hope that he might yet save his son and daughter-in-law. “Please, let the children go! I’ll talk if you let them go! They are innocent!”

Ilgyeon thundered, “No! They are guilty! Guilty of having a selfish father who only thinks of himself! You damn son of a bitch! If you had just talked sooner, they wouldn’t have had to suffer!”

Yigyeon, lounging to the side, added slyly, “Just kill those two already. Doesn’t this guy still have plenty of children?”

Hwang Yeom shook with rage.

CRASH!

Suddenly, the door exploded inward. Someone burst through, somersaulting through the air before hurtling straight toward Yigyeon.

WHOOSH!

Yigyeon shot up from his chair, confident he could dodge the unexpected ambush. Seeing the sword speeding straight for his chest, he determined this was a clean, straightforward attack and not a feint. The command to dodge traveled from his brain to his feet.

THUNK!

Before his mind could register anything, his chest was pierced.

FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP!

Through a spray of blood, he caught a glimpse of his attacker vaulting through the air before vanishing into thin air. “Watch out!” came Ilgyeon’s belated warning, as he crumpled to the floor.

With the last of his strength, he turned his head and saw Samgyeon staggering, clutching a pierced throat.

How can anyone be so fast?

That was Yigyeon’s last thought.

“ ”Stop!“ Ilgyeon shouted as he watched Yigyeon and Samgyeon die one after the other.

The man who had killed them both went still. Finally, Ilgyeon noticed that he was wearing a red tiger mask. “Who are you?”

Crimson Tiger took a step forward, his gaze icy and unwavering. He had no intention of exchanging words with his target.

“The Association is behind me!” Ilgyeon howled, making a last-ditch effort. Judging by the way his brothers had died, his opponent was a far greater expert than he.

Crimson Tiger paused.

Spotting an opening, Ilgyeon blurted out, “You’ll be shocked when you find out who’s backing me.”

Crimson Tiger shook his head. “I wasn’t surprised at all.”

“What?”

“How do you think I found out you were here?”

“Don’t tell me...”

“Shush. There’s no need to blame him now. He’s waiting for you on the other side. You can take it up with him there.”

SWISH!

Crimson Tiger seemed to teleport through space.

“No! Spare me!” Ilgyeon shrieked, but the attack was too blindingly fast. Having already lost his will to fight, he couldn’t block it.

SQUELCH!

Ilgyeon stared at the sword buried in his chest, then back up at Crimson Tiger.

Crimson Tiger pulled his sword free and walked away without a word, leaving Ilgyeon to bleed to death alone. As he departed, he glanced at the terrified Hwang Yeom and his family. “Rest assured, the Association sent me to rescue you. A carriage is parked outside. Board it and go home. Other Association martial artists will investigate your case later.”

“Thank you! Thank you, thank you so much!”

The family embraced each other in relief and thanked their savior again and again. 

Crimson Tiger’s eyes curled into a crescent moon behind his mask. He was glad he had arrived in time.

When the family had departed in the carriage, Yeon approached him. “Here you go,” she said, handing him his paycheck.

“Thanks.” Crimson Tiger opened the envelope. It contained three five-hundred-tael banknotes.

SIZZLE!

After Yeon disposed of the bodies, the two of them stepped outside, walking side by side.

“Oh, right! The successor announcement is today, isn’t it?” he asked.

Indeed, the sun was rising on the morning of the Mid-Autumn Festival. Today, the day the fate of the Association would be decided.


V8C2: The Successor of the New Righteous Association

Today, a new chapter in the Association’s history would be written. Everyone in the jianghu was in an uproar, not just the Association’s martial artists. From small wagers over drinks to massive bets placed by professional gamblers, the sole topic of conversation was the upcoming succession announcement.

More than a thousand people packed the Association’s grand training grounds. Even then, not all Association members were in attendance, only influential figures who had been specially invited. Of those without invitations, besides the martial artists on guard duty, only martial squad captains or higher were permitted inside.

“The day is finally here.”

“Today’s announcement will mark a major turning point in the history of the jianghu.”

“I can’t even guess who the Association Chairman has in mind.”

“Whoever he chooses, we must respect his decision.”

The crowd was divided into two factions. Most continued to hide their allegiances, but some made no effort to do so.

“The Association will only flourish if the First Young Lord becomes the successor,” someone remarked.

Naturally, that comment drew opposition.

“Nonsense! Only the Third Young Lady is fit to be the successor!”

People shouted back and forth, but the atmosphere never turned hostile. Anyone who dared cause a commotion here would be ostracized from the jianghu.

Finally, when the appointed time arrived, Cheon Ahseong appeared. A hush instantly fell over the thousand-strong crowd, a testament to the immense respect they held for their leader.

Cheon Ahseong slowly ascended the platform. Clasping his hands in greeting, he said, “Thank you all for coming such a long way. The peace we enjoy today is thanks to the hard work of all my jianghu comrades present here. I am deeply grateful.”

Everyone returned the greeting in unison. Some were so moved at the sight of the famed Association Chairman that their eyes welled up with tears.

Regardless, Cheon Ahseong was not a man of many words, whether in public or private. Many had traveled thousands of kilometers for today’s announcement, but after a brief pleasantry, he got straight to the point. “Now, as promised, I will announce my successor today.”

A drum seemed to beat in every heart. The fate of the Association and the future of the orthodox sects hinged on his next words.

“My successor is...” Cheon Ahseong paused, leaving those with direct ties to either side feeling a tension so thick it felt like their hearts might burst. Finally, he announced, “Baek Museong.”

For a moment, there was only silence.

““YEAAAAH!””

An explosive cheer erupted from Baek Museong’s supporters. They embraced one another, shouting with joy and chanting his name to celebrate his victory.

In contrast, those who supported Ju Hwayin hung their heads in despair. They wanted to riot and scream that the result was absurd, but no one dared to do so. They could only exchange glances and sigh. Several ardent supporters shed tears of grief, while others tried to comfort them, insisting that all was not lost.

Despite this, everyone on both sides knew it was over. Cheon Ahseong was still in his prime. As long as he lived, this decision could not be changed.

Having made his announcement, the Association Chairman left the area, and Ju Hwayin’s supporters filtered out one by one. Only Baek Museong’s supporters remained, celebrating and dancing.

“Baek Museong! Baek Museong!”

Eom Baekyang and Gu Yangseo stood among the crowd.

“We did it! We won!” Gu Yangseo rejoiced. He was a supporter of the First Young Lord, and this was his moment of victory in the grueling power struggle against Yagong.

“Congratulations,” Eom Baekyang said.

Gu Yangseo beamed. “Hahaha! Congratulations to you, too.” He wrapped an arm around Eom Baekyang’s shoulder, his expression asking, ‘How could this joy be mine alone?’

Eom Baekyang had never seen his superior so happy. Somehow, the victory did not feel real to him.

Is this really something to be so happy about? What actual benefits will today’s decision actually bring us?

“Is it over now?” he asked.

Gu Yangseo shook his head, eyes gleaming. “Of course now! This is just the beginning.” 

Realizing he was serious, Eom Baekyang inwardly shook his head, reminded once again that the thirst for power was endless.

“WOOHOO!”

The cheers grew louder. Baek Museong was ascending the platform, so the crowd chanted his name until their throats were raw.

Baek Museong smiled at the crowd, doing his best to hide his joy and keep a calm demeanor as he made his victory speech. He waiting until the cheers subsided before speaking. “I would like to express my gratitude to all of you who have believed in and supported me until now.” 

He bowed deeply, causing applause and cheers to erupt again.

He added sincerely, “Though she isn’t here right now, I also want to thank my Junior Sister. Without her, I wouldn’t be who I am today.”

His opponents now were not Ju Hwayin, but the cunning and seasoned power brokers of the Association. Among them were those who supported him and those who despised him. They would find fault with him at every opportunity, attack his weaknesses, and try to oust him. He could not destroy them as he had his previous enemies. A reign of terror would only have a temporary effect and was the worst possible choice, creating ten times as many enemies. 

I don’t need to show humanity now, but steadfastness. I have to inspire the kind of trust that makes people feel they can entrust the Association to me.

He had to persuade them to follow him, be it out of sincerity or because they had no other choice. A whole new kind of struggle awaited him.

As he finished his speech, a cheer rose from the crowd, only for everyone to abruptly fall silent a moment later. Ju Hwayin had appeared.

Baek Museong was startled. He had not expected his junior sister to show up.

Ju Hwayin strode gracefully onto the platform, bowed politely to the audience, and turned to face Baek Museong. “Congratulations, Senior Brother.”

Baek Museong was inwardly flustered. He never imagined she would congratulate him so sincerely. He couldn’t fathom what was really going through her mind. “Thank you, Junior Sister,” he replied uncertainly.

Ju Hwayin addressed the crowd, “The time has come for us to end our long feud and work together. Senior Brother is a much greater and more remarkable person than I am. He is a hero who knows how to uphold justice and faith. For the future of the jianghu, I ask you to lend your strength to Senior Brother. Please support him so that he can bring about justice!”

Ju Hwayin’s gracious acceptance of her defeat was met with thunderous applause. Her supporters who had not yet left chanted her name.

The two fellow disciples descended from the platform side by side.

“Well then, I’ll be going,” Ju Hwayin said, turning to leave.

“Thank you,” Baek Museong acknowledged. Regardless of Ju Hwayin’s true feelings, her actions had been a great help to him, and he was genuinely grateful. Even without his master’s command, he would not have killed her.

“Don’t mention it.”

As Ju Hwayin walked away, Jin Chung stepped forward. If not for the watchful eyes around them, he would have prostrated himself on the spot and shed the tears he had been holding back, but right now he could only say a simple, “Congratulations!”

“It’s thanks to you.”

“That’s right. It is thanks to me,” Jin Chung joked for the first time in a while, smiling brightly.

Genuinely grateful, Baek Museong pulled him into an embrace. At that moment, they could feel each other’s sincerity. “You have to protect me until the end.”

“Of course.” Jin Chung nodded. I will devote my life and loyalty to Baek Museong, and even to the ends of hell if I can.

“Shall we have a drink today?”

Jin Chung grinned playfully. “Of all days, today is the day to drink until we’re totally wasted!”

The two men cheered. Unfortunately, neither Baek Museong nor Jin Chung saw the expression on Ju Hwayin’s face as she walked away. Had they seen it, they never would have said such a thing.
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Lee Dansim shivered. Ju Hwayin’s expressionless face was frightening. She had never seen such a look on her mistress’s face since the day they first met. There was both unbridled rage and a steadfast resolve for a new beginning.

She knew the final retaliation had been arranged. Ju Hwayin’s stand-in was already readying for a secret mission, though the specific details had not yet been shared with her. 

For once, even she was afraid, not for her own life, but that if this failed, Ju Hwayin would lose her life.

The two of them left the training grounds and entered Ju Hwayin’s residence. Only when they reached the empty flower garden did Ju Hwayin pause, staring distantly at the swaying chrysanthemums.

“The time has come to open the red envelope,” she muttered absently.

“Haven’t they always been yellow until now?” Lee Dansim forced a faint smile, hoping this was one of Ju Hwayin’s usual jokes despite the strange tone.

Unfortunately, it was not a joke.

Ju Hwayin took a faded red envelope from her dress’s pocket, which had clearly been stored carefully for a long time.

Lee Dansim stiffened. She could see hesitation in her mistress’s eyes.

It must be that dangerous and important.

“I don’t even remember my parents,” Ju Hwayin said calmly. “My earliest memory is of getting caught stealing and eating dumplings, then being beaten for it. I don’t even know how old I was. I’ve just always lived my life tenaciously. To gain power, I threw away love and risked my life. That means I’ve bet my entire life, doesn’t it? And since I’ve bet everything, I can throw everything away too. Right?”

“Young Lady.”

Ju Hwayin held the envelope out to Lee Dansim. “Send this... to the Evil Coalition. Address it to the Coalition Leader.”

“M-May I ask what is written in here?” Lee Dansim stammered, feeling her heart sink. They had plotted and been subjected to countless schemes, but none had ever involved the Evil Coalition. The same was true for the First Young Lord. Now, the unspoken taboo was about to be broken.

Ju Hwayin’s gaze deepened. “This is merely a little prank this crazy bitch prepared a long, long time ago, for one last desperate struggle... And if this fails, we’re really dead!”
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“A new jianghu has dawned!” a man shouted, raising his cup high. “For the First Young Lord! For the new Association!”

The First Young Lord’s supporters inside the inn were in high spirits. The Third Young Lady’s allies were also present, quietly drinking the bitter wine of defeat.

Contrary to expectations, there were no clashes between the two sides. Everyone meekly accepted the Association Chairman’s decision.

Such was the Martial God Cheon Ahseong’s authority. If the decision had been made after his death, problems would surely have arisen, but because it was his decision, no one dared to refute it. Furthermore, the Third Young Lady’s clean admission of defeat had swept away any remaining potential for conflict.

“Somehow, it feels anticlimactic,” someone mumbled.

Many nodded at those words. They had thought only one of the successors would survive. Deep in their hearts, they might have even hoped for that outcome. After all, a good fight was only entertaining when blood was shed.

“What will happen now? Will the Third Young Lady leave the Association?”

“She might stay and help the First Young Lord.”

“No, she’ll leave.”

“I hope she doesn’t. It would be a shame if we couldn’t see her beautiful face again.”

All sorts of speculation was exchanged.

Crimson Tiger and Yeon listened quietly from a corner seat, having just returned from a mission. 

“Did you expect this?” Yeon asked.

“No.” Crimson Tiger shook his head. Still, he wasn’t exactly surprised either, as it wouldn’t be strange no matter who was chosen. Both successors were equally capable, and whoever was selected would make a fine successor.

Yeon breathed a sigh of relief. “Anyway, it’s over now.”

Crimson Tiger nodded and drained his cup again. Perhaps because the successor had been decided, he felt a particular craving for alcohol today.

If there was one good thing about all this, it was that both the First Young Lord and the Third Young Lady currently believed he was dead. The only person besides Yeon who knew he was alive was Cheon Ahseong, and given that elder’s personality, it was unlikely he would bother to inform his disciples.

“Still, we don’t know for sure, so keep a close watch on her,” he replied warily.

Somehow, he got the feeling that Ju Hwayin might do something outrageous in a fit of desperation. While it was unlikely, she knew of Seohyeon’s existence. One of the many reasons he had returned to the Association when he had a chance to leave for good was his distrust of her.

“Don’t worry,” Yeon replied confidently. Even now, she was monitoring Ju Hwayin using the most reliable spies under her. Besides, there was no need to dig too deep. She just needed to observe the woman’s future movements carefully from a distance. 

Suddenly, she remembered something she had forgotten to inform Crimson Tiger about.

“By the way, you’ve been assigned a new cover identity.”

“Where and who will I be?”

“Same as before. Manager of the Sixteenth Branch of the Transportation Support Unit.”

Crimson Tiger nodded. “Ah, that’s good.”

Meeting new people in a new place used to feel exciting, but after moving around so often, it was no longer a welcome prospect. Partings without even a proper farewell also weighed on him. Sanggwan Wol of the Sixteenth Branch, in particular, had been a pretty good subordinate.

Finishing their drinks, the two of them left the inn.

“Rest well today.”

“I will. You get some rest too, Yeon.”

And so, the two parted ways.

Contrary to his words, however, Crimson Tiger made a beeline for his secret training hall.

I won’t let my guard down until the very last moment. If it’s a happiness I can’t obtain even after trying my very best... then I’ll give it up with a smile. Until then, I won’t rest for a single moment.
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The next day, Crimson Tiger entered the Sixteenth Branch. Sanggwan Wol and the other martial artists were lined up to greet him.

““Welcome, Manager!””

Crimson Tiger smiled. These were all familiar faces, and he felt at ease. There was the inconvenience of having to change his voice, but since he had now practically mastered the Thousand Transformations Hundred Faces Art, that posed no problem.

Sanggwan Wol introduced himself, “I am Sanggwan Wol, the Deputy Branch Manager.”

“A pleasure. I’m Seok Ho,” Crimson Tiger replied.

““We look forward to working with you!”” the martial artists behind her shouted in unison.

“The pleasure is all mine.”

“I’ll show you around. This way.”

Sanggwan Wol led him through the Branch. 

Crimson Tiger already knew the place inside and out, but he feigned ignorance and followed, asking, “What was the previous Branch Manager like?”

Sanggwan Wol sighed, revealing a hint of disappointment. “I didn’t serve under him for long, so I don’t know him well.”

Crimson Tiger nodded. This time too, he had left without a single word of farewell.

Those who were left behind must be feeling overwhelmed, too. Though their sadness is probably of a different nature to that of the person leaving.

He felt sorry for Sanggwan Wol, but in the end, it was for the man’s own good. The deeper the bond they formed, the more dangerous it would become for him.

Sanggwan Wol added with a smile. “Still, he was a good person.”

Crimson Tiger smiled faintly.

After a brief tour, Sanggwan Wol led him to the manager’s office. As one would expect from his neat work, it was already clean and tidy. 

He began to explain the various tasks the manager would have to perform.

Half-listening, Crimson Tiger sat down and gazed out the window. Autumn leaves drifted down from the trees planted along the wall.

Sanggwan Wol observed his new superior carefully as he spoke.

His aura is similar to that of the previous Branch Manager. I don’t dislike that, but it makes me sad all the same. Although we change Branch Managers frequently, for some reason I miss the last one. He was a cold-hearted person who left without saying goodbye, but he must have had a good reason. Considering the incident with the Twin Blade Sect, he was no ordinary man.

In any case, this new Branch Manager is the same. He’ll probably just disappear one day too. The right approach is to carry out my duties thoroughly, without getting close to anyone.

Crimson Tiger suddenly interrupted Sanggwan Wol’s lecture. “That’s enough. I’ll hear the rest later.”

“Understood. Please rest, then.”

“Good work.”

Left alone, Crimson Tiger sank into his chair. The familiar feeling eased the tension from his shoulders.

“Have you been well?” a voice asked.

Crimson Tiger looked up, startled. Cheon Ahseong was standing outside the window. Panicking, he hurriedly rose to his feet. “What about you? How have you been, sir?”

“I’ve been well. You?”

“Thanks to you, I’m doing fine.”

“Are you busy? If not, let’s go slack off for a bit.”

“Well, you’re the one paying my wages, Association Chairman.”

“Hahaha! Let’s go.”

Having overcome his inner demons, Crimson Tiger felt more at ease with Cheon Ahseong than before. Cheon Ahseong, in turn, seemed much more relaxed as well.

Regardless, Crimson Tiger was certain Cheon Ahseong had come to talk about something.

The two of them hopped over the back wall and walked shoulder to shoulder through the streets. Crimson Tiger could not sense any bodyguards nearby, which meant that Cheon Ahseong had come alone.

“Is there a particular life you wish for?” Cheon Ahseong asked.

Crimson Tiger couldn’t guess the intention behind the question, but he answered honestly, “I want to be happy.”

It was a surprising answer for one of the Twelve Phantoms, but Cheon Ahseong took the words seriously. “Happiness, eh? Happiness...”

He repeated the word several times, his gaze growing distant as if applying it to his own life.

‘I too, once...’ he began, but his voice trailed off almost immediately. Whatever words might have followed were left unsaid, perhaps implying that he was either no longer happy, or that he no longer dreamed of attaining happiness.

After all, becoming the world’s strongest martial artist did not necessarily lead to happiness. But then again, it could also be a source of happiness in itself.

Which one is Cheon Ahseong? Is he happy with his accomplishments?

“Why aren’t you happy now?” Cheon Ahseong asked.

The answer couldn’t be more obvious to Crimson Tiger.

Because I can’t be with Seohyeon!

Still, he hid his true motivations, instead saying, “I have a job that involves ridding the world of villains... but that doesn’t make me any less of a murderer.”

“Then why don’t you just quit?”

“......” Crimson Tiger did not answer.

Cheon Ahseong chuckled. “I spoke too easily, as if it were someone else’s problem, didn’t I?”

“No, I’m simply too indecisive to make a sudden life-changing commitment.”

“Mhmm. Walking the right path is never easy.”

They continued strolling leisurely through the streets. Oddly, even though the Association Chairman was walking through the marketplace, and had even recently appeared at a grand event, no one recognized him. Those who knew his face simply passed by, likely thinking, surely the Association Chairman wouldn’t be talking a walk through the market in broad daylight like this, right?

Cheon Ahseong began, “You’ve met them both, right? My first and third disciples.”

“Yes.”

“What do you think of Hwayin?”

“...She’s beautiful,” Crimson Tiger replied awkwardly. 

He fidgeted uncomfortably, wondering if Cheon Ahseong knew about his relationship with Ju Hwayin. They had dated for two years, so it wouldn’t be strange if he did. Moreover, he had personally visited Ju Hwayin when she was assaulted, so he clearly held her in high regard. 

Regardless, he could not be the one to bring up his amorous relationship with the woman.

“What do you think about my choice of successor?”

“I’m just a swordsman on the front lines. I have neither the right nor the ability to judge what is right or wrong. I can only trust that you, Association Chairman, have made a wise decision.”

Cheon Ahseong smiled mischievously. “Even though you’re someone who could have been included in the running?”

“Those... are words I cannot bear,” Crimson Tiger replied hesitantly, his eyes widened in shock. Cheon Ahseong had mentioned including him in the succession before, but never this explicitly. He had thought it was a joke!

Cheon Ahseong snorted. “You have a tendency to underestimate your own abilities.”

“......” Crimson Tiger tensed inwardly. Of course he would think that. Compared to the other Twelve Phantoms, my martial arts are overwhelmingly powerful.

“There’s no need to be so humble. You’re too great a martial artist for that.”

Crimson Tiger remained silent. Cheon Ahseong already knew everything there was to know about his abilities anyway.

Although it was still early, he had half-expected Cheon Ahseong might suggest a drink, but the Chairman passed by both the bars and the inns without a glance. Only when they reached the road leading out of the city did he reveal his intended destination.

“I intend to go straight to the Evil Coalition from here,” he said offhandedly.

“!” Crimson Tiger’s eyes widened in shock.

Cheon Ahseong continued, “I want to have a match with the Coalition Leader.”

“Are you going alone?” Crimson Tiger asked. Even now, he could not sense the presence of any bodyguards.

Cheon Ahseong nodded. “Yes.”

A wave of anxiety washed over Crimson Tiger. By his assessment, Cheon Ahseong was a cut above Neung Pungbi, but the gap in the two men’s skills wasn’t huge. If it were, Cheon Ahseong would have no desire to fight Neung Pungbi. However, that meant a moment of carelessness or hubris could spell the Association Chairman’s downfall.

Also, if he could understand Cheon Ahseong’s strength, then surely Neung Pungbi would realize it too. And from what he had seen of the Evil Coalition, they would not simply take such a brazen challenge lying down. 

“...Troublesome things could happen,” Crimson Tiger warned after carefully considering his words. He used the word ‘troublesome’ instead of ‘dangerous,’ for fear of wounding Cheon Ahseong’s pride.

Cheon Ahseong nodded nonchalantly, as if he expected something like that to happen. “I suppose so.”

Crimson Tiger sighed, but he understood the man’s confidence came from his own skill. Cheong Ahseong had every right to be arrogant. Still, he wanted to stop the martial arts maniac. 

“Those who serve you will be worried,” he advised again.

Cheon Ahseong smirked. “Does that include you?”

“No.”

“You’re lying.”

Crimson Tiger lowered his head. He had lived his life amidst conspiracies, while Cheon Ahseong had lived a life far removed from them. That was why he understood—conspiracies were frightening because it made the impossible possible.

“Don’t worry,” Cheon Ahseong reassured. “I’m strong enough to protect myself.”

Crimson Tiger nodded. There was no stopping Cheon Ahseong now. “Please, take care of yourself.”

Cheon Ahseong departed down the path leading out of the city. Before he was out of earshot, he left Crimson Tiger with some parting words, “When a chance to change your life comes, don’t miss it.”
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“The opportunity has finally arrived.”

Jongri Mun raised his head and stared at Neung Pungbi. Even knowing his superior had entered, he had pretended not to notice for a long while, merely staring down at the red envelope on the table. It was his way of emphasizing the gravity of what they were about to discuss.

At Neung Pungbi’s abrupt statement, though, he finally rose, bowed politely, and showed the Coalition Leader to his seat. Still, Neung Pungbi did not ask about the red envelope until warm tea was served.

“I heard that the Association’s successor has been decided.”

“Yes, the First Young Lord has become the official successor.”

“Didn’t you say before that it would be more advantageous for us if the Third Young Lady was chosen?”

“Yes, I did.”

“Is this an ‘oh shit’ situation?”

Jongri Mun grinned. “You could say that.”

“You look happy. Did your runaway wife come back or something?”

“If she did, I’ll probably be crying right now.”

“Then did you get a new wife?”

“If I did, she’ll run away soon too. I don’t even remember the last time I went home.”

“Hahaha!”

The two men looked at each other and laughed.

Jongri Mun shed his playful demeanor and spoke seriously. “You’ve received the report. Cheon Ahseong is coming to see you, Coalition Leader.”

“I suppose I should start preparing to welcome our guest,” Neung Pungbi joked.

Jongri Mun frowned gravely. “He’s on his way here after choosing his successor. He’s not coming for a casual drink.”

“I know. He’s coming to eat me alive, right?”

“Yes, because to him, you’re the only one in this jianghu who’s even worth chewing on.” 

Despite Jongri Mun’s disrespectful joke, his expression was serious.

“You know, at times like this, you really make me lose all affection for you. I really hate the way you look down on me.”

“How much do you train a day these days?”

“Since you keep scolding me for slacking off, I’ve been training at least two hours a day.”

“But you’re so busy that even that isn’t easy, correct?”

“That’s true.”

“Cheon Ahseong is the opposite. He works for two hours and spends all his remaining time on martial arts training. No, he probably doesn’t even work for two hours. He is a man who has literally spent his entire life training.”

Jongri Mun sighed. His concern stemmed from the fact that the two jianghu leaders had completely different dispositions. 

Cheon Ahseong was solely focused on improving his martial arts, which was possible because of the unique nature of the Association as a self-sustaining organization formed by those who respected him. They deified and revered their Chairman. All work and politics were handled by those below him, and it was enough for Cheon Ahseong to exist merely as a symbolic figure.

The Evil Coalition was different. It ran on Neung Pungbi’s powerful personal leadership, and there was also the inherent difference in temperament between orthodox and unorthodox martial artists. If left to its own devices like the Association, the Evil Coalition would quickly become a sea of blood.

Neung Pungbi feigned offense. “Hey! I have a trump card up my sleeve too.”

“I know.”

“Then why do you keep assuming I’d lose?”

“Because Cheon Ahseong will have a trump card too. No, he’ll probably have several.”

“You should have been the Association’s Head Strategist. Should I send you over now?”

“Before I go, I’d have to decide on my successor first.”

Jongri Mun bowed politely to the incredulous-looking Neung Pungbi. His apologetic expression seemed to say the jokes were over, but it was in fact a joke filled with sincerity.

He would be less worried if Cheon Ahseong were a highly political figure, but that man was a natural martial artist, one who could be said to have been born with a sword in his hand. He would give his all in the duel, and Neung Pungbi would do the same.

This was a duel between the two strongest martial arists in the jianghu.

However, Jongri Mun was certain Cheon Ahseong would win. He had always considered their nemesis a cut above, but what if he had grown even stronger than before? Neung Pungbi, by contrast, hadn’t improved in ages.

And what if the Coalition Leader were to die in a duel? The far-reaching consequences could not be described with just the word ‘aftermath’. The martial artists of the Evil Coalition would demand revenge, sparking a great war between the orthodox and unorthodox. 

The biggest problem then would be the outcome of a war fought without Neung Pungbi. 

We don’t stand a chance in hell of winning without the Coalition Leader.

Anyway, if this duel led to the worst-case scenario, the downfall of the unorthodox sects was imminent.

Neung Pungbi asked, “Got any better suggestions then? Can we stop him from coming here?”

“We could at least try.”

“I’ll become the laughingstock of the entire jianghu.”

“No one will laugh at you for choosing pragmatism. Rather, if you were to be defeated by Cheon Ahseong, they would all laugh at your foolishness.”

Neung Pungbi argued, “I’m telling you, I could win!”

“Even so, you can’t risk it!” Jongri Mun shouted back, holding firm.

Neung Pungbi scowled, but he was inwardly pleased.

How annoying would it be to have a strategist who just pushed me from behind, insisting I must win? Whether I can or cannot defeat Cheon Ahseong, it’s nice to know that he worries about me.

Jongri Mun’s gaze fell on the red envelope on the table. “Well... that was the stance I would have taken if this hadn’t arrived.”

Neung Pungbi’s eyes deepened. “So you think differently now?”

“Yes, the tables have turned.”

“What do you mean?”

“This letter is both a shield that can save your life, Coalition Leader, and a sword that can kill Cheon Ahseong.”

“Who sent it?”

“The Third Young Lady.”

Neung Pungbi narrowed his eyes. So that:s a secret letter sent by the Third Young Lady, freshly pushed out of the line of succession. 

He could feel the intense heat of resentment radiating from the envelope without even opening and reading the letter within.

Jongri Mun handed the envelope to Neung Pungbi. “Please read it.”

Neung Pungbi opened the envelope. Inside was a single letter and an object. 

He took out only the letter and read it slowly. Soon, his eyes widened in shock.

“Is this real?” he asked incredulously.

Jongri Mun grinned. “We’re in the process of confirming it, but it’s most likely real.”

“And if it’s real?”

“We’ll mobilize everyone and everything we can. Also, please grant me permission to use the Heavenly Evil Poison.”

Neung Pungbi blinked in puzzlement. The Heavenly Evil Poison was a poison the Evil Coalition had researched and prepared over a very long time, but the problem was...

“Didn’t you say that man can’t be killed with poison?”

“Even so, it will be a great help to you in your fight, Coalition Leader.”

Jongri Mun took the object out of the envelope. “If you combine this and the Heavenly Evil Poison... you can kill Cheon Ahseong, Coalition Leader.”

“What are my odds of victory in your eyes?”

“Seventy percent.”

“Seventy percent, you say. That’s assuming I fight well, of course?”

“Naturally. Besides, I believe that you, Coalition Leader, will definitely fight magnificently.”

Their gazes locked. 

Neung Pungbi raised an eyebrow, skeptical of his strategist’s mysterious confidence.

Jongri Mun smirked. “You have nowhere to run anyway, do you?”

“...You damn bastard.” Neung Pungbi sighed, shaking his head.

Jongri Mun chuckled. “Now, you should start preparing your mind and honing your sword.”


V8C3: Provocation

Sin Yeongyeong entered the detached room in the rear garden after hearing about the arrival of an unexpected guest. Baek Museong’s daughter, Soeun, had come to visit her.

This was the first time Sin Yeongyeong had ever seen the girl. Soeun was dressed in a neat martial arts uniform, which contrasted sharply with her lavish gown.

“Are you Miss Sin? It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Soeun greeted.

Sin Yeongyeong scrutinized the girl. Not only had she inherited Baek Museong’s facial features, Soeun was also far more beautiful than she had imagined. “Are you really Young Lady Baek?”

“Yes.”

Jealousy surged through Sin Yeongyeong like a tidal wave, but if Soeun was Baek Museong’s daughter, then in a way, she was her daughter too. At the very least, she should remain curt. “Why did you want to see me?”

“I wanted to meet you at least once.”

Sin Yeongyeong sneered spitefully. “How shameless.”

Soeun smiled warmly, keeping her composure despite the blatant hostility. “Did you find my visit too sudden?”

“Hmph! Not at all.”

Sin Yeongyeong ground her teeth. Soeun’s relaxed attitude was extremely grating. The insolent girl was acting like she was the mature adult here, and the unflinching confidence in her gaze was downright provocative. 

Soeun tilted her head. “Did you not want to see me?”

“Don’t get the wrong idea!” Sin Yeongyeong snapped. “Why would I have wanted to see you?”

“Then why did you agree to meet me?”

“To let you know that someone like you is nothing to us.”

“Did you just say ‘us’? Surely my father isn’t included in that ‘us,’ is he?”

The corner of Sin Yeongyeong’s eye twitched, and a wave of anger surged through her.

How dare this illegitimate child call Baek Museong her father so brazenly in front of me?

Soeun continued, “It seems you’re not quite on the same page as my father.”

A chill crept into Sin Yeongyeong’s eyes. She already knew that Baek Museong met with the girl often. 

Does she think she can act this arrogant just because of that? I am the woman whom others refer to as a villainess! I can easily take care of such a naive girl! 

She flashed a cold smile, the kind she reserved for an opponent. “You! You’re no ordinary girl.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“Stop beating around the bush. What’s the real reason you came to see me?”

“Since you asked for it, I’ll be direct. From now on, please officially acknowledge my existence.”

“What?”

“Whether you accept it or not, I am my father’s daughter. The daughter of the next Association Chairman.”

Sin Yeongyeong was livid. So this is why she came to me. The damned wench’s grown greedy now that my husband is the successor! I’ll chew you to bits and spit you into a cesspool!

Her gaze turned icy cold. If Soeun had visited her before, she might not have hated her this much, but the little bitch had only pulled such a transparent stunt after Baek Museong had become the successor. “So you want me to announce your relationship with my husband to the whole world?”

“No, we’ll take care of that ourselves.”

“We?”

“My father and I. I’m just telling you to prepare yourself.”

“!” Sin Yeongyeong’s eyes flashed with venom.

“I will inherit everything from my father,” Soeun added unflinchingly. “Everything that you will never be able to inherit.”

“You crazy bitch! Do you think the world is that easy?”

Soeun snorted. “I know what kind of person you are.”

“What?” Sin Yeongyeong’s eyes narrowed into slits. “What is it that you think you know?”

“I know that you were having an illicit affair with a mercenary.”

“!” Sin Yeongyeong was stunned. She never imagined Soeun would mention Flying Dragon.

“And I know that you sent him to kill me,” Soeun continued coldly. “If you don’t do as I say, I will expose that fact to the entire world.”

WHOOSH!

Unable to restrain herself, Sin Yeongyeong attempted to slap Soeun, but the latter easily dodged. Seething, she gathered her qi and lunged forward to grab Soeun’s shoulder, yet the girl evaded her grasp again.

PAPAK! SWISH! CRASH!

This time, Sin Yeongyeong unleashed a double palm strike, an attack powerful enough to shatter a shoulder. To her chagrin, however, Soeun sidestepped her attack with ease, and the blow destroyed the decorative cabinet behind her.

THWACK!

Seizing the moment, Soeun struck back mercilessly, smacking Sin Yeongyeong on the shoulder.

Sin Yeongyeong staggered back and fell heavily on her bottom. Fortunately, the attack was not imbued with qi, so her bones weren’t broken, but her pride was sorely wounded. By now, she was forced to conceded that Soeun’s martial arts were superior to her own.

Regardless, she clutched her shoulder and snarled. “Even if we aren’t related by blood, I’m still your mother. What magnificent manners you’ve been taught!”

Soeun sneered back icily. “You should have said that before resorting to such dirty tricks.”

“What? Dirty tricks?”

“It was a foolish move, too. Do you think my father would stand by if he found out you attacked me?”

Killing intent radiated from Sin Yeongyeong’s eyes. “You!” 

“I don’t expect to be treated like a daughter, so don’t expect me to show you any respect, either,” Soeun stated, completely unfazed. “You don’t deserve to be by my father’s side.”

The two women locked gazes. The insults were one thing, but Soeun hadn’t averted her gaze for a single moment since the meeting began. For Sin Yeongyeong, this fact alone fueled her already intense rage.

“You’d do well not to forget what happened today.”

“You’re the one who’d do well not to forget. Mark my words.”

Soeun left the room.

CRASH! 

The nearest porcelain vase shattered into pieces.

SMASH! CRACK!

Sin Yeongyeong grabbed whatever she could and hurled it in every direction.

“Young Lady! Please, calm yourself! Young Lady!”

Jo Chung, Sin Yeongyeong’s long-time subordinate, rushed into the room. He was well aware of her true nature and her past evil deeds, as well as her relationship with Flying Dragon, but he had never reported any of it to Sin Paegeuk. After all, he valued his own life.

SMASH! CRACK!

Sin Yeongyeong could not contain her fury. She was good at lashing out, not holding it in, and she had never suffered such a humiliating defeat before. 

“That stupid fool! If he had just killed her back then, none of this would have happened!” 

She resented the dead Flying Dragon, yet she missed him. If he were alive, she would run to him right now and demand that he kill Soeun.

“Young Lady, please compose yourself.”

“How can I kill that wench without a soul knowing?” 

Sin Yeongyeong made up her mind. She had every reason to want to murder Soeun. If the girl was like this now, she would surely try to devour her once Baek Museong amassed more authority. Moreover, if her past relationship with Flying Dragon was revealed, it would truly be the end for her. Her father, who believed her to be virtuous, would never forgive her. She had to get rid of Soeun before the bitch revealed her secrets.

“Who did that wench come with just now?” she asked.

Jo Chung replied, “She came alone.”

“Alone?” A look of regret crossed Sin Yeongyeong’s face. “She came without a bodyguard? Damn it, I should’ve just killed her right then and there!”

Of course, deep down, she knew that wasn’t an option. Killing Soeun during their first meeting would certainly draw suspicion to her, and even if she had tried on impulse, the girl’s martial arts were stronger than her own.

“I have to get rid of her, no matter what it takes...”

“That’s impossible, Young Lady. Young Lord Baek will have prepared thorough countermeasures against that,” Jo Chung cut in before his mistress could object. “Young Lord Baek is no fool. If Soeun dies, he will immediately suspect you, and he will use every method at his disposal to uncover the truth. Have you forgotten? The Young Lord is proficient in various secret arts that can make someone reveal the truth.”

“...Yes, you’re right.” Sin Yeongyeong nodded, sighing. Moving rashly would certainly bring great disaster upon her. 

Noticing that her ferocity had subsided, Jo Chung soothed her in a gentler tone. “For the time being, please forget about the girl.”

“I understand. You may leave now.”

Jo Chung quietly withdrew.

Despite his heartfelt advice, however, Sin Yeongyeong’s killing intent only thickened. 

I have to kill her no matter what, and soon.
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After leaving Sin Yeongyeong’s residence, Soeun boarded a carriage parked nearby. Surprisingly, the person waiting inside was Ju Hwayin. 

“How did it go?” Ju Hwayin asked.

‘Soeun’ smirked. “As expected, she’s dying to kill me.”

In truth, she was not the real Soeun, but rather Ju Hwayin’s body double, who had disguised herself using the Thousand Transformations Hundred Faces Art. Since Sin Yeongyeong had never seen Soeun before, an elaborate disguise was unnecessary.

Ju Hwayin smiled knowingly. “Now all we have to do is hand her the sword.”
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Baek Museong blinked, surprised by Sin Yeongyeong’s unannounced visit. “What brings you here?”

“I was just passing through and decided to drop by. If you’re busy, I’ll take my leave.”

“No, since you’re here, let’s have some tea.”

The couple sat facing each other while a maid brought tea. 

“You’ve been very busy lately, haven’t you?” Sin Yeongyeong asked, smiling affectionately. 

Her appearance was entirely duplicitous, nothing like the madwoman who had been hurling furniture just hours ago. Beneath that gentle exterior, however, her heart was colder than ever. 

Honestly, she did not feel at ease looking at Baek Museong, even though she had received congratulations from countless people when he became the successor. It was supposedly the moment she had been waiting for all this time, yet oddly, she felt little joy over her victory.

Unexpectedly, it was her personal feelings for him that gnawed at her. She recalled his lifeless eyes and indifferent touch on their wedding night, when they consummated their relationship. His attitude made it abundantly clear that theirs was a purely political marriage.

What in the world does he think of me?!

She couldn’t understand her conflicting feelings. When Flying Dragon was alive, she hadn’t even considered Baek Museong a man, just a tool to fulfill her ambitions. However, after Flying Dragon died, she had unconsciously begun to care about Baek Museong’s attitude toward her. If Flying Dragon had been alive, she would have found Baek Museong’s detachment comfortable, even pleasing. But now, her pride was wounded.

As she grappled with these subtle emotions, Soeun’s visit had fanned the dying embers of her wickedness into a raging fire. 

Damn them all! I’ll destroy every last one of them!

For this moment, though, she concealed her true feelings perfectly.

“I’m worried you’re not eating your meals on time,” she said concernedly. 

“I’m fine,” Baek Museong replied, smiling back. At times like this, Sin Yeongyeong was truly the most virtuous, graceful, and detestable lady in the world. If he were just a little more naive, she would have him wrapped around her little finger. Deciding to probe her intentions, he remarked, “It’s you, Wife, who doesn’t look well.”

Sin Yeongyeong nodded. “I haven’t been sleeping well these past few days.”

“Is something troubling you?”

“...No, it’s nothing.” Sin Yeongyeong quietly stopped her tea. 

Baek Museong sighed inwardly. In a way, he felt sorry for the woman. Her terrible personality was the inevitable result of her birth as the eldest daughter of the massive organization called Sword Heaven. 

An awkward hush fell over the couple. Besides small talk, they had nothing more to say to each other. This was simply the truth of a marriage of convenience.

Finally, Sin Yeongyeong asked, “Do you still visit that child Soeun from time to time?”

Baek Museong’s eyes widened slightly, flustered by the sudden question. He did not like that this woman was taking an interest in his daughter. “I visit her occasionally, though I’ve been so busy lately that I haven’t seen her at all.”

“All the more reason you should make time for her.”

“...Are you serious?”

“Of course. No matter what, she’s still your daughter, isn’t she? I don’t think you should go against human ethics.”

“I’m grateful that you think so.” Baek Museong nodded, putting on a touched expression. Even though Sin Yeongyeong’s words were hollow, she had nonetheless expressed concern for his child. 

Sin Yeongyeong was delighted. A pleasant atmosphere had finally been established. Beaming, she casually added, “By the way, I have a favor to ask.”

“What is it?”

“I want to help you too.”

“!” Baek Museong was shocked speechless. Wanting to help him meant that Sin Yeongyeong wanted a position in the Association, but why? Moreover, all she needed to get an important role was to talk to Sin Paegeuk. 

“Shouldn’t you ask Father-in-law about that instead of me?” he asked.

Sin Yeongyeong stared intently at him and answered firmly, “Once a woman marries, she is no longer part of her birth family. I don’t think it’s right for me to ask my father for any favors.”

Baek Museong nodded. “Is there a particular job you want?”

“Yes.”

“What is it?”

“Give me the Hundred Swords Corps.”

Baek Museong’s jaw dropped. The Hundred Swords Corps was an organization that Sin Paegeuk had specially granted to him. Aside from the secrecy-shrouded Little Heaven Society, it was the most powerful martial unit in Sword Heaven. “Uh, I think that position is too difficult for you to handle, Wife.”

Sin Yeongyeong snorted. “They’re people I’ve watched since I was a child. There is no one better suited to command them than me.”

“Is this perhaps Father-in-law’s request?”

“No, Father has nothing to do with this matter,” Sin Yeongyeong replied dryly.

This was her own decision. She had ambitions too, though they were different from Ju Hwayin’s. While Ju Hwayin’s aspirations were tied to a grand cause, Sin Yeongyeong’s were rooted in base desires. While Ju Hwayin’s ambitions reeked of blood, Sin Yeongyeong’s stank of sweat.

Hearing Baek Museong’s refusal, Soeun’s words echoed in her heart. 


“I will inherit everything from my father. Everything that you will never be able to inherit.”



Damn it! You’re saving it all for that daughter of yours, aren’t you?

Her spite flared up, but she concealed her burgeoning murderous intent and put on a gentle smile. She wasn’t merely demanding power to test his intentions, she actually wanted it. She knew better than anyone that if one were late to a meal with ravenous beasts on the prowl, the best parts would be long gone. Once she had the Hundred Swords Corps, she would be able to realize her ambitions.

“I’m a narrow-minded woman, so I don’t know much, but my desire to help you is pure. Shouldn’t the Hundred Swords Corps be entrusted to the person you trust the most?” she pleaded, deliberately emphasizing the last three words.

Still, Baek Museong hesitated. “I see. I will think about it.”

“Then I will trust you and take my leave.”

Sin Yeongyeong withdrew, and Jin Chung, who had been waiting outside, came in. 

Baek Museong asked, “Did you hear what she said?”

Jin Chung nodded. “Yes.”

“Tsk, she’s acting like this is a genuine act of goodwill.” Baek Museong clicked his tongue and shook his head. He already knew what the damned bitch really thought of him, so he had no reason to be offended. The problem was how to deal with her silly request.

Jin Chung advised, “You’ve only just become the successor, Young Lord, yet already that woman is making such a ridiculous demand. It just goes to show how much she looks down on you. Besides, the Hundred Swords Corps is a very useful organization. You must refuse her.”

Baek Museong nodded. Although the Hundred Swords Corps was now under his command, it remained part of Sword Heaven. The warriors likely did not truly pledge allegiance to him. Because of this, he intended to entrust it to Jin Chung, insert his own people to influence the group, and eventually convert them into his own loyal troops.

However, there was a problem.

“She won’t just stand by if I don’t give it to her,” he sighed.

“So what if she doesn’t just stand by?” Jin Chung snorted derisively. “The moment you give in to one demand, you’ll have to give in to many more in the future.”

Baek Museong nodded in agreement. “Then what should I do?”

“You must show her your will, Young Lord.”

An enigmatic smile spread across Baek Museong’s lips. “Wouldn’t that be too harsh?”

Jin Chung grinned. “It’s not a problem if you just limit it to the right amount.”
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“Young Lady! Please calm down!” Jo Chung cried anxiously, desperately trying to stop Sin Yeongyeong from smashing another porcelain vase. The furnishings had been replaced just two days ago, and here she was, poised to destroy them yet again.

Sin Yeongyeong seethed. “Did that crazy bastard really send this?”

“Please lower your voice! Someone might hear you.”

“Let them hear! I’m saying it so they can hear me!”

“Young Lady!”

Sin Yeongyeong looked down at the paper in her other hand once more. It was an official appointment letter from the Association, delivered two days after her visit to Baek Museong. “Transportation Support Captain? Is he telling me to guard a warehouse?”

The Transportation Support Unit was the very organization where Crimson Tiger was stationed undercover as a branch manager.

“Didn’t you predict that he wouldn’t give up the Hundred Swords Corps so easily?”

“Still, how could he assign me a shitty role like this? Not even a commander, but a captain?”

Jo Chung thought to himself that even the position of captain was more than his mistress deserved, but he dared not voice it out loud. It was easy to sneer at the rank of captain, but a regular martial artist had to struggle for more than a decade to attain it. In the Association, many people grew old without ever becoming squad captains.

“At least it’s a safe logistics unit and not a martial corps?”

“Will you shut your mouth?” Sin Yeongyeong ground her teeth, the vase trembling in her hand.

“The Lord has arrived!” a maid announced from outside the room.

“What? Father’s here?”

Sin Yeongyeong set the vase down on the stand, instantly transforming into a meek and gentle woman. “Show him in at once.”

Sin Paegeuk entered, while Jo Chung bowed respectfully and slipped outside.

“Welcome, Father!” Sin Yeongyeong greeted. 

The ferocity from moments ago was nowhere to be found. To Sin Paegeuk, she was always a demure and virtuous daughter. She had never once let her father see her true nature. Sin Paegeuk could grasp a person’s intentions from a brief encounter, yet he didn’t fully understand his own daughter.

As the two sat facing each other, a maid served tea. 

“I heard you asked Young Lord Baek for the Hundred Swords Corps,” Sin Paegeuk remarked.

Sin Yeongyeong lowered her head apologetically. “I’m sorry, I have done something unnecessary.”

“Yes, it was unlike you.”

Sin Yeongyeong grit her teeth. So Father’s also against me taking charge of the Hundred Swords Corps. 

Sin Paegeuk observed his daugher. The Hundred Swords Corps was ultimately still under him, and he had no intention of giving it to Baek Museong in the future. His purpose in granting it to the Young Lord had been for surveillance and pressure. “Yes, there was an element of rashness. However, it wasn’t all bad.” He smiled, as if pleased to see a new side of his daughter. “Now that Young Lord Baek has become the successor, you must also become stronger. You cannot live as just a woman of the inner palace anymore.”

“I will keep that in mind.”

“And accept the captain position.”

Sin Yeongyeong froze, realizing her father already knew everything. “But accepting this post disrespects not only me, but you as well, Father!”

Sin Paegeuk did not deny it. “Yes, it could be seen that way. However, seizing power requires patience. If securing authority were so easy, everyone would be ruling the world.”

A bitter taste filled Sin Yeongyeong’s mouth as she listened in silence. The fact that her father was monitoring her did not sit well with her. He was not supporting her, but keeping an eye on her in case she messed things up. He saw her only as a tool to control Baek Museong.

“You are being offered the position of captain in the Association” Sin Paegeuk said firmly. “How can you claim that such a position is powerless?”

Sin Yeongyeong’s eyes widened in sudden realization. “I was too thoughtless, Father.”

“Don’t be in too much of a hurry. There will be plenty of time in the future.

“I will keep that in mind.”

After placating her, Sin Paegeuk left.

Once alone, Sin Yeongyeong ordered that no one be allowed in. Taking out alcohol from a cabinet, she drank alone.

A sudden loneliness washed over her. Ever since Flying Dragon died, her heart had felt heavy for reasons she could not quite name. She wasn’t sad enough to die, so she told herself she had coped well. 

Still, at times like this, when her mind was troubled and she was angry, she thought of him. He was the only person in the world who had loved her wholeheartedly, without any strings attached.

The immutable truth that had torn the hearts of countless people over long ages finally applied to her as well.

People only came to appreciate the most precious things after losing them.


V8C4: Human Affairs

“Whew, it’s not just chilly anymore. It’s cold. So cold!” Eom Baekyang exclaimed, shivering as he entered the operations room.

Firecrackers suddenly exploded in front of him.

POP! POP! POP! POP! POP!

“Whoa!”

He covered his head and stumbled back. For a moment, he was convinced that he was being ambushed.

Damn it! I should have identified my opponent and counterattacked, but I made the worst possible choice! Is this how I die?

A thousand thoughts raced through his mind. He couldn’t even remember the last time he had sparred, let alone fought for real.

“Congratulations!” someone cheered.

Eom Baekyang spun around. The members of the Radiant Hall were all lined up and clapping. “What in the world is going on?” he asked, confused.

Im Yeongdal grinned. “Haven’t you heard the news yet?”

“What news?”

“The latest news, of course. We’re congratulating the Director on his promotion.”

“The Director? Really? Where is he being promoted to? And why are you all making a fuss over me?”

Hong Sabaek laughed, “He’s not talking about that Director, Director.”

“What? What in the... Huh? No way...”

“Yes way. You, Deputy Director, are the new Director.”

Eom Baekyang’s eyes widened in shock, and he froze in place for a long moment with his mouth agape. “Wait... then what about the Director?”

“He was fired.”

“What?”

“He was fired, but don’t worry. He got a new job as the Mystery Pavilion Master.”

“Ahh!” The tension drained from Eom Baekyang’s body and he collapsed into a seat near the entrance, feeling more bewildered than joyful. 

“There were personnel changes in over a dozen places at once, probably to conceal the changes on our side,” Im Yeongdal explained.

Eom Baekyang sighed. This was the first major personnel reshuffle since the First Young Lord became the successor. Only a few days had passed, yet the central axis of power had already begun to shift.

Jo Birang tugged on his sleeve. “Come on, don’t just stand there. Let’s go to your new office!”

Everyone dragged Eom Baekyang into the Director’s office. The nameplate on the desk had already been changed to his.

Eom Baekyang mouth twitched at the sight. “You rascals! You already changed the nameplate? The Director, no, the Pavilion Master will be upset if he sees this!”

“He’s flown off to a much higher position. There’s no way,” Im Yeongdal replied nonchalantly.

In truth, everyone in the Radiant Hall preferred Eom Baekyang to Gu Yangseo. After all, who would like a superior who was always thinking only of their own career advancement? Compared to Gu Yangseo, Eom Baekyang, who had no intention of abandoning them, was far more endearing.

Eom Baekyang asked, “Where did the Director, no, the Pavilion Master go?”

“He went to see the former Pavilion Master.”

Eom Baekyang let out a dry laugh, thinking it was in poor taste. If he were Gu Yangseo, he would have avoided Yagong out of guilt. 

Then again, he knew better than anyone how much Gu Yangseo awaited this day.

Jo Birang pulled back the Director’s chair. “Here, have a seat.”

Eom Baekyang sat in Gu Yangseo’s chair with mixed feelings. The view from the window, which he had seen countless times, looked different today.

“We’re locking the door. Don’t even think about coming out for the rest of the day!” Hahaha!“

The Radiant Hall scholars left, telling Eom Baekyang to savor his joy. 

Alone, Eom Baekyang slowly looked around the room. He was happy, but his heart felt heavy, too. A promotion always came with added responsibility. He was already starting to miss being the Deputy Director.

[image: sep]


“I have learned a great deal during my time here,” Yagong said with a smile.

Gu Yangseo smiled back. “It’s because you’re so outstanding.”

“I’m just grateful that you think so highly of me.”

Yagong saw through Gu Yangseo’s insincere words right away. Clearly, the man was trying to provoke him. Anger boiled inside him, but he forced himself to remain calm. Showing emotion would only make him seem more pathetic. 

Gu Yangseo grinned, relishing in his victory. Only he knew how long he had waited for this moment. “I heard you refused the position of Transport Support Unit Branch Manager.”

“That’s right.”

The Transport Support Unit was considered an auxiliary organization outside the Association’s inner circle, and it wasn’t even a combat unit. For Yagong to accept the offer was tantamount to a demotion to the very bottom, an obvious ploy to pressure him into resigning on his own. 

Naturally, Yagong had refused. He had no intention of backing down so easily. Somehow or other, he would make a comeback.

“Fufu, you look to be in a good mood,” Yagong said.

Gu Yangseo smiled triumphantly. “I won’t deny it.”

Yagong’s stomach churned. He hadn’t lost due to a lack of skill, but because he had backed the wrong person. Regardless, a loss was a loss. Knowing which side to back was the most important skill in politics, and he had failed this time.

“Don’t forget, the higher you climb, the more painful the fall.”

“I’ll keep that in mind, Senior.”

Yagong gritted his teeth and walked out. The word ‘Senior’ gnawed at him.

Outside the building, he reunited with Ganghae, who was waiting for him.

“I feel like absolute shit,” he complained.

Ganghae nodded grimly. “You have to endure it.”

A self-deprecating sigh escaped Yagong’s lips. “Yes, as you can see, I’m gritting my teeth and enduring.”

The two men began to walk slowly. 

Trailing behind, Ganghae regarded Yagong’s slumped back. “You’ll have a chance to make a comeback eventually,” he said quietly.

“Do you really believe that?”

“Yes.”

Yagong stopped walking. “I never thought the Third Young Lady would lose like this.”

Ganghae nodded. He felt the same way. “I’m investigating why the Association Chairman chose the First Young Lord.”

“Don’t bother, it’s futile.”

Ganghae couldn’t deny that, but he had to help Yagong make a comeback. He was just at a loss as to where or how to begin.

Suddenly, Milyeong, another trusted subordinate, appeared before them. “Please come with me. There’s someone who wishes to meet you.”

Yagong followed without asking where they were going, noting that Milyeong’s face was unusually flushed. 

After taking several detours to avoid surveillance, they arrived at a nearby house.

Yagong’s eyes widened when he saw the person waiting for him inside. “Are you here to give me my pension funds for retiring to the countryside, Third Young Lady?”

Ju Hwayin returned his joke with one of her own. “I thought we losers should have one last meeting.”

The two looked at each other and chuckled.

Ju Hwayin’s playful demeanor vanished. “I’m sorry for asking you to meet me in a place like this.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

Yagong, a politician through and through, sensed an opportunity in this meeting. Despite being pushed out of the succession, Ju Hwayin was still not someone to be taken lightly. “I imagine you must be very worried,” he probed.

Ju Hwayin sighed. “Everything went wrong because of my own shortcomings.”

“How could that be? I’ve never met anyone as remarkable as you, my lady.”

“You still have a silver tongue, Pavilion Master.”

“It’s because it’s the truth! Hahaha!” Yagong let out a hearty laugh, completely shaking off his disappointment in the Third Young Lady as he did so. Now was the time to move forward rather than dwell on the past. “So? What do you plan to do now?”

“We must strike back.”

“!” Yagong tensed, sensing a powerful determination in Ju Hwayin’s expression.

Ju Hwayin continued, “We have to reclaim our positions.”

“Are you saying you’re going to kill him?”

“......” Ju Hwayin neither confirmed nor denied the statement, offering only a mysterious smile.

“It won’t be easy now that the Association Chairman has made up his mind,” Yagong murmured worriedly.

“It’s not that it won’t be easy. Any attack on my Senior Brother will now be treated as treason.”

Yagong recoiled at the word. If they were caught, he would be tortured in all sorts of unimaginable ways. 

“Are you scared?” Ju Hwayin asked.

Yagong nodded honestly. “If I get caught for treason, death would be the greatest mercy.”

“I suppose so.”

“......”

A brief silence fell between them as Yagong fell into deep thought. Ultimately, he concluded that whatever awaited him, this was the path he had to tread.

“Even if the assassination succeeds, you won’t be able to handle the Association Chairman’s wrath. You’re the only one with a motive, so you won’t be safe either,” he pointed out. 

Of course, Ju Hwayin must already know that, too. In that sense, the succession war was already over.

Ju Hwayin smiled. “Leave Master to me.”

Yagong nodded blankly. For Ju Hwayin to say that must mean she had some kind of plan. “What is my role?” he asked.

“You must deal with Senior Brother.”

“How so?”

Ju Hwayin chuckled. “Don’t you already know? Senior Brother has two fatal weaknesses.”

“Two? What exactly are you referring to?”

“The people closest to him.”

Two individuals immediately sprang to Yagong’s mind. “Soeun... and Sin Yeongyeong.”

Ju Hwayin nodded solemnly. “Are you ready?”

Yagong stared at her. He could leave the Association for a while, rest, and dream of a comeback. After a few years, a new opportunity might arise. He certainly had the ability and the intellect for it, and his past career was brilliant.

But... would I ever get a better opportunity than this one?

Ju Hwayin’s offer was clearly his best and last chance. At the same time, it was more dangerous than anything he had ever faced.

Gritting his teeth, Yagong nodded resolutely. “Tell me what I must do.”

Ju Hwayin’s gaze sharpened. “Don’t forget. If we fail, we won’t be retiring to the countryside. We’ll be on our way to the afterlife.”
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On her first day as Transportation Support Captain, Sin Yeongyeong summoned all the branch managers under her command. Among them were the Sixteenth Branch Manager, Crimson Tiger; and the newly appointed Ninth Branch Manager, Yagong.

Crimson Tiger recognized Yagong. Although he had heard from Yeon that Yagong had been ousted from power, actually seeing the man renewed his belief in the futility of authority.

Naturally, Yagong did not recognize him. He believed that Crimson Tiger was dead, and even if he knew that a man using that codename was present, he would have assumed that he was the replacement Phantom.

“Damn it! This is too much,” the Third Branch Manager, famous for his quick temper, shouted. “She’s trying to establish discipline. In short, she sees us as pawns.”

He was extremely displeased with the meeting. While it was natural for a new captain to call a meeting, Sin Yeongyeong’s decision to summon them to the main hall on her very first day instead of hosting a banquet clearly revealed her true intentions. 

“She must think she’s a queen or something,” the Fifth Branch Manager chimed in.

The Eighth Branch Manager, being the eldest, scolded, “Keep running your mouth and your head will fly.”

The hall went silent for a moment, but the Third Branch Manager soon yelled back, “Let her try!”

Of course, he didn’t mean what he said. After all, within the Association, he was a total nobody. Still, he knew most of them shared his feelings, and they had a sense of camaraderie as fellow employees of the same department, so a little grumbling was no big deal.

The Eighth Branch Manager scanned the group, warning, “Everyone needs to watch their mouths. Our opponent is the eldest daughter of Sword Heaven and the wife of the First Young Lord. It wouldn’t be strange at all for your worthless heads to go flying over one wrong word.”

Crimson Tiger shook his head. Was it really a coincidence that he, Sin Yeongyeong, and Yagong had all gathered in one place? He was suspicious of everything, and considered the slight possibility that this might not be an accident.

“Do you think it makes sense to appoint someone with no experience as captain?” the Third Branch Manager griped. “Our support unit may be shabby, but our work is critical to the Association’s daily operations.”

“You’re right, it doesn’t make sense. That’s why I’m telling you to shut your mouth! We’re talking about going up against people who can pull off the nonsensical with ease.”

For a moment, no one could argue. Their adversary’s power truly transcended common sense.

The Third Branch Manager sighed. “Still, isn’t this too much?”

The Eighth Branch Manager consoled him gently. “Is this the only unfair thing in our lives? If they tell us to dig, then we must dig. That’s the First Young Lord’s right, the right of the victor.”

Realizing his point, no one complained openly anymore. Any further expression of discontent would only endanger them. Some worried about the future, while others were optimistic, thinking that things would be easier with an ignorant leader.

Crimson Tiger stood silently, listening. 

Nothing in this world is ever easy.

To martial artists working in the field, people like Sin Yeongyeong seemed like incompetent cowards who only engaged in armchair theories. Conversely, to such people, the work of the Twelve Phantoms might seem like an easy task involving nothing more than swinging a sword. Ultimately, one could never fully understand something they had never experienced.

CLACK!

Jo Chung entered the hall, announcing, “The Captain has arrived!”

Sin Yeongyeong followed, her steps as haughty as her gaze. It’s a pleasure to meet you. I am Sin Yeongyeong, your newly appointed captain.“

“It is an honor to make your acquaintance.”

Everyone offered polite greetings. Dissatisfaction was one thing, and reality another.

Sin Yeongyeong glanced at the branch managers. “It appears that one person is missing...”

Right then, the Fourth Branch Manager rushed in. “My apologies. My work at the branch ran late.”

Sin Yeongyeong smiled. “Step forward for a moment.”

The Fourth Branch Manager stepped forward nervously.

SLAP!

Sin Yeongyeong slapped his cheek mercilessly. 

Everyone present, not only the Fourth Branch Manager, was stunned. Even if she was the captain, slapping a branch manager old enough to be her uncle in public just for being late was outrageous.

Only Crimson Tiger, who was familiar with Sin Yeongyeong’s volatile personality, remained unperturbed. Given her fiery temper, he wouldn’t be surprised even if she had cut off his head.

Sin Yeongyeong silenced the branch managers with her cold gaze. Everyone was displeased, but no one dared to step forward and question her. “Do you know why you were hit?” she asked sharply.

“No, I don’t, ” the Fourth Branch Manager replied, suppressing his confusion and anger.

“I didn’t do it because you were late.”

“Then why?”

“You said your work at your branch finished late, correct?”

“That is correct.”

“Is the matter I summoned you for not also Branch business?”

“That’s...”

“Your attitude is rotten to the core! I am the Captain! I am the leader of the Transportation Support Unit!” Sin Yeongyeong screamed, her voice echoing thunderously through the hall. “From now on, my orders take precedence over everything else. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

The Fourth Branch Manager couldn’t resist, and it was the same for everyone else. Sin Yeongyeong’s connections were too powerful to challenge. Moreover, she was actively using that power. Defying her essentially meant putting one’s life on the line.

Sin Yeongyeong descended from the platform and walked past the men, meeting each person’s gaze. While she was undoubtedly a ruthless bitch, she was also tenacious.

Everyone avoided making eye contact with her. Even Crimson Tiger bowed his head, though not out of fear but to avoid trouble.

Sin Yeongyeong paused in front of Yagong, the only branch manager who returned her gaze without flinching. She already knew about him. 

After a moment, however, she strode back toward the exit.

“You’re all dismissed.”

And so, Sin Yeongyeong’s first day in her new post came to an end.
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The next afternoon, Jo Chung reported, “Yagong is here to see you.”

Sin Yeongyeong raised an eyebrow. “Him?”

“What should I do?”

“Let him in.”

Jo Chung left, and a moment later, Yagong entered. 

“Oh, if it isn’t the Ninth Branch Manager!” Sin Yeongyeong greeted, pretending not to know him.

Yagong frowned. “I know you know who I am.”

“Please, have a seat.”

The two sat facing each other. 

Sin Yeongyeong smirked. “That’s right. I know that you, the Ninth Branch Manager, was once the Mystery Pavilion Master.”

“It’s merely a shameful history.”

“You were just unlucky, I suppose. But why have you come to see me?”

Sin Yeongyeong knew that Yagong supported Ju Hwayin. Strictly speaking, he was an enemy. For this reason, his visit was both puzzling and intriguing.

“I felt I should greet you at least once,” Yagong said.

“Is that all?”

“Do I need another reason?”

Their gazes locked. Despite the lack of an insidious look in his eyes, it was clear that Yagong had come here with a purpose.

Still, Sin Yeongyeong replied, “I suppose not. In any case, it was a pleasure to meet you.” 

It was a polite dismissal, signaling that, since he had offered his greetings, he should leave. 

Of course, that was not what she truly wanted. She sensed an opportunity in his visit, but there was no reason to be hasty. 

As the saying goes, the person most in need of water is the one who will dig a well.

Yagong took a step back, looking defeated. “Indeed, a tiger does not sire a dog,” he complimented insincerely, subtly bringing up the main topic. “Actually, I came to see you because there’s something I need to tell you.”

Finally, a satisfied smile appeared on Sin Yeongyeong’s lips. “What is it?”

“I’ll speak frankly. I’m not ready to retire from politics.”

“And?”

“So I will pledge my loyalty to you, Captain.”

“I have plenty of subordinates, even without you, Branch Manager.”

“I know that’s not true.”

Sin Yeongyeong narrowed her eyes. Yagong was correct. The fact that she did not have a power base was he greatest weakness. Flying Dragon had handled all the dirty work, so she had not properly cultivated her own subordinates.

Even so, I can’t trust someone who supported the Third Young Lady.

“Fine. You’re right, but how can I trust you? Have you forgotten who I’m married to?”

“My relationship with the Third Young Lady had already ended.”

“How convenient.”

“You understand. This is just how politics works. We join hands when needed, and part ways when the other person’s no longer useful.”

“Enough of that dirty talk. Tell me the real reason you’re here.”

“I used to be the Mystery Pavilion Master, the manager of the Association’s information network.”

“So?”

“I know what kind of relationship you and the First Young Lord have.”

“!” Sin Yeongyeong’s expression soured instantly. 

“Even though you’re husband and wife, I know you’re engaged in a power struggle,” Yagong quickly added, choosing the mildest words possible.

To his relief, Sin Yeongyeong visibly loosened up.

“However, power, by its nature, is not meant to be shared,” he said suggestively. “Worse, he also has a daughter.”

Sin Yeongyeong flinched. “Wait. Does that mean the Third Young Lady knew that, too?”

“That’s right.”

“Why didn’t she use her?”

“We tried to, but we failed.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“To the Third Young Lady, Soeun is a discarded card, but she could be a valuable asset to you, Captain.”

“How do you propose to help me?”

“I will bring Soeun to you, Captain.”

Sin Yeongyeong was startled. She never imagined that Yagong would offer to kidnap Soeun. “The girl must be protected by experts.”

“I may have stepped down, but I have strong ties with the Twelve Phantoms.”

“So what?”

“As you know, they have the ability to carry out even impossible missions. They could abduct Soeun without anyone knowing.”

“Would they listen to the orders of a mere transport unit branch manager?”

Yagong smiled faintly. “Of course not. We’ll have to use another method.”

“What method?”

“Have you ever seen someone who hates money?”

“What if their loyalty is too strong to be bought?”

“Impossible,” Yagong shot back, shaking his head firmly. “That just means you didn’t offer enough.”

Sin Yeongyeong scoffed. She completely agreed with him. In her experience, nothing was impossible with money and power. She only lost because she was outmatched by greater power or money. To her, that was the logic of life.

“And your price?”

“I want my position back.”

Sin Yeongyeong pretended to contemplate for a moment, even though she had already made up her mind. She planned to get rid of Soeun as quickly as possible anyway, so Yagong’s visit was a heaven-sent opportunity. She just didn’t want to seem too eager. 

A few seconds later, she said, “It won’t be easy, but it’s not impossible either. Okay. I’ll trust you, Pavilion Master. But if you fail, I will deny any involvement in this matter, including this meeting. Do you understand what I mean?”

“I understand. That goes without saying.”

“Good. I’ll put my faith in you, Pavilion Master.”

“I’ll contact you again soon.”

Yagong left, and Jo Chung entered. 

After confirming that Yagong was out of earshot, Jo Chung warned Sin Yeongyeong, “That man is a very insidious fellow.”

“I know.”

“He could mess up the job.”

“We have nothing to lose either way.”

“What will you do if he does kidnap Soeun?”

“I’ll kill her personally.”

“Are you serious?”

“Of course.”

“How will you face the aftermath?”

“You fool! Obviously, my involvement can’t be revealed. I’ll pin it on that man. He was pushed out of his position because of my husband. He has more than enough motive to kill Soeun.”

Finally, Jo Chung understood Sin Yeongyeong’s plan. At the same time, her viciousness terrified him.

RRRUMBLE!

Thunder rumbled in the distance.

Jo Chung shivered, feeling as if the heavens themselves were angered by Sin Yeongyeong’s scheme.

Regardless, she only giggled wickedly. “Get your men ready. As soon as he brings Soeun, dispose of him.”

RRRUMBLE!



Translator’s Note: We have just started translating a new series by the author of Absolute Warrior and Absolute Regression, Jang Younghun! Read City of Blades now!


V8C5: Orthodox and Unorthodox

SHWAAAAAAA!

Ju Hwayin stared at the refreshing downpour, unsure how long she had been watching. She was not lost in thought, just staring blankly at the rain.

The door opened quietly, and she sensed someone enter. She knew who it was from the familiar presence without turning.

“News has arrived.”

“What happened?” Ju Hwayin replied to Lee Dansim’s low report without looking back.

“The Association Chairman has arrived at the meeting place.”

“They will meet soon.”

“Yes.”

A light sigh escaped Ju Hwayin’s lips.

“What was it?” Lee Dansim asked cautiously.

“Master’s past. A past he wants to forget but ultimately cannot... That’s why it’s Master’s only weakness... and the blade that can kill him.”

“......!” Lee Dansim’s body trembled at the mention of death. Did she send that to the Evil Coalition? 

She could not bring herself to ask. She was afraid of what Ju Hwayin might say.

When Ju Hwayin turned, her hazy eyes held an emotion entirely different from Lee Dansim’s fear.

RUMBLE!

The sound of thunder overlapped with the thunder from that day, twenty years ago.
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SHWAAAAA!

A flash of lightning split the sky, revealing a middle-aged man standing alone in the pouring rain in front of a single grave. Tears streamed from his eyes, falling as endlessly as the rain. The title of Martial God seemed ill-suited for a man weeping so sorrowfully. 

Cheon Ahseong muttered, his voice thick with desperately suppressed grief, “I miss you. I’ve lived my life immersed only in martial arts, only for...”

His tears were genuine, the anguished kind one could only show before the grave of a person one truly cared for. This was the moment he decided to abandon politics and power to focus solely on martial arts.

He had loved only one woman his entire life, yet the people of the jianghu never knew of her. He had told no one, fearing she might be put in danger. 

Even so, she died young from an illness two years before he became the Association Chairman. Since then, he frequently pined for her, unable to forget the love of his life.

“I’m sorry...” he began, his eyes wavering. “But... I will now try to forget you.”

FLASH! RUMBLE!

Cheon Ahseong knelt before the grave. “For the past twelve years, I’ve tried not to forget you. From now on, however, I have to try to forget you. Please, forgive me.”

She had always lived in his memory, through happy times and sad. It was painful, yet he had also been proud of himself for not forgetting her. 

Today, though, he had a sudden realization. It was time to let her go.

He sighed, long and heavy, a sound that contained all his past regrets. “Let’s... meet again in our next lives.”

He took something from his robes and hung it on the tombstone. After that, he stood up, turned around slowly, and walked away without looking back. He was determined never to return.

A young girl with lips blue from the cold rain watched him from a great distance away. 

She was Ju Hwayin.

RUUUMBLE!
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Ju Hwayin returned to the present. “Master doesn’t know... He will never know that I was watching him then.”

“Who was she?”

“The only person the Association Chairman ever loved.”

SHWAAAAA!

“So did the Association Chairman forget her?”

“He forgot, but at the same time... he can never forget.”

“What do you mean?”

“Trying to forget someone is, in the end, just another form of longing. Master simply misses her in a different way, but enough of that. When he left, I...”

RUMBLE!

“...stole her keepsake.”

Lee Dansim immediately wished she hadn’t heard those words over the thunder and rain.

Ju Hwayin smiled enigmatically. “Do you understand now? The horrible things I’ve done?”

Lee Dansim shuddered. Ju Hwayin terrified her, and so did the situation, yet... Somehow, she felt Ju Hwayin must be just as terrified as she was.

She remembered a day long ago. She had been crying, and Ju Hwayin had approached her with a smile. 

Still, she’s done something she should never have done. Something completely unforgivable.

But what could and do about it? She had already sworn her loyalty to Ju Hwayin, and she was the kind of person who believed that repaying a favor tenfold wasn’t enough.

With that thought in mind, her fear subsided, and she grew surprisingly calm. 

“Young Lady, please allow me to lead the way to hell.”

Ju Hwayin smiled and looked out the window.

I’ll never allow you to follow me there, though?

SHWAAAAAAA!
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“You’ve come?” Neung Pungbi greeted. 

He was waiting for Cheon Ahseong at the promised mountain peak, and he had also prepared alcohol, just as he mentioned when they last met. 

Cheon Ahseong asked, “Have you been waiting long?”

“Haha, not at all.”

The mountain peak was high enough to overlook the clouds below. The wide-open space was surrounded by sheer cliffs. An old pine tree stood to one side. This was a paradise where immortals might share a profound conversation, and a perfect spot for their duel.

This was the second meeting of the two powerhouses known to be the strongest. Had the people of the jianghu known about the event today, the entire mountain would have been a sea of people, even those who knew they risked their lives just watching.

Cheon Ahseong glanced around, surveying the scenery, but he sensed no one hiding in ambush nearby. He had not expected Neung Pungbi to come alone. His impression of the man grew. Neung Pungbi was indeed a great master befitting the leader of the unorthodox.

“Shall we drink?” Neung Pungbi asked, holding out a bottle of wine.

Cheon Ahseong readily drank the wine. As expected, there was no poison in the alcohol.

“How’s the taste?”

“It’s good.”

“You know, my strategist told me I should at least poison the wine, because even then I still wouldn’t be able to win.”

“Hahaha, the strategist of your esteemed coalition must be feigning foolishness.”

“Hardly. That man’s one your biggest believers, Association Chairman.”

“Hahaha!” Cheon Ahseong laughed heartily, finding the remark amusing. Neung Pungbi was the kind of person he might have gotten along with quite well if they had met as friends rather than enemies. 

Of course, he was also well aware of his opponent’s true nature. Neung Pungbi was the head of the Evil Coalition, the root of all evil. How could that laugh be genuine? Surely, behind it hid an incomparably cold and cruel blade. He could only afford to relax in front of the man because he was strong.

Neung Pungbi asked, “By the way, are you here today to punish this poor old man?”

“Punish? What do you mean?”

“You know, about that child I killed.”

Finally, Cheon Ahseong understood. Neung Pungbi was wondering if he had come here to avenge Crimson Tiger. Given Crimson Tiger’s skill, it was an understandable assumption. The loss of their top agent was a great blow to the Association.

He might even suspect that I raised Crimson Tiger myself.

“Hohoho!” he laughed. “Isn’t that all in the past? What’s the point of mourning someone who’s already gone?” 

He looked up at the sky, pretending to reminisce about Crimson Tiger, even though he was really thinking of someone else.

“If not, then I’m relieved.”

Neung Pungbi carefully observed Cheon Ahseong’s aura. As before, he could not clearly perceive it. He felt like he could win, but he also felt like he could lose. 

If Jongri Mun had not insisted that Cheon Ahseong was a cut above him, he might have truly believed he could win. Uncertainty was dangerous, but not necessarily fatal. 

What if my inability to gauge his strength is because our martial arts are completely different? He might not be able to accurately measure my skills, either.

“Have a drink.” Cheon Ahseong took the wine bottle and filled Neung Pungbi’s cup.

PLINK!

The moment the alcohol filled the cup, an enormous pressure descended upon Neung Pungbi. The alcohol trickled down from the bottle like a massive waterfall crashing onto him.

Ugh, this bastard! He imbued the alcohol with inner qi!

The pressure was enough to make one gasp, but of course, Neung Pungbi showed no outward reaction. He immediately enveloped the cup with his qi, creating a barrier. Oddly, despite the intense clash of energies, the cup did not break.

Finally, Cheon Ahseong finished pouring the wine.

Neung Pungbi drained the cup as if nothing had happened. “Ahhh, the wine tastes good!”

CRACK!

A long, thin diagonal crack appeared on the cup.

Neung Pungbi’s heart sank in realization. Fuck. He’s stronger than me!

Cheon Ahseong was stronger than him, whether by a single technique or half a move. His boldness stemmed from his confidence in his own strength.

How arrogant!

Had his opponent not been the Martial God Cheon Ahseong, he would have been furious. Since it was Cheon Ahseong, though, he could begrudgingly acknowledge and accept the man’s skill.

He smiled. “They say there are things in life one must do, even if they don’t like it. Still, could there be anything more unpleasant than facing off against you, Association Chairman?”

“Once you try it, you’ll see that I’m not so great.”

“That can’t be true! I suppose you’ll be disappointed in this old, useless body of mine.”

Cheon Ahseong silently drained his own cup, appreciating Neung Pungbi’s humility. A cool breeze brushed past, but the Coalition Leader’s gaze remained gentle.

“Are there also things you hate to do, Association Chairman?”

“Of course there are, too.”

“What might that be?”

“Deciding my successor is one example.”

Cheon Ahseong’s answer was swift and certain, with no hesitation. If this wasn’t a prepared answer, then it sounded genuine. “Still, didn’t you resolve it well in the end?”

“What do you mean?”

“We had hoped the successor would be the Third Young Lady. You dashed our earnest hopes.”

“Is that so? Then that is a relief. Hahaha!”

The two men laughed heartily. The atmosphere between them was better than expected. 

“What about you? Do you have a successor in mind, Coalition Leader?”

“I have yet to find a worthy candidate.”

“That’s why I’m worried.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m stepping down while you’re remaining in power.”

WHOOSH!

A cold breeze flowed between the two men. Cheon Ahseong’s expression was too serious to be a joke. 

Neung Pungbi narrowed his eyes. “Is that why you have come?” he said dryly. “Are you planning to at least cut off one of my arms before you retire?”

“If my goal is to maintain balance between our respective factions... would one arm really be enough?”

The cold breeze started to turn into a wintry frost. 

“Even if I cut off all but one of your arms, I still can’t help but worry that one remaining arm would lunge forward and strangle my child’s neck,” Cheon Ahseong continued jokingly, but his words were tinged with sincerity.

Neung Pungbi frowned. “Now, now. I don’t think I’m that mean, eh?”

“Shall we find out?”

Cheon Ahseong downed the rest of his wine and rose to his feet. He turned around, showing his back to Neung Pungbi, then walked away calmly.

Neung Pungbi observed him closely, but Cheon Ahseong never revealed a single opening. This wasn’t because he had outstanding senses or an impenetrable defensive qi. It wasn’t the perfection that came from confidence, either. Cheon Ahseong was simply a completed martial artist in and of itself.

After about ten steps, the Association Chairman turned around.

A cold glint flashed in Neung Pungbi’s serious eyes, and he drew his sword.

SHING!

“I seriously dislike that confidence of yours,” he growled.

WHOOOOSH!

His aura changed in the blink of an eye. An invisible, violent gale raged around him, as fierce and powerful as a typhoon. Moreover, the wind blasted from all directions, so strong and frigid that most would not be able to open their eyes.

SHING!

Cheon Ahseong drew his sword. His aura transformed as well. Suddenly, he seemed to float serenely on a vast ocean, contrasting with Neung Pungbi’s violent tempest.

SHWAAAAA!

Cheon Ahseong’s ocean and Neung Pungbi’s wind collided. The wind struck the ocean, angering it and causing it to spew its fury. The waves surged with the wind, forming a massive tsunami that strengthened and enlarged the ocean.

Neung Pungbi’s aura shifted once more. Wind gave way to fire. Although using fire against water was a concept beyond an ordinary person’s comprehension, Neung Pungbi pulled it off. A massive blaze erupted around him.

FWOOOOSH!

A crimson fire demon consumed the ocean. While water could extinguish ordinary fire, Neung Pungbi’s flames were too intense. As if covered in oil, the ocean began to boil. Water was defeated.

Cheon Ahseong’s aura morphed into something else.

WHOOOOSH!

A wind began to blow, different from Neung Pungbi’s. If Neung Pungbi’s wind was a sharp blade that tore everything apart, then Cheon Ahseong’s wind was heavy and suffocating. It did not try to extinguish the fire. Instead, it pushed the fire back.

Neung Pungbi’s aura changed again. The flames disappeared, and he transformed into a giant boulder, hard as steel and rooted hundreds of meters deep into the earth. No wind could move this boulder.

Cheon Ahseong smiled. He was delighted to meet a strong adversary. He truly felt that coming here was a very good decision.

For a martial artist, having a rival was a source of joy. Most martial artists either killed weaker opponents or were killed by stronger ones. Few had the opportunity to fight an equal rival to their heart’s content. Luck was needed to meet such an adversary.

The two men’s battle of auras reached its peak. Dust rose, trees were uprooted, and rocks shattered into powder.

Finally, Neung Pungbi moved, charging forward. Cheon Ahseong launched himself forward to meet him.

CLANG!

The two men clashed once, trading blows with their swords, before returning to their original positions.

Neung Pungbi looked down at his sword.

VMMM...

Both swords were still vibrating. The two men glanced back and forth between their swords and each other.

Cheon Ahseong’s sword stopped vibrating first. A moment later, Neung Pungbi’s sword stopped as well. 

Neung Pungbi’s eyes darkened. Though simple, the phenomenon contained profound meaning.

As I thought, I’m being pushed back.

For the average expert, the outcome depended on how the swords clashed. For the two strongest in the world, however, the outcome depended on how quickly the sword stopped vibrating. Put simply, if the vibration was a cry of pain, then Cheon Ahseong’s sword stopped crying first.

“Incredible.”

“You flatter me.”

Despite his advantage, Cheon Ahseong remained humble. He assessed Neung Pungbi’s skill as only one step below his own, a difference so minute that it was almost insulting to use the word ‘step’. Depending on the situation, a single technique, a handful of qi, or a fleeting moment could spell the difference between life and death. Conversely, this meant that if he let his guard down for even a moment, he could be defeated.

Of course, he wouldn’t let his guard down during this fight. Therefore, he would surely win. The problem was whether he could defeat Neung Pungbi as intended.

Although he had the desire to test his martial arts against the Coalition Leader, he had not come here simply for that purpose. His main objective was something else entirely.

First, he would not kill the man. Doing so would trigger a war between the orthodox and unorthodox, resulting in many deaths regardless of the victor. That was not what Cheon Ahseong wanted. 

His goal was simple. He intended to inflict an internal injury on Neung Pungbi that would be invisible on the outside. This would allow Neung Pungbi to continue leading the Evil Coalition, but force him to undergo at least ten years of secret recuperation. That way, at least for the next decade, Neung Pungbi would not be able to even dream of an orthodox-unorthodox war.

In the meantime, he was confident that Baek Museong would surely acquire the strength and martial arts skills necessary to face Neung Pungbi. During that time, he planned to step back and rest. 

This decision was for the Association, for Baek Museong, and for himself. It was the main reason he had agreed to this duel.

Unfortunately, he couldn’t guarantee that he could achieve his objective. Neung Pungbi was simply too skilled.

Gritting his teeth, he charged forward first this time, thrusting his sword right at Neung Pungbi’s nose. At the same time, Neung Pungbi’s sword cut through the air like lightning. 

The two swords stopped inches from each other’s ears. Both men had dodged their opponent’s sword by a hair.

SWOOOOOSH!

As if by agreement, the two swords cut through the air vertically, but once again, they cut through empty space.

Anyone watching the fight would have yawned in boredom. They moved so fast that it was like watching a series of disjointed images. Nevertheless, each move represented the men’s entire lifetime of training in martial arts.

Cheon Ahseong soared into the air, and Neung Pungbi followed. Like clouds and wind, they hovered in midair. Although they appeared calm, such an act consumed an enormous amount of qi, like the elegance of a swan whose feet never stopped paddling beneath the water.

ZING!

A pure white enhanced sword qi formed on Cheon Ahseong’s sword. Simultaneously, a red enhanced sword qi manifested on Neung Pungbi’s sword. Both men smiled at each other.

SWOOOOOSH!

Two streams of enhanced sword qi, one red and one white, tore through the air.

KABOOM!

A massive explosion ensued, blasting the two men backward. Cheon Ahseong had deliberately flown into the sky, not to show off his inner qi, but because fighting with qi on the ground could have destroyed the landscape. The atmosphere and scenery were too beautiful for that.

SWOOOOOSH!

As if taking turns, Neung Pungbi struck first, sending a blood-red qi lashing at Cheon Ahseong like a snake. Cheon Ahseong responded by punching with his left fist and creating a fierce gale.

KRAAAACK!

Neung Pungbi’s enhanced qi was torn apart by the fist wind and scattered in all directions. It was a sight no silver-tongued storyteller could describe accurately enough to earn a drink.

Even then, Neung Pungbi’s pride wasn’t hurt in the slightest. He was completely immersed in the fight. 

That was fortunate. Had he not been so focused, had his instincts been any worse, he never would have been able to block Cheon Ahseong’s next attack.

ZIP!

The sound of space being sliced apart was so faint, it would have been inaudible had he been even slightly farther away.

WHOOSH!

Neung Pungbi tilted his head to the side with lightning speed.

TRICKLE...

Blood trickled from his left cheek. 

He stared at Cheon Ahseong. The Association Chairman was pointing his index finger at him. Just a moment ago, the master had fired a finger qi bullet from its tip, faster more powerful than enhanced sword qi. 

If I had let my guard down for a moment or gotten distracted, there would surely be a hole in my face now.

“Fuck!” he swore, his refined demeanor giving way to a more thuggish one.

Retrieving his sword, he began to unleash his hidden trump card, Descent of the Crimson God. 

His eyes glowed crimson, and a red haze rose behind him. A completely different aura radiated from him, like a demon descending from another world.

Cheon Ahseong waited patiently for Neung Pungbi to complete his preparations. Sensing his opponent was about to unleash his ultimate technique, he grew tense and excited. 

He would watch the transformation to the end, not out of confidence, but anticipation.

SWOOSH!

Neung Pungbi’s qi and aura ballooned monstrously. At its peak, he rushed at Cheon Ahseong like a cannoball, as if daring his opponent to block his attack with the fist wind, enhanced sword qi, finger wind he had used before.

Cheon Ahseong floated in the air, not bothering to defend himself, until Neung Pungbi was right in front of him. 

Neung Pungbi’s red, shimmering hand slammed down on Cheon Ahseong’s head, and Cheon Ahseong thrust his sword forward.

CLANG!

Neung Pungbi caught the sword in his hand. Despite the sharp blade, his hand remained intact. It was as if he possessed the Indestructible Vajra Body.

CRUNCH!

Neung Pungbi tightened his grip on the sword, trying to shatter it, but it did not break. An enormous amount of qi surged through Cheon Ahseong’s blade, protecting it. 

Still, Neung Pungbi’s inner qi, which Cheon Ahseong had previously considered inferior to his own, was strengthening. If this trend continued, he would be at a disadvantage in a confrontation of qi.

SNAP! KABOOM!

Suddenly, both swords shattered into dozens of pieces, the fragments exploding in all directions. Imbued with immense inner qi, each little shard was more dangerous than a hidden weapon thrown by an assassin.

CRACK! CRACK!

The fragments tore through the two men’s defensive enhanced qi and ripped through their bodies. Neither had any time to dodge. 

Neung Pungbi quickly charged at Cheon Ahseong once more. Before the broken steel fragments had even hit the ground, the two supreme masters were already exchanging fearsome punches.

PAPAPAPAPAK!

The swordfight ended, and a fierce brawl began. Fists and kicks zipped through the air at speeds too fast for the naked eye to see. 

Amidst it all, Neung Pungbi’s red aura gradually dimmed. The Descent of the Crimson God was a martial art that temporarily amplified inner qi. If he failed to subdue his opponent while the effect lasted, his defeat was inevitable.

Unfortunately, while Cheon Ahseong seemed on the verge of yielding, he held his ground. 

Finally, Neung Pungbi realized that, although the difference in their skills was slight, that discrepancy was an insurmountable chasm.

It’s okay. That’s why I prepared a new trump card. Everything I’ve done until now is solely for this moment!

RIIIP!

Neung Pungbi’s shirt was torn open, seemingly as a result of the intense exchange. In reality, this was planned.

Cheon Ahseong’s eyes widened in shock.

SNATCH!

He tore off the necklace around Neung Pungbi’s neck. “Why is this...?” he began, when his noticed the hand holding the necklace turning black. 

The incredibly potent poison coating the necklace was affecting him, a man with Myriad Poison Immunity. Only the Heavenly Evil Poison, a treasure of the Evil Coalition, could have this effect.  

Regardless, Cheon Ahseong simply stared blankly down at the necklace. “Why do you have this?”

He raised his head in a daze. Neung Pungbi was floating in midair, his entire body flushed red as he prepared to unleash his most powerful technique, Wild Dance of the Crimson God.

PAPAPAPAPAPAPAPAPAPAPAK!

Dozens of fists rained down upon Cheon Ahseong with power beyond imagination.

Had Cheon Ahseong not been poisoned by the Heavenly Evil Poison, had his protective enhanced qi been functioning properly instead of failing due to shock and bewilderment, he would surely have dodged or blocked that move. 

However, for the current Cheon Ahseong, this move was fatal.

THUD THUD THUD THUD THUD THUD THUD THUD!

Neung Pungbi’s fists continuously struck his body, no, they were not just fists. Each punch that rained down on Cheon Ahseong without pause could pummel a supreme expert of the jianghu into a bloody pulp.

“Kuaargh!” Cheon Ahseong coughed up blood as his bones fractured, and his qi swirled.

RUUUUMBLE!

The mountain peak collapsed. Like a kite with a cut string, Cheon Ahseong fell with the debris down the sheer cliff.

BOOM!

Neung Pungbi carefully landed on a rock that had not collapsed. His face was pale, having exhausted his qi to the point where he couldn’t even lift a finger.

Jongri Mun appeared, protected by a bodyguard. “Coalition Leader!”

Neung Pungbi leaned on Jongri Mun’s shoulder. “Fuck... I couldn’t kill him instantly,” he swore. His gut feeling told him that Cheon Ahseong was still alive.

Jongri Mun supported his leader firmly. “This is more than enough. Please leave the rest to me.”
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“They are bastards who deserve to die a hundred times over,” Yeon suddenly remarked as she disposed of a pile of corpses.

SIZZLE!

A foul smell emanated from the melting bodies. 

Although Yeon always handled her work flawlessly even during rough missions, she was still a woman. She particularly hated rapists and those who kidnapped and murdered women, like the ones they had just eliminated.

“......” Crimson Tiger stared wordlessly at a throwing knife embedded in a scroll on the wall. It was one of the knives he had thrown to deal with the three scoundrels in the room. 

Yeon asked, “What’s wrong?”

“I have a bad feeling for some reason,” he replied, still staring at the knife.

Yeon narrowed her eyes. Crimson Tiger’s premonitions were never wrong.

SIZZLE!

After cleaning up the last corpse, she stood up. Crimson Tiger was still staring at the wall. She couldn’t tell if he was looking at the scroll or the throwing knife.

He was actually staring at the knife. It had slipped from his hand—something that had never happened since he started practicing the Twelve Storm Daggers. 

As his martial arts skills improved, so too had his mastery of the Twelve Storm Daggers. He now had the skill to precisely hurl twelve throwing knives from a hundred paces away, effectively neutralizing most enemies with ease. 

In particular, he focused on perfecting his technique without using qi, for situations where he had to conserve qi or hide his abilities. For example, he had thrown only three unpowered knives to eliminate the rapist trio just now. 

However, one of them had missed. This wasn’t just a mistake, it was an incomprehensible error. The knife that missed had mysteriously flown off-course, striking the wall and embedding itself in a scroll.

Even more astonishingly, it had struck the character for heaven (天).

Crimson Tiger pulled out the knife, trying to dismiss the ominous premonition as a mere coincidence. “There are survivors among the abducted women,” he said, “The scoundrels sold them to a brothel, but they should all be rescued by now.”

Yeon breathed a sigh of relief. “Phew! That’s good.”

For now, their days remained unchanging. Missions kept coming, and new villains kept appearing. 

Sometimes, Crimson Tiger wondered if there was a law of nature dictating that whenever one villain died, another would take their place. That must be why the number of villains always remained constant. Otherwise, how could there be so many villains in the jianghu? There was no end to these bastards!

After finishing the cleanup, the pair stepped outside. 

Yeon beamed and looked up at the sky. The rain that had been falling all morning had finally let up. 

“Finally, it stopped raining,” she said. “And it looks like the weather will turn cold soon.”

The frigid late-autumn air seemed to confirm that winter was coming.

Smiling, Crimson Tiger took a deep breath of the crisp air. “What’s the next mission?”


V8C6: The Five-Layered Blockade

“The Evil Coalition has established a perimeter.”

All eyes were on Jaegal Soyeon as she delivered her report. 

“Which group is it?” Eom Baekyang asked quickly.

“The Seven Ghost Corps.”

Eom Baekyang nodded. The Seven Ghost Corps of the Evil Coalition were specialists in such operations. They moved like a swarm of bees, and their discipline was such that, once they established a blockade, no ordinary martial artist could escape. 

“Who’s the target?” he asked.

“We don’t know that yet.”

There were usually only two possible scenarios: either an Association operative had been exposed; or there was an internal problem within the Coalition, as most Evil Coalition defectors attempted to flee into Association territory.

“Tell them to keep reporting.”

“Understood.”

Jaegal Soyeon wrote the directive and slid it into the communication chute.

Eom Baekyang sat down. A moment later, a voice rang out from behind him. 

“That’s my seat.”

He turned around. Hong Sabaek was standing there, smiling. 

“Ah, right.”

Hong Sabaek had become the Deputy Director after him, yet he kept defaulting to his old seat instead of going to his new office.

“Do you miss it? Being Deputy Director?” Hong Sabaek teased.

Eom Baekyang sighed. “You have no idea how good of a position you’re in right now.”

“I can guess.”

Although the Director and Deputy Director were only one rank apart, their workloads and responsibilities were worlds apart. The Radiant Hall had a reputation as a haven for slackers, so he couldn’t exactly strut around flaunting his position. Plus, the salary difference was barely a hundred taels a year, and situations that made him want to quit happened several times a day.

“Hang in there.” Hong Sabaek stepped behind Eom Baekyang and began massaging his shoulders. 

Eom Baekyang relaxed. It was only because he had subordinates like this that he could endure it at all... 

“Yes, you should enjoy your promotion... That way, I can stay Deputy Director for a long time.”

Of course, there are always irritating characters like this.

Eom Baekyang stood, threw a mock punch at the bastard, and strode toward his office.

“Wait!” Jaegal Soyeon cried out. “The Evil Coalition has established a perimeter.”

Eom Baekyang stopped. “Didn’t you just report that?”

“Well... it’s a different one.”

“What?” Eom Baekyang’s gaze sharpened.

Im Yeongdal ran over and snatched the report. “It’s the Soul Chasing Squad. They’ve formed a second perimeter.”

“The Soul Chasing Squad?”

Eom Baekyang and Hong Sabaek exchanged glances. Having a two-layer perimeter meant that their target was extremely important. 

“Could this be related to one of our Phantoms’ operations?” Hong Sabaek wondered. “Check everyone’s location.”

“Understood.” Jo Birang rapidly shuffled through documents, cross-checking markers on the map.

SWOOSH!

Another report arrived, and Im Yeongdal grabbed it.

“A third perimeter has been established by the Iron Wall Brigade.”

“Report to the Pavilion Master immediately!” Eom Baekyang ordered. “No, tell him to come here at once!”

“Understood.”

Jaegal Soyeon fed the message into the tube connected to the Mystery Pavilion. 

“What in the world is happening right now?” Hong Sabaek muttered, his expression grave.

“I don’t know.”

Jo Birang looked up from the map. “Currently, none of our Phantoms are within the perimeter.”

That was to be expected. If a Phantom’s operation had been the cause, they would have known the moment the first perimeter went up.

“Track the location of all individuals on the important persons list!” Eom Baekyang ordered.

“Understood.”

The Radiant Hall hummed with activity. 

Hong Sabaek leaned in close. “The last time a three-layer perimeter was set up was back then, wasn’t it?”

“Yes. Crimson Tiger’s operation.”

Back then, Crimson Tiger had broken through that three-layer perimeter and escaped. Remembering him again after so long brought a bitter feeling.

SLAM!

Gu Yangseo rushed into the operations room, face grim. “What in the world is going on?”

“A three-layer perimeter has been established.”

“The reason?”

“We’re looking into it now.”

CLANK! SWOOSH!

At that moment, a fourth report arrived. 

Im Yeongdal opened it, dread crossing his face. “A fourth perimeter has been established by the Hundred Corpse Squad.”

Gu Yangseo looked back at Eom Baekyang, and Eom Baekyang said what Gu Yangseo was about to say.

“The Hundred Corpse Squad aren’t deployed for just any matter.”

They were truly among the elite forces the Evil Coalition held most dear.

SWOOSH!

Yet another report arrived. Silence fell over the room. 

Im Yeongdal’s hands trembled as he opened it. “A fifth perimeter has been established.”

“By who?”

“The Black Night Faction.”

The Black Night Faction was the most powerful of the families that protected the Evil Coalition. To the Association, they were the equivalent of Sword Heaven.

“Those bastards are dead serious,” Gu Yangseo said.

“We need to put the Mystery Pavilion and the Radiant Hall on high alert right now,” Eom Baekyang added quickly.

“Agreed.”

SWOOSH!

The next report was the result of Jo Birang’s earlier inquiry. To prepare for emergencies, the Radiant Hall closely monitored all individuals on the Association’s important persons list. 

As Jo Birang read it, the color drained from his face. “Huh!”

Everyone stared at him. He raised his head, his expression bewildered. “All important individuals have been accounted for... except one.”

“Who is it?”

“......” Jo Birang froze, too nervous to answer.

Gu Yangseo slowly rose from his seat. “Don’t tell me...”

“...It’s the Association Chairman,” Jo Birang whispered in despair.
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An hour later, a new report came into the operations room.

“The Third Young Lady and the Elders will be arriving shortly.”

Eom Baekyang turned to face the room. “Watch what you say. No mistakes.”

“Understood.”

Given the gravity of the situation, every member of the Radiant Hall, including Hong Sabaek, was tense. 

Eom Baekyang and Gu Yangseo were the most on edge. The situation had erupted before the ink on their promotion notices had even dried. One wrong move, and heads could roll.

Seats for the Elders had already been arranged in the center of the operations room. 

“Where’s the First Young Lord?”

“They can’t reach him.”

Eom Baekyang and Gu Yangseo were baffled. This was a matter that the First Young Lord should have been the first to address, yet here wasn’t here?

Just then, Ju Hwayin entered at the head of the core elders. Although she had been pushed out of the succession, she was still Cheon Ahseong’s disciple, so no one was surprised by her arrival. 

Conspicuously absent, though, were the Lords of the Three Heavens.

“Please, have a seat.”

The core elders took their seats, with Ju Hwayin at the center. All of them wore grim expressions. 

The Radiant Hall members stood in a row, ready to present their work and opinions at any moment.

The moment she sat down, Ju Hwayin began, “Report the current situation.”

Eom Baekyang stepped forward. “The Evil Coalition’s elite forces are currently assembling at the border.”

Elder Hwa Jong cried out, “Their elites specifically?”

The other elders were equally stunned. 

“They are still gathering. At this rate, more than five thousand experts will assemble.”

“Are they trying to start a war?”

“That’s not it,” Eom Baekyang answered firmly. “There are no signs of an impending war.”

“Can you be certain?”

“Yes, I’m certain.”

The outbreak of war and the establishment of a blockade were wholly different endeavors. Starting a war required far more than assembling martial artists at the border. It demanded extensive groundwork, beginning with logistical support. 

At present, neither side possessed the resources to launch a war secretly. They would have at least three days of warning before hostilities commenced.

“Report on our current response,” Ju Hwayin commanded.

“All of the Association’s strike teams have been placed on high alert, and key forces have been moved to the border region.”

Hwa Jong asked, half in disbelief, “Are you truly certain the Chairman is inside the perimeter?”

“The circumstantial evidence is conclusive.”

“This concerns the Association Chairman’s safety, and you cite circumstantial evidence?! Circumstantial evidence!”

Eom Baekyang had no answer. After all, they did not yet know the Chairman’s exact whereabouts.

Gu Yangseo, who had been listening in silence, stepped forward. “As you know, the Chairman’s Hall never provides such specific information about him, no matter the situation.”

The Hall was famous for never making official announcements, no matter the circumstances. It operated as though it had no mouth. The fundamental reason was that it worked for the Association Chairman personally, not the Association as an organization.

“What is the Chairman’s Hall doing right now?” Ju Hwayin asked.

“Nothing as of yet.”

The elders tilted their heads in confusion.

“If this situation involves the Association Chairman, they shouldn’t just be sitting still.”

Ju Hwayin replied calmly, “Master may have given a strict order. You know what he’s like.”

The elders nodded. This was not just a possibility. It was almost certainly the case.

“Master has long wanted to meet the Coalition Leader, too,” she added.

The room fell into a quiet, grim understanding. If Ju Hwayin’s guess was correct, then Cheon Ahseong had gone to meet the Coalition Leader and walked into a trap.

“Is there no way to know the situation over there?” Ju Hwayin asked, her tone still composed. She was naturally leading the meeting without making it apparent.

“We’ve lost contact with all our spies in that area.

“So we don’t know what kind of situation Master is in.”

“That is correct.”

“At the very least, Master won’t be easily defeated.”

Everyone nodded, thinking the same. 

Gu Yangseo said carefully, “Regardless, a five-layer perimeter is unprecedented. We must devise a countermeasure.”

“What does the Radiant Hall plan to do?”

“We have halted all Phantom operations and dispatched them to the border. They await your order to deploy.”

“Is there any need to hesitate?” Ju Hwayin looked toward Hwa Jong, signaling for him to make the call. 

Hwa Jong nodded, agreeing with her. The Radiant Hall and the Twelve Phantoms were created for moments like this. “Deploy them.

Gu Yangseo accepted the order without objection. “Understood.”

“Wait!” Jo Birang exclaimed. “I believe we should be cautious.”

Every eye in the room turned to him. Gu Yangseo shot him a sharp look, but Jo Birang pretended not to notice and continued, “If we deploy them recklessly, we’ll lose most of the Phantoms.”

Hwa Jong’s expression darkened. He did not appreciate a low-ranking employee interrupting a meeting like this. Besides, Gu Yangseo had already accepted the order without complaint. 

He directed his displeasure toward Gu Yangseo, asking in a low voice, “Are you saying the Twelve Phantoms’ abilities only amount to that much?”

Before the flustered Gu Yangseo could respond, Jaegal Soyeon stepped forward. “It’s not a matter of ability. A five-layer perimeter has been established. Not even you, Elder, could break through that alive.”

“What?!” Hwa Jong shot to his feet. “What did you just say?”

Before Jaegal Soyeon could repeat herself, Hong Sabaek quickly stepped in. “She’s a rookie who can’t even tell her ass from her elbow. Please calm down.”

Hwa Jong shook his head and sat back down. He was upset, but he couldn’t take out his anger on a rookie in this dire situation.

Jo Birang and Jaegal Soyeon were no less livid. The elders were treating the Twelve Phantoms as expendable, replaceable goods. Even more infuriating was Gu Yangseo’s passive acceptance and Eom Baekyang’s silence.

Gu Yangseo moved quickly to resolve the mounting tension. “I will dispatch all of the Twelve Phantoms immediately.”

“Of course,” Hwa Jong snapped. “Also, where in the world has the First Young Lord gone at such a critical juncture?” 
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The woman’s screams echoed through the secret underground chamber.

She was in critical condition. She was lying on a table, her body covered in wounds and bruises. Her major acupoints were sealed, so she couldn’t summon even a thread of inner qi.

Shockingly, she was Soeun.

Soeun struggled to push herself up, but as she tried to slide off the table, her strength gave out, and she crashed to the floor.

“Kugh...” A pained groan escaped her. 

“Such tenacious life force you have,” a woman’s voice echoed from the darkness. “If it were me, I would’ve bitten my tongue off by now.”

Sin Yeongyeong stepped into the light. She had watched with satisfaction as the men took turns having fun with Soeun. Moreover, by now, Jo Chung would have dealt with Yagong, the man who had arranged the abduction.

“So it was you!” Soeun screamed, her eyes blazing venomously.

Sin Yeongyeong laughed. “Hahaha, of course it was me! How many despicable things have you done, and how many people have you offended for you not to even guess who dragged you here?”

“I’ll kill you!” Soeun tried to force herself upright but immediately collapsed. Her whole body felt like it was being torn apart.

Sin Yeongyeong crouched in front of her. “You never thought a moment like this would come, did you?”

“Do you think you’ll get away with this?”

“And if I don’t?”

“My father won’t let you get away with this!”

SMACK!

Sin Yeongyeong slapped her cheek without mercy. “Worry about your own life first!”

Fear flickered across Soeun’s face. “A-Are you going to kill me?”

“Why the sudden innocent act? Did you think I’d put you in this state and then let you live? If you’re this stupid, maybe I should’ve kept you alive a little longer.”

Soeun suddenly grabbed her shoulder. “Spare me! I won’t tell Father anything! Please, have mercy!”

SMACK! 

Soeun’s head whipped to the side as she hit the floor.

“Damn bitch! You shameless whore! After being treated like a dog, you should just bite your tongue off instead of flapping that mouth.”

Soeun grabbed her captor’s leg and clung to it. “Please! Spare me! I’ll do anything you say!”

Sin Yeongyeong looked down at the girl, a dark pleasure glimmering in her eyes.

SQUEEEEZE!

She pressed down on Soeun’s head. “You’re worse than an insect. You’re a bitch who would die if I stepped on you, and you dared to challenge me?”

Soeun screamed, “Fine, kill me! You filthy bitch! I’ll become a ghost and haunt you!”

“Fine, I’ll kill you!”

Sin Yeongyeong brought her foot down.

CRACK!

Soeun’s skull cracked, and she slumped to the ground. Blood trickled from her head. Her death was truly miserable. 

Unfortunately, Sin Yeongyeong did not see that, in her final moment, Soeun wore the satisfied smile of someone who had completed her life’s mission.

CRASH!

The door exploded inward as someone burst through. 

“Soeun!” Baek Museong cried out.

Sin Yeongyeong’s heart lurched into her throat. Through the open doorway, she saw Jo Chung lying on the floor in a pool of blood. A glance was all it took to know that he was dead.

Baek Museong slowly approached Soeun’s body. “S-Soeun...” he stammered. 

His eyes trembled, his body trembled, and his very soul trembled as he turned her over. Her corpse was in a horrific state. His daughter had been raped and murdered, and her head had been bashed in.

Sin Yeongyeong backed away. “I-I didn’t do it. I just arrived too.”

Baek Museong rose slowly. When he turned to face his wife, his eyes were no longer human. “UWAAAAAARGH!” he roared.

Sin Yeongyeong bolted for the entrance, but Baek Museong grabbed her by the hair. 

“Aaargh!”

SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

He slapped her relentlessly. Sin Yeongyeong tried to grab his hand, but he broke her fingers without hesitation and pressed down on her shoulder.

CRUNCH!

Her shoulder was pulverized in an instant.

“Keuaaah, aargh!” Sin Yeongyeong shrieked at the top of her lungs. 

The pain from her shattered fingers and crushed shoulder was indescribable, but the worst was yet to come.

“Please! Please! I’m your wi... Aaaaaargh!”

CRRRUNCH!

The fingers of her other hand were crushed. Her arm broke. Her other shoulder shattered.

“F-Father... Father won’t let you... Aaargh!”

SNAP!

Her knee buckled and bent backward. Just as she was about to lose consciousness from the pain, Baek Museong caught her and coldly sealed her acupoints. 

“...Ughhh.”

Sin Yeongyeong regained consciousness immediately, but all that came out were screams. She was utterly petrified. The madness in Baek Museong’s eyes was beyond any word for insanity...until it reached its peak.

CRACK! CRAAACK! CRRRACK! CRUNCH!

Every bone in her body shattered.

SLAM!

The door burst open and Jin Chung rushed in. “Stop! You mustn’t!”

He charged forward, but froze after taking just a few steps. He had spotted Soeun’s corpse on the floor.

Baek Museong slowly turned his head toward Jin Chung and asked flatly, “What is it that I mustn’t do?”

Jin Chung couldn’t answer. He simply crumpled onto the stairs, his head hanging low.

Baek Museong looked back at Sin Yeongyeong. An immense killing intent poured from his eyes as he stared at her limp, unconscious form.

“Because of a bitch like you!”

BAM! BAM! BOOM! KABOOM!

His fists struck again and again. Sin Yeongyeong was thrown into a corner and pummeled to a bloody pulp, even though she was already dead.

Baek Museong roared, “UWAAAAAAAAAAAH!”

A bloodcurdling scream that made one want to cover their ears echoed through the space.


V8C7: Accomplishing the Impossible

Just before crossing the river, Crimson Tiger did a final check of his equipment. He had medicine for internal injuries, potions to restore inner qi, antidotes, the Poison Resistance Bead, and hidden weapons. These were the items he never went into danger without.

“The infiltration order has been given to all the Phantoms,” Yeon said.

Crimson Tiger nodded silently. His ominous premonition had been right. A five-layered perimeter would never have been deployed unless Cheon Ahseong was in danger.

For a moment, he regretted not tailing the Chairman from the start. However, he quickly shook his head. Despite their bond, the situation hadn’t warranted his involvement. Besides, he had only had a premonition of danger.

After securing the protectors on his chest and wrists, he packed the rest of his throwing knives into a separate leather pouch. He had over a hundred knives, yet it still didn’t feel sufficient.

“I’ll go with you,” Yeon offered.

“No.”

“Crimson Tiger!”

“Not this time. Absolutely not!”

“It’s dangerous to go alone.”

“It’s better for me to go alone,” Crimson Tiger said with finality. Handlers suffered the most casualties at the Evil Coalition’s blockades. He did not want to take Yeon to such a dangerous place. “Yeon, listen carefully. It really is better for me to go alone this time. I’m sorry to say this, but with your skills, you’ll only slow me down.”

Yeon sighed. She knew he was right. She might have been able to help, but considering the difference in their martial skills, she would ultimately be a liability. “...I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault.”

Yeon bowed her head. Worry overshadowed her disappointment. As Crimson Tiger said, even a master of stealth like her could not move freely within a five-layered perimeter. 

Still, no matter how outstanding his martial arts are, not even he could cut his way through five thousand enemies!

“Alright, I understand,” she muttered. “In that case, please memorize this.”

She handed him a map of the Evil Coalition’s territory marked with circles in various places.

“Those are the locations of the emergency handlers’ network. If you need to contact me, use those points. Most of the people in this network are martial artists, so communication should be more reliable. You know how to use them, right?”

“Of course. Thank you, Yeon.”

Crimson Tiger quickly memorized the map and returned it to her. 

“Don’t worry. I’ll come back safely.”

“I’ll be waiting here.”

Crimson Tiger extended his hand, and Yeon took it. An overwhelming wave of emotion washed over her, but she forced herself to stay calm. Crying in front of someone who was departing for battle was in poor taste.

“Don’t forget that I’m waiting for you.”

The boat carrying Crimson Tiger slowly began to cross the river toward Evil Coalition territory. As Yeon watched worriedly, it reached the opposite bank.

Crimson Tiger expanded his senses. No human presence could be felt in the thick dawn fog.

He tied the boat to the riverbank, hid it with some branches, and launched himself into the gloom.
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After running for about fifteen minutes, Crimson Tiger came upon the first line of the blockade.

He scanned the area from the top of a tree. Nine martial artists were concealed in the forest and among the bushes. 

This wasn’t his first time confronting the Evil Coalition’s blockades. Like last time, nine men formed a team and created one defensive wall. Whenever someone blew a whistle, the nearest team would sound another alarm to alert their neighbors, and so on. The signals would chain together, mobilizing all surrounding martial artists in an instant. 

Furthermore, standby teams of thirty were positioned between these groups. A single whistle would bring nine men before you could count to ten. After that, another three groups, that is, twenty-seven men, would appear before you could count to ten again. This was followed immediately by a standby team of thirty. Within seconds, over seventy martial artists would surround the target and attack.

Well, sneaking through is impossible anyway.

Even if it were possible, it would take too long. The best method was to break through quickly. Of course, he could not just charge in a straight line. If he did, they would predict his path and concentrate their forces ahead of him.

He surveyed his surroundings stoically. In the distance, he saw a bamboo forest. He would escape through there.

A long, winding path through the blockade materialized in his mind.

Taking a deep breath, he launched himself forward.

SWOOOSH!

His movements were swift and precise.

FWEEEEET!

A long whistle sounded.

SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH!

Hidden weapons rained down simultaneously, but Crimson Tiger was so fast that not one of the projectiles touched him.

SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH!

The hidden weapons were met with a volley of throwing knives. A series of screams followed, and men plummeted from the trees like sparrows shot down from the sky.

“Over there!” a survivor shrieked, but Crimson Tiger was already long gone. 

Finally, the man realized that all eight of his comrades had been taken down by that single onslaught.

“What? What the hell?”

He was so dumbfounded that he forgot to blow his whistle, and by the time he remembered, Crimson Tiger had already reached the second team.

THUD THUD THUD THUD!

Five men gave chase.

SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH!

“Dodge!”

Five straight lines tore through the air at the speed of light, but the man who shouted the warning and the men behind him could dodge in time. All of them flipped over and collapsed.

Just like that, the second team was taken down. 

Crimson Tiger did not try to finish them all off. That would only slow him down.

Hence, the four who had not actively blocked him survived, staring blankly at each other. Were it not for the bodies of their fallen comrades, they would have thought they were dreaming. That was how fast their enemy had passed through their post.

FWEEEEET!

A belated whistle blast echoed through the forest.

THWACK! THWACK!

Two men were sent flying in opposite directions, spinning through the air. Crimson Tiger had knocked the man from the left flying with his elbow and the man from the right flying with his fist.

SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH!

Seven throwing knives flew simultaneously. The men charging from behind them writhed and fell to the ground. Four died instantly, and the other three were injured. Never in their wildest dreams did they imagine their target could take them all down with a single flick of his wrist.

“Use your hidden weapons, too!” a man shouted, clutching his shoulder. 

Before long, however, he realized he had no comrades left to throw them and no enemies in sight.

Meanwhile, Crimson Tiger had already broken through the fourth team. Losing his throwing knives was regrettable, but it couldn’t be helped. Stopping to collect them was out of the question. More enemies were rapidly approaching.

SWISH! SWOOOSH!

Two men burst from the forest on both sides, but both their swords missed Crimson Tiger’s back.

SLICE!

Crimson Tiger slid between the two men’s legs, brushing past them. 

“Get him!” one of the men shouted, only to collide head-on with the man in front of him.

Only after hitting the ground did they realize that blood was gushing from their ankles from wounds left by Crimson Tiger as he passed.

Screams and whistles mingled together in a deafening cacophony.

THWACK!

A man from an unknown team collapsed, his ribs shattered by Crimson Tiger’s elbow.

WHOOSH!

Another man who had tried to ambush Crimson Tiger flew through the air. Crimson Tiger had evaded the strike, seized the man by the collar, and thrown him.

SLAM!

The toss looked effortless, almost casual, but the man who crashed to the ground never moved again.

Crimson Tiger leaped into the air.

THWAP THWAP THWAP THWAP THWAP!

A shower of hidden weapons rained down on the spot where he had just been standing. 

What followed horrified the men who had thrown the hidden weapons. Crimson Tiger jumped onto the weapons as if they were airborne platforms, using their momentum to propel himself into the forest on the other side.

“W-What in the...!”

The leader of the ambushers panicked. He couldn’t fathom how the enemy had arrived so quickly or how he knew their exact locations.

THWACK!

Crimson Tiger’s knee drove into his jaw, knocking him backward. Carried by the momentum, Crimson Tiger rode on him, then kicked off his body to leap toward a tree on the far side.

SWISH!

The man in the other tree was even more bewildered. Overwhelmed by Crimson Tiger’s aura, he was unable to exert his full power. 

Not that it mattered, though. Even his strongest attack would have done no damage.

CRACK!

The man’s neck twisted at an impossible angle, and he toppled over.

SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH! CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!

More hidden weapons flew toward Crimson Tiger, but he deflected them with his sword. At the same time, he charged toward the men who had thrown them.

He deliberately engaged every member of each team he encountered. Enemies were gathering in the direction he was advancing. He had expected this and was buying time, drawing them in at a manageable rate.

The last remaining man lost consciousness and crashed to the ground.

Crimson Tiger launched himself not in the direction he had been heading, but into the bamboo forest he had targeted from the beginning.

FWEEET! FWEEEEEET!

Whistles echoed from all directions.

[image: sep]


“Group Nine and Group Ten are heading this way.”

The Group One Leader of the Seven Ghost Corps nodded at his subordinate’s report. To an outsider, it might sound like random noise, but each whistle carried a specific meaning. Ordinary people could not distinguish the signals, but each team included members trained to send and receive them.

“What on earth happened? Are you saying one person broke through this far in such a short time?”

“If the signals are correct, then yes.”

“How is that possible? Could there have been several people?”

“Did they also manipulate the signals?”

“Well...” The subordinate couldn’t answer. Whether one person or several had come, the whistle signals were not something that could be easily faked.

Just then, Group Nine arrived. 

“Where is he?” the Group Nine Leader asked quickly.

“He hasn’t arrived yet. Judging by his breakthrough speed, though, his skill is extraordinary.”

“Even so, he won’t be able to break through our defenses.”

This wasn’t arrogance. Besides them, at least ten other teams were arriving one after another, passing their positions to each other with whistles even now.

“Group Ten has arrived.”

No sooner had the subordinate spoken than the Group Ten Leader stepped forward. 

“The intruder is probably injured or taking a short rest,” he sneered. “A foolish choice.”

The best way to avoid being caught in a blockade was to keep moving constantly. The impossibility of maintaining that pace was exactly why no one could escape one. The moment you stopped, martial artists swarmed to that location like bees to a hive.

Just like the encirclement tightening at this very moment.

FWEEEET!

A whistle sounded far behind them. “That’s an emergency signal from the Fourteenth Group.”

“The Fourteenth Group? Why them?”

The Seventh Group Leader was startled. “Damn it! We’ve been tricked! The intruder has already passed through here!”

“But how?”

“Damn it! How should I know? Let’s go provide support first!”

When the teams arrived at the Fourteenth Group’s position, they found the corpses of not only the Fourteenth Group, but also the Fifteenth Group, who had rushed to help their comrades.

Unbeknownst to them, Crimson Tiger was busy pushing through the Nineteenth Group.

[image: sep]


“Not yet?” Jongri Mun grumbled. Even now, none of his men had found any trace of Cheon Ahseong.

“Isn’t there a good chance he’s dead?” a subordinate asked.

Jongri Mun flatly denied it. “No, he’s definitely alive.”

The search was in full swing below the cliff and downstream, yet no body had been found. Common sense dictated that Cheon Ahseong should be dead, but such logic did not apply to the Martial God. Cheon Ahseong was an enemy who haunted you even if you found pieces of his body scattered about. 

No, Jongri Mun was convinced that the absence of a corpse meant their foe was still alive.

“He’s definitely alive! We must find him!”

“U-Understood.”

It’s like rolling two dice, with one already showing a six. If the other die also comes up a six, this battle will be our complete victory. On the other hand, if it comes up a one... If Cheon Ahseong escapes alive, the fallout would be immense.

His fate would be determined by the damage he incurred. If he failed despite making enormous sacrifices, he would have to pay for it in blood.

Besides, there was an even more pressing concern. Could they withstand the wrath of a vengeful Cheon Ahseong? They had even used a cowardly tactic, targeting his weakness!

Jongri Mun gritted his teeth. I must catch him this time.

If he brought Cheon Ahseong to the brink of death but failed to finish the job, he would never get another chance to kill him.

“Intruders in the blockade!” a subordinate reported.

Jongri Mun perked up. “Where?”

The subordinate planted a flag on the wall map. “Here.”

Jongri Mun nodded, unsurprised. The intruder had come from the direction of the Association’s closest stronghold. Since their contact with the Chairman had been cut off, it would have been stranger if the Association had done nothing. “Who are they?”

“Not yet confirmed. They appear to be moving in a small group.”

“Then it’s the Twelve Phantoms.”

Jongri Mun accurately identified the opponent. He would have made the same decision himself. For fear of triggering all-out war, the Association could not send in a large force. 

Still, the same logic applied in reverse. This meant that if the Association deployed only the Twelve Phantoms, they could only counter using the Ten Evils.

After studying the map for a moment, he swiftly commanded, “Send out the Ten Evils! Have them deal with the Phantoms!”

“Understood.”

The subordinate ran off.

Jongri Mun sat back down. He was confident that no one, not even the Twelve Phantoms, could break through their defenses. A five-layered perimeter was unprecedented even in the history of the Evil Coalition. 

He had staked the organization’s very existence on this operation. Even the mobilization of the Ten Evils was not because he feared the blockade would be breached. 

No, it was to ensure that the net meant to catch Cheon Ahseong would not be damaged at all. He was not concerned about the Twelve Phantoms.

“If only I could kill Cheon Ahseong!”

Jongri Mun’s eyes gleamed with fiery determination.
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“Father, will this old man be okay?” Yang Hwa asked worriedly, staring at the old man lying in the cart.

“He’ll be fine if we get him to Physician Song right away,” Yang Pil replied, glancing back over his shoulder while holding the ox’s reins.

Yang Hwa had found the old man washed up on the riverbank. They took him home and laid him somewhere warm, but he did not regain consciousness. 

Yang Pil could tell that the old man was a jianghu martial artist. Harboring an injured martial artist often led to trouble, so he wanted to abandon him. However, his kindhearted daughter made that impossible. 

Two days had passed since then, but the old man remained unconscious. Sighing in resignation, Yang Pil strapped the old man to an oxcart and set out for a physician fifteen kilometers away.

CLIP CLOP CLIP CLOP CLIP CLOP!

A dozen or so horses galloped past them. 

Yang Hwa waved away the rising dust and frowned. “There seem to be a lot of jianghu people here today.”

She occasionally accompanied her father to the marketplace. For commoners like them, even one jianghu person was a rarity, yet today there were many more than usual.

“You’re right...” Yang Pil glanced at the old man, worry crossing his face. Deep down, he feared the unusual events might be related to this man.

Surely it’ll be fine, right?

He pushed the thought aside and urged the ox forward.

A little further along, a group of martial artists blocked their path. Like officials stopping travelers to catch criminals, the jianghu people stopped them for an inspection.

“Halt!”

Yang Pil’s heart pounded, but since they had already been spotted, turning back was not an option. 

He slowly brought the cart to a stop, and a middle-aged man stepped forward. Although his manner was polite, his eyes were incredibly threatening. 

“Where are you headed?”

“We’re on our way to Physician Song’s house.”

“Why?”

“Well...” Yang Pil hesitated.

Yang Hwa spoke on his behalf. “Grandpa is sick, so we’re going to see the physician.”

“Is that so?” The middle-aged man looked toward the cart, where a pale-faced old man lay, and gestured to the others.

The martial artists approached the cart. One of them held up a piece of paper with a drawing of an old man. None of them knew who the man in the drawing was, as Jongri Mun had not wanted to reveal Cheon Ahseong’s identity.

Meanwhile, the middle-aged man turned back to Yang Hwa. “Who did you say this old man was again?”

“He’s my grandfather.”

“LIAR!”

Yang Hwa trembled, her eyes welling up with tears. “W-What’s wrong?”

The man who was comparing the old man’s face to the drawing snapped to attention. “It’s a perfect match! This is the guy!”

The middle-aged man’s face lit up with delight. The Evil Coalition had placed a very large bounty on this individual. “Arrest him!”

The martial artists drew their swords and surrounded the cart. One of them reached for Yang Hwa.

“Hey! What are you doing?” Yang Pil shrieked, hurling himself at the aggressor. “Hwa! What are you doing? Please, just leave the child alone!”

THWACK!

Another man kicked him mercilessly. Struck in the stomach, Yang Pil rolled across the ground.

The others rushed toward the unconscious old man, moving to seal his acupoints.

The old man’s eyes snapped open. 

The man reaching for him froze. “Huh?” he gasped, but barely a sound had left his mouth when a hole appeared in his forehead.

THUD!

He fell to the ground, dead.

Cheon Ahseong sat up slowly and swept his hand through the air. Yang Hwa immediately fell asleep.

Guessing his intention, the middle-aged man shouted, “Attack together!”

POP!

A hole appeared in his forehead as well.

POP POP POP POP POP POP POP POP!

Each time he moved his finger, a man fell. Within seconds, holes were drilled into every man’s forehead.

“Aigoo! Aigoo!” Yang Pil screamed with each body that hit the ground, clutching his sleeping daughter tightly.

“Take the child and run. Since they are all dead, they won’t go after you.”

However, Yang Pil was too shocked to do anything else but repeatedly say, “Aigoo, aigoo...”

“I said go!” Cheon Ahseong bellowed.

Only then did Yang Pil snatch up his daughter and scramble to his feet. 

As he was about to run, Cheon Ahseong called out, “Take the cart, too.”

“Ah, yes, yes...” Yang Pil hurriedly turned the cart around. Before fleeing, though, he glanced back worriedly. “Will you be okay, Elder?”

Even though the old man had been the source of the danger, he had protected them both and was allowing them to leave without harming them. Besides, he looked so fragile that he might collapse at any moment. 

Cheon Ahseong smiled. “I’m fine. Go now.”

“Please take care. I will not forget this kindness.”

“That’s my line. Thank you for saving her.

Yang Pil gave a deep bow and hurried away with his daughter.

Left alone, Cheon Ahseong looked around. “Now, where am I?”

He examined his body and tried to gather his qi.

“Kuaaaack!”

He vomited a mouthful of blood. This was the result of channeling qi while suffering from severe internal injuries. 

Gritting his teeth, Cheon Ahseong staggered forward, each step looking more precarious than the last.
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Jongri Mun had not left the operations room since the crisis began. He had barely even slept, only napping in his chair.

Two display boards were mounted on the walls: one large and one small. The large board tracked Cheon Ahseong’s whereabouts and was plastered with notes. The smaller board concerned the intruder who had broken through the perimeter. 

To his surprise, it was the smaller board that was being updated at a blazing speed.

“The intruder has breached the fourth perimeter!” a subordinate reported urgently.

Jongri Mun shot up from his seat. “Crazy! Are you serious?”

The subordinate blinked briefly, confused about the unexpected question, before nodding in confirmation. 

Jongri Mun rubbed his temples. When the first perimeter was breached, he hadn’t thought much of it. The Association wasn’t so incompetent as to send a rescue team that couldn’t even breach their first line of defense. 

Less than two hours later, the second perimeter was compromised as well. Again, he wasn’t bothered, having predicted that it could fall too. 

What concerned him was the timing. Things were moving far too quickly. 

As if to confirm his worst fears, the third perimeter fell in less than half a day. Alarmed, he ordered a massive manhunt for the intruder. 

Instead of a report of the intruder’s capture, however, he received word that their defenses had been breached yet again.

“Have we managed to identify the intruder yet?”

Hak Sun, the most prominent of the Coalition’s newly appointed strategists, stepped forward. “He appears to be one of the Twelve Phantoms, but we’re not sure which one.”

“So, an intruder who broke through four layers of the perimeter is here, and we don’t know who he is?”

Hak Sun bowed his head deeply, even though he was not at fault. 

Jongri Mun said nothing. For some reason, a certain person came to mind.

Could that person still be alive?

If that were the case, there would be no need for an investigation. Only that person could accomplish such an impossible feat. After all, he was the legend who had broken through three perimeters and escaped before. If it were that man, he would not be at all surprised by his ability to penetrate five blockades.

No, that can’t be. We’ve already confirmed that he’s dead.

“The Association must have sent their secret weapon,” Hak Sun said carefully.

Jongri Mun snorted. Under normal circumstances, he would have scolded Hak Sun for making such a baseless suggestion.

After all, the Association was not a united organization that cultivated secret weapons. It was a gathering of various powerful groups rallying around the focal point that was Cheon Ahseong. 

Furthermore, training an expert of this caliber required substantial institutional support. No one but Cheon Ahseong could do such a task alone, but that martial arts junkie was hardly the type to bother. 

Clearly, the intruder could not be a secret weapon. 

Still, Jongri Mun nodded in agreement. Secret or not, the intruder was a potent weapon nonetheless.

“Pull yourselves together! We cannot allow the last perimeter to be breached!”
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Jaegal Soyeon handed a document to Jo Birang. “Senior, please take a look at this.”

“Alright.” Jo Birang took it without looking. Unlike usual, he was gloomy and distracted.

Jaegal Soyeon understood why. “You’re worried, aren’t you, Senior?” she asked gently.

Jo Birang let out a long sigh. “This is a crazy operation. We’re sending all the Phantoms to their deaths.”

“That can’t be helped. The Association Chairman is in danger.”

Jo Birang wanted to protest, but he held his tongue. As Jaegal Soyeon said, nothing was more important than the Chairman’s safety. If necessary, they would sacrifice every martial artist in the Association to save Cheon Ahseong. That was the reality of working for a murim organization.

“Everything will be fine,” Jaegal Soyeon added, trying to console him.

Jo Birang frowned. You make it sound so easy, even though you can only say that because you’re close to the Association’s top dogs... Damn it! What am I thinking? Stop being an idiot, Jo Birang!

Looking down at the letter, he asked hesitantly, “Is this urgent?”

Jaegal Soyeon nodded. “Yes.”

Jo Birang was reluctant, but forced himself to open the seal. The letter contained a drawing of a beautiful woman. “What’s this?”

“Isn’t she pretty?” Jaegal Soyeon teased.

Jo Birang’s gaze lingered on the drawing, which could easily have been titled ‘Portrait of a Beauty.’ 

“She’s truly beautiful,” he remarked.

“Should I introduce you?”

“Really?” Jo Birang’s eyes went wide, revealing his internal struggle. A bad mood was a bad mood. The Twelve Phantoms being in danger was their problem. In the end, a pretty woman was a pretty woman. “How do you know her?”

“I just know her.”

“How old is she?”

“She’s older than you, Senior, but age isn’t important, right?”

“Of course not, but what’s that black stuff in the background? It looks like black snow is falling.”

“The ink must have smudged.”

“Is that so?”

“Hey, Youngest! Where did you put the wanted poster for the Black Snow Witch?” Im Yeongdal shouted from across the room.

Jo Birang stiffened. “The Black Snow Witch? Isn’t she the old hag who sucks the yang energy out of young men?”

“She’s over sixty, but she looks young on the outside. She’s pretty, too.”

“Just thinking about it gives me chills...” Jo Birang fell silent halfway through his sentence, staring intently at the drawing. “Wait. Don’t tell me...”

“Teehee!” Jaegal Soyeon giggled and darted away.

Jo Birang gave chase immediately. “Get back here!” 

As he rounded the corner, he collided with Eom Baekyang, who was entering the operations room.

SMACK!

“Having fun, are we?” Eom Baekyang scolded, smacking the back of Jo Birang’s head. “Is this the time to be playing around?”

Jo Birang and Jaegal Soyeon returned to their seats with their heads bowed. 

As soon as Eom Baekyang looked away, though, Jaegal Soyeon stuck her tongue out at him.

Jo Birang couldn’t help but let out a small laugh. He was grateful for her consideration. At times like this, she felt more like the senior.

Just then, a new report arrived. 

Jaegal Soyeon winced as she read it and delivered the news somberly, “Iron Bull... is dead.”

BAM!

Eom Baekyang slammed his fist on the desk. “Damn it! Damn it!”

Iron Bull had always been a hard-nosed soldier who followed orders to the letter, and this time, it cost him his life.

Jo Birang shot to his feet, all playfulness gone from his face. “It was an impossible mission from the start! We need to call them back right now!”

“You brat! Shut your mouth!”

“We have to recall them! At this rate, they’ll all die!”

Eom Baekyang thought about hitting him again, but ultimately decided against it. He despised the current situation more than anyone else did. In fact, he almost missed the days when he could vent to Gu Yangseo as Deputy Director...

“Ahem!” Hong Sabaek cleared his throat.

Eom Baekyang looked up. Hong Sabaek was standing beside him. Finally, he realized that he had sat in the Deputy Director’s seat again.

“I’ve made the same mistake again.”

“It’s okay,” Hong Sabaek murmured sympathetically. “The kid is right. We need to recall the Phantoms.”

“But how?”

“I’ll issue the order without making it obvious.”

Eom Baekyang’s eyes gleamed with understanding. Hong Sabaek was suggesting they use the handlers’ network to instruct the Twelve Phantoms to feign a break-through attempt, while actually retreating.

SHING!

Another report came in.

“Flying Dragon failed to infiltrate,” Jaegal Soyeon reported quickly. “He was injured and retreated.”

“Damn it!” Eom Baekyang sighed again.

“But the Association Chairman’s safety is at stake.”

“I know, but what can’t be done can’t be done. If you’re really worried about the Chairman, the only solution is an all-out war.”

Hong Sabaek was right, of course, but that was absolutely not an option right now. The elders would never recklessly move troops, and the First Young Lord, who could exert enormous influence on this matter, was still unreachable.

“Make sure this doesn’t cause us problems later,” he instructed.

“I’ll handle it as discreetly as possible.” Hong Sabaek replied, then left without waiting for an answer. 

Eom Baekyang immediately understood that Hong Sabaek planned to shoulder his responsibility. If anything went wrong, the man would take the blame in his stead.

He let out another long sigh, suddenly missing the legendary secret agent who could accomplish impossible missions with ease.

“Shit... If only he were here...”
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CRUNCH!

A man’s ribs caved in as the Crimson Tiger found an opening and hammered his palm into his flank.

“Huff, huff!” Crimson Tiger gasped for breath. His enemies’ attire and movements were different from those of the Seven Ghost Corps, indicating that he had cleared their perimeter and entered the next one.

FWEEEEET! FWEET!

Whistles echoed in close succession from atop the mountain. Now, two paths lay before him: one straight over the peak, and the other along the foot of the mountain. 

Each had its pros and cons, but he chose the former. The biggest disadvantage to this option was the lack of an escape route, but he wasn’t thinking about escaping anyway.

He stood still for a moment and quickly circulated his inner qi through one cycle. After achieving Acupoint Metamorphosis, accelerated inner qi recovery became his greatest asset in combat. Additionally, being able to recover his energy while standing made him feel as if he had gained wings.

“Hooo...!”

Having swiftly recovered his energy, he fixed his gaze on a tree across from him and said coldly, “Come out.”

A man in his forties, radiating a cold aura to match his bleak expression, stepped out from behind the trunk. “You’re quite impressive to have noticed my presence. Though I supposed there’s no way someone unskilled could have made it this far.”

“The Ten Evils,” Crimson Tiger stated flatly.

“Since you recognize my affiliation, you must be one of the Twelve Phantoms,” the man confirmed. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Ironman.”[1]

After revealing his identity, Ironman waited for Crimson Tiger to do the same. However, Crimson Tiger said nothing.

Ironman smirked. “You think you can get out of here alive, don’t you? Dream on.”

Crimson Tiger released a wave of killing intent. As Ironman spoke, he finished mapping out how to kill the enemy agent. Based on Ironman’s unarmed state and well-developed upper body and arms, he concluded the enemy was proficient in close combat, in particular, fist arts.

He stepped forward. Time was not on his side, and the whistles were getting closer. He had to finish this quickly and move on.

ROOAAAAR!

Ironman rushed to meet Crimson Tiger’s charge, his qi already channeled into his fists.

SWOOOSH!

A powerful fist wind erupted, and Crimson Tiger leaped upward to dodge it. 

“Not a chance,” Ironman growled as he kicked off the ground, following his opponent into the air. 

BOOM! PAK PAK PAK BOOM!

With every punch, his fists produced deafening thunder, and his palm techniques ripped through space. 

Crimson Tiger spun away and brought his sword down from the right.

SWISH! CLANG!

The sword bounced off Ironman’s forearm. 

Ironman roared with laughter, “Kekeke! Now do you see why I’m called Ironman?”

Swordsmanship was far more threatening than fist techniques, and there was also the natural advantage of a weapon over bare hands. To compensate for this weakness, he trained in a martial art that hardened his body like steel.

“Indeed, your skill is impressive,” Crimson Tiger commended.

He meant what he said. Although he hadn’t infused his sword with qi, he had swung it with enough force to cut through regular iron.

ZING!

Soul Crusher let out a threatening hum, and Crimson Tiger lunged forward again.

SWOOOSH!

Ironman dodged the first attack and threw a punch at the same time.

BOOM!

The air exploded, but Crimson Tiger was already outside of the blast radius. Worse, his sword swooped in from the left, leaving Ironman with no time to dodge. All he could do was block with his forearm.

SLICE!

“Kuaak!” Ironman let out a short cry, not from pain but shock. His forearm had been cut off, and blood poured from the stump. “H-How?”

SWOOOSH!

Crimson Tiger thrust his sword in answer.

SHUNK!

The blade buried itself in Ironman’s heart. 

Ironman stared at Crimson Tiger in disbelief. His confidence had stemmed from killing Iron Bull. Never in a million years did he imagine there would be such a large disparity in martial skill among the Phantoms.

Eyes glazing over, he whispered, “...Even so, you won’t escape this place.”

THUNK!

Crimson Tiger pulled his sword free, leaving Ironman to collapse in a fountain of blood. 

He gazed silently toward his next destination. Cheon Ahseong had to be out there somewhere.

Please, just hold on a little longer.
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“You look very tired,” Smiley remarked.

His first impression of Crimson Tiger was that he was an easy target. The man was drenched in blood, stumbling drunkenly and panting heavily. At a glance, Crimson Tiger looked like he would collapse if one so much as poked him. 

He grinned. He was the successor of the Smiley whom Crimson Tiger had killed, and behind him stood two more Evils, the pride of the Evil Coalition. In contrast, their opponent Phantom was so exhausted that he couldn’t even raise his head.

“We can’t be careless,” Illusion cautioned. “He’s the one who broke through five layers of the perimeter.”

Of course, neither the grinning Smiley nor the silently watching Bloodfinger were truly acting carelessly. None of them felt they could break through five blockades, and except for Neung Pungbi, they did not know of anyone else capable of such a feat. Their opponent’s skill was already proven.

“Huff... huff...”

Still, that raspy, ragged breathing really tempted them to rush over and slam Crimson Tiger’s bowed head in right away.

For his part, Crimson Tiger did not bother hiding his condition. He was truly resting, not even secretly recovering his qi. His opponents were the Ten Evils, after all. Being attacked while his qi was diverted would result in serious injury. 

Well, he was confident that he could face these three even at less than top form, but he wanted to catch his breath before the next skirmish.

At this point, he had lost count of how many he had cut down. Breaking through the five-layered perimeter was like parting the sea. Each time he split it, the waters quickly rushed back to fill the space. No matter how many foes fell, more kept coming. The Hundred Corpse Squad, which had set up the fourth perimeter, charged recklessly as if fear itself had been stripped from them. 

True to their reputation, the Evil Coalition was a truly terrifying foe. What’s more, the fifth perimeter and final line of defense consisted of the Black Night Faction, the elite of the elite. 

Crimson Tiger’s only reprieve was that the forces behind him were not yet in pursuit.

He understood how the perimeters worked. They moved as one, shifting according to signals, like hands dragging a net through a stream. Everything was designed to keep an enemy trapped within their encirclement. Because of this, the enemy couldn’t concentrate their forces and had to remain spread out evenly, which gave him the opportunity to infiltrate.

A glimmer of hope surfaced in his heart. Since they weren’t chasing him, but rather guarding their posts, there could only be one reason. Cheon Ahseong was still alive, and preventing the Association Chairman’s escape was the enemy’s highest priority.

“That’s some incredible loyalty,” Smiley remarked pleasantly. “Who are you trying to save?”

“!” Crimson Tiger was struck by a sudden realization. 

Do they not know the details of this operation? If even the Ten Evils are unaware... then the martial artists manning the perimeter certainly wouldn’t know either.

Of course. If word spread through the jianghu that Cheon Ahseong was in danger, it would cause an uproar. The Evil Coalition must be trying to resolve the situation quietly and quickly before the orthodox sects arrive!

Smiley asked curiously, “Surely it’s not the Association Chairman, as the rumors say?”

Among the Ten Evils, there was a rumor that the purpose of this operation was to capture Cheon Ahseong, but they had dismissed the idea as impossible. Why on earth would Cheon Ahseong suddenly show up injured in Evil Coalition territory? Their target was likely one of the Association’s high-ranking officials.

“I don’t think we should give him time,” Illusion chimed in, drawing his sword. “Let’s finish this quickly.”

Smiley’s instinct told him to do the opposite, but no one here was better than Illusion at reading an opponent’s aura. Fow now, he decided to trust his comrade.

Could this guy really be faking weakness to deceive us? No human has infinite stamina. Being overly cautious is also foolish.

Smiley’s smile deepened. The thought that he might have overestimated his opponent made his blood boil.

“Let’s do it!”

He and Bloodfinger drew their swords. No matter the opponent’s condition, their joint attack was sure to kill him.

Crimson Tiger smiled inwardly. He looked ready to collapse, but it was all an act. While his qi had nearly depleted since he last restored it, he had enough left to deal with these three.

The three Evils spread out in a wide circle. Each was a master who had reached the pinnacle of his craft. 

Tracking all of them with his eyes alone wasn’t feasible even for Crimson Tiger, so he read the flow of the air around them instead, focusing on their breathing. Like a predator waiting for the right moment, he held his ground.

SWOOOSH!

All three charged simultaneously from three different directions.

PAPAK!

Crimson Tiger sprang toward Bloodfinger, who was on the far right, like a thunderbolt. 

Bloodfinger was caught off guard by the unexpected speed, but nonetheless thrust his sword at Crimson Tiger’s heart.

SWOOOSH!

Crimson Tiger’s form shimmered strangely, seeming to deform as he coiled around Bloodfinger’s sword arm like a snake.

The other two Evils, poised to launch sword qi, flinched at the unexpected hostage tactic.

Crimson Tiger seized that instant and squeezed Bloodfinger’s arm as hard as he could.

CRACK!

Bloodfinger let out a short cry of pain as his arm shattered. By then, Crimson Tiger had circled behind him and wrapped his arms around his waist. 

Desperate, Bloodfinger punched Crimson Tiger three times with his free fist, but none of his blows connected.

WHAM!

Crimson Tiger executed a belly-to-back suplex, arching his back to lift Bloodfinger off the ground before slamming him back down, neck first.[2]

Smiley and Illusion stood frozen in horror. Since Crimson Tiger had taken Bloodfinger hostage, they couldn’t intervene in time. 

Crimson Tiger grinned. Gone was all trace of fatigue, replaced by a keen, sharp gaze.

Smiley and Illusion gulped nervously, finally realizing that the predator had become the prey.

Crimson Tiger broke into a sprint, closing in on his last two targets.

Illusion reached into his pocket, pulled out a black orb, and threw it, screaming, “Die!”

The Roaring Thunder Bomb exploded, laying waste to the surroundings. The ground was overturned and covered in dust.

“We did it!” Smiley cheered. The despair he had felt when he sensed the clear gap in skill between himself and Crimson Tiger gave way to excitement.

He had clearly seen and felt the Roaring Thunder Bomb detonate right in front of Crimson Tiger’s face. No one could survive that explosive force.

As the dust settled, Illusion’s silhouette emerged. Rather than looking triumphant, though, a stream of crimson blood trickled from his pale lips, and a sword blade protruded from his chest.

Smiley met Crimson Tiger’s eyes. In that moment, he foresaw his own end. This man was going to kill two of the Ten Evils faster than anyone ever had before.

He fought back tenaciously, unleashing even his final secret technique.

Nevertheless, before a minute had passed, his premonition became reality.



Footnotes:

[1] Ironman: What am I supposed to do if this is literally what he calls himself? 


[2] The belly-to-back suplex, also known as the German suplex, is a wrestling move in which the wrestler stands behind the opponent, grabs them around the waist, lifts them up, falls backwards while bridging their back and legs, and slams the opponent down to the mat on their shoulder or upper back. Except Crimson Tiger dropped Bloodfinger on the neck, breaking his spine instantly. 


V8C8: Crimson Tiger and Martial God

“The final perimeter has been breached.”

Jongri Mun wasn’t surprised by the report. He had expected as much the moment the fourth perimeter fell.

The report that followed, however, left him flabbergasted.

“We’ve lost contact with Ironman, Bloodfinger, Illusion, and Smiley.”

Simply put, not only had the intruder broken through the five-layered perimeter, he had also eliminated four of the Ten Evils in the process.

Is there an Association expert capable of this? Someone with such incredible skill? 

He racked his brain but couldn’t think of anyone.

“Urgent report!”

Jongri Mun turned toward the subordinate who dashed into his office. “What is it?”

“We’ve found Cheon Ahseong and are in hot pursuit.”

Jongri Mun shot up from his seat, eyes gleaming. Finally, he received the news he had been eagerly awaiting. “Deploy all nearby forces to Cheon Ahseong’s location! Send the Sword Wraiths!”
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Cheon Ahseong stared blankly at his bloodstained hands. His face was pale, his qi and blood circulation were in disarray, and he had severe internal and external injuries. He had already administered first aid to stop the bleeding, but his left hand, poisoned by the Heavenly Evil Poison, was nearly immobile. He had managed to gather the poison, but he could not expel it from his body on his own.

Most importantly, while the physical wounds were bad, they paled in comparison to the lingering mental shock.

How could the Evil Coalition have that necklace?

There was only one answer, but he desperately denied it, telling himself it could not be true.

I never imagined that I’d end up with so much blood on my hands. Who would have thought that I, of all people, lived such a sheltered life?

Even as he stood lost in thought, dozens of martial artists closed in on him from all directions.

He grabbed an attacker’s sword and swung it in one fluid motion.

SLICE!

The man’s head left his shoulders before he could register what had happened.

FWOOSH!

A wave of pressure sent the four men behind him flying. When they crashed to the ground, their bodies were lifeless.

The men swarming him were expendable, but each wave forced him to burn more qi. Soon, he was drawing on reserves he shouldn’t have touched.

Cheon Ahseong knew it was dangerous to keep expending his qi in this state, but the endless stream of enemies pushed him to his limit.

He pressed forward, making his way toward the mountain peak as the encirclement tightened around him.

The summit was packed with Evil Coalition martial artists who had come up the opposite ridge. Hundreds of them formed a layered encirclement, the thickest layer on the cliff side. A sheer drop so precipitous that no one could survive it lay behind him, yet it was his only way out.

Cheon Ahseong slowly walked toward them, but not a single man in the encirclement wavered or backed down. They were determined not to retreat a single step.

He smiled faintly at their resolve. “Won’t you grant me a noble death?”

Two old men emerged from the crowd in response to his self-mockery.

“Haven’t you lived your whole life nobly?”

Cheon Ahseong studied them carefully. They were the Sword Wraiths, the Evil Coalition’s top experts. Like he had heard, these two lifelong friends could not have been more different. The Sword Spirit was introverted, while the Sword Specter was extroverted. 

“Who are you?” he asked calmly.

“The Sword Specter.”

“The Sword Specter? Of the Sword Wraiths?”

“I’m honored that you know of me.”

Cheon Ahseong snorted. Of course he knew of them. Even uninjured, they would have been formidable opponents. In his current state, confronting them wasn’t an option.

Is this the end?

A strange unease settled over him. He had never feared death before, but now that it was before him, his heart wavered. Suddenly, he realized that he had only been unafraid because he had never truly faced the prospect of death until now.

He turned and gazed beyond the distant cliff.

The scenery is beautiful. The mountains on the Evil Coalition’s side seem more beautiful than the Association’s. If I had the time, I’d like to tour the famous mountains of the Central Plains. 

Of course, that was now a pipe dream.

A martial artist stepped forward and slowly drew his sword.

Cheon Ahseong raised a finger.

THWACK!

The man collapsed, a hole in his forehead from Cheon Ahseong’s finger qi bullet.

Another martial artist stepped forward.

THWACK!

He collapsed just like the first, with a hole through his forehead. Despite being first-rate experts, they died before they could even begin to dodge.

Even the Sword Wraiths were in awe of the man’s ability to display such power despite his severe injuries. 

“Shall we see how long you can last?” the Sword Spirit taunted.

“Must you humiliate me like this?” Cheon Ahseong shot back.

“Humiliation?” The Sword Specter shook his head. “We are the ones being humiliated, reduced to this cowardly act of wearing you out with sacrifices.”

Another martial artist stepped forward, followed by another. One after another, three more fell.

Cheon Ahseong grit his teeth. If I focused my qi, I could probably eliminate many more of these bastards in a single move.

But he didn’t. There was no point. If escape was impossible, he wasn’t going to meet his end by struggling desperately. 

The Sword Wraiths seemed to understand this, sending their men forward one at a time as if performing a ritual.

Suddenly, the man who stepped forward yelled, “You villain! I’ll avenge my comrades!”

The Sword Wraiths laughed dryly, mocking the fool. Although the man was on their side, how could someone who could die from a single finger poke say such a thing to Cheon Ahseong?

The man stomped his foot and swung his sword at Cheon Ahseong.

RUMBLE!

The ground shook from the impact, and a thick dust cloud billowed skyward.

SWOOOOOSH!

The sound of raging enhanced qi filled the air... followed by screams of pain and horror.

“Kuaaaack!”

“What the hell?!”

The Sword Wraiths were confused and horrified. The ground had quaked from a single martial artist’s stomp, and their vision was momentarily obscured.

“Hold your positions!” the Sword Specter shouted.

As the dust settled, a gruesome scene was revealed, shocking everyone present, including the Sword Wraiths. All of the martial artists on the cliffside had been bisected, and their bodies lay strewn about. An immense wave of enhanced qi had swept through them.

Most importantly, Cheon Ahseong had vanished.

“Fuck, he’s gone... What are you waiting for? Find him!”

The surrounding martial artists grew agitated at the command. Hundreds of them had formed a layered encirclement. No one was supposed to be able to escape.

“That man is gone too!” a subordinate shouted.

The Sword Wraiths glanced around. True enough, the man who had stepped forward, vowing to cut down Cheon Ahseong, was nowhere to be seen.

“It was him! He rescued Cheon Ahseong!” the Sword Spirit cried.

“Then the cliff!” the Sword Specter exclaimed. “It has to be the cliff!”

The two ran to the edge and peered down at the face below, but they saw nothing.

“Could they really have jumped?”

They stood bewildered by the absurd scenario. 

“If they fell from here, they would be smashed to a pulp,” the Sword Specter stated confidently.

The Sword Spirit shook his head. “Someone with such immense strength wouldn’t have jumped to their death. They’re alive! We have to chase them!”

Without hesitation, the Sword Spirit threw himself off the cliff.

“Damn it!” Swearing under his breath, the Sword Spirit leaped after his partner, his face scrunched up like a child forced to do something he hated.
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Crimson Tiger raced through the valley with Cheon Ahseong on his back. He was the Evil Coalition martial artist who had shouted about vengeance. 

Following his break through the fifth perimeter, he had made contact with the handlers’ network at the location Yeon marked on the map. Through them, he learned about the Evil Coalition’s movements, tracked their shifting formations, and discovered that they were converging on the mountain peak. 

Given the large number of martial artists gathered in one place, slipping in among them undetected was easy. Prior to stomping his foot, he sent a telepathic message to Cheon Ahseong, instructing him to get down. Thankfully, Cheon Ahseong immediately recognized him and followed his instructions. 

After that Crimson Tiger waited until the enhanced sword qi swept the area clean, then rushed in, grabbed Cheon Ahseong, and leaped off the cliff. Cheon Ahseong trusted him completely and did not resist.

PATAPATAPATAPAT!

Crimson Tiger pushed his movement arts to its absolute limit. Even while carrying Cheon Ahseong on his back, he covered vast distances in an instant. Despite his exhaustion, he kept running until his qi was nearly depleted. Right now, escaping quickly and without a trace was more important than conserving energy.

Only when his qi reached ten percent did he stop and carefully lay the unconscious Cheon Ahseong down in a grassy area of the forest. Scanning his surroundings with a sharp gaze, he began circulating his qi while standing.

When completed one full circulation, a voice spoke from behind him. 

“Help me up.”

“You’re awake?”

Cheon Ahseong tried to sit up, but he was in terrible shape. Crimson Tiger knew the old man wasn’t in a position to move, yet he helped him up without saying a word or asking if he was okay.

“I knew if someone came, it would be you,” Cheon Ahseong said.

Crimson Tiger smiled. He was glad Cheon Ahseong was alive. He had learned much from the man, whether intentionally or not. Thanks to Cheon Ahseong, his martial arts had improved, and his life had been saved. Now, he was repaying that debt.

“It hurts...” Cheon Ahseong groaned, slowly placing a hand on his chest. His body was covered in dark bruises, but his internal injuries were the real problem. 

Crimson Tiger blinked in confusion. He knew that Cheon Ahseong hadn’t lost because his martial arts were weaker than Neung Pungbi’s, and Cheon Ahseong’s gesture made it seem as though it was his heart that ached, not his body.

What kind of trap did he fall into?

As if in answer, Cheon Ahseong opened his clenched left fist. His hand had turned black, and a faded necklace lay in his palm.

“Association Chairman!” Crimson Tiger gasped, startled.

“It’s fine. I’ve gathered the poison in one place.”

Crimson Tiger shook his head. He could tell that Cheon Ahseong had only gathered the poison, not expelled it. 

I always thought that he could detoxify any poison in the jianghu, yet he couldn’t detoxify this one?

Little did he know, the Heavenly Evil Poison was something the Evil Coalition had spent a long time preparing. While it couldn’t kill Cheon Ahseong, it was powerful enough to incapacitate one of his arms.

Crimson Tiger swooned, suddenly feeling dizzy and short of breath. Quickly, he took out the Poison Resistance Bead and put it in his mouth. His churning stomach only settled then. 

Just what poison is this? It’s affecting me so badly even though I wasn’t poisoned directly and am wearing the Poison Resistance Ring?

He narrowed his eyes grimly. “We need to expel the poison right now. I’ll help you.”

“Would you?”

Crimson Tiger blinked, shocked that Cheon Ahseong would meekly accept his help. Injecting qi into the Chairman’s back, he let it flow along the elder’s meridians.

Cheon Ahseong’s insides were a complete mess. An ordinary person would never have survived such injuries. 

Regardless, Cheon Ahseong carefully guided Crimson Tiger’s qi through precarious pathways, an experience that felt like navigating a formation where one wrong step would mean being trapped forever. 

Finally, after traveling through meridians so fragile they seemed about to break, Crimson Tiger’s qi reached Cheon Ahseong’s left arm.

Cheon Ahseong closed his eyes. “I’m ready.”

“Then, here I go.”

SHWAAAAAA!

Crimson Tiger’s qi surged toward Cheon Ahseong’s fingertips.

POP!

The tip of the old man’s finger burst open, and a dark, bloody fluid gushed out.

SIZZLE!

Crimson Tiger shielded Cheon Ahseong from the noxious poison, then stepped back. As the poison touched the ground, it melted and burrowed into the earth like it wished to devour even that.

“Kueeeek!”

Cheon Ahseong coughed up more blood, and his complexion improved considerably. The poison had been fully expelled.

He regarded Crimson Tiger gratefully. “Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it. It was the natural thing to do.”

Cheon Ahseong rolled his eyes. No normal expert could do what Crimson Tiger just did.

Crimson Tiger smiled. Honestly, he was just as grateful to Cheon Ahseong for believing in him. He had learned a great deal by moving his qi along Cheon Ahseong’s meridians and observing how the man had used them to survive such severe internal injuries. Since he had recently undergone Acupoint Metamorphosis, this experience was invaluable.

He sealed Cheon Ahseong’s acupoints to stop the bleeding. Although the poison was gone, the Chairman’s condition remained critical.

“I won’t be able to wake up for the next few days,” Cheon Ahseong croaked with difficulty. “I have to induce sleep to heal my internal injuries.”

He would enter a forced state of sleep, the most urgent and only available method for his survival. To do that, he had to trust Crimson Tiger completely.

“Trust me and get some deep sleep,” Crimson Tiger replied confidently.

The two men’s gazes met.

“Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it. I get paid a lot more than you think, Association Chairman, and it’s all your money.”

Cheon Ahseong chuckled at the joke. The close friendship they shared transcended age, and more words of gratitude would have only tarnished the moment.

His heart grew calm, and his eyes slowly closed.

Once he was sure Cheon Ahseong was asleep, Crimson Tiger took off his coat, carefully lifted Cheon Ahseong onto his back, and tied him down securely.

“By the time you wake up, we’ll be home,” he said resolutely.
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Fifteen minutes later, the Sword Wraiths arrived at the spot where the Crimson Tiger and Cheon Ahseong had stopped to rest.

The Sword Spirit, who was skilled in tracking, surveyed the area and pointed to a scorched spot on the ground. “He expelled the poison here.”

The Sword Specter narrowed his eyes. “Incredible.” 

Both men understood better than anyone how deadly that poison was. For someone to expel it in the field while severely injured was no small feat.

“How long have they been gone?” the Sword Specter asked.

“More than fifteen minutes,” a subordinate answered.

The Sword Specter nodded and watched the Sword Spirit carefully examine the surroundings. They had started their pursuit by jumping straight off the cliff—a feat impossible for anyone without their level of skill—and they would not have made it this far without the Sword Spirit’s incredible tracking abilities.

Considering one of the fugitives was carrying the other, they should have been closing in on them by now. However, the opposite was true.

The Sword Specter asked, “Was there an expert of this caliber in the Association?”

“The old men of the Association might have stepped in,” the Sword Spirit replied.

“You mean the elders?”

“Or the geezers from the Three Heavens.”

“Perhaps.”

Still, that raised a question. The person who rescued Cheon Ahseong was clearly a young man. Why would the elders of the Association bother to disguise themselves?

The Sword Specter bit his lip, feeling as if he had let a hooked fish get away. They should have personally finished off Cheon Ahseong before the rescuer appeared instead of sending out their men one by one. They just never imagined that an enemy would hide among them, disguised as an ally.

“If we lose Cheon Ahseong this time, we’ll be in big trouble.”

The Sword Specter was worried that they might even have to pay for this failure with their lives, but he did not voice that thought.

“We’ll catch them. All of our Coalition’s martial artists have been mobilized. As long as they don’t soar into the sky or burrow into the ground, we’ll find their tracks soon.”

“I hope so too.”

The Sword Spirit pointed in a certain direction, having finished his investigation. “I think they fled that way.”

The Sword Specter launched himself forward without hesitation. “Let’s go!”

The thrilling chase continued.
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“The perimeter is complete,” a subordinate reported.

Chu Ryang, a captain in the Evil Coalition, nodded firmly. “We can’t afford to make any mistakes!”

I’ve strictly ordered the men not to lower their guard.“

Chu Ryang nodded silently, his expression still serious.

This was his largest and most important operation since joining the Evil Coalition. If his area was breached, the consequences would be deadly.

Fortunately, his assigned area was not en route to the Association, but deeper into Evil Coalition territory. The border region was fortified with a large number of martial artists—so many that there was hardly room to walk—while the rear was relatively quiet.

A small tent had been set up on the side of the road to serve as a temporary command post. Civilians unaffiliated with the Evil Coalition assumed the operation was a large-scale training exercise, in line with official announcements. Since similar exercises were held periodically, no one thought anything of it.

Inside the tent, Chu Ryang examined a map on the table, checking for any oversights.

Suddenly, he flinched. Sensing that something was wrong, he reached for his sword.

THWACK!

Before he could draw his weapon, something hit the back of his head and he lost consciousness.

Crimson Tiger stood over the fallen Chu Ryang. The dozen or so guards outside the tent were also unconscious, and Cheon Ahseong was lying on his back, fast asleep.

Crimson Tiger quickly examined the map on the table detailing the area’s security, searching for an escape route. After choosing a route, he was about to leave when he abruptly changed his mind.

“Wait!”

He hurried back to the table. Studying the map, his gaze deepened the same way it always did when he thought of a solution.
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Jin Chung found a completely wasted Baek Museong at a construction site where he sometimes worked. The laborers had finished for the day and were gathered in an open lot, drinking.

“Hahaha! That’s how I fell in love with her. Don’t forget that women enjoy adventure more than men do.”

The onlookers burst into laughter.

“Now, what story should I tell you this time?”

It was unclear how long he had been rambling. The listeners were only half listening to Baek Museong as they chatted amongst themselves, but he paid them no mind. Perhaps he was too drunk to notice, or simply did not care.

When Jin Chung appeared with a sword at his hip, however, the laborers sensed a shift in the mood and stealthily got up.

“Thanks for the drinks.”

“Don’t go! I still have so much more to tell you! We’re just getting started! Where are you all going?”

“Let’s drink again next time.”

The laborers rushed out of the vacant lot.

Baek Museong hung his head low and grinned. “Fine, do as you please...” he muttered unintelligibly to himself.

Jin Chung sat down beside him. “So you were here.”

Baek Museong grinned without looking at him.

Jin Chung’s heart churned when he saw the sorrow hidden in those eyes. He knew that no words could comfort Baek Museong, which was why he had left him alone despite the uproar at the Association over Cheon Ahseong. 

Regardless, he could not leave his master be any longer.

“Want a drink?”

“...I’m fine,” Jin Chung muttered, clenching his jaw to hold back tears. 

This is not the time to cry. I did not come here to cry.

He was the one who disposed of the two corpses that day. He buried Soeun in a secret location and stored Sin Yeongyeong and her subordinates’ bodies, including Jo Chung’s, separately. He had to arrange things so that Baek Museong’s involvement in Sin Yeongyeong’s death would not be revealed.

“Junior Sister killed the second child, and I killed the youngest,” Baek Museong said numbly. “Junior Sister killed the fourth, and I killed the fifth. Who killed the sixth? Who was it?”

“......” Jin Chung did not answer.

“Hah! Who cares? One of us must have killed him.”

Baek Museong laughed like a madman, then suddenly turned serious. “You remember the youngest, right?”

“Yes.”

“He always said he wouldn’t get involved in this fight. That he just wanted to open a martial arts academy and live quietly. Remember?”

“Yes.”

Baek Museong roared in agitation, “I killed a man like that with my own hands! Do you know why? Just in case he changed his mind. Just in case he joined forces with my other juniors. Just in case he buried a dagger in my back with a smile on his face. Just in case, just in case, just in case!”

He did not mention Soeun. He wanted to deny reality.

“...I could have just let him live.”

He believed he was being punished, that Soeun had died as retribution for killing his junior brothers and sisters.

“......” Jin Chung listened silently to Baek Museong’s words.

Baek Museong took another swig. “Here I am, just sitting here, running my mouth. If I truly loved that child, I would have died with her. But I just don’t have the courage. I don’t love her enough.”

“If you commit suicide, you won’t be able to meet her, even in death.”

“......” Baek Museong looked up with a frightening expression.

“Because it goes against the will of heaven,” Jin Chung replied bluntly, earing that Baek Museong would make the wrong choice. “Bury her in your heart. You must bury her in your heart like all the other parents who have lost their children.”

“Keeeeugh!”

Baek Museong sobbed. He hadn’t realized that Soeun’s death would hurt so much. She was not a daughter he had raised from childhood, but a grown woman he had met only this year. Even so, his heart felt like it was being shredded.

“Even when I close my eyes, I still see her face.”

“Then don’t forget her. Remember her forever, but keep moving forward.”

“Damn it! Damn it all! I’ll kill every last one of that bitch’s bloodline!”

Killing intent surged from Baek Museong’s eyes. He was serious. Wiping out all of Sword Heaven felt like the only way to make this suffocating feeling disappear.

“I’ll wipe them all out! They’re a filthy bloodline! Gather all the men! Gather everyone we can mobilize!”

Jin Chung shook his head calmly. “You can’t. We still lack the strength to face Sword Heaven. Even if we get lucky, it will lead to mutual destruction.”

“My daughter is dead! This isn’t something I can just let go.”

“Even so, you must let it go!” Jin Chung yelled.

Their gazes locked. 

Baek Museong knew Jin Chung was right. He knew that was a fight to be avoided. He had worked too hard to become the successor to throw it all away now.

Jin Chung sighed quietly. “We have to cover it up somehow. We have to frame someone else for her death.”
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Unfortunately, the situation was unfolding far more urgently than Jin Chung had anticipated.

Hwa Jung asked impatiently, “Still no other reports?”

“No, not yet,” Eom Baekyang answered.

Several days had passed since the Evil Coalition had set up its perimeter. The situation remained urgent, yet everyone clung to a shred of doubt. Cheon Ahseong’s martial arts were otherworldly, and they believed that no matter the plot, a ten-layered perimeter could not contain him. That any moment now, the Chairman would come bursting through the door.

CLANK!

Suddenly, the mechanism on the wall, which had been fixed on the Evil Coalition, moved. Everyone in the Radiant Hall’s strategy room, including the core elders, turned to look.

The mechanism stopped on the character for “Association.”

SHING! CLANK!

Jaegal Soyeon quickly checked the report and looked up, her face pale. “We have a huge problem.”

“What is it?”

Everyone stared at her tensely.

“The First Young Lord has... Lady Sin...” Jaegal Soyeon hesitated, unsure whether to continue.

Eom Baekyang felt a bad premonition. “What about Lady Sin?”

“...The First Young Lord has murdered her.”

“What?”

The elders shot up from their seats. 

“What kind of crazy talk is that?”

Jaegal Soyeon checked the report again, wondering if she had misread it. Unless she was crazy, though, the contents were exactly as she had said.

Hong Sabaek ran over and snatched the report, reading the rest of it aloud, “A witness who saw Jin Chung disposing of Lady Sin’s body came forward.”

Of course, the witness had been planted by Ju Hwayin. The real Soyeon was with her, and the body double had been sent to Sin Yeongyeong. She was also the one who had informed Baek Museong about Sin Yeongyeong’s deeds, luring him there.

The room went abuzz with speculation. 

“It must be a false report,” Ju Hwayin said dismissively.

Everyone nodded. This report was far more absurd than the one about setting up a perimeter to capture Cheon Ahseong.

“Then why hasn’t he shown up here?” Hwa Jong asked suspiciously.

Ju Hwayin hesitated. “That can’t be right. I can’t believe it. Senior Brother would never do something like that.”

Seeing how strongly she defended Baek Museong, Hwa Jong withdrew his suspicion. “Of course. It must be a false report.”

Another report arrived. 

Jaegal Soyeon read it quickly. “A short while ago, Lady Sin’s body was recovered and brought to the Chairman’s Hall.”

Everyone’s expression instantly turned serious. Since Baek Museong became the successor, matters related to his family have been handled by the Chairman’s Hall. 

“It’s also been revealed that the last person Lady Sin met before she died was her husband, Young Lord Baek.”

“Nonsense!” Ju Hwayin screamed. Although she was thrilled that things were going according to plan, she raised her voice in an agitated tone, saying, “Something must be wrong!”

All present frowned grimly. Whether or not the First Young Lord had killed his wife, the eldest daughter of Sword Heaven was dead. The Lord of Sword Heaven, Sin Paegeuk, would not let this go.

SHING!

Yet another report arrived.

“The martial artists of Sword Heaven have set out to find the First Young Lord.”

“So the news has reached Sword Heaven as well?”

“It seems so.”

A heavy silence fell over the strategy room.

“We must dispatch the Association’s martial artists to save Senior Brother.”

Everyone expected Ju Hwayin to take advantage of Baek Museong’s crisis, but she was actively trying to save him. This came as a surprise to them all.

Nevertheless, she appeared to genuinely care for Baek Museong.

“If this continues, Senior Brother will be killed by Sword Heaven.”

It was a very real possibility. After all, Sword Heaven was the strongest faction within the Association.

“But to save Young Lord Baek, we might have to clash with them.”

“Of course, that’s what will happen.”

The elders scowled, weighing their options.

Ju Hwayin quickly added, “If we clash with Sword Heaven, Blade Heaven and Fist Heaven will also step in to help them. They usually have a bad relationship, but they are bound together as the Three Heavens. If the lips are gone, the teeth will be cold. Even so, we can’t just watch Senior Brother die.”

As Ju Hwayin pushed for a strong response, the elders shrank back.

“Of course, but I don’t think intervening recklessly is the right thing to do either.”

This was the result Ju Hwayin had aimed for. These contrary old men would have certainly tried to save Baek Museong if she had suggested abandoning him.

“Moreover, isn’t this a time when the safety of the Association Chairman is uncertain? A clash with the Three Heavens in a situation like this? That’s out of the question!”

Ju Hwayin had mentioned the Three Heavens on purpose. In truth, nobody knew whether Blade Heaven and Fist Heaven would help Sword Heaven in a clash. 

She actually believed the opposite, that they would try to eliminate Sword Heaven if given the opportunity. That was why she had taken the initiative to say they would help Sword Heaven. 

No one could be sure, but she had at least prevented anyone from suggesting they confront them. Everything was going according to plan.

“For now, let’s send a message to Senior Brother. Tell him to return to the Association quickly.”

“That sounds good. You take care of it.”

No one wanted to take on the responsibility. Since it concerned the life and death of the Association’s First Young Lord, it was better to step back and not get involved.

“Alright, I’ll inform him.”

Ju Hwayin left the strategy room.

Those who watched her go saw only urgent eyes and hurried steps. No one saw what lay beneath.

A smile played across Ju Hwayin’s lips. Everything was proceeding smoothly.


V8C9: Feint to the East and Attack in the West

Crimson Tiger nimbly leaped over a wall and landed in a small clinic on the outskirts of the marketplace.

He wasn’t tired at all. Despite moving nonstop with Cheon Ahseong on his back, he had yet to encounter an opponent powerful enough to exhaust his remaining qi.

After landing in the courtyard, he surveyed the area and slipped into a warehouse on the side of the building. The door was locked, but he shattered the bolt silently.

Sure enough, the warehouse was stocked with medicinal herbs. Crimson Tiger immediately began searching through the shelves.

After rummaging for a while, his expression hardened.

He peered through a crack in the door. He didn’t see anything, but he could sense dozens of auras beyond the wall.

He smiled, undaunted. He had deliberately left a trail to lure his enemies there. Everything was going according to plan.

He pushed the warehouse door open and stepped outside.

Dozens of martial artists appeared from all directions. At their center stood Heo Sin, the leader of the pursuers.

“There’s no escape! Surrender!”

Crimson Tiger drew Soul Crusher. 

“I see you’ve chosen death. Do you know who has come to capture you?” Heo Sin asked leisurely, but he was actually anxious inside. The target had reacted too quickly and emerged from the herb warehouse much sooner than expected, so he needed to buy time until reinforcements arrived.

SHWIIIISH!

Crimson Tiger launched himself at Heo Sin, ignoring the man’s attempts to start a conversation.

“Block him!”

Two subordinates threw themselves in front of their leader.

THWACK! THWACK!

Heo Sin watched helplessly as his two men were flung aside. In that instant, only one thought occurred to him.

Fast!

SHLURK!

The next thing he knew, a searing heat was rippling through his chest. 

Heo Sin died in a single strike. Now that Crimson Tiger was no longer hiding his skills, his might was truly staggering.

The Evil Coalition martial artists charged in from all sides.

SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH!

Again and again, Crimson Tiger’s sword sliced through the air. Screams erupted with each sweep of the blade.

After cutting down five men in a single exchange, he walked toward the gate. Just as the survivors were about to charge, he whipped around. 

Everyone froze upon making eye contact. Crimson Tiger’s gaze clearly warned them not to pursue him.

WHOOSH!

Crimson Tiger vanished from their sight, his movement arts as astonishing as his swordsmanship.

Despite being elites, not a single survivor moved.

After a brief silence, one shouted, “After him! Quickly! And report the direction he escaped!”
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“What a pity...” Jongri Mun muttered to himself, gazing into his teacup.

If the Sword Wraiths had killed Cheon Ahseong, everything would have gone smoothly. Without their Chairman, the Association would crumble, and Neung Pungbi’s fervent desire to stand at the pinnacle might not be a pipe dream after all.

Hak Sun, who was standing beside him, ventured cautiously, “The Sword Wraiths are in hot pursuit. They’ll find him soon. It’s only a matter of time.”

“It must be so,” Jongri Mun agreed, but his expression remained dark.

Cheon Ahseong’s rescuer bothered him. Not only had the man broken through a five-layered perimeter, he had also snatched Cheon Ahseong away right under the Sword Wraiths’ noses.

And they still had no idea who he was!

Just then, a subordinate brought new information. “The Coalition Leader has arrived safely at Headquarters.”

Jongri Mun sighed in relief. Neung Pungbi had also been wounded in the battle. While his injuries were less severe than Cheon Ahseong’s, that was only in relative terms. Neung Pungbi would need to recuperate for some time.

From his perspective, Neung Pungbi had fulfilled his role. Completing their mission was his responsibility.

If I fail to capture and kill Cheon Ahseong, a war between the orthodox and unorthodox factions could break out... No, it will definitely break out.

That was his conclusion.

“What should we do after we kill Cheon Ahseong?” he asked abruptly.

Despite the sudden question, Hak Sun answered without hesitation. “We must immediately prepare the entire Coalition for war.”

“Continue.”

“We must first announce Cheon Ahseong’s death to the entire jianghu. His death will shock and demoralize the orthodox sects, and we must capitalize on their fear. If we do that, our chances of winning the war will increase to sixty percent.”

“Only sixty percent, even with Cheon Ahseong dead?”

“I was taught not to underestimate the power of the orthodox murim.”

Hak Sun smiled faintly. It was Jongri Mun who had taught him that.

He continued, “Next, we must sow discord within their ranks.

“How?”

“With Cheon Ahseong’s death, the First Young Lord’s position as successor will be threatened. We can secretly support the Third Young Lady to create internal conflict,”

Hak Sun said confidently.

“You can do that when you become Head Strategist,” Jongri Mun shot back calmly. “In my opinion, we must vehemently deny that we killed Cheon Ahseong.”

“What?” Hak Sun was stunned. He couldn’t understand why Jongri Mun would throw away a golden opportunity to crush the orthodox sects’ morale and boost the unorthodox’s.

“You said the orthodox’s internal power struggle would intensify if Cheon Ahseong died. This shows your ignorance. Once news of Cheon Ahseong’s death spreads, they’ll no longer care about who’s in charge. They’ll work together to figure out how to use his death to their advantage.”

“!” Hak Sun was taken aback. He hadn’t considered this possibility, and even after hearing the explanation, he couldn’t fully grasp it.

Jongri smiled. “Do you know why they won’t behave the way you said they would?”

“No, I don’t.”

“It’s because they aren’t fools.”

Hak Sun’s face flushed as he realized he was the fool for looking down on others. However, Jongri Mun was not reprimanding him. He was simply pointing out something his protégé had failed to see.

“They’ll exploit Cheon Ahseong’s death as much as they can. Despair? A sense of defeat? Of course they’ll feel those things, but ultimately, the orthodox sects will be united by a single emotion.”

“What is that?”

“Rage.”

“...!”

“They’ll channel their rage into vengeance, and I assure you, we won’t be able to withstand what comes next. The orthodox sects are at their most powerful when they have a just cause.”

Hak Sun gasped in amazement. He had not considered things from that perspective before. “So the reason for denying Cheon Ahseong’s murder is to avoid the blade of vengeance?”

“That’s part of it, but there’s a more practical reason.”

“What is it?”

“We need to make him a missing person.”

“Pardon?”

“To make the orthodox sects despair, we can’t kill him. We need to make it seem as if he has simply vanished. His disappearance will leave them the most anxious and demoralized. Considering his personality, it’s entirely plausible that he would just up and quit, abandoning the orthodox to their fate.”

“That’s true.”

“But what if the Martial God doesn’t return, even when a great crisis strikes? What if he doesn’t come back even if war breaks out between the factions?”

“That’s when they’d feel truly betrayed.”

“Precisely.”

Jongri Mun rose and walked over to the window. Hak Sun cautiously stepped up behind him.

“If he dies, we must do everything in our power to prevent a war,” Jongri Mun stated calmly. “A war now would mean certain defeat for us. But someday, when we initiate the war on our own terms, we’ll surely win. This is why we must kill Cheon Ahseong.”

Hak Sun bowed his head, his heart swelling with reverence.

Just then, a subordinate rushed in. “Urgent report!”

Jongri Mun spun around. “What is it?”

“We’ve found a trace of Cheon Ahseong!”

“Where?”

“Here.” The subordinate quickly pointed to a spot on the map. “He was trying to procure medicinal herbs here.”

“Just as I thought.”

Jongri Mun’s eyes shone intensely. He had already collected every herb from every physician in the vicinity, a measure he had taken the instant he heard of Cheon Ahseong’s rescue.

“Which way did they go?”

“We can’t be certain, but we estimate they’re heading in this direction.” The subordinate indicated a point on the map. 

Jongri Mun narrowed his eyes. They were moving deeper into Evil Coalition territory.

“How many physicians’ clinics are in that direction?”

“Nine in total. We’ve already collected all the herbs from those places.”

“Keep all nearby herbalists under surveillance. Don’t supply a single herb to any physician. Cheon Ahseong must not be allowed to recover!”

“Understood.”

Cheon Ahseong’s injuries must be severe. Otherwise, he would never have risked venturing deeper into Evil Coalition territory. 

He desperately needed medicine. Of course, if he searched the forest, he might get lucky and find a few herbs, but nowhere near enough to heal his internal injuries.

At this rate, time is on our side!

Jongri Mun stared at the map on the wall, deep in thought. Hundreds of flags were densely packed along every route leading toward the Association.

“I won’t give you even a single bellflower root.”
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“Damn it! It was a bust,” Do Cheol grumbled as he stepped into the building.

Senior Seong, the old man writing in a ledger in the corner, looked up. His sharp eyes and stubborn mouth were enough to intimidate anyone. “The client didn’t show?”

Do Cheol nodded. “No, I waited a full hour before coming back.”

“Is that so?” Senior Seong tilted his head. “That’s unlikely.”

Another man entered. It was Lim Yang, who had been sent out to guard Do Cheol.

Senior Seong shot Lim Yang a questioning look, silently asking if Do Cheol had been late because he was gambling. Lim Yang nodded affirmatively, confirming Do Cheol’s story.

“This is strange. This request came from someone who knows us well.”

Senior Seong was an information broker. There were many such brokers in the jianghu, and he belonged to the Thousand Ears Sect, one of the largest information organizations, with a branch in every region of the Central Plains.

“Are you sure the request came through the proper channels?”

“I told you it did.”

“Well then, something must have come up.”

That was the likeliest explanation. A client who failed to appear at the meeting place would forfeit their entire deposit.

Suddenly, the door opened quietly, and a man entered.

The newcomer’s arrival startled everyone in the room. His mere presence inside meant that the guards posted outside had all been dealt with.

Lim Yang reacted first. “Who are you?”

SHWIIIIK!

Without a word, he thrust his sword at the intruder.

PAPAK!

Lim Yang froze mid-lunge and stared in disbelief at the tip of his blade, which was now pointed away from its intended target. Despite carrying a person on his back, the intruder had sealed his paralysis acupoints in the blink of an eye.

“Hup!” Do Cheol let out a short scream of horror. He knew better than anyone how skilled Lim Yang, a first-rate master, was.

Unlike the bewildered Do Cheol, however, Senior Seong remained composed. Remaining seated, he asked in a low voice, “Who might you be?”

If he gave the signal, four experts would drop from the ceiling, but he did not summon them. Anyone who could subdue Lim Yang in a single move could just as easily deal with those four.

Crimson Tiger said plainly, “I’ve come to make a request.”

“Are you perhaps the person we were supposed to meet today?”

Crimson Tiger nodded. 

Senior Seong’s expression hardened. The man must have followed Do Cheol to find this place. Ultimately, he was the target all along.

“Did you come here looking for me?”

“If you’re the one in charge here, then yes.”

“And why are you looking for the person in charge?”

“I need information that man I followed can’t provide.”

“What might that be?”

Crimson Tiger unsealed Lim Yang’s acupoints, then glanced at the ceiling above Senior Seong.

Senior Seong understood at once. Crimson Tiger was telling him to dismiss everyone, and indicating that he had no intention of shedding blood. He studied Crimson Tiger for a moment before giving the order. “Everyone, withdraw.”

“Elder! You can’t!” Lim Yang raised his sword again and stood protectively in front of Senior Seong.

“Don’t worry. Just withdraw.”

Senior Seong dismissed Lim Yang and the others in the room. “Now, why did you seek me out?”

“I wish to know one thing.”

“What is it?”

“Where is the nearest Evil Coalition Branch?”

“What?” Senior Seong grimaced. “I can’t tell you that!”

Crimson Tiger had expected that answer, which was precisely why he had come to the Branch Manager in person. This was high-level information that he could never pry out of a minion like Do Cheol.

SHIIINNG!

He drew his sword and let out a chilling killing intent.

Senior Seong quaked with fear. “W-What are you trying to do?”

“Kill everyone here and search for the information myself, of course. If it’s not here, then I’ll go to your next branch and search there.”

“What?”

Crimson Tiger strode forward, giving Senior Seong no time to think.

SHWIK!

His sword whizzed toward Senior Seong.

“I’ll tell you!”

The blade stopped precariously above Senior Seong’s head. Crimson Tiger never intended to kill him. Senior Seong had simply lost the battle of wills.

Crimson Tiger understood how information was valued. What he asked for was certainly forbidden knowledge, but it wasn’t worth dying for. To Senior Seong, only the location of the Thousand Ears Sect Headquarters was that important.

“Damn it! Do you know who we are?”

Crimson Tiger replied coolly, “When you learn who we are later, you’ll understand that you made the right choice.”

“But I don’t understand. They’re hell-bent on finding you. Why are you trying to go to their branch?”

“You don’t need to know.”

Senior Seong’s expression hardened as he telepathically conveyed the location of the Evil Coalition Branch. Knowing he wasn’t dealing with an easy opponent, he gave the exact location. 

As expected, Crimson Tiger asked to verify it. He wanted documented proof, and Senior Seong obediently produced it.

“As long as you keep your subordinates’ mouths shut, no harm will come to you.”

Senior Seong merely scoffed.

As soon as Crimson Tiger left, Do Cheol and Lim Yang rushed back in.

“I’m glad you’re safe! Who in the world was that?”

“It’s them! The ones the Evil Coalition is hunting!”

Do Cheol flinched. He had heard that the Evil Coalition had set up several perimeters to capture someone.

“How do you intend to deal with the repercussions?”

Senior Seong answered without hesitation, “By informing the Evil Coalition immediately. Hurry!”

“Understood.”

Lim Yang rushed out.

“Won’t there still be problems?” Do Cheol asked worriedly.

Senior Seong sighed. “There might be, but if the Evil Coalition finds out we kept this from them, the backlash will be far worse.”

Do Cheol nodded. The man had spared their lives and left. The Evil Coalition would not be so lenient.

Unfortunately, neither Senior Seong nor Do Cheol realized that their opponent was more ruthless than they thought. The only reason they had survived the encounter with Crimson Tiger was because he had plans for them.

Senior Seong grit his teeth. “Damn it! That guy will pay the price for looking down on us.”
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SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH!

Soul Crusher shot out, deflecting hidden weapons that flew in from every direction.

CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG! THUD! SPLURT!

Martial artists struck by their own ricocheting weapons tumbled to the ground.

Crimson Tiger cut through the air, smashed a window, and crashed through the opening. The men who had blocked the training hall were all on the ground.

He was still carrying Cheon Ahseong. Not a single hidden weapon had grazed the Chairman since Crimson Tiger had picked him up. It was as if he had eyes in the back of his head, shielding Cheon Ahseong from all harm.

The moment Crimson Tiger landed in the hallway, a sword shot at him from ambush. Given its speed, the wielder was undoubtedly a first-rate expert.

SWOOOSH!

Crimson Tiger spun slightly to dodge, not even blinking as the blade whizzed past his face.

WHIRL!

He seized the swordsman’s arm and pulled himself into the man’s embrace.

“You...!”

The man’s next word was supposed to be ‘bastard’, but he never finished saying it. With just that one syllable, the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers snapped his arm and neck, silencing him forever.

SHWAAAAAAK!

At the same time, two throwing knives flew from Crimson Tiger’s hand. While they appeared to travel in a straight line at first, they curved sharply just before reaching their targets. The two men who tried to intercept Crimson Tiger collapsed.

Crimson Tiger moved without hesitation. He held no personal grudge against any of his opponents. As members of the Association and the Evil Coalition, they were enemies destined to kill each other. Furthermore, since the Association Chairman was on his back, he could focus solely on the task at hand.

TAK TAK TAK TAK!

He ran up the stairs.

CLANG!

Iron bars dropped from the ceiling, sealing off the hallway.

The martial artists at the far end gasped in relief.

SHWAAAAANG!

Soul Crusher thrust out mercilessly. A torrent of blue enhanced sword qi swept down the hallway like a tidal wave, smashing through the bard and scouring everything in its path.

TAK TAK TAK!

Crimson Tiger reached the final floor. A massive iron door blocked his path, and two martial artists stood before it. They were peak experts, on an entirely different level from the men who had blocked him so far. 

They advanced slowly, swords held low. The operations control room, the most important place in the branch, lay behind the iron door. They couldn’t afford to fail.

Meanwhile, Coalition Branch Manager Yu Sang urged his subordinates frantically. “Are the repairs done yet?”

Off to one side, martial artists worked tirelessly to fix something.

A subordinate shook his head and grimaced. “No, we’re trying our best, but... the intruder knows the mechanisms too well.”

Yu Sang’s face darkened. His subordinates were repairing the external communication system that the enemy had destroyed before infiltrating the building. Clearly, they knew exactly how the Coalition’s communication network functioned.

KABOOOOM!

A continuous roar of explosions erupted outside the room.

Yu Sang turned to another subordinate, stiff-faced. “Is it really just one person?”

“Yes,” the man answered fearfully. “Just one.”

“It’s him, isn’t it?”

“We believe so.”

Yu Sang inhaled deeply. For him, this situation was beyond comprehension. He was only a small part of the operation that deployed the troops and set the cordons to capture the enemy, yet that very enemy was launching his counterattack in his domain.

“Don’t worry. The Twin Evils won’t be defeated easily.”

The Twin Evils were the two men guarding the door, and they were renowned experts throughout the Evil Coalition.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

The clash of swords and unfamiliar yells continued outside.

“Even if they fall, he’ll never get that door open.”

Once locked, the operations room could not be opened from the outside. The door and walls were forged from a metal stronger than steel. For this reason, Yu Sang had taken refuge here rather than in his own office.

“Fix it! Quickly!”

Suddenly, the outside fell silent. Everyone stared anxiously at the door.

BAM! BAM! 

The door shook violently twice, as if about to break.

ZING!

The cry of a singing sword echoed ominously.

SHWUUUUUUUNG!

“Eeeeek!”

Yu Sang and everyone inside gasped in horror as a sword wrapped in azure enhanced sword qi punched straight through the thick iron door.

SCREEEEEEEEEECH!

The enhanced sword qi carved through the door with a ear-splitting screech, effortlessly parting the metal as if it were tofu.

Everyone stared wide-eyed as the sword qi traced out a rectangular space large enough for a person.

SCREEEAAK! CRASH!

The cut-out section was shoved inward, falling with a resounding clatter.

Crimson Tiger stepped through the opening. Behind him, the Twin Evils lay sprawled on the floor.

Yu Sang stammered fearfully, “W-What do you want?”
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An hour later, Jongri Mun inspected the severed iron door to the operations room. By the time he received word from the Thousand Ears Sect and arrived with his men, it was too late.

“Cut clean through by enhanced sword qi. The enemy has incredible inner qi,” Hak Sun remarked. “There are no survivors inside.”

Jongri Mun slowly entered. The place was a complete wreck. He surveyed the interior, taking it all in.

What reason did he have to risk coming all the way here?

He had not stumbled upon this place. The Thousand Ears Sect had informed him of the target’s whereabouts, prompting him to mount a surprise attack.

“Quickly, find any missing documents.”

While some martial artists searched for missing files, others carried the bodies out.

Jongri Mun stared at the map on the wall. Just as he was about to leave, something caught his eye. He stepped closer to the map. “Do you see this?”

Hak Sun walked over and peered at the map. “It looks like a bloodstain,” he said hesitantly. Blood had literally been splattered everywhere, so he couldn’t understand what was so important about this particular bloodstain.

Jongri Mun shook his head. “Look carefully.”

“Now that you mention it... it’s a fingerprint.”

“Yes, a wounded person pointed at this spot. Find out where this is right now.”

“Yes!” Hak Sun called his subordinates over and quickly examined several documents. Suddenly, he exclaimed, “Huh?!”

“Where did he go?”

“A-An Evil Coalition Vault.”

Jongri Mun’s eyes widened. “Holy shit!”

Each Evil Coalition Branch maintained a secret vault where they stored precious items that could not be kept in regular supply depots. These included medicinal herbs, elixirs, treasured weapons, and martial arts manuals. There could be only one reason why their target was headed there.

A subordinate ran up to him. “There’s one survivor. The intruder wanted information about a specific location. It was...”

“The nearest Evil Coalition Vault.”

“How did you know?” The man blinked, astonished.

“He’s after the medicinal herbs in the vault!”

The Evil Coalition Vault wasn’t guarded by humans. Rather, it was equipped with extremely dangerous traps to prevent unauthorized entry. Even an Evil Coalition martial artist needed a Headquarters-issued password to open the door. Otherwise, the Roaring Thunder Bomb buried beneath it would detonate.

“Why are you so worried? Isn’t it a place no one can break into?”

Jongri Mun smiled faintly at Hak Sun’s question. “By that logic, wasn’t the five-layered perimeter also something no one could breach?”

Hak Sun nodded. His teacher was cautioning him against underestimating the intruder’s skill. Considering the unbelievable abilities the man had displayed thus far, even the Vault could not be considered safe.

Clenching his fists, Jongri Mun made his final move, the one which would determine the outcome of this entire affair.

“Move the man forming the five perimeters to the Evil Coalition Vault!”

The second act of this play was just beginning.
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CLANK! SHIIING!

“The perimeter is on the move!” Jo Birang reported.

Everyone was startled.

Jo Birang blinked as if he couldn’t quite believe his own words. “Uh, can the perimeter move too?”

“It can.” Hong Sabaek cupped his hands into a circle and slid them to the side to show how the Coalition could move while holding their formation.

“So that’s possible.”

“Those guys are extremely well-trained. But are they moving to the rear? How many of them?”

“All of them.”

Hong Sabaek’s jaw dropped. The fact that the entire Coalition was moving meant that they had pinpointed the target’s exact location. “Where are they headed?”

“We don’t know yet.”

Eom Baekyang and Gu Yangseo exchanged glances. Since the Third Young Lady and the core elders had left the operations room to conduct their own pursuit, they were the ones in charge.

“He must have judged that breaking out was too difficult, or...”

“Or?”

Eom Baekyang’s expression hardened. “He’s seriously injured.”

“Fuck. I’ll be right back.”

Gu Yangseo hurried outside to report the new development. Even in this critical situation, he made no independent decisions and never once tried to play the hero. Eom Baekyang both respected and feared him for that.

Eom Baekyang called Hong Sabaek over. “What about the Phantoms?”

“They’re on standby at the border.”

“Order them to follow the perimeter, but avoid any unnecessary clashes.”

“Understood.”

Hong Sabaek turned to leave, when he suddenly caught sight of the map on the wall.

“What in the world is happening over there?”


V8C10: The Sword Wraiths

Every two kilometers, ten martial artists from the Evil Coalition manned a checkpoint.

“If we catch this bastard, we’ll have enough money to live comfortably for the rest of our lives.”

“What was the reward again?”

“Thirty thousand taels.”

Everyone swallowed dryly as greed clouded their thoughts.

“Even split ten ways, that’s three thousand taels each.”

“I’ll probably get more than that, though.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because the rest of you bastards will probably be dead.”

The joke drew chuckles from the group.

“I heard he’s a high-ranking Association official.”

“Of course he is. Why else would they mobilize everyone like this?”

“Damn it! We’re screwed.”

The last man jutted his chin toward the end of the road, prompting the relaxed soldiers to snap to attention.

CLIP CLOP CLIP CLOP CLIP CLOP!

A group of martial artists thundered past on horseback. The man leading them held out a travel permit, though he had no intention of presenting it properly, and the guards had no intention of reading it. 

Clearly, everyone here was on the same side, and during emergencies, there was no need to stamp every permit. Besides, numerous people had already passed through this checkpoint today. 

When the last martial artist had ridden by, the men resumed their conversation.

“Some lucky bastard among them will probably get to enjoy those thirty thousand taels.”

Everyone sighed. The perimeter was rapidly shifting to the rear. Honestly, there was no longer any reason for them to camp out here.

“Looks like it’s almost over, seeing how they’ve all been sent to the rear.”

“I know, right?”

Suddenly, a carriage came rushing from the opposite direction, bearing a flag with the Evil Coalition’s insignia. Unlike last time, the guards stopped it.

The man in the driver’s seat held out a stack of papers. “I’m transporting supplies to the border region,” he said.

“Aren’t all the men moving to the rear?”

“We passed them on the way. This is a revised order, stamped after the mobilization. We have to go all the way out there and back, or we’ll get chewed out during the audit.”

“What a pain in the ass.”

The man casually glanced at the cargo area, which was packed with supplies.

Another martial artist returned the verified permit to the driver. “You’re good to go.”

“I’ll bring back a bottle of booze on my way through.”

“Haha, that’d be great.”

The carriage rolled through and sped away.

That night, numerous martial artists passed in the opposite direction, but the carriage never returned.
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As soon as they learned of the enemy’s destination, Jongri Mun ordered a watertight watch around the Vault. The five-circle perimeter was established with the Vault at its center.

The moment those five rings were complete, the attack began.

“Are you certain no one has escaped?”

“Not even an ant has crawled out since we arrived.”

Jongri Mun smiled at his subordinate’s assurance. If the rescuer had gotten hold of herbs, he would surely be focused on treating Cheon Ahseong by now. The Vault’s complete isolation now worked to their advantage.

Soon, instructions for opening the secret vault door arrived from Headquarters, and their work began in earnest.

“By the way, where are the Sword Wraiths?”

“We don’t know for sure, sir.”

“Damn it!”

Jongri Mun scowled. Given the critical situation, he would feel far more at ease if the Sword Wraiths led the charge. Unfortunately, they were so confident in their own skills that they did as they pleased. 

Once this is over, I’m going to punish them severely for letting Cheon Ahseong escape.

When they finally got the vault door open, he urged the martial artists forward. “The one who achieves the greatest merit will receive a generous reward. Don’t forget how important this task is.”

“Yes! We’ll keep that in mind!”

The elite martial artists filed inside.

Jongri Mun had not given his subordinates an accurate picture of their opponents’ skill level. Sacrifices were inevitable. If they became afraid beforehand, the death toll would only rise.

After some time had passed, a subordinate came running in a panic.

“Were they all wiped out?”

“N-No, sir!”

“What is it then?”

“He’s not there!”

“What?”

“He wasn’t in the Vault! We couldn’t find a single trace of the intruder!”

“That’s impossible!”

Jongri Mun panicked. What’s happening? They were supposed to be headed here!

Hak Sun suggested, “He might be hiding nearby after failing to open the door. Search the entire area!”

“Understood!”

The martial artists fanned out. With thousands of men forming a multi-layered encirclement, they could search the area quickly. 

Yet, despite releasing hundreds of dogs and even scent-tracking spirit beasts, they found no one.

Hak Sun said cautiously, “In the end, we couldn’t find him.”

Jongri Mun stood with his hands clasped behind his back, gazing at the setting sun. It felt as though he were watching his own future sink below the horizon, and his heart turned bitter.

In hindsight, he had been rash. He should never have shifted the perimeter so carelessly. At the time, he had been utterly certain, but now he saw it as pure arrogance.

“We’ve been completely fooled.”

“Sir?”

“He never targeted this place to begin with. Getting caught raiding the herb warehouse was all part of his plan. Cheon Ahseong never needed the herbs.”

“How can that be?”

“If he needed them, he wouldn’t have left any evidence at the warehouse. He would have killed everyone there to eliminate the witnesses.”

“So the attacks on the Thousand Ears Sect and the Branch were all a ruse?”

Jongri Mun nodded gravely. Assuming that the injured Cheon Ahseong needed medicine had been the biggest trap of all. He had forgotten that his opponent was the Martial God, a man who could heal himself even without medicinal herbs.

“The rescuer lured us here.”

Hak Sun sighed softly and asked, “Then where are they now?”
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A single carriage sped toward Association territory, smoothly passing through thirty-two checkpoints along the way. At long last, it approached the border.

The skilled driver’s face began to morph.

CRACK, CRACK...

The driver’s features rippled and shifted, finally settling on Crimson Tiger’s face.

The information that Crimson Tiger had gathered from the operations room was not the location of the Evil Coalition Vault. Rather, it was a single, trivial piece of information—details about a supply carriage bound for the Association’s border, including its cargo, origin, and departure time.

Crimson Tiger intercepted the carriage after it was loaded and had set off. He easily subdued the Evil Coalition martial artist driving it, took his place, and borrowed the man’s face using the Thousand Transformations Hundred Faces Art.

Since everyone’s attention was focused on the Vault, no one paid attention to a simple supply carriage. Unknown to them, Cheon Ahseong lay in a small, secret compartment beneath the carriage, deep in slumber.

SWISH!

Suddenly, just as Crimson Tiger arrived at the very edge of Evil Coalition territory, the Sword Wraiths obstructed his path.

“I admit it. You’re incredible!” the Sword Spirit praised.

He truly was impressed by Crimson Tiger. The rescuer’s greatness was of a different sort than Cheon Ahseong’s. If Cheon Ahseong was inherently great, then Crimson Tiger’s feats were accomplishments so great that no one else in the jianghu could have pulled them off.

“How did you know I’d come this way?”

“I figured a kid like you wouldn’t be so foolish as to march into the heart of the Coalition on your own.”

The Sword Specter continued where his partner left off. “Besides, we don’t like the Head Strategist much. He thinks he’s brilliant, but he does nothing but play mind games.”

Crimson Tiger slowly climbed down from the carriage. He had hoped things would go well until the end, but it seemed that was too much to hope for.

He pulled the still sleeping Cheon Ahseong out from the compartment beneath the carriage. He didn’t know how the fight would unfold, so he couldn’t just leave him there. Despite the difficulty, it was better to fight with the Association Chairman on his back.

Crimson Tiger hoisted Cheon Ahseong up and tied him securely with a large towel he found on the driver’s seat.

SHIIING!

Spotting a chance, the Sword Specter shot across the gap with lightning speed. There was an opening. There had to be. His opponent was openly carrying someone on his back while facing a supreme expert. 

Why would any martial artist with a brain let down their guard like this? he wondered, but there was no time to hesitate.

CLANG!

The sound of clashing weapons rang out once.

SWOOSH!

The Sword Specter flew back to his original position, and Crimson Tiger continued tying up Cheon Ahseong as if nothing had happened.

The Sword Spirit’s eyes widened in shock. There was a long gash on the Sword Specter’s arm, and blood was streaming from it. 

Both men’s expressions turned grave. Neither of them had bled in a very long time.

Moreover, both swordsmen had clearly seen the exchange. Until now, they were confident that no one in the jianghu could easily block that strike. Nevertheless, this man had blocked it while carrying a person and wounded the Sword Specter’s arm as he retreated. 

At least, if he had not witnessed it with his own eyes, the Sword Spirit would never have believed it.

“You must be the Martial God’s secret disciple,” he said firmly. Given this man’s determination to get Cheon Ahseong out at any cost, that was the most plausible conclusion.

“We have to be careful,” the Sword Specter warned, sealing the acupoints on his arm to stop the bleeding.

Their auras intensified. They had never faced a more critical moment since achieving fame as the Sword Wraiths. Neither relaxed his guard in the slightest.

Crimson Tiger made no attempt to lure them into carelessness. His opponents were supreme experts. It was wiser to focus on his own mind than to waste effort on trickery.

From the moment the duo appeared, he had observed them closely. Their auras were similar yet distinct. At their core, they were both like water, but the feeling was different. If the Sword Spirit was the ocean, then the Sword Specter was a waterfall. If the Sword Spirit was majestic, the Sword Specter was intense.

SHING!

Crimson Tiger drew his sword, his aura turning glacial. He had chosen to confront water with ice.

WHOOOOSH!

The Sword Wraiths could feel the frigid energy pouring off of their opponent. Standing before him was like standing before a vast iceberg. 

This was different from the killing intent one radiates to intimidate an opponent. It was a power that truly chilled one to the bone.

ZING!

Soul Crusher let out a long cry, and the two men’s swords answered.

The Sword Wraiths sensed it. Whether the fight would be a contest of inner qi, technique, or a brawl, it would not last long. Someone’s heart would be pierced in the blink of an eye.

An immense energy swirled around the three of them.

SHIIING!

The Sword Wraiths flew forward at once, shoulder to shoulder. They moved as one body, as though a single torso commanded four arms.

SWOOSH!

Two swords streaked toward Crimson Tiger’s neck and heart as if propelled by a single gust of wind.

“Hahp!” the Sword Specter shouted, nearly crying out in triumph. He had felt his sword pierce Crimson Tiger’s heart.

Unfortunately, it was an illusion. Crimson Tiger had dodged the blade so narrowly that it created the sensation of a clean hit.

Crimson Tiger brought his sword down on the two men’s wrists so quickly that a chill shot down both their spines. By a stroke of luck, they narrowly escaped with their lives, but they nearly had their wrists severed. 

Just like that, their opponent dodged and counterattacked in rapid succession, never allowing them to pull back and regroup.

CLANG CLANG CLANG!

Crimson Tiger pressed the Sword Spirit, their blades clashing in a furious flurry. To an ordinary martial artist, their attacks would have seemed aimless, but in reality, every motion was a deadly strike aimed at a vital point.

CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!

A struck the Sword Spirit as the exchange reached its peak.

I’m being pushed back!

The Sword Specter, who had been watching without a chance to intervene, leaped in without hesitation.

SWOOOSH! CLANG!

After knocking the Sword Specter’s sword aside, Crimson Tiger sprang back.

For a moment, the Sword Spirit had an opening to counterattack, but he couldn’t.

ZING...

His sword was quivering so badly that it was difficult to wield it with any precision. 

Although Crimson Tiger’s attacks were astonishingly fast, they were not so fast as to be unblockable. The problem was his power. The man’s strength and qi simply overwhelmed his own.

“Are you alright?” the Sword Specter asked, worried.

The Sword Spirit nodded blankly, but the Sword Specter could sense his partner’s distress. He was not alright. 

That was exactly why he had asked. The man needed to pull himself together.

“The Martial God raised his disciple well.”

Crimson Tiger gave no reply. He could tell that his opponents were trying to buy time, and he wasn’t about to be drawn into their game.

Kicking off the ground, he rushed at the Sword Specter.

CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!

A flurry of exchanges followed. 

Even then, Crimson Tiger did not use the Asura’s Eight Narakas. To display its true power, he had to exhaust all his qi. Since he was currently carrying Cheon Ahseong, however, he had to avoid a contest of qi if at all possible. This was also why he relentlessly pressured the duo.

CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!

His exchange with the Sword Specter was shorter than the one with Sword Spirit. Just as the Sword Spector was about to fall, the Sword Spirit thrust at Crimson Tiger’s shoulder.

CLANG!

Crimson Tiger fiercely batted away the Sword Spirit’s blade and retreated.

The Sword Wraiths exchanged glances and nodded simultaneously. No words were necessary for them to reach a single conclusion.

The Sword Specter inched away from the Sword Spirit, but he was not retreating to the side. He was circling behind Crimson Tiger.

Crimson Tiger understood their strategy immediately. The Sword Specter was angling for Cheon Ahseong, who was tied to his back. After all, the Association Chairman was their target. At the very least, the enemy swordsman probably hoped to rattle him into making a mistake. Like it or not, Cheon Ahseong was their hostage.

Sure enough, the Sword Specter positioned himself to Crimson Tiger’s right. From there, Cheon Ahseong was completely exposed. 

Crimson Tiger sighed inwardly. As expected of unorthodox masters, despite being supreme experts, they felt no shame in resorting to dirty tricks. To them, the true disgrace was failing to defeat an opponent after stooping to such methods.

“No matter what you do, the Martial God will die today,” the Sword Specter declared coldly and deliberately in an attempt to shatter Crimson Tiger’s composure.

Regardless, Crimson Tiger remained calm, so much so that it surprised even him.

He realized it stemmed from confidence. Had he not gained some measure of enlightenment while breaking through the perimeter and fighting his way here with an injured Cheon Ahseong, he surely would have been unnerved.

My martial arts have risen another level.

He had completely mastered both the Asura’s Eight Narakas and the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers, yet even within the realm of complete mastery, different stages existed. He had climbed one more rung of that unfathomable ladder.

Looking back, he realized that his qi had been drained and refilled more than a dozen times during this arduous journey. Although his enemies were too inept to pose a real challenge, their sheer numbers had forced him to optimize his use of inner qi.


“An expert grows even while eating, shitting, and sleeping. An expert only regresses in one case—when he becomes a coward. An expert is someone who aspires to excellence, who strives to be the absolute best. If such a person starts crawling on the ground, how can he hope that his wings, soaked in filthy mud, won’t get caught in a rock crevice?”



Now, he finally understood his master’s words. Moments before, he had felt overwhelmed by the Sword Wraiths. However, the instant he saw the Sword Specter targeting Cheon Ahseong, his perception of them changed.

Instead of anxiety, he felt absurdity. Instead of anger, he felt pity. Instead of worry, he felt confident in his victory.

Above all, he refused to die a dog’s death here, with winter just around the corner.

Crimson Tiger drew a deep breath. He would settle the match with his next move. He did not want to lose this feeling—this certainty that he could cut them both down in a single strike.

I will cut them down. I can cut them down!

SWISH!

The Sword Wraiths launched a coordinated attack, engaging from both the front and the right.

Crimson Tiger thrust Soul Crusher forward with lightning speed.

SHIK! SWISH! SHING! TING! SWOOSH! SPLURT!

Three different sword winds, an unidentifiable impact, and the sound of flesh being torn apart.

And then, deafening silence. For a brief moment, no one moved.

TWITCH!

The first to stir was the Sword Spirit. Raising a hand, he touched his neck. Blood gushed from between his fingers. Soul Crusher had slit his throat. 

He staggered backward, desperately trying to seal the wound, but it was too deep. While he was a great expert, he wasn’t great enough to reattach a severed neck.

SPURT! SPURT! SPURT!

The Sword Spirit crumpled to the ground, dead.

Crimson Tiger slowly turned his head to the right. Soul Crusher was buried precisely in the Sword Spirit’s heart.

“Ah!” he exclaimed, thrilled by his success. 

He had cut down the Sword Wraiths in a single move.

CLANG! SLAP!

Suddenly, the Sword Specter’s sword, which had passed by his face, struck Crimson Tiger’s cheek. Someone had deflected the blade.

Crimson Tiger whipped his head around in surprise. “Association Chairman?”

Cheon Ahseong, who had opened his eyes at some point, grunted, “Were you trying to commit suicide while carrying me?”

“What? Ah!”

Only then did Crimson Tiger realize that Cheon Ahseong had deflected the Sword Specter’s blade, causing it to miss. That unidentifiable impact had been the Chairman deflecting the sword. Had it not been for him, he would have perished along with the Sword Wraiths.

Crimson Tiger stared blankly at Cheon Ahseong, whose complexion had improved considerably. “...I thought I could do it.”

“I know that feeling. The feeling that you can win, that you can succeed for sure. That, too, is a type of inner demon.”

“Inner demon?”

“Yes, an inner demon. They usually appear when one’s martial realm transcends a level. You become arrogant, believing you can win against anyone. For a martial artist, there is no tougher inner demon to overcome.”

Crimson Tiger immediately understood that Cheon Ahseong wasn’t talking about him so much as he was talking about himself. The Chairman’s decision to challenge the Coalition Leader simply because his martial arts had improved was born of the same arrogance that had driven him to carelessly attack the Sword Wraiths.

Cheon Ahseong looked around. “By the way, where are we?”

“Once we cross that river, we’ll be in home territory.”

“You must have gone through a great deal to get here.”

Crimson Tiger nodded. He could tell that Cheon Ahseong had mostly recovered from his internal injuries, yet somehow, the Chairman still wouldn’t climb down from his back.

“Since you’ve already suffered this much, why not suffer a little more?”

“Of course.”

Crimson Tiger quickened his pace. By now, the Coalition would have discovered that he was not in the Vault.

Luckily, the boat was right where he had hidden it before infiltrating the Coalition. With Cheon Ahseong on his back, he hopped aboard.

The boat slowly crossed the water. Just as it had been the day he left, the river was thick with fog.

Cheon Ahseong didn’t dismount, even aboard the boat. He had always been hailed as the Martial God. Being carried on someone’s back was unthinkable and unnecessary. He wondered if he would ever experience this again.

Suddenly, he was reminded of a conversation he had with a woman long ago, as he carried her on his back.


“You have to carry me for a very, very long time.”



For a moment, he swore he could feel her warm breath on his skin.

He let out a light sigh. “Do you have someone you love?”

“...!” Crimson Tiger hesitated. He didn’t want to lie, but he couldn’t say yes either.

Fortunately, Cheon Ahseong rambled on without waiting for an answer. “Treat her well. Don’t entertain the foolish idea that you can always make it up to her later. Leave no room for regret.”

“...I understand.”

Crimson Tiger was stunned. The realization that Cheon Ahseong was human, too, struck him like a bolt of lightning from a clear sky. Everyone who lived in the jianghu had a story, and the same was true for the world’s strongest martial artist.

When the boat reached the shore, Yeon sprinted toward them, smiling joyfully. “Crimson Tiger!” Upon seeing Cheon Ahseong on his back, though, she quickly prostrated herself. “Association Chairman, congratulations on your safe return.”

“Rise,” Cheon Ahseong said gently.

Yeon carefully stood up, her face a complex mix of emotions. She hadn’t left this spot once since Crimson Tiger had left, even requesting to receive all the messages from the handlers’ network here. She had kept her promise to wait for him to return.

Cheon Ahseong smiled. “You have a good subordinate.”

Crimson Tiger nodded and grinned. “She’s not a subordinate. She’s a friend.”

“A friend? Good, very good.”

Yeon lowered her head bashfully. The word ‘friend’ stirred something in her.

Crimson Tiger extended his hand to her. 

Yeon took it. From his hand, caked with dried blood, she could read everything he had been through. His hand smelled of death, yet it was as warm as the day he had left.

Crimson Tiger asked warmly, “Was everything alright here?”

Yeon sighed. “A lot has been happening here, too.”
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“Are you trying to kill me?” Soeun asked.

Ju Hwayin smiled faintly. “Why would you think that?”

Soeun snorted. “Because that’s the kind of woman you are.”

Despite her words, she was calm. When she was first kidnapped by an unknown assailant, she was overwhelmed by worry. After a few days, however, her heart had grown tranquil.

The fact that her father hadn’t come to rescue her in all that time told her everything she needed to know about her situation. If anything, she was worried for him.

“What happened to my father?”

“Oh my. How did you know? Is blood really thicker than water?”

“Tell me. I have the right to know that much before I die.”

“He’s in quite a difficult spot.”

Soeun’s expression darkened. She could tell her father was in the worst possible situation. “Then, about my request to save my father...”

“Was meaningless. If only you knew how much effort I put into ruining him.”

“What did you do to him?”

“By now, he should be locked in a battle to the death with the Lord of Sword Heaven. Your can only pray that Senior Brother hasn’t been neglecting his training.”

Soeun sighed. She knew that the Lord of Sword Heaven was her father’s father-in-law. Being forced into a duel to the death with such a man meant that his situation was truly dire.

Ju Hwayin shrugged. “Besides, even if I wanted to help now, it’s already out of my hands.”

Soeun’s eyes gleamed with venom. If she could kill Ju Hwayin, she would have done so right then and there, but her qi was sealed. No, even at full strength, she couldn’t hope to defeat this opponent.

“I honestly didn’t want to kill you. I had hoped that you wouldn’t have to die, either.”

“Cut the crap and just kill me. Saying things like that won’t make you a good person.”

Ju Hwayin smirked. “Yes, you’re right.”

She drew her sword. Toying with the girl any longer would be an insult to her Senior Brother.

By now, he too must be a cold corpse on some floor. Sin Paegeuk, the Lord of Sword Heaven, was not one to stand idly by after losing his daughter. More importantly, the man knew exactly how brutally Sin Yeongyeong had died. Even if he could not bring himself to kill Baek Museong for the sake of the future, he could never make a comeback again, not unless their master was here.

Ju Hwayin approached Soeun, but rather than spewing curses and insults, Soeun closed her eyes. She did not want to spend her final moments spewing hate.

She thought of her mother instead. Next was her father’s. The last face to surface was Crimson Tiger’s. She smiled at the thought of seeing all three of them again. 

If I cannot avoid death, I’ll at least meet it with dignity.

Ju Hwayin raised her sword.

CLANG!

Ju Hwayin’s blade flew across the room and embedded itself in the wall.

The iron door opened, and someone strode in.

Ju Hwayin and Soeun, who had opened her eyes to see what was happening, gasped in surprise. An unfamiliar man had entered the room. Moreover, he was the one who had fired a finger qi bullet through the small window in the iron door and knocked Ju Hwayin’s sword away. 

The man was, of course, Crimson Tiger. He was still wearing the mask he had used on his mission, so neither of them recognized him.

“Who are you?”

“I came to save Miss Soeun.”

“Who sent you?”

Crimson Tiger gave no answer.

The three people’s gazes intertwined in the air. Both women stared intently at him, before crying out at the same time.

“No way! It’s you!”

Although Crimson Tiger’s face and voice had changed, the two women recognized him.

Crimson Tiger did not deny their words. There was no longer any need to do so.

Soeun’s face flooded with emotion, ad tears spilled from her eyes. “...You were alive.”

In contrast, Ju Hwayin was emotionless. “You didn’t die?”

Crimson Tiger nodded.

Ju Hwayin let out a long sigh. “Right. You’re not someone who dies easily.”

Her heart pounded as anxiety gripped her. Someone who should never have appeared here had appeared. This meant that a serious problem had arisen in her plans.

In a trembling voice, she asked, “Where are you coming from?”

Crimson Tiger responded with a question of his own, his voice as calm as still water. “Are you afraid?”

“Yes.”

“Of what?”

“That you’ve ruined all my hard work.”

“I haven’t ruined your work. I just did what I had to do.”

“Don’t tell me...you rescued him?”

“So... you’re the one who sabotaged him.”

Crimson Tiger confirmed that his hunch was right. If not for Ju Hwayin’s conspiracy, Cheon Ahseong would never have ended up in such a crisis.

“The Association Chairman has gone to meet the First Young Lord and the Lord of Sword Heaven. What you’re imagining won’t come to pass.”

Ju Hwayin sighed deeply. With her Master’s return, all her plans had fallen through. The core of her scheme had been his death, after all. 

Now, all that remained was to pay the price.

“Are you going to kill me?”

Crimson Tiger shook his head. Punishing her was not his role. Even without him, there were plenty who would, like Cheon Ahseong, Baek Museong, and Sin Paegeuk.

“Aren’t you afraid? Of what a cornered, spiteful woman like me might do?”

Ju Hwayin’s remark was directed at Seohyeon. She knew what Crimson Tiger feared more than anything else.

Crimson Tiger nodded and answered honestly. “I am afraid. Very.”

The two gazed at each other, their eyes brimming with tangled emotion.

“A person who desires nothing has no fear. But you and I both want something desperately, don’t we?”

Ju Hwayin fell silent. He was right. He was terrified of losing Seohyeon, and she was terrified of losing power.

But at the same time, she thought he was wrong. When one desired something desperately enough, fear no longer mattered. Genuine desperation was bound to bring courage.

Crimson Tiger asked calmly, “Will you do it?”

For a moment, Ju Hwayin squeezed her eyes shut. She could not bear to meet his gaze, which seemed to ask, ‘You shouldn’t do that, you can’t do that, right?’ She didn’t want her true feelings to be revealed through her eyes. She didn’t want him to know that, from the very beginning, she had never intended to do anything to his daughter.

“I might. I’m a very bad woman, after all...” Ju Hwayin turned away. “I shouldn’t have saved you that day.”

For a moment, Crimson Tiger’s heart ached. The person who had saved him in the past was, without question, this bitch right in front of him.

Ju Hwayin whispered sorrowfully, “You never once truly loved me, did you?”

“...It was the same for you, wasn’t it?”

“No! It wasn’t, not for me. I loved you. If I hadn’t loved you... you would never have survived this long.”

Crimson Tiger snorted. Maybe she was right, but the same was true for him. If he truly felt nothing for her, he would have killed the bitch who dared hold Seohyeon hostage long ago. 

Does she know how I feel? If not, I want to tell her...

He flinched, shocked at himself. It hit him that he still hadn’t forgotten her.

“I... loved you too.”

His voice was barely above a whisper, but both women heard it clearly.

Soeun’s eyes widened. She had never dreamed the two of them shared such a history.

Ju Hwayin’s pupils trembled. “Are you... pitying me, now that I’ve ended up like this?”

“Think whatever you want.”

“But you still haven’t changed. You only ever think of one person.”

“......”

“Then again, that’s why I fell in love with you. I fell for that heart of yours.” Ju Hwayin smiled brightly. “I’m leaving.”

Crimson Tiger always used this phrase when the two of them parted ways after making love. Looking pitiful, she shuffled out of the room.

Lee Dansim stood frozen in the hallway, her acupoints sealed. Crimson Tiger had only subdued her, not killed her.

TAP! TAP!

Ju Hwayin released Lee Dansim’s acupoints. 

“I’m sorry,” Lee Dansim apologized immediately.

Ju Hwayin shook her head. “There’s no need. It’s him, after all.”

Lee Dansim had gathered from the conversation that their opponent was Crimson Tiger.

Ju Hwayin glanced back. “I won’t give up on you until the very end, you know? I’m a persistent woman.”

Crimson Tiger had a feeling she would say something like that, so he offered her sincere advice. “Leave the jianghu quietly. You could be executed when what you’ve done comes to light.”

“I don’t want to. I won’t leave, even if it kills me.”

“Then what will you do?”

“I’ll beg Master. I’ll bow until my forehead splits open, and I’ll convince him to give me another chance.”

Although Ju Hwayin sounded like she was joking, Crimson Tiger suspected she was serious. Her wavering pupils were an obvious indication that not even she knew how to worm her way out of this situation. 

For a moment, he wanted to run to her and hold her. He wanted to protect her. He wanted to take her in his arms and tell her to let go of her greed. 

Still, Crimson Tiger did not act on his urges. Just as he would never change, neither would this woman. Theirs was a toxic love story destined to end in tragedy.

Ju Hwayin smiled faintly as she delivered her final parting words to him. “...But thank you. For saying you loved me. I don’t know how much time I have left... but it will be a source of strength for the rest of my life.”

With that, she turned away.

“I will lead the way,” Lee Dansim said, taking the front.

Ju Hwayin nodded and followed.

As soon as they were gone, Soeun threw herself into Crimson Tiger’s arms. She had overheard their entire conversation, but she didn’t want to hide her romantic feelings.

“I missed you,” she confessed.

Crimson Tiger said nothing. Being loved by a woman so young and beautiful was something he was deeply grateful and happy for.

Nonetheless, that did not mean he could return the love of the First Young Lord’s daughter.

Soeun quietly studied his face. “I know you won’t accept me.”

“It’s the same for everyone, not just you.”

Soeun smiled weakly. From the way he had just spoken to the Third Young Lady, she could tell he meant what he said. 

Is there any other man in the world who could refuse the love of the gorgeous Third Young Lady?

“That makes me feel a little better, at least,” she said bravely. “Also...I don’t really care what your real face looks like. I’ll remember the look in your eyes for the rest of my life.”

The two of them walked side by side, to where Yeon waited for them a short distance away.

Soeun climbed into a carriage parked on the side of the road. The parting saddened her deeply, but it was the path she had to take. She poked her head out the window.

Crimson Tiger smiled. “Be happy.”

Soeun smiled back as brightly as she could. “Yes! I’ll definitely live happily!”

Despite her efforts, however, tears streamed down her face.

The carriage departed, bound for the Alliance Leader’s Hall. If Baek Museong was safe, he would soon be reunited with her.

Finally, he and Yeon were alone.

“You’ve really worked hard!” Yeon exclaimed.

She wanted to hold Crimson Tiger’s hand again. No, she wanted to embrace him, but she couldn’t muster the courage.

“It’s thanks to you.”

“All I did was wait.”

“Knowing you were waiting made me want to come back no matter what.”

“Where did you learn to talk like that? Did you happen to escort some lecherous young master on this mission?”

The two of them exchanged glances and laughed.

Crimson Tiger lifted his gaze to the sky, his eyes brightening as intense emotion washed over him. “L-Look there, Yeon,” he stammered, his voice breaking.

“Ah! Crimson Tiger!”

For the first time, Yeon learned that the Crimson Tiger could shed tears, too. A single, thick teardrop was rolling down his cheek!

Crimson Tiger’s pulse quickened. The thing he had waited so long for finally landed gently on his shoulder.

Snow had begun to fall from the sky, heralding the arrival of winter.


V9C1: Parting Ways

Ju Hwayin strode across the main hall, her steps as graceful as ever. Radiating her usual proud beauty, she approached the heart of the Association’s power.

Cheon Ahseong watched her from his throne, his gaze blank. Before him stood Baek Museong and Sin Paegeuk, the Lord of Sword Heaven. 

Thanks to Cheon Ahseong’s timely arrival, disaster had been narrowly averted. Had he arrived a moment later, one of the two men would no longer be in this world.

As Ju Hwayin approached, Sin Paegeuk’s killing intent intensified. He already knew the truth. Although Baek Museong had killed his daughter, Ju Hwayin was the one who orchestrated it. In his eyes, Baek Museong was unforgivable, but Ju Hwayin’s crime was greater.

Ju Hwayin crossed the long hall and stopped quietly before them. She met their gazes without flinching, as though she were the wronged party.

Her audacity infuriated Sin Paegeuk. “You wench!”

He knew he shouldn’t behave this way in front of Cheon Ahseong, but he couldn’t contain his fury. If he were able to, he would have rushed forward and smashed her head in.

Ju Hwayin turned to face him. “What’s the matter?”

Sin Paegeuk’s expression twisted, and his killing intent was so oppressive that it made the air hard to breathe. He had spent his whole life at the center of power struggles, yet his daughter’s death had shaken him to the core. “What’s the matter? Did you just ask me what’s the matter? Why in the world did you do it?”

Ju Hwayin smiled. “You’re not asking because you don’t know, are you?”

“What?”

Ju Hwayin looked away from him.

“Damned bitch!

Sin Paegeuk lunged forward, but a Cheon Ahseong’s energy pinned him in place. Even injured, his aura overpowered the Lord of Sword Heaven. 

Sin Paegeuk let out a low sigh as he stepped back.

Baek Museong, in contrast, remained composed. He had heard that Soeun was alive. If she had died, he would have been the first to attack, and he would not have backed down as meekly as Sin Paegeuk did.

Ju Hwayin ignored both men. Only one person mattered now. She knelt before Cheon Ahseong. “I’m sorry, Master.”

Cheon Ahseong said nothing, simply looking down at her, his eyes betraying nothing.

“Please forgive me,” she begged once more, but he remained silent.

Unable to hold back, Sin Paegeuk roared, “Did you just beg for forgiveness?”

FWOOSH!

His killing intent erupted, causing Ju Hwayin’s hair and clothes to flutter. He had every right to be angry. 

“My daughter is dead! Because of your filthy, shallow scheme! And you dare ask for forgiveness?”

Sin Paegeuk did not realize she was confessing to a far greater crime. Cheon Ahseong hadn’t told anyone what happened during his duel with Neung Pungbi. 

If Sin Paegeuk had known that Ju Hwayin had tried to kill Cheon Ahseong’s, he would have been thoroughly confused by the man’s lack of a reaction. After all, the lightest punishment for attempting to kill the Association Chairman was a brutal execution.

“Beg for forgiveness with your life!”

His demand was justified. If the matter had concerned only his daughter’s death, he could not have acted so brazenly. Even if she had been discarded, Ju Hwayin was still Cheon Ahseong’s disciple. 

However, because the true target of the scheme was Baek Museong, and conspiring against the chosen successor was a grave crime, he could push harder than he otherwise would have.

Ju Hwayin glanced at Sin Paegeuk, then looked away. It was obvious he didn’t know what a venomous snake his own daughter had been.

Of course, she had no intention of enlightening him. Now that Sin Yeongyeong was dead, any truth would be dismissed as slander. After all, the living were always generous to the dead.

“Kill yourself! Otherwise, you’ll die writhing in agony.”

Baek Museong scoffed inwardly. Sin Paegeuk understood Ju Hwayin as poorly as he had his own daughter. His Junior Sister was not the type to kill herself over something so trivial.

The other three remained silent as if by agreement.

“What are you waiting for? Do it now!” Sin Paegeuk roared, though deep down, he understood Ju Hwayin’s actions. 

He would have done the same in her place. No one knew better than he did how power struggles could drag a person down to the depths of their nature.

Only one thing was left for him now that his daughter was dead. How could he turn that to his advantage? That was the real reason he raged.

At last, Cheon Ahseong broke his silence. “Lord Sin.”

The Association Chairman’s voice was soft, yet Sin Paegeuk felt himself overwhelmed by it. Calming himself, he asked politely, “Yes, Chairman?”

“Leave the child’s punishment to me.”

Sin Paegeuk looked at Cheon Ahseong. The request implied that the Chairman did not intend to kill Ju Hwayin. 

It also meant that he would undoubtedly receive something of value in compensation.

“I understand.”

Sin Paegeuk backed down obediently. Regardless of his feelings, he could not defy the Chairman.

As he turned to leave, his eyes met Baek Museong’s. Their dispute remained unresolved, but the matter could be settled politically. This incident would be buried as a top secret forever locked away in the Association’s dark history.

Baek Museong bowed his head. “I’ll visit you soon.”

“Do so.”

When Sin Paegeuk left, Cheon Ahseong turned to Baek Museong. “Seong,” he said warmly.

“Yes, Master?”

“What about you? What do you think should be done?”

“I’ll abide by your decision.”

Since Cheon Ahseong did not know the truth about their marriage, he had asked carefully, but Sin Yeongyeong’s death brought Baek Museong no grief. In fact, a weight had lifted from his shoulders. 

Still, he had no intention of telling his master that he couldn’t care less about the woman who had been his wife.

Cheon Ahseong nodded. “Very well. Let’s do that.”

“Yes, Master. I’ll take my leave now.”

Baek Museong departed after a polite bow. As he walked away, he thought about the situation. No matter what Ju Hwayin had done, his master would not kill her. 

He felt neither disappointment nor anger at that. Since his master had handed him the Association, he could concede at least this much.

Finally, Cheon Ahseong and Ju Hwayin were alone.

“Why did you do it?” Cheon Ahseong asked pointedly, making it clear that the question was not about Sin Yeongyeong.

“You already know, don’t you?” Ju Hwayin retorted, her sharp voice ringing through the hall. She met her master’s gaze head-on. Intentional or not, her boldness came off as provocative.

“Are you disappointed I came back alive?”

“Yes, I am. I’m very, very disappointed.”

Cheon Ahseong’s expression darkened, closer to a sigh than anger.

Ju Hwayin continued, “I’m so disappointed, I could die. If only you hadn’t returned, Master, that damn Chairman’s seat would have been mine.”

Her voice brimmed with indignation, sorrow, anger, and apology all at once. If her master had been anyone else, her head would have been smashed in one blow. If she had been any other disciple of her master’s, she would already be forced to commit suicide. 

However, her relationship with Cheon Ahseong was more complicated than that. They were people who had once transcended life and death together. 

Words that would have driven Sin Paegeuk insane escaped Cheon Ahseong’s lips.

“Leave, and don’t come back.”

Ju Hwayin sneered. Her master was offering her yet another chance. Such forgiveness was only possible because he was the world’s strongest martial artist. 

And only she could refuse his offer. 

“I don’t want to,” she said firmly.

“Why? Why in the world not?”

“Because my world is here.”

“You’re wrong. This is my world. This is your Senior Brother’s world. Your world is out there.”

“This is your world? Hah! Don’t joke with me, Master. This is nothing but your training ground. A space for you to forget your past.”

SWOOOSH!

Cheon Ahseong’s anger boiled over, turning into a killing intent that threatened to consume Ju Hwayin whole. 

Ju Hwayin felt the pressure bearing down on her like with crushing force, but she remained defiant. “This is my world, and Senior Brother’s world. It was also the world of the junior brothers and sisters we killed. But this isn’t your world, Master. Your world is stuck in the past! That person who died...”

CRACK!

One of the throne’s armrests crumbled to dust.

“Shut up!” Cheon Ahseong barked, shooting to his feet. His voice struck Ju Hwayin like a blade. “Is death what you want?”

Ju Hwayin fired back, “No! I don’t want to die! I don’t want to die! Isn’t that the whole reason I did all this? I just don’t want to die!”

“Then what do you want?”

“Forgive me! Give me another chance!”

“What?”

Cheon Ahseong sighed in disbelief. “And then what? Will you fight Seong all over again?”

Ju Hwayin said nothing, allowing silence to answer for her. She truly didn’t know what to do anymore. She was lost in a fog so thick, she couldn’t see even an inch ahead.

After a long pause, she whispered, “Yes, I’ll fight. I’ll fight and fight until I win.”

Cheon Ahseong advanced toward her slowly, each step heavy with anguish. Stopping before her, he asked one final time. “You truly won’t give in?”

Ju Hwayin smiled faintly and thrust her head forward, daring Cheon Ahseong to smash it to pieces.

For a long time, Cheon Ahseong stared blankly down at her. Baek Museong was right. Ultimately, he could never bring himself to kill her. “...You’re confined to the Repentance Cave.”

Ju Hwayin stared at the dark gray floor. “Fine, but... do you really think locking a woman like me away will change anything?”
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“Yeon, there’s something I have to do before I leave.”

Back at the safehouse, Crimson Tiger threw himself into his work. He had waited for this day for a long time, rehearsing in his mind exactly what he would do when the snow finally fell.

First, he could not simply vanish mysteriously. The moment a Phantom went missing, the Radiant Hall would launch an investigation, mobilizing the handlers’ network and sometimes deploying another Phantom.

Of course, with his skills, he could slip past both the Phantoms and the network all the way to the North Sea. Since he never intended to return, escaping was fairly easy.

The problem was Yeon. Whenever something happened to a Phantom, the handler was held responsible. That meant that if the Radiant Hall couldn’t find him, they would go after her. And if his luck ran out, everything she had done for him might come to light.

He had to wrap things up neatly. He couldn’t leave her to face the consequences of his selfishness all by herself.

Crimson Tiger gazed at Yeon in silence. He could never have come this far without her. His feelings for her ran far deeper than mere romance. For a moment, he considered saying, ‘Come with me,’ but a flood of thoughts silenced his words.

Do I have the right to ask that of her? Can I answer for her life? Is it even the right thing to do? ...No, it’s not. Not when I don’t even know how she feels. 

The mere fact that these doubts were surfacing proved that forcing her to escape with him was not the best choice.

“I have to fake my death one more time,” he concluded.

Yeon could tell that the Crimson Tiger was more restless than usual. She knew how long he had waited for this moment and how excited he was.

She was overjoyed, too, but she was also grief-stricken. The parting she had worked so hard to disregard had finally arrived. No matter how much joy filled her heart, she couldn’t stop the loss that gnawed away at one corner of it.

She looked away to hide the tears welling in her eyes. “I understand. I’ll make the preparations.”

“How long will it take?”

“I’ll be ready by afternoon.”

“Okay, then let’s meet at Yang Su’s Inn later.”

“Mmm.”

Yeon turned to leave, but stopped when Crimson Tiger added, “Thank you, Yeon.”

She forced a smile and replied with deliberate cheer. “You’re welcome!”

As soon as Yeon left, Crimson Tiger set out as well. He went straight to the Mainland Bank, where he kept the money left over from each transfer to the North Sea for Seohyeon’s treatment.

“You want to withdraw everything?” Branch Manager Yang Seohong asked, startled. The sum was in the tens of thousands of taels, and Crimson Tiger had only ever deposited money before.

“Yes, I want to withdraw all of it.”

“O-Of course.”

While Yang Seohong worked, Crimson Tiger looked around the bank. He had sent money to the North Sea from this very place for years. It was precious to him.

At last, Yang Seohong handed over the money. Just in case, he offered, “If you need a bodyguard...”

“I’m fine.” Crimson Tiger declined with a smile.

Yang Seohong nodded. As expected.

He had long been aware of Crimson Tiger’s immense martial prowess. Even Jang Jo, the bank’s finest bodyguard, would tense up whenever the man walked in.

Sensing a final farewell, he followed Crimson Tiger out. His intuition, honed over years of reading people, was correct.

“Thank you for all your hard work,” Crimson Tiger said. His gratitude was sincere. Although it was Yang Seohong’s job, he always made sure the money reached the North Sea Branch safely, allowing him to pay for Seohyeon’s medicine. No words could repay that debt.

“Don’t mention it.” Yang Seohong felt a pang of regret, knowing he would likely never see this client again. Crimson Tiger was the most special customer he had known since he started this job. “Live well, wherever you go!”

“Thank you.”

After another polite bow, Crimson Tiger left.

Yang Seohong stood and watched until he disappeared. Despite his strength, Crimson Tiger had always been polite, though perhaps it was because the money he sent north mattered so much to him. 

Regardless, he hoped the money had done some good. He even found himself wishing that, years from now, the man might walk through their doors again.

“So this is the end,” Deputy Manager Im Chung muttered. He had appeared at some point, eavesdropping from behind the door. “We never did find out who he was.”

“It’s not too late to tail him. Or should I just call out to him?”

Yang Seohong moved to shout after Crimson Tiger, causing Im Chung to recoil in horror. “What are you doing? How much do you hate me? How long is this going to last?”

“It will continue until you stop bringing flowers to my sister.”

Im Chung’s panic subsided. “Ah...”

“Man to man, do you actually like my sister?”

“No, I’m after her fortune.”

“You bastard!”

Before Yang Seohong could smack him, Im Chung scurried back inside, pouting. 

“You idiot. Why would I keep buying her flowers if I didn’t like her? All you know is how to count coins. You don’t understand the first thing about love!”

Yang Seohong sighed and shook his head. His sister, who used to despise Im Chung, wouldn’t stop talking about him. The two had clearly grown fond of each other. Considering her age, he thought it was about time to set a date.

Stepping inside, he glanced back one last time. Crimson Tiger was gone. 

Right. Those who leave, leave. Those who stay, stay and live on.
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After leaving Mainland Bank, Crimson Tiger took care of a few things for Yeon. He had arranged them ahead of time, so only the finishing touches remained.

Finally, he entered Yang Su’s inn. He had chosen to meet Yeon there because he wanted to see Yang Su one last time.

This inn had always been where he rested after a mission. The good-natured Yang Su loved to socialize with his customers, and today was no exception. The innkeeper sat at a table drinking with them.

Crimson Tiger drank alone in a corner. He liked the inn’s unchanging atmosphere and came often. Yang Su’s lively chatter took the edge off his loneliness.

Come to think of it, there were many people he wished he could see again. The first person who came to mind was Gong Cheol. They had spent the most time together, and he had grown fond of the man. He considered visiting him, but then decided against it. After visiting Gong Cheol at his old quarters and voicing his longing, he no longer had the nerve to face the man.

Gong Cheol had shown him more sincerity than he could ever repay. All he could do was wish his friend a happy life. 

Next, perhaps because he was leaving for good, he missed Hong Maerang and Sanggwan Wol, too.

Finally, one last face rose in his mind: Cheon Ahseong. 

He should have met with the Association Chairman one last time, but he decided not to. The moment he saved Cheon Ahseong’s life, he considered every debt repaid. Personally, he wanted to see the elder, but he was done getting tangled up with the Association. Besides, Cheon Ahseong would understand why he left without saying goodbye.

Suddenly, Yang Su sidled up next to him, ready to share a drink. “Hey there! I haven’t seen your face around here before.”

Crimson Tiger smiled, but rose to leave. Over Yang Su’s shoulder, he saw Yeon standing at the entrance. “Stay healthy for a long time, Yang Su.”

Although it was only one line, the message spoke volumes.

Yang Su stared in confusion as Crimson Tiger walked toward the door, his face plainly asking, Have we met before? Was our relationship ever so close that you would say that?

At the entrance, Yeon reported, “Everything’s ready.”
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Jo Saeng looked up from shoveling and scowled at the sky. “Damn! It’s starting to snow.”

“Dig faster before the ground freezes,” Ak Soh nagged.

Both men had snake tattoos on their forearms, marking them as members of the local mob, the White Snake Society, and notorious thugs.

The White Snake Society preyed on common folk and was steeped in every kind of evil. Ak Soh and Jo Saeng were infamous even among them. They disposed of anyone who crossed the organization. Dozens had died at their hands.

Jo Saeng pouted at Ak Soh. You could lift a finger to help, you cursed son of a bitch.

Unfortunately, Ak Soh was his senior, so the filthy work always landed on him.

“Hah, ptui!” he spat.

The spit landed on the corpse beside them.

“Fucking bastard, giving me trouble even on a cold day like this.”

The deceased man was the father of a family who had tried to flee in the night to escape their debt. The plan was to sell the wife and daughter and kill the father because he would only complicate matters later.

“Stop whining. Let’s just finish and get out of here.”

Jo Saeng went back to digging. “Hey, about that bastard’s daughter...”

“What about her?”

“She’s a real looker. How much do you think she’ll fetch?”

“Fifty or so.”

Jo Saeng stopped and turned his head. He had been with the organization for five years and had killed twenty-seven men, so he fancied himself a seasoned pro.

“Fifty? A girl like that’s worth a hundred, easy.”

“You little brat!”

Ak Soh faked a scowl, and Jo Saeng grinned.

Ak Soh shook his head. “You punk. I’ll make sure you get your cut, so get that ugly face out of my sight.”

“Hehe! That’s a promise.”

Jo Saeng picked up his shovel again, and a tune slipped out of him on its own.

“The weather’s rotten, so let’s drink after this. You buy the first round, and I’ll get the second. Remember that bitch from the other day? The one who acted all high and mighty in front of you? I got some drugs from Chu. One drop, and she’ll be the one clawing her clothes off and coming at us~”

He expected Ak Soh to complain, but there was only silence. Puzzled, he looked up... and froze. 

Ak Soh lay crumpled to the side, and a man stood over him, looking down. Blood trickled from Ak Soh’s throat.

Panicking, Jo Saeng scrambled to claw his way out of the pit. “You, who are you...”

THUD!

He never saw the knockout blow coming. Everything went black in an instant.

Yeon stepped out from behind Crimson Tiger.

“Please take care of the rest,” Crimson Tiger said.

Yeon nodded. “Don’t worry.”

Crimson Tiger slung Jo Saeng over his shoulder and leaped away.

Yeon cleaned the site with practiced hands, rolling Ak Soh’s body into the pit and burying it. 

She tucked the murdered father’s body under her arm. Sadly, she couldn’t save him, but at least his family was safe. All that remained was to return his body. The fact that the killers were dead would be a small comfort to the family.

She looked up at the cold, dry winter sky. Dark clouds hung low, promising snow, and not a single bird crossed the barren sky.

The final goodbye was drawing near.
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That night, Eom Baekyang visited Crimson Tiger’s safehouse.

“You said you wanted a raise?”

Crimson Tiger nodded. Eom Baekyang had visited him once before over the mission with the Ironblood Commander and Soeun, but of course, he believed that Crimson Tiger was long dead. This time, he was here to meet the new Crimson Tiger. 

Eom Baekyang sighed. As Director of the Radiant Hall, he didn’t need to take care of this personally, but he came anyway. He still had an unspoken longing for the old Crimson Tiger.

“Is that a human-skin mask?” he asked.

“No, it’s my real face.”

Crimson Tiger was currently wearing the face of Jo Saeng, the man he had just abducted. He suppressed his presence as much as possible and put on the Force-Halving Ring, dulling the sparkle in his eyes so that Eom Baekyang would not sense anything unusual about this new Crimson Tiger.

“You don’t wear a mask?”

“I kill all my targets anyway. Why bother?”

Eom Baekyang frowned.

Crimson Tiger, on the other hand, was satisfied. The man found his arrogance grating, exactly as intended. The less Eom Baekyang liked him, the less he would care when the man turned up dead.

“You want a raise?”

“That’s right.”

“We don’t negotiate terms with the Phantoms.”

“Then why did you come?”

“Because you’re special.”

Eom Baekyang did his best to extend some goodwill. Whether he liked it or not, the new Crimson Tiger was a subordinate under his charge. Moreover, since he was chosen to receive the codename, he was likely the most gifted of the trainees.

“Traditionally, Crimson Tiger and Flying Dragon have always been the finest of the Twelve Phantoms.”

Crimson Tiger lifted his head, his eyes shining with a confidence bordering on arrogance. “Of course.”

“Isn’t your current pay already generous?”

“I heard the last Crimson Tiger got more.”

“Who told you that?”

“We have ears, too.”

Eom Baekyang snorted. “Then you must have heard the rest, too. The previous Crimson Tiger’s skills were unmatched. He was the greatest Phantom in history.”

“I’m the greatest, too.”

“Then prove it.”

“Aren’t I already?”

“You mean those small fry you’ve cleaned up so far?”

Eom Baekyang shook his head. New Phantoms were always given easy jobs at first, and this one was no different.

Stupid greenhorn. If you knew what the last Crimson Tiger did, you’d never dare open your mouth like that.

Regardless of his thoughts, he said pleasantly, “If you succeed in the difficult missions, your rewards will increase.”

“Then give me something fun to do.”

Eom Baekyang drew an order from his robes and held it out. He had expected this and brought it himself. This mission was a rung harder than anything the new Crimson Tiger had faced.

“Fufufu! Let’s hope it’s actually a tough one.”

Crimson Tiger looked over the order, exuding the confidence of someone who could complete it in his sleep.

Watching Crimson Tiger’s greedy eyes, Eom Baekyang concluded that this man would not die of old age. 

The previous Crimson Tiger surfaced in his mind again. He had once asked the man why he did this work, and the answer had been simple--money. 

Both new and old Crimson Tigers shared that motive, yet they could not have been more different. For that reason, the longing would not leave him.

Sighing, he turned to leave. “Serve the Alliance faithfully.”

Crimson Tiger called after him, “Fufufu! Certainly, as long as you pay well.”

Missing the old Crimson Tiger more than ever, Eom Baekyang left the safe house.

Only after he was gone did Crimson Tiger’s eyes return to their usual calm state. Yeon also appeared from behind him. 

Crimson Tiger steeled his nerves. Everything was unfolding according to plan. As long as Yeon was his handler, there would be no trouble. Even the director had mistaken him for Jo Saeng, paving the way more smoothly. Now, only one thing remained--faking his death during the new mission.

Meanwhile, Yeon sighed as she felt the impending parting looming ever closer.
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“Please spare me!” the man begged, but the masked figure remained unmoved. “I’ll pay you more. Double... No, ten times as much!”

A sneer curled the masked man’s lips. “You’ve got quite a fortune, it seems.”

“I do! All of it! Everything I own! Just spare me!”

“A pity. Had I taken your contract first, I’d have made more.”

The masked man was the notorious jianghu assassin Dark Moon, who was famous for never failing to kill his targets.

“It’s not too late! However much they paid you, I’ll pay ten times that. Kill the one who hired you!”

Dark Moon was also famous for being deaf to money, which sank the doomed man into utter despair.

In response to the plea, Dark Moon said coldly, “Do I look like I do this for money?”

The man could see the primal killing intent in Dark Moon’s eyes. His foe was a born killer, an assassin who relished in the act of killing.

Dark Moon leveled his sword, and the terrified man dropped to his knees.

“Please! Spare me! Take everything I own!”

Dark Moon’s blade, poised to fall, froze in place. Sensing a presence behind him, he spun around. 

Crimson Tiger stood a dozen steps away, still wearing Jo Saeng’s face. 

Dark Moon’s expression hardened. The fact that someone had come so close without him noticing disturbed him.

“Who are you?”

SHING!

Crimson Tiger offered no answer except for the ring of Soul Crusher being drawn from its sheath.

Startled, Dark Moon asked, “Don’t tell me... a double contract?”

He suspected that he was being double-crossed, with one assassin sent to kill the target and another sent to kill the first assassin. In his line of work, this suspicion came naturally. 

However, if that were the case, his adversary had revealed himself too soon. He should have waited until the target was dead.

“I’m from the Association,” Crimson Tiger said.

For an instant, relief flickered across Dark Moon’s face. “Hah. A dog of the Association.”

Crimson Tiger sneered. He understood the man’s confidence. Assassins did not fear the Association’s martial artists. They feared only other assassins, the only ones who were familiar with their tricks. After all, assassins were trained to overpower stronger opponents using underhanded methods.

“Save me!” the man screamed, bolting toward Crimson Tiger.

SWISH!

Dark Moon’s hidden weapons streaked after him.

The man flipped and stumbled. Crimson Tiger had released a finger qi bullet a split second earlier, striking him down before the weapons could land. Hit squarely on his sleep acupoint, the man fell unconscious. 

Dark Moon felt something tighten inside him. “Not bad.”

He flung a throwing knife in ambush, recognizing that his opponent was more than he seemed.

SWISH! SWISH! SWISH!

Crimson Tiger easily dodged the knives, but Dark Moon’s sword followed closely behind them, aimed at his heart. Crimson Tiger swayed to the side, and the blade shaved past his chest by a hair.

THWACK!

Dark Moon flew backward and crashed to the ground. He didn’t even know what hit him.

BOOM!

Crimson Tiger closed in and quickly shattered Dark Moon’s signature dagger, Ten-Step Sure Kill, which was crafted to end any foe within ten paces. He was met by dozens of poisoned needles, but Soul Crusher swept through the air, knocking down them all.

CLANG!

Dark Moon’s eyes widened at the impossible sight. As far as he knew, no one could swing a sword that fast. Even if they could, it was impossible to bat down every needle aimed at every vital point in a single motion. 

How?

Having accomplished the impossible, Crimson Tiger strolled over and sealed Dark Moon’s acupoints as casually as picking up a dropped coin.

Dark Moon’s eyes bulged. “What... are you?”

Crimson Tiger silently plucked the hidden weapons from Dark Moon’s hand.

“Why aren’t you killing me?”

Dark Moon knew the Association had a kill-on-sight order out for him. He should already be dead. There was no reason to seal his acupoints and disarm him.

Just then, Yeon appeared and laid the unconscious Jo Saeng on the ground.

“Hah!” Dark Moon gasped. Crimson Tiger’s face was exactly the same as Jo Saeng’s.

Without delay, Crimson Tiger fired Dark Moon’s hidden weapons into Jo Saeng’s body.

THUD THUD THUD THUD THUD THUD THUD!

Riddled with throwing knives, Jo Saeng died on the spot.

Crimson Tiger tossed the remaining knives aside and approached Dark Moon.

“What is this? What are you going to do with me?”

“You killed me and fled.”

“What?”

SWOOSH!

Soul Crusher slit Dark Moon’s throat open. After that, Yeon set about disposing of the body of a man who died never knowing why he was killed.

SIZZLE!

The witness who had watched him fight Dark Moon was now dead, pierced by Dark Moon’s signature weapon. His cause of death was beyond question.

Yeon would take care of the rest. Even if Eom Baekyang came sniffing around, nothing would come of it so long as he believed that Jo Saeng was the new Crimson Tiger.

With that, Crimson Tiger’s preparations to leave the Association were complete.

He and Yeon looked at each other in silence. There was so much to say, but the words wouldn’t escape their lips.

“I hope you’ll be happy,” Yeon finally managed.

She smiled brightly, forcing joy into her face. She gave the finest performance of her life.

Some love found happiness in holding hands, while others found happiness in longing alone. She was certain hers was the latter, so she chose to send him off gladly. 

The Crimson Tiger she had watched over deserved to live happily with his daughter. She wanted to protect that happiness, and saw no place for herself in it.

There was also her work as a spy handler, which she had devoted her youth to.

Right, this is my job.

Yeon looked on as the last traces of the Dark Moon melted away. The sight defined her life. She was someone who could defile a corpse without hesitation and erase it from the world forever. She did things that ordinary people could not even dream of without hesitation. 

She knew this was a kind of self-loathing, but it was also a truth she couldn’t escape.

She smiled brightly and repeated herself. “I truly hope you’ll be happy...!”

Crimson Tiger opened his arms wide and embraced her.

Yeon’s heart hammered so hard she thought it would rupture. Hearing a heartbeat that meant goodbye rather than affection was painful. She desperately wanted to follow Crimson Tiger, but she didn’t have the courage to ask. She counted herself lucky just to breathe in his scent one last time.

“Be careful.”

“Okay.”

Crimson Tiger held her tight, then stepped back and pulled out a letter. “Read this later.”

Yeon took it with trembling hands. “Okay.”

“I’m leaving now.”

“Your daughter’s treatment will succeed. I know it.”

“Thank you.”

Crimson Tiger flashed her a bright smile and turned away.

A little way off, he paused and looked back. Yeon smiled and waved. He smiled in return, turned around again, and this time, he didn’t look back.

Only when he had shrunk to a distant speck and faded from view did tears finally spill from Yeon’s eyes.


V9C2: Reunion

As he tore through the forest, Yagong wondered if he had ever run this desperately before.

“Damn it! Dammit! Dammit!”

Curses spilled forth endlessly. He had allied with Ju Hwayin, and the result was disastrous. Her plot had failed, and the consequences were catastrophic.

As soon as he learned that the First Young Lord knew of his involvement, he bolted from the Association without a second thought. The First Young Lord would never let him live. The man was merciless once he marked someone for death. If Milyeong hadn’t thrown her life away to hold off the pursuers, he never would have made it this far even.

Still, his future was bleak. How was he supposed to survive after betraying the Association?

First I’ll lie low for a few years and watch how things unfold.

He could only pray. He knew that if he waited, an opportunity to return would eventually arise. He believed that he was destined for greatness.

Little did he know just how cruel destiny would be.

Yagong stopped dead in his tracks. Jin Chung, Baek Museong’s right-hand man, stood in his path.

“Where are you off to in such a hurry?” Jin Chung asked, sneering.

The blood drained from Yagong’s face. Jin Chung had caught up with him. The whispers of the grim reaper rang in his ears, telling him his time was up.

Yet, he clung to the one thread of hope that Jin Chung had not come here to kill him.

“It’s been a while.”

“Indeed.” Jin Chung nodded, approaching slowly.

Yagong suppressed the urge to retreat as he asked, “What brings you here?”

Jin Chung smiled faintly. “I’ve been waiting for you, Branch Manager.”

“For me? Why?”

“I have something to give you.”

“What is it?”

Jin Chung said nothing, only drawing closer to Yagong.

Yagong stepped back. “Do you mean to bury that sword in my body?”

“Didn’t the Third Young Lady warn you? Fail, and you die.”

SWOOOSH!

Jin Chung lunged, and Yagong thrust out both palms.

BAM! BAM! BAM! BAM!

Sword qi rippled along Jin Chung’s blade as he deflected the palm strikes. At the same time, a tree behind Yagong toppled, cleaved clean through. Jin Chung swiftly countered the palm technique with another wave of qi.

Yagong hurled himself sideways and rolled across the dirt. Jin Chung gave him no room to breathe. He resisted with everything he had, but as the Mystery Pavilion Master, he had only ever held a writing brush. He was no match for the First Young Lord’s aide.

SLICE!

A deep gash opened across Yagong’s arm, knocking him over. Jin Chung’s sword descended toward the fallen man’s chest.

SWISH! SWISH! SWISH!

Suddenly, a flurry of hidden weapons streaked toward Jin Chung’s back.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

Jin Chung batted them from the air with a sweep of his blade. 

Ganghae, Yagong’s other subordinate, had come to the rescue.

“Get out of here!” Ganghae shouted as his sword collided with Jin Chung’s, creating a shower of sparks.

He slashed at Jin Chung with all his might. While he was skilled enough to serve as Yagong’s right-hand man, however, his opponent was Baek Museong’s direct subordinate. The gulf between them mirrored the one between their masters.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! SQUELCH!

Several dozen exchanges later, Jin Chung split Ganghae’s chest open. Ganghae collapsed, spewing a fountain of blood.

Jin Chung whipped around, but Yagong had already vanished. Still, he wasn’t worried. He strolled unhurriedly in the direction Yagong had fled. 

There was a reason for his ease.

Yagong soon came into view. A dozen men surrounded him, Baek Museong among them.

“Oh my. Who would have thought you’d come here in person, Young Lord?” Yagong droned tonelessly. Knowing the end was near, he actually felt his panic subside.

Baek Museong nodded. “I should at least show you that much courtesy.”

Yagong smirked. For a moment, he considered begging. Surely a mind like his had its uses. 

He discarded the thought almost immediately. If he were truly needed, none of this would have happened.

“Hmm, this isn’t too bad.”

Smiling faintly, he looked up at the sky. Dying here under the open sky was better than dying in a stuffy warehouse or a filthy back alley. All of this had been of his own choosing. Had he sided with the First Young Lord from the start, Gu Yangseo would be the one standing here today.

“I have no regrets.”

Baek Museong grinned. “I figured you’d say that.”

Yagong thought about cursing him, then let it go. He had already found peace and intended to die with dignity. “I hope you achieve greatness.”

“Let’s meet as friends in the next life.”

SHUNK!

Jin Chung’s sword erupted from Yagong’s chest, thrust in from behind.

Yagong crumpled to the ground. He had spent his life tending plants, dreaming of a bountiful harvest to reach the very top. Although he never got to taste the fruit, he had given his all to his dream.

This is good enough for me.

With that last thought, Yagong breathed his last. Jin Chung wiped the blood from his blade and approached Baek Museong.

The bloody purge had begun. One by one, the key figures of Ju Hwayin’s faction would be wiped out, as was the victor’s right.

Jin Chung asked gravely, “Do you truly mean to let the Third Young Lady live?”

“Master cherishes her, you know.”

“That’s exactly why she must die,” Jin Chung said flatly.

“Jin Chung!”

Jin Chung shook his head and stood his ground. “The Third Young Lady will never give up, and as long as she doesn’t, your position will never be safe, Young Lord.”

“......” Baek Museong knew his aide was right, but he couldn’t bring himself to agree.

“Leave it to me.”

Baek Museong shook his head. “No. Hold off for now,” he said firmly, his eyes making it clear that he had a plan.

Jin Chung bowed subserviently. “Understood.”

Baek Museong looked down at Yagong’s corpse. “...Soon, the right time will come.”
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“Damn it...” Eom Baekyang muttered under his breath as he stared down at the corpse.

He had come to confirm Crimson Tiger’s death after hearing the news. The insufferably arrogant man was now nothing but a body on a slab.

“What got him?”

Hong Sabaek lifted the sheet covering the corpse. Dozens of wounds riddled the dead man’s body, but he pointed to one in particular. “One of Dark Moon’s signature weapons.”

“Fuck!”

Eom Baekyang scowled. If he had known it would end this way, he never would have gone to meet the man. In fact, he felt as though he had driven the man to his grave. Then again, the man wasn’t the kind of person who would have lasted long on the job.

Hong Sabaek let out a soft sigh. “The Crimson Tigers really can’t catch a break.”

“No, they can’t.”

A bitter taste filled Eom Baekyang’s mouth. This was the second Crimson Tiger they had lost. Of course, the first one had lived a long time compared to the average lifespan of a Phantom, so perhaps this death was inevitable.

For a moment, he felt as if he were watching nature restore its balance, but he quickly shook the thought off.

I have no time to spare for useless musings.

“May I ask you something?” Hong Sabaek asked carefully.

“What is it?”

Why does Crimson Tiger weigh on you so much? I know how important he is among the Phantoms, but...“

“It’s because of the old Crimson Tiger,” Eom Baekyang answered honestly. “For some reason, I can’t stop thinking about him. It’s not just because he pulled off impossible missions or saved the Radiant Hall. I just can’t forget our first meeting.”

“Did something happen?”

“No, nothing in particular.”

“Then why?”

“That’s just it. Nothing happened, yet I can’t forget that day. I can’t forget the look in his eyes. He looked like your average working man who wants nothing more than to earn a lot of money and retire early.”

Hong Sabaek understood. Some small things simply refused to be forgotten. He had his own such memory, one of his grandmother fanning mosquitoes away as he lay with his head in her lap one summers day. That moment stayed vivid in his memory, and he never knew why.

“Well, I suppose I’ll forget in time.”

“I suppose so.”

As they left the morgue, Eom Baekyang sighed, “Tell the training center to send out a new Crimson Tiger.”
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Neung Pungbi sat on a grand throne, his posture slightly askew. Although he had yet to fully recover, his aura was keener than before. 

Everyone in the hall was on edge, knowing that keenness was born of anger.

Jongri Mun stood in the center of the room with a calm, resigned expression. Several men, all experts belonging to the Anti-Jongri Mun Faction, glared at him menacingly.

Dam Cheonwoo stepped forward as their representative. “We demand an explanation, Strategist.”

This hearing was convened to impeach Jongri Mun. Due to his repeated failures against the Association, capped by his failed attempt to kill Cheon Ahseong, he was on the verge of being ousted.

Not only were the Sword Wraiths and four of the Ten Evils dead, there were also hundreds of casualties. However, that was not the crux of the problem. The real issue was that a matter Neung Pungbi had personally taken part in had ended in failure. 

Jongri Mun sighed He had needed to succeed precisely because the Coalition Leader was involved. After his previous failures, he should have stepped down, but he had kept his seat thanks to Neung Pungbi’s patronage. This failure had stripped him of all excuses.

“I will answer for my incompetence with my life,” he said coolly.

“As you should.”

The air was frigid. Even Jongri Mun’s own supporters were powerless to help him. Of course, they all recognized his talent, acknowledging that despite his setbacks, he was an exceptional strategist. Unfortunately, there was nothing they could do. 

“Before that,” the Coalition Leader began, his stern voice gripping the room. “Can you explain why your plan failed?”

No one in that hall valued Jongri Mun’s talent more than he did, yet even he could not understand how things had turned out the way they did. He too had believed that this was a battle they could not possibly lose. That their victory was assured the moment his Wild Dance of the Crimson God struck Cheon Ahseong.

“Why? Why did we fail? What went wrong?”

Every eye turned to Jongri Mun.

“The Association sent an extraordinary master to rescue Cheon Ahseong,” Jongri Mun muttered hesitantly.

“But a perimeter was already in place, right?”

“So what? That crazy guy broke through it.”

Cheonwoo tilted his head in confusion. “How? We set up a five-layered net, didn’t we? Or am I mistaken?”

“You’re not.”

“And it was breached...? Wait, are you telling me that one man broke through our five-layered net to reach Cheon Ahseong, and then escaped back through that same net with an injured old man in tow?”

“Yes.”

“Nonsense!” Dam Cheonwoo cried out angrily. “Are you lying to save your own skin? Do you understand where you are?”

“Every word I said is the truth,” Jongri Mun rebutted tonelessly. “Truth is simply stranger than fiction.”

A stir rippled through the hall as the men exchanged glances. Even though the Evil Coalition’s most skilled fighters were gathered in one room, no one present was confident enough to claim that they could breach the five-layered perimeter.

Amidst the disbelieving stares, Jongri Mun explained, “The rescuer broke through the perimeter in the shortest possible time. He then deceived me by pretending to hunt for medicinal herbs for Cheon Ahseong. Finally, he cut down the Sword Wraiths, rescued Cheon Ahseong, and slipped away.”

That was the whole story.

A heavy silence fell over the hall as everyone reeled from the shocking revelation. Jongri Mun had already offered up his life. There was no reason for him to lie about something that an investigation would reveal soon enough.

After a long pause, Neung Pungbi asked, “Who is the rescuer?”

Jongri Mun hung his head low, blood trickling from his bitten lip. “I don’t know.”

This was what galled him most of all. He had to step down without being able to name the enemy who had ruined him. He would die without getting his revenge.

Neung Pungbi felt the frustration pouring off the strategist he trusted most. “You once told me that in a game, it doesn’t matter how many pieces are lost so long as the opponent’s king is taken and the game is won,” he said.

Jongri Mun nodded. “Yes, I did.”

“I’ve changed my mind.”

Everyone stiffened at the anger in Neung Pungbi’s voice. None of them had ever seen their leader this furious.

“Even if we lose this round, we will take that piece down. Jongri Mun! Find the one who made fools of us and walked away. You are not permitted to die before then.”

Neung Pungbi’s words rolled like thunder through the hall.

Dam Cheonwoo wanted to press for Jongri Mun’s punishment, but he held his tongue. He could tell that Neung Pungbi’s anger wasn’t directed at Jongri Mun, but at Cheon Ahseong’s rescuer. The Head Strategist’s punishment would have to wait.

“From this moment onwards, the Coalition will turn its full attention to one thing alone.”

Neung Pungbi slowly closed his eyes and issued a monumental mandate.

“Find out everything about Cheon Ahseong’s rescuer, by any means necessary. As fast as possible!”
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The moment Kwon Kangho[1] entered the North Sea, he ran like the wind.

He had never run so fast in his life. His heart felt like it was about to burst, but still he refused to slow down. He had dreamed of this day every day without fail for years!

What if something happened while I was gone? What if Seohyeon’s condition worsened? What if... what if...

The only way to drown out his constant dread was to close the distance between them as quickly as possible. If running until his heart gave out was what it took to see her, he would do it without hesitation.

The scenery streaked past. Winter animals, a lone herb gatherer, and even the icicles hanging from the eaves seemed to jump at the sight of a man running faster than a horse or bird. Before they could take a closer look, though, the man had already vanished into the distance.

At last, Kwon Kangho reached the foot of the mountain where the thatched cottage stood. Three figures waited for him in the distance—his Master, Sagong Hu, and Seohyeon.

Seohyeon waved at him.

His mind went blank. He could see nothing but the little girl he loved more than anything else.

BADUMP! BADUMP!

His heart raced differently than it did when he was running. If the brain produced a substance that made a person feel joy, then seven years’ worth of Kwon Kangho’s unspent reserves were pouring out at once. Even just the sight of his daughter, who had grown considerably since he last saw her, made him feel as though he could take flight.

“Daddy!” Seohyeon cried in a voice like a clear, ringing bell.

The world brightened again, and Kwon Kangho came back to himself. “Hyeon!” he shouted, his voice cracking.

Seohyeon ran toward him.

Kwon Kangho panicked. “Don’t run! You’ll fall!”

Fearing she might trip, he rushed toward her. Just before reaching her, however, he slowed and eased to a careful stop, opening his arms wide so as not to hurt her.

WHOOSH!

Seohyeon flung herself into his arms. “Daddy!”

Tears poured down Kwon Kangho’s face. He tried to hold them back, but willpower alone wasn’t enough.

How I ached to hear that word. How I ached to see her!

“Daddy.” Seohyeon gently patted his back, as though to say, You’ve worked so hard, Daddy. 

Kwon Kangho sobbed. His tears just wouldn’t stop flowing. The feeling of Seohyeon’s small hand touching him was beyond anything he had imagined. All the hardships of his past melted away like the snow in spring.

“Daddy, are you crying?”

“N-No?”

No words could describe how Kwon Kangho felt. He was overwhelmed with joy. Regardless of what anyone else might say, he knew he had walked the right path. He would gladly accept any criticism that came his way. For this moment of reunion alone, he was willing to pay any price.

“Hyeon!”

“Daddy.”

Kwon Kangho hugged his daughter tightly once more.

Go Wonjeong and Sagong Hu walked over, smiling.

“You’ve come.”

“Yes.” Kwon Kangho put Seohyeon down and knelt before his master. “Master!” he choked out, his throat clogged with emotion. 

Go Wonjeong took Kwon Kangho’s hand, pulled him to his feet, and embraced him. “Welcome back, my disciple. You’ve been through so much. You’ve suffered.”

Kwon Kangho froze. His master rarely showed his feelings, but today seemed to be an exception. “Master...”

“Let me take a good look at you.”

Their eyes met. 

Kwon Kangho winced at how much his master had aged. He wouldn’t have survived without his master’s wise teachings. They had been the light that carried him through the darkness and guided him away from death.

“Have you been well?” he asked.

“Oh, I’m fine. It’s Elder Sagong here who’s had a hard time.”

Kwon Kangho nodded and stepped toward Sagong Hu.

Sagong Hu waved his hands and took a step back, clearly uncomfortable with the idea of being hugged or bowed to. He had always despised anything troublesome. Smiling brightly, he asked, “Are you hurt anywhere?”

“No.”

“Hmm... Well, your body seems to have gotten even healthier.”

Given his status as the Divine Physician, Sagong Hu could tell that Kwon Kangho’s martial arts had improved through his enhanced physique. Not only had Kwon Kangho’s aura changed, his very flesh had as well.

Of course, Go Wonjeong hadn’t failed to notice that, either. “The lazybones has been through the wringer, eh?” he teased, though he knew his disciple’s feats ran far deeper than that.

“I was very lucky.”

“Luck is a skill of its own.”

Kwon Kangho bowed his head. “It’s all thanks to your teachings, Master.”

“Naturally.”

Go Wonjeong grinned playfully. He was proud of his disciple. It seemed like only yesterday that Kwon Kangho was a lazy, inexperienced boy, but now, he was a grown man and an accomplished martial artist.

Wow, time has really flown, huh?

He tipped his chin toward Seohyeon.

Kwon Kangho turned to find Seohyeon gazing up at him.

He pulled her into his arms tenderly. He knew it was thanks to his master that she was no stranger to him. Go Wonjeong had always told her stories about her father to ensure she would never forget him.

Seohyeon leaned into his embrace. “Daddy, you’re not going anywhere now, are you?” she asked timidly.

Kwon Kangho smiled broadly. “That’s right. I’m not going anywhere.”

“Promise!”

“I promise.”

Seohyeon’s face lit up, and she hugged her father.

PAT, PAT!

She patted his back again, and again his heart lifted.

“Ah! Daddy, Daddy!”

Suddenly, Seohyeon pointed behind him in surprise. A black cat was sauntering toward them.

“Is that your pet cat, Daddy?”

“Yes.” Kwon Kangho nodded. He had brought the cat with him on the way here.

“It’s so cute! Daddy, put me down.”

Kwon Kangho set his daughter down, and she marched up to the black cat without a trace of fear. He felt a flicker of apprehension, but he trusted the cat. It had already bonded with him.

“Look after her from now on,” he said, noticing that Seohyeon was completely captivated by the cat. Although it was a spirit beast capable of tearing an ordinary martial artist apart, she saw it only as a cute kitty.

The black cat swished its tail in acknowledgment. It understood how Seohyeon felt about it, and the feeling was mutual. Licking her hand, it preened for her attention.

Seohyeon scooped the cat up and skipped ahead, while the three men followed behind her.

Go Wonjeong asked hesitantly, “Hey, Kangho... that’s no ordinary cat, is it?”

Kwon Kangho nodded. “Have you heard of the Monochrome Cats?”

Sagong Hu nodded. “I have. Is it one of them?”

“No, this is what you get when the two cats merge and evolve.”

Kwon Kangho gave a brief account of past events.

Sagong Hu blinked in shock. “So the Monochrome Cats were hiding such a secret?”

Go Wonjeong studied the black cat curiously. “It isn’t dangerous, is it?”

“No, and from now on, it will protect Hyeon.”

“Phew! That’s a relief.”

Go Wonjeong’s unease had not entirely lifted, but he trusted that Kwon Kangho knew what he was doing.

“When will you perform the great technique?”

“Now that you’re here, we’ll need to pick an auspicious day. First, though, we need to complete the final preparations.”

“What is it?”

“As you know, we’ve been treating Hyeon with extreme yin qi. For the great technique to work, her body must strike a balance between yin and yang. Therefore, moving forward, we will slowly introduce yang qi into her body. The process will take about half a month. We’ll administer the yang qi as medicine, so it won’t be too hard on her. However, once we begin, we absolutely cannot stop.”

Kwon Kangho nodded. “What are the odds of this treatment working?”

“Fifty percent.”

“!” Kwon Kangho swallowed hard.

Go Wonjeong added evenly, “The odds were lower than that to begin with. Elder Sagong went through no end of trouble to increase it to fifty.”

“Don’t mention it. And you, stop fretting so much. I’ll do everything I can.”

“I don’t know how I could ever repay this debt.”

“Save those words for after the technique succeeds.”

“Do you intend to start the treatment right away?”

“Once it starts, Hyeon will be in pain for a while. After seven days, she won’t be able to go outside at all.”

“Ah.” Kwon Kangho felt a pang of sorrow, but he knew it would all be over soon.

“Spend tomorrow with Hyeon. We’ll begin the day after.”

“Mmm...”

The four people disappeared into the formations protecting the hut.

SHHHHHHH...



Footnotes:

[1] Kwon Kangho: In case you’ve forgotten, Kwon Kangho is Crimson Tiger’s real name. 


V9C3: Growth

The stench of burning corpses lingered in the air.

SIZZLE!

Yeon disposed of the body with an indifferent air and rose to her feet. Stepping outside the building, she encountered a man waiting a short distance from the entrance.

“You’re Yeon, my handler, right?” the new Crimson Tiger asked.

Yeon nodded. “Yes,” she replied flatly.

“How long have you been doing this work?”

“Why are you asking me this?”

“Am I not allowed to?”

Yeon sighed inwardly. The new Crimson Tiger wasn’t exactly a bad person, but something about him made her skin crawl. What he likely considered a relaxed demeanor struck her as sleazy and inappropriate, and beneath the discomfort, she could tell that he saw her as a servant.

Still, she put on a business smile. She had probably used up her life’s fortune getting to work with someone as good as the previous Crimson Tiger, so it was only natural that she would meet someone unpleasant now. She couldn’t expect to meet only nice people forever.

The new Crimson Tiger walked away with a crooked grin, perhaps mistaking her smile as acknowledgement of his advances.

Once he was gone, Yeon deflated, sinking into an indescribable sense of hopelessness. She looked up at the sky. The previous Crimson Tiger should have reached the North Sea by now.

She pulled out a letter from her pocket. She hadn’t opened the one he had given her yet. She couldn’t. Somehow, she felt that the moment she read the letter, it would become a final farewell. For now, she was content simply cherishing the unread letter.

However, as she gazed at it, she suddenly wanted to read it. Only not in a place that reeked of corpses.

Leaping away, she arrived at a distant waterfall.

WHOOSH!

She perched on a rock across from the cascading water, the most beautiful spot in the area.

With a trembling heart, she unfolded the letter. Her eyes widened. She had braced herself for a long message, but the contents were surprisingly simple.

Yeon, remember the White Rabbit support mission? Go to the basement of the place I stayed at back then.

He left out the location in case the letter fell into the wrong hands, which meant the matter was important. The letter was written in a way that only she could decipher.

Half disappointed and half expectant, she headed toward the designated location.

She arrived at the Twenty-Seventh Military Logistics Depot and entered the previous Crimson Tiger’s quarters. The place was still empty because the new depot manager used different accommodations.

Reaching the rear garden, she checked the letter again.

“The basement here?”

Yeon carefully scanned her surroundings and soon found the hidden mechanism that opened the basement door. It was so sophisticated that an ordinary person would never have stumbled upon it, but she was well-versed in such things, so knowing it existed was enough.

CLUNK!

The basement door swung open, revealing the very place the former Crimson Tiger had used as his secret training ground.

Yeon went inside, surprised. She had been here many times before without ever suspecting that there was a hidden chamber below. She activated a device beside the door, which then sealed shut behind her.

Another letter lay on a desk to one side. It, too, contained a single short line.

Yeon, remember the old Shandong mission?

Of course she remembered. She remembered every operation she had ever undertaken with Crimson Tiger.

She carefully examined one of the walls. The key to that mission was finding a hidden mechanism in the wall and retrieving the concealed ledger.

She found exactly that. This time, the device was so sophisticated that she would never have known it existed without his hint.

CLUNK!

A small space opened in the wall, revealing a small box inside.

Yeon took it out and opened it. Inside was one book and three letters. Trembling, she opened the topmost letter.

I figured if it was you, Yeon, you’d be reading this. It wasn’t as hard as you thought, was it?

Tears welled in her eyes. As though Crimson Tiger were standing right in front of her, she answered, “Of course not.”

I want you to know that what you did for me was so valuable I could never repay it, even with my life. Thank you, Yeon. I’ll never forget it.

Yeon let out a soft sigh. Memories of all their missions together drifted through her mind. Reading his words made her miss him terribly. This moment felt so precious and fleeting that she almost didn’t want to read any further.

Yeon, I’ve prepared something for you. It’s a small token compared to what you’ve done for me, so please accept it without feeling pressured. First, open the envelope that came with this letter.

Yeon opened the second envelope. Unlike the letter, it was thick.

What she found inside stunned her. There were a hundred bank drafts, each worth one hundred taels. That made ten thousand taels in total! She could never hope to earn that much in her lifetime.

Her hands shaking, she opened the third envelope. It contained a single document that stunned her even more. It was the deed to a manor, and it listed her as the owner. The document detailed the address, and everything was arranged so she could move in immediately.

“Ahhh.”

She wasn’t so much moved by the fortune the manor must have cost as she was by the location. Once, on the way back from a mission together, she had remarked offhandedly that it would be nice to live in such a beautiful place. The manor stood on that very spot.

Yeon was overwhelmed. She had never dreamed of anything like this.

She picked up the last item, a thin booklet, and her breath caught in her throat. This was the secret manual for the Thousand Transformations Hundred Faces Art. Crimson Tiger, a master of the art, had left its secrets to her.

Knowing exactly how precious the manual was, her heart pounded.

Burn the manual as soon as you’ve learned the technique. I hope you use it if you ever want to leave the jianghu. I don’t know how much help any of this will be to you, Yeon, but I hope it’s useful in some way. Please be happy.

Tears streamed down Yeon’s face. He had prepared all of this for her. Never before had anyone shown her such affection.

His face rose in her mind. She was grateful for everything, yet she wanted none of it.

All she wanted was to see Crimson Tiger again.
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“He’s here,” So Rang reported.

“!” The corners of Seol Iyeon’s eyes trembled.

“He arrived today and went up to the cottage.”

The old men from the Heavenly Council didn’t notice, did they?“ Seol Iyeon asked nervously. The Heavenly Council was watching her every move, looking for any reason to find fault with her.

“They won’t know. We’re taking every precaution with his security.”

Seol Iyeon nodded. In that regard, she could trust So Rang’s work. “When did they say the treatment will be performed?”

“I heard the girl needs preliminary medication first, so the grand treatment will likely come afterward. In any case, I expect it to happen within the month at the latest.”

“I understand. You may go.”

So Rang withdrew.

Seol Iyeon rose from her throne and walked to the window. The familiar scenery of the North Sea Ice Palace felt oddly unfamiliar today. Honestly, it didn’t register in her mind at all.

Far away in the cold northern sky, she saw an illusion of Kwon Kangho’s face. She remembered his simple, innocent smile. If not for their child, she might have forgotten him by now, but Seohyeon made forgetting impossible.

That simple smile had suited him so well. Sadly, she would never see it again.

Moreover, she herself had been a very different person back then. Both of them had changed.

She admitted that she was mostly to blame for all of this. What if she had been there when the illness struck? Maybe everyone’s fate would have changed. Or maybe all three of them would have been killed.

Just then, Bing Oksim entered. “Did you hear the news?”

Seol Iyeon nodded blankly. “Yes.”

“You must not entertain any foolish thoughts.”

“Don’t worry.”

“They’re watching you. They may even know you saved him last time.”

“Then why are they leaving it alone?”

“They must have deemed the charges insufficient to banish you completely. Either way, you’re standing right on the line you must not cross. They’re just waiting for you to slip up.”

“It won’t happen.”

“Iyeon, don’t underestimate them.

“I don’t, but I can’t spend my whole life looking over my shoulder, can I?”

“Sigh... You’re right.”

Bing Oksim held back from pressing the issue further. They always clashed, but she was on Seol Iyeon’s side. Every decision she had ever made had been for her sake, even if it stressed the girl out. 

Someday, when she’s older, she’ll come to understand me.

Seol Iyeon smiled faintly. “Don’t worry too much. I can see the line.”

“Can you truly?”

“I’m not the girl I used to be.”

“A person’s true nature never changes.”

“It does. It really does. Look at me. My sick daughter is right over there, yet here I am, just watching her suffer.”

Seol Iyeon’s words contained self-reproach, anger, and resignation all at once. She had lived as the Ice Empress until now, and would continue to do so. To give up now would leave her with too many regrets. 

Besides, she could only protect her daughter because she was the Ice Empress. If someone deemed her reasons for clinging to power as a sign of cowardice, she would readily admit it.

Most importantly, she could not go back to her daughter or him now. Neither of them would accept her. Still, she never expected her daughter to be terminally ill, or Kwon Kangho to suffer because of the child.

Bing Oksim opened her mouth to scold Seol Iyeon, but eventually just sighed. It wasn’t that she couldn’t understand how Seol Iyeon felt. “Fine, let’s say that’s true. Nevertheless, you must be careful.”

Seol Iyeon nodded. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

There was a time when she hated and despised Bing Oksim, but not anymore. Especially not now, with Kwon Kangho in the North Sea and Seohyeon’s medical procedure right around the corner.

Now was not the time to fight, but to pray.

May the treatment succeed... Please.
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Kwon Kangho was delighted by the sound of Seohyeon’s clear, bell-like laughter. His daughter was brighter and more energetic than ever on her first trip to the nearby village with her Daddy. A black cat trotted along behind them.

“Over there, over there!” Seohyeon pointed excitedly to a small inn. “I come here with Grandpa a lot when I want to eat cold noodles.”

She tugged him inside by the hand.

As they entered, a waiter recognized her at once. “Seohyeon, you’re here!”

“Hello Mister!” she greeted cheerfully.

“No grandpa today?”

Seohyeon beamed. “This is my Daddy!”

She was thrilled. More than the food, she was excited to show off her father to the villagers.

“It’s an honor to meet you! I’m Apal!” The waiter bowed deeply. He looked to be barely past twenty and seemed very kind.

“Nice to meet you.”

Apal looked like he had a lot of questions, but he didn’t ask for any details. Instead, he turned to Seohyeon. “Cold noodles again today?”

“Yes!”

Kwon Kangho raised a hand to stop the waiter from writing down the order. “Is there anything else you want to eat?”

Seohyeon blinked innocently. “I can eat something else?”

Kwon Kangho nodded. He had heard from his master that the extreme yin therapy called for strict diet restrictions, which is why Seohyeon mostly ate cold noodles, even in the village. Cold dishes might be a North Sea specialty, but normally, they were mostly eaten by tourists.

Now, however, the extreme yin therapy was no longer necessary. When the new yang qi treatment began tomorrow, she would fall ill again, and this outing would be their last until the final procedure was finished.

“What do you want to eat?”

Seohyeon hesitated. She couldn’t choose, and understandably so. She had only ever seen other tables being served delicious dishes, but had never tasted them herself.

Kwon Kangho turned to the waiter. “Bring one of everything.”

“Pardon?” Apal blinked, thinking it was a joke.

However, Kwon Kangho was deadly serious. “Bring one of everything,” he repeated himself.

“Understood!”

The waiter ran off, and the kitchen staff sprang into a frenzy over the unexpected order.

“Can we really eat it all?”

“We’ll eat it slowly. We have plenty of time. If there are leftovers, we’ll just leave them.”

“But that would be a waste.”

“It’s okay, because today is a special day.”

“A special day?”

“Today is the day Hyeon and Daddy came to an inn together for the first time!”

“Hehehe, I like that. Actually, I’ve been wanting to try them all too.”

Kwon Kangho smiled. I’ll buy her everything. The most delicious food in the jianghu, the prettiest clothes, everything she wants. Will that spoil her? I’ll worry about that when the time comes. For now, I’ll do anything I can for her.

Seohyeon hopped down from her chair and trotted to the kitchen. She whispered something to the waiter, then returned.

Kwon Kangho asked, “What did you tell him?”

“I told him we ordered too much food, so I asked him to just make three of the best dishes for me. Is that okay, Daddy?” Seohyeon smiled apologetically, worried she might have upset her father.

Kwon Kangho smiled. “Of course. It’s more than okay.”

He lifted her up and sat her down beside him.

Even if I tried to spoil her, it seems she wouldn’t grow up that way. With Master by her side, how could she not be raised well? If anything, once she’s a little older, I might be the one learning from my daughter.

“This is why they say men are so wasteful.”

“Haha, where did you hear that?”

“The Ice Palace Unnie said it! Anyway, do you really need to be told something this obvious, Daddy?”

“Hahahaha!”

That day, Kwon Kangho laughed more than he had in the past seven years combined.
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Kwon Kangho walked with his master along a snow-covered mountain path.

They took frequent breaks while he recounted everything that had happened during his years away. He spoke of Association Chairman Cheon Ahseong and Coalition Leader Neung Pungbi; the power struggle between the First Young Lord and the Third Young Lady; the Twelve Phantoms and the Ten Evils. His master had only heard bits and pieces about these events in his letters, but now he laid everything out in detail.

Go Wonjeong listened in silence. When the story ended, he gently patted his disciple’s shoulder, conveying something deeper than a hundred words could express.

Kwon Kangho froze. His master’s knuckles had grown thinner and his wrinkles deeper. “...I’ll take good care of you from now on,” he whispered, guilt evident in his voice.

Go Wonjeong laughed brightly. “Hahaha, you’d better. I’ve been waiting for this day.”

Kwon Kangho had also lived for this day. He had wished for the years to fly by, but not anymore. If Seohyeon’s treatment succeeded, his wish would be reversed.

Please let time pass slowly from now onwards.

He wanted his master to enjoy a long and peaceful old age, and he would do anything to make that happen.

The two arrived at a wide, open clearing.

Go Wonjeong suggested, “Let’s exchange a few moves. It’s been a while.”

He could feel how far Kwon Kangho’s martial arts had come. Now that his disciple had advanced to a new realm, his perspective must have changed as well.

SHING!

He drew his sword, and instantly, his aura intensified. 

Kwon Kangho smiled. He was overjoyed to feel his master’s powerful presence again.

FWOOSH!

Suddenly, Go Wonjeong’s aura transformed before his eyes.

Kwon Kangho narrowed his eyes. This was an aura he had never felt before. His master’s aura had always been water blue, resembling the sky. Now, that azure light was fading and turning red—and not just any red, but an intense crimson that could set the world ablaze.

He immediately understood what was happening. This was the true essence of the Asura’s Eight Narakas, an extreme yang martial art. His master had judged the time was right to show him the full power of the technique.

An immense wave of energy swept through the clearing. Birds took flight from the trees, and every nearby animal fled into the distance.

Kwon Kangho released his own aura.

FWOOOOSH!

An enormous power radiated in all directions. Like his master, his aura also burned hot and red.

Unlike before, he hid nothing. He was sparring with his master. He had no reason to hide his strength.

Two fireballs faced each other.

“Come!”

“I’m coming.”

SWOOOSH!

Kwon Kangho shot toward Go Wonjeong at blinding speed, but it wasn’t even his maximum speed.

CLANG!

Their swords met, and Kwon Kangho’s wrist throbbed from the force of the impact.

“Get serious!” Go Wonjeong barked.

Catching on, Kwon Kangho leaped backward. Returning to his starting position, he quieted his mind. During the initial exchange, he had held back, fearing that his aging master might falter. Looking back on it now, he realized what an arrogant thought that had been.

FWOOSH!

Kwon Kangho split the space in an instant, crossing fifteen meters in a flash to slash at Go Wonjeong with everything he had.

CLAAANG!

Go Wonjeong deflected the lightning-fast blade, guiding it past his shoulder.

RING!

Both swords rang and trembled.

Go Wonjeong stood still, looking at the two blades. His own sword was the first to fall silent. A moment later, Kwon Kangho’s stopped trembling, too.

“Excellent,” he said, and he meant it. His disciple’s sword quieted later than his own, but considering the difference in their experience, the boy had demonstrated skill equal to his.

Until now, he had believed that taking in the disciple he found scavenging for food in an alley was his own prerogative. He had even thought of it as his destiny, but now he felt otherwise.

It was Kwon Kangho who had chosen him as his master. His disciple, destined for far greater things than he, had chosen him. Nothing else could explain the boy’s advanced martial arts skills at such a young age.

“Now, show me your Asura’s Eight Narakas!”

“Yes, Master.”

Qi flooded into Soul Crusher, coating its edge.

Kwon Kangho unleashed the Asura’s Eight Narakas with all his might. The First Naraka, the Sañjīva Blast, burst forth from Soul Crusher.

Go Wonjeong countered with the exact same technique.

KABOOM!

Kwon Kangho followed up with the Second Naraka at once, and Go Wonjeong neutralized it with his own Second Naraka. Then came the Third Naraka, the Fourth, and the Fifth. One after another, he unleashed the Asura’s Eight Narakas without pause.

A storm raged around the two fighters. Heaven and earth were overturned, and everything within reach was swept away and annihilated. One Asura’s Eight Narakas was terrifying enough. Two colliding was a natural disaster. If either of them had harbored killing intent, their power would have multiplied several-fold.

CRRRUMBLE!

The ground cracked and caved.

“That’s enough!”

After running through all of the Asura’s Eight Narakas, Go Wonjeong sheathed his sword. He noticed that his disciple’s sword was honed to a razor’s edge. 

That was not necessarily a flaw. The essence of the Asura’s Eight Narakas was not self-cultivation, but rather, extreme hegemony. Although he could tell that his mastery of the art still surpassed Kwon Kangho’s, he could no longer guarantee his victory in a fight to the death. 

Pride in his disciple’s growth arrived hand in hand with a pang of sorrow. His heart ached at the thought of how many real battles the boy must have fought to arrive at this point. 

He understood his disciple’s true nature better than anyone. Kwon Kangho, not Crimson Tiger, was a gentle boy who couldn’t even bring himself to kill an insect. Without Seohyeon, he could never have endured the work of a secret agent.

“Kangho.”

“Yes, Master?”

“Let’s walk a bit.”

They walked shoulder to shoulder, but Go Wonjeong said nothing about the duel. His disciple’s mind must be a tangle right now. Glimpsing the pinnacle of a martial art is, in the end, glimpsing its limit. Today’s exchange of the Asura’s Eight Narakas must have been tremendously stimulating for Kwon Kangho.

Sure enough, Kwon Kangho was gaining insight after insight from the brief exchange.

“Is it possible to transcend beyond perfect balance and harmony?” he suddenly asked.

Go Wonjeong halted. “Are you curious?”

“Yes.”

Kwon Kangho couldn’t pinpoint the exact feeling that prompted the question, only that he had to ask.

He had noticed a hint of it during their battle. His master had definitely unleashed the Asura’s Eight Narakas with a balanced power that surpassed extreme strength.

He thought he had attained a new level of understanding through his recent training in the art, becoming powerful yet refined. However, when he faced his master’s Asura’s Eight Narakas, doubts arose in his mind. His master’s technique plainly held a power beyond his conception of perfect harmony.

And yet, it wasn’t extreme strength either.

While he had been striving past extreme strength to reach harmony, his master had achieved extreme strength by surpassing harmony.

Well, I probably sound like I’m speaking nonsense, he thought, but Go Wonjeong smiled as though he understood perfectly.

“Yes, you’re correct.”

“Ah!”

“This is the path you must walk now. From extreme strength to harmony, from extreme weakness to equilibrium. From there, you must discover an extreme strength founded upon equilibrium, and an extreme weakness founded upon harmony.”

“Ah!”

Kwon Kangho’s mind lit up in an instant. To anyone else, those words sounded like grasping at clouds, but to him, they opened a new road.

How important it is to simply confirm that a path exists! How many things in this world go unachieved simply because one is uncertain or does not know?

Kwon Kangho stood rooted to the spot, lost in thought. His master stepped back and waited.

Fifteen minutes passed, then an hour. Finally, a short exclamation escaped Kwon Kangho’s lips.

He had grasped his master’s point. He understood what it meant to exert power born of harmony. He learned how mighty the force born of composure and balance could be. 

And he realized that this enlightenment extended beyond martial arts. The concept resembled the way one ought to live.

If not for the realm he had now reached, he could have heard these words a hundred times without comprehending them. These were words that ordinary experts could never apply to their martial arts or their lives.

Previously, as he advanced in martial arts, he felt as though the drawing paper on which he sketched them had changed. Now, that feeling had evolved once more. The paper that had lain flat on the floor now stood as the two walls of a hallway. He felt he could paint with ease while walking slowly forward.

Kwon Kangho came back to himself. 

His master smiled at him. “How is it?”

“I think I can perform my martial arts a little more comfortably now.”

“And?”

“At the same time, I’ve gained the confidence to unleash them more powerfully than ever.”

Go Wonjeong grinned broadly in satisfaction.

Kwon Kangho continued excitedly, “And after that...!”

His master raised a hand, cutting off his rambling. “Slowly. One thing at a time.”

“Ah!”

Those words struck a chord in Kwon Kangho’s heart. Anyone could say them, and they could be heard anywhere. Depending on when and how one received them, however, they could mean something entirely different.

Was it because he had been away so long? Every word from his master resonated within him.

“I’ll go on ahead. Come along in a little while.”

Knowing his disciple had much to think about, his master returned home first.

Kwon Kangho sat by a stream and watched the water ebb and flow. Hours passed, and night fell, yet still he did not move from that spot.

SWISH!

The next morning, Kwon Kangho’s sword cut through the air.

He had spent the entire night meditating, recalling his toughest battles and strategizing how he would fight these battles now. The process was nowhere near as smooth as he had expected. There were moments when he felt he might fight worse than before, and confusion crept in.

Nonetheless, Kwon Kangho stayed calm. He reviewed his past battles one by one, not from Cheon Ahseong’s or his master’s perspective, but his own.

FWOOSH!

His movements grew increasingly frenzied. He relived every battle of his life.

He entered a state of selflessness. He forgot why he was training in this place. He forgot about yesterday’s sparring match with his master. He forgot that with no more fights ahead, there was no need to train. Swinging his sword, he forgot everything. In that moment, he even forgot about Seohyeon.

Finally, at the very end of his reminiscence, he cut down the Sword Wraiths with his own hands. This time, he did not reach greedily for a single stroke; he finished them off by moving with the natural flow.

If I meet them again, I can cut them down!

After his last enemy fell, Kwon Kangho sat back down and sank into contemplation once more. He thought the final rearrangement would take an hour or so, but time ticked on unabated.

And so, three days passed.

“Daddy!”

Seohyeon slowly pushed herself up from the bed. Over the past few days, she had grown visibly sicker. With the new treatment underway, the pain had returned.

There was nothing that could be done about it. The change in treatment strained her small, weak body.

Seohyeon asked, “Where have you been?”

“I had something to take care of,” Kwon Kangho muttered softly.

He felt guilty for losing himself in training for days while his child was sick.

Much had settled into place in his mind. If he were given one more chance to fight the way he had while saving Cheon Ahseong, he could make those realizations wholly his own. It would be a lie to say he felt no regret about that, but it was the last thing he would ever wish for. 

What he truly wanted was a peaceful future. A life without fighting. The past few days marked the end of his training.

“Carry me, Daddy.”

“Okay.”

Kwon Kangho lifted his daughter onto his back. Since the air outside was too cold, he stood by the window instead.

“It’s snowing.”

“So it is.”

The flakes that had been falling since morning were getting heavier. Children in the Central Plains would be excited by snow like this, but perhaps because she had seen so much of it, Seohyeon was calm.

“I wanted to build a snowman with you when you came, Daddy.”

“We will. We’ll build one together after your treatment is over.”

“Promise?”

“Yes, I promise! Daddy will build you the biggest snowman in the world.”

Seohyeon giggled. “You don’t have to go that far, Daddy.”

She chattered on about the day at the inn when he ordered everything on the menu.

As he listened to her, Kwon Kangho drifted into thought. He would continue living for Seohyeon, just as he had until now. 

Someone might ask, What about your own life? You might regret sacrificing everything for your daughter when you look back. 

Some might even offer advice. Don’t live for your child. Live for yourself.

Before he knew it, Seohyeon was sound asleep. He turned his head to look at his child’s face, then turned back to the window.

In the falling snow, he made a vow to himself.

I will endure it all. I will keep going until the very end. And I won’t regret any of it.

Even if regrets came at him in greater numbers than all the enemies he had ever cut down, he would not regret his choice.


V9C4: The Rousing of Evil

“A year has gone by in the blink of an eye,” Jo Birang sighed as he gazed out the window.

“You punk! You think a year is the only thing that flies by? Hong Sabaek remarked sarcastically. ”Your youth is just as fleeting.“

Jo Birang pouted. “Why must you say such ominous things so casually?”

“Ominous, is it? Just wait and see.”

Jaegal Soyeon chimed in from her seat. “Honestly, I wish time would move faster.”

“Why?” Hong Sabaek asked.

Jaegal Soyeon shrugged. “It’s frustrating. I hate being ignored just because I’m young.”

“Who ignores you? You, of all people? Is there an old man in this room with that kind of nerve?”

Im Yeongdal and Jo Birang grinned. No one thought of the sharp-tongued Jaegal Soyeon as the rookie.

“You brats!” Eom Baekyang’s voice boomed out of the Director’s Office. “Are you really going to whine about your age in front of me?”

Hong Sabaek strolled over. The door to the perfectly soundproofed room was ajar again. “You left the door open.”

“I didn’t open it,” Eom Baekyang insisted, shaking his head firmly.

Hong Sabaek snickered. He may not have opened it, but he was certainly the one who left it open. 

He knew the new director had been lonely since his promotion. After years of bantering with the whole hall, being sealed in a room alone would wear on anyone.

This is exactly why I want nothing to do with that chair.

“I’ll close it for you.”

Eom Baekyang began to protest, but Hong Sabaek closed the door and smiled at the pouting man through the window. After a moment, he cracked the door open again. “Come out for a cup of tea.”

“You damned wretch!”

Despite his outburst, Eom Baekyang came out, feigning reluctance. 

Hong Sabaek brewed the tea himself and brought it over.

“How’s work these days?” Eom Baekyang asked.

“It’s manageable,” Hong Sabaek replied.

He had settled into the Deputy Director’s seat remarkably well. Eom Baekyang was the one who was still failing to settle in. Whether it was the loss of the previous Crimson Tiger, the absence of Gu Yangseo, or something else entirely, there was always something keeping his spirits low.

Fortunately, none of it interfered with his work. Perhaps that was the sadder part, that reality and emotion were entirely disconnected.

“Is there anything I should be watching closely?”

“You know how it is. Even the bastards from the Evil Coalition go quiet in winter, don’t they?”

Normally, both sides scaled back their offensives once the snow fell, as if they had an unspoken agreement to rest during winter.

CLANK! SHING!

A report dropped in. Jaegal Soyeon checked it and stiffened. “It’s encrypted.”

Im Yeongdal ran over and decoded the message. The color drained from his face. “T-The handlers’ network seems to have been breached.”

“What?” Eom Baekyang shot out of his chair. The handlers’ network was the most critical intelligence apparatus holding the Association together.

Im Yeongdal continued to decode the message. “The Radiant Hall Protectors have begun investigating.”

“Damn it! How could this happen?”

Grave expressions spread across everyone’s faces in the hall.

Eom Baekyang bolted for the door. “I’m going to see the Pavilion Master!”
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Neung Pungbi sat on his throne and watched Jongri Mun cross the main hall in silence. Having worked with the man for a long time, he could read his mood from his footsteps alone. Clearly, these were the steady strides of someone who had gotten results.

He turned to the window, where snowflakes drifted past. “Have you ever met the previous Coalition Leader?”

“No.”

“There was something he used to say over and over again.”

“What was that?”

“Don’t play dirty, play evil! Don’t act cowardly, act evil!”

“I heard he was a very magnanimous man.”

Jongri Mun could guess where this was going. The Coalition Leader was worried that this affair might appear to be petty revenge, though in truth, their opponent left no room for such concerns.

“He was indeed magnanimous. He was refreshing, generous, and exactly as suspicious as he was charitable. He believed that magnanimity created opportunities for a man. To survive long in the jianghu, he said, never try to be stylish. If you want to look stylish in public, you had better suspect everyone behind the scenes.”

The previous leader’s character had shaped Neung Pungbi thoroughly. He was magnanimous yet worldly, bold yet meticulous, and not an easy man to handle.

“Then we have a big problem.”

“Why is that?”

“Because you, Coalition Leader, are far too stylish.”

“Oh? When did you learn how to flatter others?”

Jongri Mun shook his head bitterly. “I just figured I’d try it once since I might not get the chance again, even if I wanted to.”

Neung Pungbi chuckled. “You only need to finish this one job successfully.”

“Even so, it won’t be enough. Please don’t force me to stay in this position.”

Jongri Mun refused to become a political millstone around Neung Pungbi’s neck. Even if he executed this scheme flawlessly, he planned to step down as Head Strategist of his own accord.

“Go back to your hometown and rest a few years. I’ll summon for you again soon.”

Jongri Mun nodded. That was the best outcome he could hope for , that Neung Pungbi would summon him back eventually. 

For this reason, failure was not an option.

“So, did you find out who he is?”

“Yes.” Jongri Mun paused. “The man is someone we know.”

“What?”

“It’s Crimson Tiger. He didn’t die back then.”

Neung Pungbi’s brow knitted together for a moment before he burst into laughter so loud it rattled the hall. “KAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!”

CRACK!

The throne’s armrest crumbled to dust in his grip. It was impossible to tell whether the strange heat flashing in his eyes was delight or fury. It was probably both.

“So it was him? He was alive? Mwahahaha!”

Neung Pungbi was ecstatic. Crimson Tiger was the man who had nonchalantly escaped after fending him off. To think he was also the man who had survived the Coalition’s five-layered net and rescued Cheon Ahseong from under his nose.

“That old fogey deceived me.”

“That is correct.”

Even at their first meeting, Neung Pungbi had suspected that Crimson Tiger and Cheon Ahseong shared a deep bond. Now, he was certain. Nobody threw their life away like that for a stranger.

“At the very least, we know Cheon Ahseong is too badly injured to move.”

Neung Pungbi nodded silently. His life had been saved, but the Martial God needed a long time to recover. For now, they could deal with Crimson Tiger without worrying about Cheon Ahseong.

“Where is that bastard hiding?”

“In a problematic place.”

“Where?”

“The North Sea.”

“The North Sea?” Neung Pungbi’s gaze sharpened. “Could he be connected to the Ice Palace?”

“We don’t know yet.”

“Then we shall assume the worst.”

Jongri Mun finally realized that Neung Pungbi had already made his decision. Even if the North Sea Ice Palace itself barred the road, he would press forward.

“Still, it would be best to avoid conflict with them if possible.”

Neung Pungbi nodded. The Ice Palace straddled the line between orthodox and unorthodox, though it leaned more toward the former. Thanks to its reclusiveness and strength, it felt like a sovereign nation. Any clash with the Palace would cost them dearly.

“Are you truly planning to kill him?” Jongri Mun asked gravely. He had to hear it one final time. Eliminating Crimson Tiger was an enormous gamble, considering he was just one enemy swordsman.

“Everything has meaning,” Neung Pungbi countered. “A children’s brawl has meaning, and so does the great war between the orthodox and the unorthodox. Interpret a fight incorrectly, and you will lose, no matter how it started. This is the same. If we fail to kill that one man, we will never take over this jianghu. The stink of being a pathetic fool who couldn’t handle a single swordsman will grab us by the ankles and drag us under forever.”

Jongri Mun understood perfectly. Neung Pungbi was still envisioning a unified unorthodox faction. There was no way a man with such ambition could tolerate being toyed with by a lone swordsman.

He felt the same. The die was already cast, and they were long past saying ‘let’s forget it, the damage could be too great.’

“In that case, a new problem arises.”

“What is it?”

“He broke through a five-layered siege, cut down the Sword Wraiths, and escaped with Cheon Ahseong on his back. To be honest...” Jongri Mun sighed deeply. “...I have no idea who we should send.”

The Coalition had experts to spare, of course. Several dozen masters had reached the pinnacle of the murim, including the Sword Wraiths. But should they send only a handpicked few? Since all the experts were of similar caliber, how many was enough? All of them? 

Furthermore, more people did not necessarily mean a greater chance of success. Coordination was crucial, and sending everyone would only breed carelessness and increase losses.

And what if they all died? The Association would never overlook a power vacuum in the Coalition. They would pounce upon their weakened forces like hyenas.

Most importantly, he couldn’t suggest that Neung Pungbi go himself, not after the last failure.

Neung Pungbi smiled faintly, revealing that he did have something in mind. However, what came out of his mouth was the last thing Jongri Mun expected.

“How many prisoners do we have in the Black Sand Cave these days?”

Jongri Mun flinched. “S-Surely not?”

Neung Pungbi nodded. The Black Sand Cave was the Coalition’s prison for those who had committed grave crimes against the organization. It housed the most vicious men the unorthodox world had ever spawned, with experts ranging from the first-rate to the pinnacle. These people were so ferocious that the Coalition had to keep them dosed with poison to prevent them from breaking out.

“There should be about three hundred.”

“Three hundred...” Neung Pungbi closed his eyes for a moment. “Send them all.”

“All three hundred?” Jongri Mun asked, stunned.

Their gazes locked.

Neung Pungbi tilted his head. “Is there a problem?”

Jongri Mun’s mind raced. There were problems by the dozen. Even for the Evil Coalition, emptying the Black Sand Cave in one fell swoop would create one headache after another.

Still, he swept all those worries aside, saying, “There are none.”

Neung Pungbi smiled, then added, “Okay. But only three hundred... I don’t think they’ll be enough.”

Jongri Mun swallowed hard. Put simply, Neung Pungbi viewed three hundred first-rate experts as nothing but cannon fodder.

Good heavens, just how highly does he rate Crimson Tiger’s skills?

He shook off his anxiety. The prisoners alone might finish Crimson Tiger off, but he wasn’t certain, either.

“I think so too,” he said.

Neung Pungbi rose and touched the wall behind his seat. “Follow me.”

Qi flowed into the stone, and a door swung open. This high-level mechanism was keyed to Neung Pungbi’s inner qi alone. 

Jongri Mun knew a passage lay behind the throne, but he had never set foot inside it.

The two men descended the secret corridor.

“As I said, the previous Coalition Leader was a suspicious man. And every paranoid man in power inevitably creates one thing.”

“What is that?”

“A masterpiece.”

“Pardon?”

RUMBLE!

The door at the end of the corridor swung open, revealing a vast hall.

“This is the masterpiece he left behind.”

Jongri Mun flinched the instant he looked inside. Martial artists stood in ranks in the hall, but something about them was fundamentally wrong. There was no humanity in their eeriely vacant eyes.

“A-Are they jiangshi?” he stammered.

“No, these men are alive. And there are thirty-three of them, to be exact.”

“They’re alive? But then, why?”

Jongri Mun felt deeply disturbed. He had faced countless unorthodox experts, but never beings who instilled fear simply by inhabiting the same space as him.

“They were raised like jiangshi since birth.”

“Like jiangshi?”

“You could call them Living Jiangshi, if you want a word for it. They are not the real thing, of course. They can speak, and they have feelings. However, they are different from normal people in two key ways.”

“What are those?”

“First, they have no fear. They were raised never to feel afraid, so they never back down from a fight.”

Jongri Mun nodded blankly. Indeed, the living jiangshis’ cold, impassive stares were enough to freeze one’s blood.

“Second, they feel no pain, not even when an arm is severed. They’ve also mastered powerful external arts, so severing an arm is no simple matter to begin with.”

Jongri Mun was dumbfounded. “How is that possible?”

“The previous Coalition Leader commissioned the research, and we have continued it in secret ever since. At first, we tried to create jiangshi, but we failed at every turn. After countless trail and error, the researchers created a procedure involving severing only the nerves that carry pain. These people are the test subjects. Honestly... it’s better to see them as killing machines than as men...”

“How skilled are they in martial arts?”

“What do you think?”

Jongri Mun studied the living jiangshi, and was almost suffocated by the pressure emanating from their ranks. “Are they all at the pinncle?”

“Good eye. Their skill varies, but that is the average.”

Jongri Mun shuddered. A whole army of martial arts experts with hardened skin that can repel blades, who are blind to pain and incapable of fear... What the fuck am I looking at? One of them alone is enough to destroy any small or mid-sized sect on the continent.

“We are still making more, but each one costs an obscene amount of effort. It’s not about money, but time. On average, we can make one every two or three years.”

Jongri Mun was speechless. So this is the Evil Coalition’s true hidden trump card.

“Do the bastards at the Association know about this?” he asked.

Neung Pungbi thought for a while, then answered, “Only vaguely. I hear they call them the Secret Squad. I’m not sure how many details they’re privy to, but if we move them now, they will figure it out soon enough.”

For a moment, Jongri Mun resented being informed of this only now. If he had known about this, he could have dealt with the Association much more cleanly. 

Then again, he understood. These jiangshi were the Coalition Leader’s personal, most loyal army.

“This is also why their highest ranks fear us. Should we fail here and lose them all, we must avoid provoking the Association for the next thirty years. Which is why... I intend to go with them.”

“!?” Jongri Mun started to doubt his own ears.
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“When are you going to pull yourself together?!” the new Crimson Tiger shouted across the room.

Blood ran down Yeon’s shoulder. She had been disposing of a body when a man she had thought was dead attacked her. Technically, the sloppy kill was the Crimson Tiger’s fault, but the source of his anger was something else entirely.

“You could have dodged that, couldn’t you?”

He was right. Yeon could have dodged it in her sleep. Lately, though, she couldn’t focus on her work.

“I’m sorry.” She bowed her head, blood seeping between the fingers she clamped over her wounded shoulder.

“Get your head on straight! I don’t want to become a Phantom who dies because of his handler!” Crimson Tiger turned to leave, then added bluntly, “Is it because of the old Crimson Tiger?”

Yeon flinched. Although the new Crimson Tiger had taken a liking to her, she hadn’t opened her heart to him at all. That was the real source of his ire. Moreover, it seemed the other Phantoms had informed him of her close relationship with the previous Crimson Tiger.

Still, she snapped back, “Why would you say that?”

“You can’t forget the previous one, is that it? Or is it the one before that?”

Yeon shot him a fierce glare. “No, that’s not it.”

“Really?”

“I said no.”

Crimson Tiger snorted. Yeon’s coldness confirmed his suspicion. “Fine, then. But know this, dwelling on the past is stupid.”

He stormed off without looking back.

The moment he vanished from sight, Yeon sank to the floor with a sigh. 

He was right. She was trapped in the past, held captive by her memories. 

She looked at the man who had ambushed her. The lifeless corpse stared blankly at the ceiling, the whites of his eyes showing.

“...Damn it!”

Forgetting was easier said than done. She couldn’t forget a man who appeared in her mind the instant she closed her eyes. She still missed him dearly.

THUD!

Suddenly, someone dropped down in front of her. She recognized him as one of her most trusted scouts, but he should not have come here without a summons. Not unless something big had happened.

“What is it?”

“We’re in big trouble,” he replied gravely.

“Why?”

“The handlers’ network... the handlers’ network has been breached.”

Yeon shot to her feet. “The handlers’ network was breached?”

“Yes, it was completely compromised... by the Evil Coalition.”

Yeon’s expression turned grim. Everything related to the previous Crimson Tiger had been handled quietly through that network.

No way... What if they breached it just to investigate him? If every message between me and the scouts has been exposed, the words ‘North Sea’ will certainly come up. Whether or not he’s their primary target...

“Shit, I have to warn him.”
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The Mystery Pavilion and the Radiant Hall both entered full emergency mode. Since the Pavilion’s founding, the handlers’ network had not once been breached.

“How on earth could this happen?” Gu Yangseo raged.

“The Evil Coalition threw everything they had at it,” Eom Baekyang reported.

Gu Yangseo screamed, “And it broke just like that? If so, we should try harder too! If we try hard enough, anything can be broken, right?”

“They breached the scouts’ network first, then used that hole to infiltrate the handler network. We never imagined such a weakness existed.”

“Damn it!”

“We are restructuring both networks. It won’t happen again.”

Gu Yangseo scowled. They were mending the barn after the cow was gone. The incident would leave a permanent stain on his record. “What are the estimated damages?”

“Fortunately, they are lighter than we feared.”

“Why?”

“They only managed to steal slightly outdated information, not our latest intelligence.”

Gu Yangseo was confused. “What? Why?”

“Such a thing could only happen if the theft was not indiscriminate. I suspect they were only looking for one specific piece of information.”

“What information?”

Eom Baekyang shrugged, at a loss. The Radiant Hall Protectors were investigating, but determining what exactly the enemy sought was no simple task.

Suddenly, Hong Sabaek burst in. “We got a new report!”

“What is it?”

“Hundreds of martial artists have left the Evil Coalition.”

“So?” Gu Yangseo growled. Hundreds came and went from the Evil Coalition daily. The same held true for the Association.

“Well... their departure was flagged as a top secret mission.”

“What?”

Hong Sabaek quietly handed over the report and left. Only the Radiant Hall Director or someone of a higher rank were permitted to access top secret intelligence.

Eom Baekyang snatched it up.

“Here, use this,” Gu Yangseo said, grabbing a cipher book used only by the Director and the Pavilion Master from a shelf.

Eom Baekyang worked through the cipher quickly. “The Secret Squad? What is the Secret Squad?”

“!” Gu Yangseo flinched.

Eom Baekyang could see the gravity of the situation on Gu Yangseo’s face. A term he was hearing for the first time meant this was a secret among secrets. “The report says the Secret Squad appears to have moved,” he said seriously. “What on earth is the Secret Squad?”

“Is that all it says?”

“Yes. You know about this, don’t you?”

Gu Yangseo stiffened. “Yes, I do... But it’s an old story from when I first joined the Association!”

“......” Eom Baekyang was stunned. The fact that such an ancient matter was being mentioned again, with a top-secret stamp, was significant.

Gu Yangseo explained, “Back then, we received a report that the Evil Coalition was secretly creating jiangshi.”

“Jiangshi?!”

Eom Baekyang’s eyes widened in disbelief. Only the Demonic Cult could create jiangshi. Although demonic arts leaked into the jianghu from time to time, the Cult guarded their jiangshi-related secrets so well that no leaks had ever occurred.

“That report turned the entire Association upside down. It triggered the largest emergency alert in the Mystery Pavilion’s history.”

“So what happened?”

“In the end, they were not jiangshi.”

“Ah!” Eom Baekyang breathed a sigh of relief. He could stomach a great deal, but jiangshi were the stuff of nightmares.

“They were making something, though. We sent in spies and Phantoms, but we never learned what. All we gathered afterward was circumstantial evidence, but it was enough to suggest that they were secretly training brainwashed martial artists. The entire file was sealed under the name ‘Secret Squad’.”

“And you’re telling me they’ve mobilized that Secret Squad?”

“It appears so. The handlers’ network was compromised, and then the Secret Squad was mobilized. Shit. Could this be a prelude to war?”

“I don’t think so. We haven’t received any reports of war preparations.”

“Then they must have an objective. Mobilize the entire handlers’ network to...”

Gu Yangseo’s voice trailed off. The handlers’ network had been suspended.

Eom Baekyang sighed. “Our hands and feet are tied.”

Gu Yangseo hurried for the door. “I’m going to see the Young Lord.”

Left alone in the empty office, Eom Baekyang stared out the window and muttered, “What in the world is happening out there?”
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“You must kill her,” Jin Chung insisted adamantly. 

He hadn’t moved an inch since he started urging the First Young Lord to do so. Ju Hwayin had to be eliminated, and killing an imprisoned woman would be easy.

He repeated, “You must kill her.”

He knew that Cheon Ahseong cherished Ju Hwayin, and that she should not be killed carelessly. Nevertheless, paying the price for her death was better than leaving a threat like Ju Hwayin alive. Besides, Baek Museong was the only person who could murder the bitch without getting killed by Cheon Ahseong.

“Chung.”

“Yes?”

“How many more people do you think we’ll have to kill before I can sit in the Chairman’s throne?”

Jin Chung couldn’t answer. He didn’t know the number; he only knew that it would be staggering. “It doesn’t matter. We have no room for sentimentality.”

Baek Museong smiled. He knew what gnawed at his aide. Jin Chung believed him to be innocent and tried to take on every dirty task himself. 

Unfortunately, he was nowhere near as clean as Jin Chung imagined. Something far crueler and darker lay coiled inside him—something that had once even compelled him to order the assassination of his own daughter. He simply preferred that Jin Chung never find out about it.

“I think every man has a final defense mechanism in his heart.”

“What do you mean?”

“Just a feeling. I can protect this many things. I can endure this much, however bad it gets. Something like that.”

“What nonsense,” Jin Chung said flatly.

“......” Baek Museong looked dumbfounded.

“Young Lord, you simply don’t want to kill your Junior Sister,” Jin Chung pointed out. “Because you don’t want to fall out of favor with your master.”

Baek Museong sighed. “Yes, perhaps you’re right,” he admitted without hesitation. 

Jin Chung folded his arms, demonstrating that his stance remained unchanged. His knew that his master’s sentimentality was his single greatest weakness, and covering for it was a subordinate’s duty. “If you leave her be, she will come back as a blade aimed at your throat.”

Baek Museong said nothing.

Just then, word arrived about Gu Yangseo’s visit.

“Show him in.”

Gu Yangseo entered, and Jin Chung stepped aside.

“Welcome.”

“I’ve come with an urgent report.”

“What is it?”

“Have you heard that the handlers’ network was breached?”

“Yes.”

“The Evil Coalition has been moving in secret since then.”

Baek Museong nodded. Despite the gravity of the situation, he appeared completely relaxed.

To Gu Yangseo, that was mercy itself. The breach alone was serious enough to cost him his position, yet the Young Lord didn’t seem to blame him.

Baek Museong asked, “Who did they move?”

“The prisoners of the Black Sand Cave.”

“How many?”

“All of them.”

Baek Museong’s gaze sharpened.

“But they are not the problem,” Gu Yangseo added quickly.

“What do you mean?”

“They’ve also dispatched the Secret Squad.”

“The Secret Squad?” Baek Museong repeated, blinking in disbelief.

Even Jin Chung, standing silent at his shoulder, was visibly shaken. “They actually existed?”

Gu Yangseo nodded gravely. “So it appears.”

Baek Museong’s expression fluctuated from moment to moment. Somewhere within that gravitas, something that looked almost like joy flickered and died. “So the Secret Squad really existed.”

“Aren’t the Coalition a bunch who are always scheming?”

“What do you think their objective is?”

“We are looking into it, but they don’t seem to be targeting us.”

“There’s a high chance they’re after Master, who is still recovering from his injuries. Send word to the Chairman’s Hall and place his personal guard on full alert.”

“Understood.”

“And come to me the instant you receive any new updates.”

“Yes, Young Lord.”

Gu Yangseo hurriedly left the room.

No sooner had he stepped out than Jin Chung said urgently, “They could be targeting you, Young Lord. We must double your guard!”

Baek Museong stopped his aide as the man turned for the door. “Wait! I don’t think they’re after me or Master.”

“Pardon?” Jin Chung was baffled by his lord’s certainty. Suddenly, he flinched, disbelief flooding his face. “No way... Crimson Tiger?”

“Who else?”

Jin Chung hesitated. “Do you seriously think the Coalition would mobilize the entire Secret Squad just to kill one man?”

“Don’t underestimate him,” Baek Museong warned. “We have underestimated him all this time, by far, far too much. Normal martial artists don’t hide nine tenths of their true strength.”

He had been deceived. Fooled from start to finish. The sheer skill Crimson Tiger had displayed when he breached a five-layered perimeter and walked out with Cheon Ahseong was in a class of its own.

Honestly, he was grateful to the man. Crimson Tiger had rescued his daughter and even saved his master. 

Nevertheless, feelings of betrayal, fear, and fury at having been played so thoroughly overpowered his rationality. The fact that his daughter loved such a man only intensified his hatred.

He explained to his still-doubting aide, “The Coalition Leader is a proud man. He would never let the man who rescued Master go free. Why do you think they’re sending out the entire Secret Squad? Like us, they’ve only just realized that person’s true prowess.”

Jin Chung sighed heavily. He always thought that Baek Museong was sharper than anyone, with unmatched judgment and instinct. If he was speaking so candidly, then his words must be true.

Still, he couldn’t shake the dread that his lord might try to protect Crimson Tiger for saving Soeun. To him, the guy had been a target for elimination since day one, and he still was.

“So, what should we do now?” he asked grimly.

Baek Museong smiled. “Why so serious?”

“Pardon?”

“Shouldn’t we be dancing in joy right now?”

“What do you mean?”

“Wouldn’t it be great if they eliminated Crimson Tiger for us? Or...”

Finally, relief washed over Jin Chung. Baek Museong had decided that Crimson Tiger should die after all.

Could it be?

Suddenly, he wondered if his lord had allowed the handlers’ network to become compromised on purpose. Plenty of intelligence bypassed official channels and flowed straight to Baek Museong. As the successor of the Association, that private web would only have thickened. 

Either way, this is a fortunate turn of events.

“Don’t we also stand to gain if Crimson Tiger eliminates our enemy’s trump card? Though, with the Secret Squad in play, that’s unlikely.” Baek Museong grinned deviously. “Also, I intend to throw one more ingredient into the pot.”

“What might that be?” Jin Chung asked.

Baek Museong answered as he walked out the door. “Another thorn in my side.”
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“You know, there’s something I’ve learned over the course of my life.”

Lee Dansim turned her head. She and her mistress were shut inside the Repentance Cave. She had demanded to stay by Ju Hwayin’s side, and Baek Museong granted her request, deciding it was safer to keep her in the cave than to let her roam freely outside.

Although the cave was called the Repentance Cave, it was still a prison. Even the iron-willed Ju Hwayin would have succumbed to despair if she had been thrown into the filth alone. However, as long as Lee Dansim was beside her, she never forgot who she was.

Ju Hwayin smiled. “A person is not done for just because they fail.”

“Then when are they finished?”

“They are only finished when they give up.”

Lee Dansim nodded.

“So I decided I would never give up. But Dansim...”

“Yes, Young Lady?”

“I don’t know anymore. I don’t know if I’m even walking the right path.”

Lee Dansim said nothing, letting the silence speak for itself. She knew her mistress was not on the right path. 

Ju Hwayin knew it, too. Cheon Ahseong sparing her life was an act of immense mercy. She should leave while the door was still open. 

In fact, she should have left already. If Cheon Ahseong ever changed his mind, she might be left to rot here forever.

“You don’t understand me, do you?” Ju Hwayin asked.

Lee Dansim smiled. “Have you learned a martial art that reads minds? Teach it to me if you have. I’m terribly curious about what’s inside your heart, Young Lady.”

“Looking into my heart will only make you feel wretched.”

“That can’t be true. I’d be happy even if it contained nothing but darkness.”

“It would seem that I’m not completely unlucky when it comes to relationships, after all,” Ju Hwayin remarked playfully.

“Of course not!”

The two of them looked at each other and laughed.

Ju Hwayin turned toward the oppressive wall. “I’ll tell you why I’m still here. It’s because I lack confidence.”

“Pardon?”

“I don’t have the confidence to live away from these people.”

Lee Dansim was stunned. She never imagined Ju Hwayin would say such a thing.

“How dirty would my schemes be, if they weren’t the Third Young Lady’s schemes? What would my aspirations amount to, if I weren’t the Third Young Lady? If I weren’t the Third Young Lady, I’d be nobody, have nobody...”

Lee Dansim rushed forward and wrapped her arms around her mistress. “Stop it!”

“Dansim.”

“Please stop! Please stop saying such things!”

“Okay, I understand.” Ju Hwayin patted her on the shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

Lee Dansim pulled back, her eyes brimming with tears. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. That will make me feel truly sorry.”

Suddenly, footsteps echoed down the corridor. Baek Museong and Jin Chung had arrived.

“Can we talk alone for a moment?” Baek Museong asked.

Lee Dansim initially suspected some kind of ploy, but then sighed in resignation. If Baek Museong was determined to end Ju Hwayin, her presence wouldn’t change anything. She followed Jin Chung to the far end of the corridor.

Once the fellow disciples were alone, Baek Museong asked warmly, “How are you? Are you getting by?”

“I’m cozy enough to settle down here, if only I had a husband. Care to send one in?”

Baek Museong chuckled. “That would be difficult, given your standards.”

Ju Hwayin smiled. “Are you here to kill me?”

“Are you afraid?”

“Yes.”

“If you were afraid, you should have left.”

Ju Hwayin gave no answer, so Baek Museong sat down on the edge of her bed.

“What about you? How are you these days, Senior Brother?”

“Busy.”

“Is that all you’ve gained from becoming the Association’s successor? More work?”

“Yes. This position isn’t as sweet as I imagined.”

“That’s because your appetite is insatiable. You won’t be satisfied until you’re Chairman. And once you’re Chairman, you’ll start dreaming of taking over the murim. You’ll alawys feel empty until the day you die, Senior Brother.”

“That’s quite a curse.”

“I have to say at least that much to feel less bitter.”

“Hahaha!”

Baek Museong laughed heartily. Although he had fought his junior sister to the death, he couldn’t hate her. Of course, he knew all too well what a fearsome woman she was. Still, whether because of her beauty or some sense of kinship, he didn’t dislike this side of her at all. 

He knew this was precisely why Jin Chung tried so hard to convince him to kill her, but he couldn’t muster the resolve to follow through with it.

He changed the topic, bringing up the reason why he was here. “The Evil Coalition has set out to kill Crimson Tiger.”

Ju Hwayin’s eyes trembled. The fact that Baek Museong knew of Crimson Tiger’s survival startled her for only a moment. Of course he knew. He was now in a position where knowing all the Association’s secrets was a given.

“I don’t intend to stop them,” Baek Museong added. “He faked his death and left the Association. He is now officially a man with no connection to us.”

Ju Hwayin chuckled. “Don’t make excuses. You want him dead, don’t you, Senior Brother?”

“I won’t deny it,” Baek Museong admitted. His feelings toward Crimson Tiger were mixed between gratitude, envy, and hatred, but since his daughter was involved, the conclusion was clear. Ju Hwayin had simply spoken it aloud for him.

“Are you sure they’ll succeed? He’s a martial master beyond imagination,” Ju Hwayin remarked.

“I know. I know exactly how incredible he is. The problem is... the Evil Coalition knows it too.”

“!” Ju Hwayin’s gaze wavered.

“They were burned badly last time,” Baek Museong continued calmly. “And they won’t underestimate him again.”

He walked out, leaving the door unlocked behind him.

“Why did you tell me about this?”

Baek Museong answered without turning around. “I just thought you should know.”

“Tell me the truth!” Ju Hwayin screamed.

“...Because I want you to go away,” he said, then started walking again.

“No! Tell me the absolute truth!”

Baek Museong stopped one last time. “...Because I want you to die with him,” he whispered.


V9C5: The Scorching Divine Pill

“Do you remember that day?”

Kwon Kangho and Go Wonjeong sat side by side on a wooden bench outside a thatched hut.

“Which day, Master?” Kwon couldn’t remember the last time they had sat outside together like this.

“The day Hyeon caught a cold.”

“Ah!” Kwon Kangho smiled brightly.

That day was unforgettable. Seohyeon had just turned one, and she hadn’t fallen ill yet. He could laugh about it now, but back then, it felt like a war had erupted between the orthodox and unorthodox factions inside that little hut.

Seohyeon had played happily all day, only to spike a fever that night. Following the village women’s advice, he wiped her down with lukewarm water, but the fever only worsened.

In the end, he picked her up and ran like a madman, shielding her with his qi. Honestly, he had never run faster in his life.

He couldn’t even remember reaching the physician’s house. His qi was drained, and he was on the verge of collapse by the time he arrived.

Go Wonjeong laughed. “You broke down the physician’s door, you rascal.”

“Did I?” Kwon Kangho scratched his head and chuckled. Of course he remembered. He remembered it all.

Until he heard that the fever came from a throat infection, every second stretched into an eternity. He got a prescription for the swelling and spent the whole night wiping the child’s body with lukewarm water. Thankfully, her fever broke around dawn.

He vividly remembered sitting on this bench afterward, staring up at the night sky.

“You were awake then, too, weren’t you?”

Go Wonjeong nodded with a faint smile. He had stayed behind because his presence might have caused a commotion that could have harmed the child, but his heart had raced just as hard. Truthfully, he had been the more anxious of the two. They were unrivaled in martial arts, yet both were utterly helpless before a sick baby.

“Can you believe how much that tiny little thing has grown?”

“I know.”

Once the full treatment began, Seohyeon became bedridden again. The medicine was potent, and the process was grueling, yet the child endured it all. She was truly mature beyond her years.

“If it weren’t for you, Master...”

“Enough, you brat. Save the empty flattery. If you really feel that way, give me cash. They say a man needs money when he gets old, otherwise he just looks pathetic.”

Kwon Kangho smiled at the joke. He truly couldn’t picture what his life would look like without his master. He would probably be dead, and Seohyeon would never have been born.

Go Wonjeong smiled as though he could see right through his disciple. “You would have lived well enough without me. You’re a fortunate fellow.”

“You think so?”

“Of course. If you weren’t, how could you have gotten Hyeon?”

“Haha, you’re right.”

Kwon Kangho followed his master’s gaze up into the night sky.

“Don’t worry. The treatment will go well.”

Just then, a hawk cut across the darkness and dropped into the yard, startling them both.

“Isn’t that the messenger hawk you always use?”

Kwon Kangho nodded. The hawk brought him messages from Yeon.

He quickly untied the scroll from its leg. Indeed, she had sent him a message. His eyes sharpened as he read it.

Go Wonjeong watched as gravity settled over his disciple’s face. “What does it say?”

“I’m sorry. It seems this disciple’s incompetence has brought trouble from outside to our doorstep.”

Go Wonjeong instantly understood that enemies were approaching. “When?”

“In seven days.”

His expression turned grave. Seohyeon’s treatment was scheduled to begin in seven days. With the medication process already underway, moving her elsewhere was out of the question.

“What about the Primordial Four Symbols Formation?”

“As you know, it isn’t an offensive formation.

The formation wasn’t designed to trap and slaughter intruders in a maze. It simply sent them wandering for hours before releasing them back at the foot of the mountain.

“An expert who knows nothing about formations might turn back without ever realizing he was caught in one, but a peak expert with some knowledge of formations would be able to break through and walk right up here.”

“Is there only one path to the hut?”

“No, there are several.”

“I understand, Master. For now, please leave this matter to me.”

“Very well.”

Go Wonjeong didn’t seem particularly troubled. There was no sense in worrying over something that had already been set in motion.

“I need to go somewhere for a few days.”

“Don’t worry about things here. Go.”

Kwon Kangho left the hut at once. In truth, he was far more tense than he had let on. Yeon had repeatedly warned him to be careful because the handlers’ network had been breached and the Evil Coalition’s movements were abnormal. Therefore, the moment he read her message, his suspicions were confirmed.

They’re coming for me. And if this is their revenge, the situation is several times worse than Yeon warned.

He was profoundly grateful for that message. Without it, he would have faced the enemy completely unprepared, and the difference between being prepared and being unprepared was everything.

His face shifted into the one he had worn as Crimson Tiger. Now, his aura was sharper and more terrifying than on any previous mission.

Kwon Kangho descended the mountain like the wind.
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After running nonstop for two days from the North Sea, Kwon Kangho arrived at a weapons shop in a marketplace.

A pleasant-looking, middle-aged man greeted him. “Hello there! Feel free to choose a weapon that suits you!”

All manner of weapons were neatly displayed, but Kwon Kangho didn’t spare them a glance. “Do you have a sword that won’t freeze in the cold?”

The man’s eyes glinted. “What do you intend to use it for?”

“I’m heading into a fight I cannot lose.”

“Follow me.”

After exchanging the code phrase, the man led him through a narrow corridor into an entirely different space. This was the North Sea branch of the Hidden Arrow Merchant Guild, an underground weapons supplier. Since Kwon Kangho had performed missions across the Central Plains, he knew the locations of many branches. Naturally, he was familiar with the one nearest to Seohyeon.

The man’s good-natured face vanished, replaced by the appraising eyes of a Hidden Arrow Merchant. “Is there something you’re looking for?”

“Show me your Hidden Arrow Knives.”

The man nodded. Every branch stocked certain items, and the Hidden Arrow Knife was one of them.

He hauled out a heavy box and opened it. Throwing knives filled it to the brim. The Hidden Arrow Knife featured a modified willow-leaf design. It was lightweight yet deadly, fitting the merchant’s reputation for crafting exceptional hidden weapons. Each box held fifty of the top-grade quality throwing knives.

Kwon Kangho picked one up. It sat perfectly in his hand. “How much?”

“Twenty taels per throwing knife, or one thousand taels for a box. That’s the standard price at every branch.”

Kwon Kangho nodded. Throwing knives were consumables, after all, and a thousand taels for fifty was excessive, but they were worth every coin.

“How many boxes do you have?”

The man blinked. “Please wait a moment.” He checked the back and returned. “Five.”

“I’ll take them all.”

The man stared at him. He had run this shop for years, and not once had a customer bought five boxes of Hidden Arrow Knives in a single visit. “That’s four thousand five hundred taels, you know?”

“Here you go.”

“T-Thank you.”

The transaction was swift and clean.

Kwon Kangho surveyed the premises again. “Do you have any decent swords?”

“As you probably know, we stock various grades of swords.”

“I’m looking for something around two thousand taels.”

A two-thousand-tael sword was upper mid-grade. Treasured swords cost tens of thousands of taels, while plain iron swords cost a few coins.

“This way.” The man guided him to one side and gestured at the blades hanging on the wall. “These are the ones.”

“May I inspect them?”

“Of course.”

Kwon Kangho slowly drew each blade and examined them in turn. With his skill, he could pour qi into a rusted blade worth a handful of coins and make it perform like one worth tens of thousands. The cheaper the sword, though, the more qi it consumed, while a better blade conserved his reserves. 

Still, he didn’t need a legendary treasure. Two thousand taels suited his budget.

Of the ten swords, he set aside only two that didn’t suit him. “I’ll take the rest.”

“All of them?” the man asked, startled. Eight swords came to sixteen thousand taels.

After a moment of mental arithmetic, he said briskly, “You can have one for free.”

“Thank you.”

Even after setting aside every coin for the great treatment, Kwon Kangho kept gathering more, driven by a nagging dread that a day like this might come. Now, he spent everything left over after footing the cost of Seohyeon’s treatment without hesitation.

He could not afford regrets in this fight. He had to be fully prepared for every possible scenario. If he had money left over afterward, he could sell the surplus back at a small loss. Skipping out on necessities to save a few coins was the stupidest thing a man could do.

Kwon Kangho looked around for one more thing. “Do you have any decent gauntlets?”

Gauntlets are gloves worn to maximize the destructive power of one’s fists.

“I have a few good ones.” The man brought several boxes over.

Kwon Kangho opened them. He set aside the ordinary gauntlets studded with sharp metal spikes and picked up a single pair made of simple, thin leather.

“That’s a Tang Clan piece,” the man introduced. “It’s made of tough deerskin that’s been treated with our proprietary medicinal process, so it’s durable and strong. True to the Tang name, it’s poison-resistant, too.”

“How much?”

“Four hundred taels.”

“I’ll take it.”

The man stared at him, then lowered his voice. “I don’t usually pry, but are you going to war?”

Kwon Kangho smiled faintly, but said nothing.

“I’ll give you half price on the gauntlets,” the man quickly said, slashing the price without being asked.

“Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it.”

Kwon Kangho put on the gauntlets immediately, then took out a promissory note from his robes.

“Where should I have the goods delivered?” the man asked.

Kwon Kangho offered a little more money. “I’ll load the goods and deliver them myself. Just lend me a wagon.”

“Very well.” The man ordered a subordinate to prepare a wagon and load the goods. “I’ve thrown in a few high-performance smoke bombs as a bonus. I hope they serve you well.”

“Thank you.”

As Kwon Kangho climbed onto the wagon, the man grinned. “I don’t know what kind of fight you’re walking into, but I hope you win so you can become a regular.”

Kwon Kangho snapped the reins. “Win or lose, it’s unlikely we’ll meet again.”
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Four days later, Kwon Kangho returned to the thatched hut. His return trip had taken twice as long since he was weighed down with all the weapons he had acquired.

Another message from Yeon had arrived while he was gone.

“She says the enemy has reached our doorstep. Master, I have a favor to ask.”

“What is it?”

“When the fight breaks out, promise me you won’t leave this place. No matter what.”

His master’s eyes narrowed slightly. Those last three words told him everything he needed to know about the battle to come.

Go Wonjeong smiled. “I will.”

That single smile conveyed all the emotions he couldn’t express.

Kwon Kangho descended to the base of the mountain. He had no idea how many would come. Hundreds? Or perhaps thousands.

At the very least, with his master guarding Seohyeon, his own fight would be far simpler. He could focus entirely on the battle.

Passing through the formation, he reached the foot of the mountain and began his preparations in earnest. First, he pitched a tent he had bought at the market since he would need a place to eat and sleep for several days while he worked. After that, he started gathering wood and building something.

With skilled hands, he cut and hammered, working deep into the night.

The next morning, Yeon’s final message arrived.

Evil (邪) has entered the North Sea.
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The atmosphere in the Ice Palace was frigid, and its expert martial artists stood in formation. They had received a report that the Evil Coalition’s forces had crossed into North Sea territory.

“Someone from the Evil Coalition has arrived,” So Rang announced.

As she was about to leave, Bing Oksim gestured for her to wait a moment. “We must handle this carefully.”

“Of course.”

“Do you have any idea why they’ve come?”

“No, but they number close to four hundred. Whatever it is, they certainly didn’t come here to make friends.”

“Are we their target?”

“I don’t think so,” Seol Iyeon cut in calmly. She had a hunch about the Evil Coalition’s real motive. “We’ll know once we hear them out.”

She signaled to So Rang.

A moment later, an old expert with sharp eyes strode confidently into the hall. “Greeting, I am Nocturnal.”

Nocturnal was a renowned expert of the Evil Coalition. Despite his unorthodox affiliation, his scholarly bearing made him look like an elder of an orthodox sect. 

He had come as their representative because of his history with the North Sea Ice Palace. Since he was acquainted with the previous Ice Empress, the Coalition sent him whenever business with the North Sea Ice Palace arose.

He offered the current Ice Empress, Seol Iyeon, a polite greeting. Once she acknowledged it, Bing Oksim stepped forward.

“It’s been a long time,” she greeted back.

“I trust you’ve been well,” Nocturnal said, showing the utmost courtesy. Bing Oksim’s fame transcended the divide between orthodox and unorthodox. “You’re as vigorous as ever.”

“I’m just getting older and older.”

“You’re so lively that I wondered if you’d undergone rejuvenation.”

“Stop teasing an old woman.”

The two of them looked at each other and laughed heartily.

Bing Oksim feigned ignorance and asked, “What brings you all this way?”

Nocturnal smiled and also played dumb, even though he knew that nobody entered the North Sea without the Ice Palace noticing, no matter how fast or quietly they came. “I’ve come to ask a favor.”

“What is it?”

“Our coalition harbors a deep-seated grudge against a man who is hiding in your territory. We plan to dispatch our warriors to capture him.”

“So that’s what happened.”

Even the Evil Coalition couldn’t ignore the North Sea Ice Palace. The Coalition would win in an all-out war, of course, but the damage would be immeasurable. The Ice Palace held an absolute geographical advantage. If they emptied their ranks to destroy the palace, the Association would advance directly to Coalition Headquarters. In short, as long as the Association existed, the Ice Palace was an enemy they could never afford to make.

Seol Iyeon, who had been silent until now, asked, “May I ask who this person is?”

“Haha, it’s nothing Your Majesty needs to trouble herself over.”

Seol Iyeon pressed him sharply. “I asked who he is.”

The atmosphere turned frigid in an instant.

Nocturnal laughed it off. “Haha, this old man has been rude to the Empress. I apologize.” He offered a polite clasped-hands greeting.

Seol Iyeon returned it calmly. “Don’t mention it.”

She should have backed down there, but she kept her eyes on him, her expression demanding an answer.

“If it were up to me, I’d tell you how many chopsticks we keep in our Coalition. But we have our own position to consider, don’t we?”

“What position? I don’t quite understand what you mean.”

“It seems the Empress harbors many misunderstandings about our coalition, haha.” Nocturnal chuckled knowingly. He had anticipated something like this. The North Sea Ice Palace was mostly neutral but leaned toward the orthodox, and he knew that this Empress in particular leaned that way. “However, can the world’s affairs always be settled according to one’s feelings?”

“That’s precisely what I’d like to say to your Coalition. I don’t understand why you only ever push your own position. You must consider ours as well.”

“Are you really going to be like this?” Nocturnal’s expression hardened. Clearly, a measure of pressure was required. No matter how forcefully the North Sea Empress acted, she would ultimately have to acquiesce to his threat.

Bing Oksim sent Seol Iyeon a telepathic message. [What on earth are you doing?]

[I know why they’ve come.]

[Don’t tell me?]

[Yes. These men have come to kill him.]

[We have no choice but to permit it. You know exactly what kind of people the Evil Coalition’s lackeys are.]

[If I have to permit it anyway...]

“Fine,” Seol Iyeon said calmly. “I’ll accept, but on one condition.”

“What is that?”

“I will limit the number of people who can enter our territory.”

“To how many?”

“Five.”

“What?” Nocturnal stared at her in disbelief. “Do you know how many of us have come? Nearly four hundred, and you’ll allow only five? Does that make any sense?”

Seol Iyeon sneered. “Actually, isn’t five too many? Do you truly need four hundred men to catch a single runaway thief? I can’t make any sense of that level of incompetence. Aren’t your Coalition’s warriors actually here on a group vacation?”

Confronted with such blatant mockery, Nocturnal was at a loss for words.

Seol Iyeon pressed again. “Now, would you grant permission for four hundred of my palace’s martial artists to enter your Coalition’s territory?”

“They say the North Sea Empress’s tongue is coated in sesame oil. It seems the rumor is true.”

“You flatter me.” Seol Iyeon smiled sweetly.

Bing Oksim shook her head, her expression grim. Dealing with an opponent without flinching was impressive in itself. If only that opponent weren’t from the Evil Coalition.

She stepped in. “They say it’s hard for ten strong men to catch a single thief. I think it would be best for Your Majesty to concede this time.”

Seol Iyeon replied coldly and resolutely, “I absolutely cannot do that.”

Everyone held their collective breath. By refusing even Bing Oksim, Seol Iyeon had made her position clear. She would not back down.

STEP, STEP...

A group of old men appeared in the distance. They were the Heavenly Council, who rarely showed themselves.

Bing Oksim turned to Nocturnal. “You must be tired from your long journey. Let’s rest for a while and continue our discussion later.”

The quick-witted Nocturnal accepted with a smile. “Very well.”

Rang guided him out while the Heavenly Council lined up menacingly behind them. Of all the people in the palace, they held the most influence over the Empress.

“Your Majesty, we advise you to accept the proposal.”

“And if I refuse?”

“It would be best for you to accept our recommendation.”

Bing Oksim stepped forward. “Are you not forbidden from influencing the affairs of this palace?”

“Of course. But this time, we must intervene.”

Bing Oksim dismissed everyone else. The subordinates withdrew along both walls, leaving only Bing Oksim, Seol Iyeon, and the elders of the Heavenly Council.

“What is the meaning of this? Don’t you know that the Heavenly Council must not interfere in palace affairs?”

“A clash with the Evil Coalition is something that must not happen.”

Bing Oksim knew better than anyone how conservative the elders were. They were more conservative than her old self, and their stance was entirely predictable. What she wanted to know was where they had found the confidence to overstep their authority.

“We know what the Empress did before.”

THUMP!

Bing Oksim’s heart plummeted. “What are you talking about?” she demanded, putting on an act of fury.

However, the elders had already come knowing everything. “We are aware that she previously rescued him.”

Bing Oksim squeezed her eyes shut. Encountering the man from Parting Sorrow Pass again was serious enough to remove her disciple from the throne.

“This matter is serious enough to warrant her removal from the position of Empress.”

While Bing Oksim was flustered and anxious, Seol Iyeon remained composed. “Hmph! Then why come here at all instead of simply ousting me?”

“We’re giving your majesty one last chance. We don’t want our Palace to be dragged into needless conflict.”

Seol Iyeon snorted. That was a lie. They wanted her gone. Above all else, they resented that a woman sat on the throne.

Unfortunately for them she was the most beloved ruler in the palace’s history. She was young, progressive, and beautiful, and every martial artist in the Ice Palace adored her. This incident could certainly topple her, yet the political cost would be steep.

Instead, they exercised their influence, intending to use this opportunity to advance their own standing.

The elders of the Heavenly Council looked at Bing Oksim. The unspoken question in their eyes was clear.

Will you side with that reckless brat Seol Iyeon? Will you stand against us in the end?

Of course, Bing Oksim didn’t intend to act emotionally. Disliking the Heavenly Council elders was one thing, but protecting Seol Iyeon’s position was more important. 

She turned to her disciple with a gaze sterner than Seol Iyeon had ever seen. [You must do as they say.]

[I refuse.]

Their gazes locked.

[I’m asking you as your master.]

For a moment, Seol Iyeon was startled. She had always assumed her master only knew how to give orders. [They came to kill my daughter.]

[Your daughter is already dead. She died long ago, on the day you became Empress.]

Seol Iyeon’s eyes wavered.

[If you truly insist on this, I will kill that man and your child myself.]

[Master!]

[Look into my eyes.]

Seol Iyeon realized she meant every word.

[Is that truly what you want?]

She expected herself to erupt. 

But she didn’t.

[I understand. I will do as you say, Master.]

[Thank you.]

Seol Iyeon turned back to the Heavenly Council elders. “Very well. I will allow the martial artists of the Evil Coalition passage.”

They smiled triumphantly. “Fufufu, a wise decision. We old men have long held Your Majesty’s...”

She raised a hand and cut him off. “I wish to rest now.”

The old men’s smiles turned to ice at her cold dismissal. “We will withdraw. Please rest.”

They all departed.

“I’m sorry,” Bing Oksim said, sympathy evident on her face. She felt terrible for threatening her disciple. She was trying to help her disciple but kept hurting her instead.

“It’s okay. Master, I want to be alone.”

“Yes, get some rest.”

The moment Bing Oksim left, Seol Iyeon summoned So Rang.

“You called for me, Your Majesty?”

“Follow me.”

The two left the Royal Hall and took a secret passageway that So Rang had never seen before. A large door stood at the end of it.

Seol Iyeon slid the North Sea Ice Palace Empress’s token between the doors, and the massive gate ground open.

RUMBLE!

“Where are we?”

“Somewhere only the rulers of the Ice Palace may enter.”

So Rang froze.

“It’s alright. As long as you’re with me, you’re permitted to enter.”

They walked side by side down an ice-carved corridor.

“The throne has always been kept in check, whether the one sitting on it is a woman or a man. No matter what, the old fogeys always come up with some sort of excuse.”

So Rang nodded. Seol Iyeon was hemmed in from every direction. She was confident she wasn’t the only one dreaming of sweeping every old man of the Heavenly Council out of the palace once her mistress had the power to do so.

“For that reason, there is a bond of mutual support among the rulers of every generation, and this place symbolizes that bond.”

“What on earth is this place?”

“It’s a treasure vault passed down to the throne alone.”

So Rang’s eyes lit up at the word ‘treasure’.

Another door barred their path, a door that only the rulers of the North Sea Ice Palace could open.

Seol Iyeon laid her hand on it.

RUMBLE!

The door swung wide, revealing a vast, single chamber.

“Ahhh!” A gasp escaped So Rang’s lips. 

Countless treasures were scattered in every direction. Miraculous herbs of every variety: Treasured swords, precious sabers, divine spears, and famed bows. Treasured garments and hidden weapons. There were luminous pearls, poison resistance beads, fire resistance pearls, and cold resistance pearls. The sight alone was enough to make her head spin.

“Amazing, isn’t it? That this much wealth has been preserved? This is the value of the support of all previous Ice Emperors and Empresses. They took only what they needed and filled this place with whatever precious things they acquired.”

“Ah!” So Rang was mind-blown. Her respect for the past rulers deepened once more.

“By the way, you are the first person besides the rulers to stand here.”

Rang prostrated herself on the spot. “I will serve Your Majesty until death.”

A thousand words may fail to win a heart, but a single small gesture could earn the deepest loyalty. This was such a moment. By simply revealing that this vault existed, Seol Iyeon had revealed exactly how much she trusted So Rang.

Seol Iyeon sighed. “Master is right. My daughter died that day.”

“Your Majesty!”

“That’s why I cannot let her die a second time.” Seol Iyeon took a small wooden box from the side. “Deliver this to him.”

“I understand.”

Seol Iyeon gaze deepened. “I hate that this is all I can do for him...”
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Kwon Kangho sat cross-legged with his eyes closed. He wasn’t circulating his inner qi to replenish his qi, as it was already full.

He was clearing his mind. What he needed now most now was composure and an unyielding will. He needed the fortitude to cut down whatever stood in front of him without hesitation.

Behind him stood a structure draped in white cloth, roughly the size of a wagon. Its contents were hidden from view.

As he calmed his mind, Kwon Kangho slowly opened his eyes.

So Rang, whom Seol Iyeon had sent, was approaching from a distance. She wore an ordinary martial artist’s uniform and had pulled a bamboo hat low over her face.

The closer she got, the more nervous she became. Her heart pounded, and her body tensed. She was scared. She had an idea of how formidable this man’s martial arts were.

She had met Bing Oksim, the Empress, and countless other masters before, but this feeling was new. Never before had merely looking at someone filled her with such terror.

Only when she was up close did she understand where the fear came from. Something invisible coiled around the man, a massive vortex born of pure fighting spirit writhing in the air.

“Who are you?” he asked in a low voice.

“I-I’ve come from the Palace,” So Rang stammered.

From her cold aura, Kwon Kangho had already guessed as much. “For what reason?”

“I have something to deliver to Kwon Kangho.” She took a wooden box out of her pocket and carefully handed it to him.

“What’s this?”

“You’ll know when you see it.”

Kwon Kangho slowly opened the box. Inside sat a single red pill, so bright it looked like a ball of fire. An intense, scorching medicinal fragrance wafted out of it.

Only one elixir in all the jianghu radiated an energy like that.

“Could this be?”

“Yes, it is the Scorching Divine Pill.”

Legend had it that the Scorching Divine Pill was forged by gathering the extreme yang energy of all creation. The pill was said to burn out an ordinary expert’s qi center on the spot. Only those who could dissolve it with their own qi could obtain power rivaling that of Shaolin’s Great Cycle Pill.

Moreover, even though finding someone in the jianghu capable of digesting it was nearly impossible, the Scorching Divine Pill remained a priceless relic of antiquity.

“Why this?” he asked.

“Her Majesty wishes for Seohyeon’s safety, as the child is dear to our palace. She asked me to bring this to you.”

Kwon Kangho stared at So Rang in open disbelief. She was spouting nonsense. No matter how dear the child was, no martial artist in their right mind handed over something this precious so easily!

So Rang delivered the rest of her prepared lines. “There are various political matters entangled in this affair. Her Majesty would greatly appreciate you repelling those men. I cannot say more than that.”

Kwon Kangho nodded. He didn’t fully believe the woman’s excuse, but it made considerably more sense than the first explanation. Perhaps it had something to do with his master or Sagong Hu.

For all his quick wit and keen judgment, he could never have guessed that Seol Iyeon was Seohyeon’s mother.

“Then I will take my leave.”

So Rang gave a polite bow and departed. Kwon Kangho watched her go, then looked down at the Scorching Divine Pill again.

As if to dispel any suspicion of forgery or poison, the pill radiated tremendous energy, even more powerful than the Great Cycle Pill he had once consumed.

The fact that it had been delivered to him meant that the Ice Palace knew the origin of his martial arts. After all, the Asura’s Eight Narakas was one of only a handful of martial arts in the jianghu that could contain the Scorching Divine Pill, as it was rooted in extreme yang qi.


“For those of us who have mastered the Asura’s Eight Narakas, the Scorching Divine Pill is the finest elixir. However, it is as dangerous as it is effective. If you ever come across one, consume it only after achieving complete mastery of the art.”



Kwon Kangho hesitated, pondering his master’s advice. Properly dissolved, the power he would gain from the pill would be an enormous asset in the upcoming fight. The arguments for and against it ran endlessly through his mind.

His deliberation did not last long. He circulated his inner qi through one full cycle. The moment his energy settled, he swallowed the Scorching Divine Pill whole without a second thought. 

As it went down, it felt cool and refreshing. For a heartbeat, he wondered whether he had taken the wrong thing.

“Ugh!”

Until a short cry tore from his lips.

Feeling an immense heat bloomed inside him, Kwon Kangho directed all of his qi toward the pill.

As it reached his qi center, the Scorching Divine Pill began pouring out heat.

His face flushed crimson, and soon his entire body followed. Fire radiated off him as though he were burning alive.

The ice and snow of the North Sea melted in an instant, not only beneath him, but all around him. As the ground gave way, his body sank into the earth.

As the pill began to be absorbed, agony crashed over him. His whole body felt as though it were searing under a branding iron. No, he could have endured that. This was lava, and he felt himself liquefying from the inside out.

Meanwhile, an enormous volume of qi was being consumed. All his vast reserves were sucked in as though through a straw.

For a moment, he considered holding some back, but his instincts screamed at him not to waver.

Kwon Kangho funneled every last drop of qi from his center into the Scorching Divine Pill.

ROAR!

He was reaching his breaking point. He knew losing consciousness now would mean the end, so he gritted his teeth, endured, and thought of Seohyeon.

I must not lose! Never!

He swallowed the scream and clenched his jaw. His entire body felt like it was melting. 

Only one thing occupied his mind. Only Seohyeon.

If I die, Seohyeon dies too. If I die, Master dies. If I die, Elder Sagong dies. If I die...

He hated even imagining it. He could bear the pain of this moment, however brutal it became. But if he failed to bear it, could he bear what came after?

If only I had endured it then!

That would be his single regret.

Therefore, he had to endure. He had to endure to save Seohyeon.

Finally, at the very limit of his endurance, he felt a change.

BOOM!

Something detonated inside him. The explosion transmuted the fire energy into pure inner qi, which flooded his body.

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

His acupoints burst open one after another. The inner qi was a blessing, but it shredded the acupoints themselves.

SWOOOSH!

Just as the light drained from Kwon Kangho’s eyes, though, a great flood of energy surged through his meridians, scouring them clean. In its wake, thicker, stronger meridians were born.

Kwon Kangho toppled onto his side, unconscious.


V9C6: The Bloody Battle Begins

Three hundred martial artists appeared in the distance.

They were the dregs of society, the fiends of the earth. All of them were villains who had been imprisoned in the Black Sand Cave. Not only were they bloodthirsty killers who would murder their own families for gold, but they had also each reached the pinnacle of the first-rate realm.

Three hundred ordinary soldiers would have been an overwhelming sight, but three hundred martial arts experts with wicked hearts gathered in one place was a spectacle. 

Since their freedom hinged on this task, excitement filled their hearts. The group radiated such a malevolent aura that they looked like a single, monstrous entity.

Of course, the Evil Coalition hadn’t simply set them loose. Each man had been forced to swallow a deadly poison, and without the antidote, they would surely die.

Their orders were simple. They were to annihilate everything they saw between this spot and the mountain’s summit. The Coalition had told them nothing about how many opponents awaited them or who they were fighting, but it didn’t matter.

They reached the tent that Kwon Kangho had pitched at the foot of the mountain.

“Huh? What’s that?”

The man at the very front launched himself forward, crossing over thirty meters in an instant to land beside a man lying on the ground, unmoving. 

Known as Iron Face, he had powerful external arts that let him harden his body like steel, but his alias came from his wicked heart. His expression never changed, not even after the most heinous acts.

Iron Face approached the fallen man. “What’s this? Is this guy dead?”

He nudged the man with his foot, prodding him like a carcass at the side of the road. Still, the man didn’t move an inch, seemingly dead.

“Be careful,” someone warned from behind. “He might be faking it.”

“What kind of trick can a dead guy play?”

The men gathered one by one and formed a circle around the ‘dead’ man.

“Looks like he’s really dead.”

“This can’t be the guy we’re supposed to fight.”

“Right. They wouldn’t have sent all of us to fight a dead man.”

“Then what’s this guy doing collapsed here?”

Fox Spirit, a man with sharp features, pointed to one side. “What’s that over there?”

A structure stood there, covered by a tent.

Fox Spirit reached for the flap.

“Hey! This bastard, he’s awake!” Forgettable Ghost suddenly shouted.

Everyone snapped to attention and leaped backward as one. Kwon Kangho was stirring and rising to his feet.

“He wasn’t dead.”

“He completely fooled us.”

“Looks like he was really just sleeping.”

“What are you all staring at? Kill him!”

A torrent of curses erupted alongside the commentary.

Kwon Kangho slowly looked around at them. The look in his eyes had changed. The profundity in his clear eyes had deepened. A subtle heat from the pill, not yet fully absorbed into his inner qi, emanated from him. 

Most importantly, the inner qi he had burned while absorbing the Scorching Divine Pill had not only been magically replenished, it now dwarfed his original reserves.

He slowly clenched his fists. How should he describe his current power? A tremendous quantity of qi surged through his entire body. Based on raw qi alone, he had surpassed the Martial God, Cheon Ahseong.

FWOOOOSH!

A gust of wind rolled out from his body, spreading like ripples across a pond. The men in the back felt nothing, but those in the front felt a cool, clear, refreshing breeze wash over them. Rather than feeling wary, the sensation was bizarrely pleasant.

Kwon Kangho took a deep breath and regarded the men before him.

“You bastard! Who are you!” Iron Face shouted from a distance.

Kwon Kangho didn’t answer. He could guess what kind of lives these men led from the evil radiating off them. 

Still, despite being outnumbered three hundred to one, he felt no fear. His mind had never been clearer, and his heart calmer.

He walked slowly toward the cloth-covered structure.

SWISH!

Forgettable Ghost, standing nearby, thrust his sword at Kwon Kangho’s back.

“Huh?”

Kwon Kangho took a short hop forward, moving so naturally that the action seemed scripted. Forgettable Ghost’s blade pierced only air.

Blood Wolf sneered. “Stupid bastard!”

The surrounding men snickered, but Forgettable Ghost had been deadly serious. Though it may have looked like a casual thrust, he had intended to deal a finishing blow.

He shouldn’t have been able to dodge that so easily.

Black Hand clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Well, things like that can happen.”

Forgettable Ghost scowled. Black Hand was a man he had never gotten along with, not even in prison.

SWISH! SLICE!

His sword cut deep into Black Hand’s shoulder. 

“You crazy bastard!” Black Hand roared. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“I should have done this a long time ago.”

“Die!” Black Hand screamed, raising his fists and charging at Forgettable Ghost. 

Forgettable Ghost swung his sword and met him head-on.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

Everyone burst out laughing at the internal conflict.

SPLURT!

After only a few exchanges, Black Hand collapsed, bleeding from a gash across his chest. The laughter swelled into a roar.

WHIIZZZ! THWACK!

Forgettable Ghost collapsed onto Black Hand’s corpse, his head shattered by throwing knives.

Dart Wraith, a burly hidden weapons master, sneered. “No matter how much of an idiot he was, you don’t kill your own teammate.”

Another steel ball appeared in his hand. Despite his size, his hidden weapon skills were incredibly precise. He tossed it playfully a few times, then let it fly.

WHIIIIZZZZ!

The target was Kwon Kangho.

CRACK!

The projectile shattered a tree far away. Kwon Kangho had narrowly evaded it by tilting his head slightly.

Dart Wraith’s expression twisted. “Fuck! He dodged it?”

Kwon Kangho strolled to the side and yanked the covering cloth off the hidden structure.

SHWIIIIICK!

A support frame holding eight swords, which he had purchased from the Hidden Arrow Merchant Guild, was revealed. Beside it was another large board propping up four chest protectors fitted with a full set of throwing knives each. Kwon Kangho was already wearing one set and planned to swap out the entire protector to resupply once it was empty.

SHIIING!

Kwon Kangho drew the first sword. Although it was no match for Soul Crusher, it nonetheless had the pleasant weight of a high-quality blade.

“You’re going to fight us all? Really?” Big Head asked from about twenty steps away.

Goblin, who was stood beside him, grinned. “Looks like he’s prepared thoroughly.”

Unrelenting Sword snorted. “It’s always the bad students who bring all their school supplies.”

The three of them burst out laughing at once.

SHING! SPLUUUUURT!

Blade Addict, who was next to the three laughing men, touched his face. Blood had splattered across his cheek, and he didn’t know whose it was.

“Gasp!” His breath caught in his throat.

Kwon Kangho stood inches from his face, blood dripping from the tip of his sword.

THUD! THUD! THUD!

Big Head, Goblin, and Unrelenting Sword all pitched forward at once.

Everyone nearby was horrified. No one had seen Kwon Kangho move!

“Kill him!” Blade Addict shouted, drawing his weapon. However, Kwon Kangho was already darting at him.

SPLURT!

Before he could swing, a blade pierced his chest.

SWISH! SWOOSH! WHOOSH!

Numerous weapons attacked Kwon Kangho from all sides. The villains were the best among first-rate martial artists, so their moves were not to be scoffed at. 

Unfortunately, if they were hunting dogs, then Kwon Kangho was a fearsome tiger.

CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!

He deflected an entire volley with a single motion and leaped into their midst like a flash of lightning.

SWOOSH! SPLAT!

Flame Warrior’s head flew off in one stroke. Before it hit the ground, Bewitching Flower’s heart was split open.

“Kuaaack!”

Leaving nothing but screams behind, Kwon Kangho soared into the air, spinning like a pinwheel.

FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP!

The Twelve Storm Daggers shot out in different directions. Seven of the twelve targets flipped over and collapsed. The Three Swift Swords managed to block the throwing knives with their arms, but three more buried themselves in their necks.

FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP!

Twelve more throwing knives left Kwon Kangho’s hands as though fired from a machine. So fast and accurate were they that the men closest to him had no time to think about blocking.

THUD! PLONK! CRASH! SPLAT!

Men fell like autumn leaves, so rapidly that those at the back had no idea what was happening at the front. 

They didn’t want to know, nor did they need to. All who witnessed Kwon Kangho’s divine might up close were struck with pure terror. 

The men who took the lead were blinded by gold. In addition to their freedom, whoever played a major role in killing the target was promised a huge reward, enough to fund a lifetime of luxury. Otherwise, nobody would have rushed ahead with so little information about their enemy.

Hungry Ghost, who was closest to the carnage, took a step back, then turned and fled.

SWISH! THUD!

A throwing knife lodged in his back. Even with both eyes wide open and facing forward, he could not have avoided that attack.

“HYAAH!” Kwon Kangho cried out sharply and launched himself forward again.

“Out of my way!” Iron Fist swung his fist at a comrade, trying to clear an escape route.

CRUNCH!

Iron Fist’s shoulder caved in. Kwon Kangho had used it as a stepping stone to jump up high.

FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP! SHWIIIIIIING!

Five more men clutched their necks and fell as Hidden Arrow knives filled the air. Before they could hit the ground, Kwon Kangho unleashed a wave of sword qi, sweeping through the crowd and cutting men down indiscriminately. 

The survivors’ hearts skipped a beat. Their numbers had become a liability, blocking their vision and clouding their judgment.

Despite the endless screams, though, some people—for example, the North South Freaks—chatted leisurely in the back.

“Be careful not to lose a shoe. You probably won’t find it if it comes off,” Southern Freak joked.

Northern Freak looked over the crowd. “Crazy bastards! They should have just picked a few elites, but they sent all the riffraff.”

“Those stupid Evil Coalition bastards!”

“Who’s the opponent they sent us to fight?”

“The Ice Palace probably. I think they’re starting a war and are using us as expendable pawns.”

“Looks that way.”

Among the group, the two of them were quite strong. Having committed atrocities so heinous that even the Evil Coalition clicked their tongues, they had long since accepted that they would rot in prison forever. This final opportunity filled them with unbridled joy.

There was no need to take the lead and risk anything. As long as they got the antidote and returned to the jianghu, all the world’s money and women would be theirs.

“Hehehe! The more people who die here, the better it is for us.”

SHWAAAAAAA!

An immense pressure washed over them, accompanied by a deafening sound that threatened to rupture their eardrums.

“Dodge!”

The two men leaped to either side as a massive wave of enhanced qi swept through the spot where they had been standing.

SPLAAAAAAT!

A dozen corpses went tumbling.

“What? What was that?”

The two of them exchanged stunned glances.

WHOOSH! BANG!

Kwon Kangho landed between them. The instant his feet touched down, he kicked off and launched himself forward.

Southern Freak blinked in disbelief. He was a martial artist of the highest level, yet he couldn’t track his opponent’s movements at all.

THWACK!

It seemed that Northern Freak was in the same predicament.

SPLURT!

“AHHHHH!”

The moment Southern Freak saw Northern Freak’s chest split open, he opened his mouth to cry out in fury, only for that cry to transform into a scream of pain.

SHING! THWACK!

After cutting down Northern Freak, Kwon Kangho spun around and hurled his sword. The blade buried itself in Southern Freak’s chest before the latter could react. After that, instead of retrieving the sword, Kwon Kangho launched himself forward again and released every throwing knife he had left.

FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP! THUD! THWACK!

Sword Loser lost an eye, and White Pig lost his life.

THUD! CLUNK!

Kwon Kangho landed right beside his weapon rack. The protector he had been wearing dropped at his feet. He strapped on a new one fully stocked with knives and drew his second sword.

SHIING!

Throughout this entire process, none dared to charge him. A heavy silence settled over the battlefield littered with corpses.

No one looked down on Kwon Kangho for standing alone anymore. Even those in the back who hadn’t seen the fight properly shared the grave mood. The divine might Kwon Kangho had just displayed was beyond their abilities. Now, they could only put their faith in their overwhelming numbers.

Still, Kwon Kangho didn’t let his guard down. This fight had one particularly daunting aspect. As time wore on, only the strongest would remain.

“Just who in the world are you?” Night God asked gloomily.

Kwon Kangho retorted coldly, “And who are you?”

BOOM!

He kicked off the ground and rushed Night God.

FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP FWIP!

Hidden weapons flew from Night God’s hands.

CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!

Kwon Kangho deflected them all with his sword. 

“Fuck!” A curse rang out as one of the stray projectiles struck Ecstasy Deliverer. 

At the same time, Kwon Kangho’s blade pierced Night God’s chest.

SPLUUURT!

Disbelief dominated Night God’s final moments. He had aimed accurately at Kwon Kangho after the man deflected a dozen hidden weapons in midair and charged at him. His opponent had seemed off-balance, and he should have been. Yet, that seemingly wobbly swordsman had pierced his heart in the blink of an eye. He couldn’t comprehend how.

The same was true for the Soul Severing Spear, five steps away. The instant Ecstasy Deliverer was hit, he thrust his spear with all his might. Given the distance, he was confident he would hit his target.

However, Kwon Kangho’s body twisted bizarrely and slid along the shaft as he closed in. No sooner had he marveled at the possibility of such a move than the sword pierced his neck.

Kwon Kangho was literally a lone tiger that had leaped into a flock of sheep, though these sheep weren’t simply going to take it lying down. Among them were sheep with threatening horns and foul tempers.

Strongman was one such sheep.

“Everyone, get out of the way!” he bellowed as he unleashed a continuous barrage of palm techniques at Kwon Kangho, who had just touched down after beheading the Gentlemanly Fiend.

BOOM! BOOM! BOOOOM!

Kwon Kangho rotated his body with ease, thrusting his sword and sweeping the attacks aside.

CLATTER!

His sword broke.

BOOM! BOOM!

Strongman hammered out more palm attacks, sending Kwon Kangho flying backward.

“I hit him! He’s dead! I killed him!” he cheered triumphantly.

Contrary to his declaration, Kwon Kangho spun a full rotation in the air and landed on his feet.

Thunder Swordsman didn’t miss his chance. Noticing that Kwon Kangho was now unarmed, he wielded his enhanced sword qi.

SHWAAAAA! BOOOOOM!

The spot where Kwon Kangho had stood was scoured clean.

“It was me! I broke his sword. I killed him!” Strongman yelled, terrified that Thunder Swordsman might take credit for his achievement.

His worries were unfounded.

CRACK!

Thunder Swordman’s neck wrenched around unnaturally like an owl. Kwon Kangho, whom he thought had been swept away by the enhanced sword qi, stood behind him, having just used the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers.

Strongman froze awkwardly, realizing that Kwon Kangho was unscathed. 

Kwon Kangho paused to catch his breath. His second sword had broken only because he hadn’t infused it with the extra qi needed to protect it, in an effort to fight as economically as possible. After all, he could just replace his sword.

For a moment, his eyes met Strongman’s. 

A chill crawled down Strongman’s spine at the impassive gaze. He had rampaged through the unorthodox his entire life without fearing a soul, but now he was petrified.

“Now I think I get it. The reason those bastards let us out and sent us here.”

The remaining men nodded. Suddenly, the mood grew somber.

“Those Evil Coalition scumbags never intended to let us go free!”

“We die if we do this, and we die if we don’t.”

Every man came to the same conclusion. Only one option remained for them. They had to kill their opponent, survive, and escape. 

Fortunately, over two hundred of them were still standing.

“Kill him!”

Over a hundred streams of sword qi rained down on Kwon Kangho.
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The scent of medicine filled the stone chamber, which had been carved out of the rock approximately ninety meters from the cottage. Seohyeon lay asleep on an altar at its center.

Sagong Hu frowned gravely as he looked down at her. He had spent years preparing for this day, yet the success rate was only fifty percent. He took a deep breath to calm himself, trying again and again to empty his mind, but he couldn’t shake his nerves.

Go Wonjeong entered the chamber. “Is there anything I can help with?”

“Once the treatment process begins, stability is paramount. Any disturbance to Hyeon could prove fatal,” Sagong Hu said grimly. Until now, he had acted like everything was fine, but he knew that enemies had arrived.

Go Wonjeong nodded. “I understand.”

“One more thing.”

“What is it?”

“Pray to the heavens for me, will you?”

The two elders’ gazes met.

Go Wonjeong smiled reassuringly. “I believe it will go well.”

Sagong Hu turned away without a word. Go Wonjeong could sense his unease, and knew it wasn’t just because the task was difficult. 

If Sagong Hu had met Seohyeon for the first time today, he wouldn’t be nervous at all. However, performing a life-threatening medical treatment on a child he had cared for like a granddaughter all these years was another matter entirely. Overcoming that psychological weight was as hard as the actual procedure.

Sighing, Go Wonjeong stepped outside so Sagong Hu could begin.

I will pray for all of you.

He looked down the mountain. The flow of air and natural qi had shifted. He glanced at his sword, propped up against the wall. He had spent all night sharpening it.

Since Kwon Kangho started working for the New Righteous Association, he had never neglected his training, expecting a day like this to come. Of course, he had hoped it would never arrive, but here it was.

I should look on the bright side. If bad things must happen, then by the law of probability, good things must happen, too. That’s how karma works, right?

Go Wonjeong prayed for the success of Seohyeon’s treatment.

The pungent odor of blood wafted up from the foot of the mountain. He wanted to go down and help his disciple immediately, but he couldn’t. He had to protect this place, just as Kwon Kangho had asked him to.

To calm his mind, he started sweeping the cottage yard. He knew his disciple was more dependable than anyone, yet he still worried about the young man as if he were a child playing near rushing rapids.

“This is the jianghu.”

As the stench of blood thickened, Go Wonjeong’s heart felt like lead.
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SHWAAAAACK!

Enhanced qi engulfed the landscape. Frightened men began to hurl sword qi and enhanced sword qi indiscriminately, forcing Kwon Kangho to do the same.

The effect of his all-out attack was undeniable. Each attack eliminated anywhere from a handful to over a dozen enemies.

The problem was his qi reserves. Although they were greater than before he took the Scorching Divine Pill, he was up against too many enemies.

SLIIIIDE!

Kwon Kangho slid low across the ground and then kicked off, soaring into the air.

CRACK CRACK CRACK CRACK!

The earth where he had been standing was rent open by sword qi. Three-Headed Snake, who had been standing nearby, clutched his neck and fell backward.

SWISH! SPLAT! CRACK CRACK CRACK CRACK! KABOOOOM!

Kwon Kangho fired waves of enhanced sword qi from the air, sweeping the men away.

“Huff, huff...” he gasped for breath.

Only twenty enemies w ere left, not counting those who fled. Corpses piled into a mountain, and blood ran like rivers. Against the backdrop of white snow, the scene looked even more gruesome, and the nauseating reek of blood permeated the air.

THUMP!

Kwon Kangho threw his chest protector, emptied of throwing knives, at his feet and strapped on his last spare one. He had fifty throwing knives left and a third of his inner qi.

The problem was that the twenty survivors were the strongest of the three hundred. They had superior luck, judgment, and skills. They weren’t sheep, but wolves and wildcats.

They surrounded him, eyeing him like a pack of predators would an exhausted, wounded tiger.

SHIING! CLANK!

He drew his eighth sword halfway out of its scabbard before sliding it back in and drawing Soul Crusher from his waist instead. Given the caliber of his opponents, he decided it would be more efficient to defeat them quickly with the Asura’s Eight Narakas.

Seeing him draw the blade he had kept sheathed all this time, the surviving villains flinched.

A word might have broken the suffocating tension, but Kwon Kangho gave them no time. He wanted to finish this horrific battle as quickly as possible.

BOOOOM!

The First Naraka, the Sañjīva Blast, blasted the men with two opposing energies, one fiery and the other glacial. The Kālasūtra Weave and the Saṃghāta Edge unfurled in succession. The air detonated, and the earth’s surface overturned. Everything the Asura’s Eight Narakas touched was annihilated. 

The Raurava Screech tore at the villains’ eardrums and the Mahāraurava Ruin swallowed them whole. The Tapana Blaze melted them where they stood. With a flash of blue flame, the Pratāpana Void ripped heaven and earth asunder.

With the Scorching Divine Pill inside him, the destructive power of Kwon Kangho’s Asura’s Eight Narakas was unmatched.

THUD THUD THUD THUD THUD!

The men scattered and collapsed, their bodies torn to pieces.

The last survivor’s eyes widened as Kwon Kangho rushed toward him.

“No! Ugh!”

THWACK!

Soul Crusher pierced his chest.

“You...you’re...”

He blacked out before he could finish speaking. 

Looking down at him, Kwon Kangho felt no pity whatsoever. He knew that showing pity would have cost him the fight. Besides, the man probably wanted to call him a demon or a devil, even though he was the victim here.

This was precisely why he had calmed his heart beforehand. The more evil the opponent, the more a kind and gentle heart became a weakness. That was doubly true when the opponent’s will to kill was unshakable. This was a fight where he couldn’t afford to think twice about killing.

SHWIIIIICK!

Kwon Kangho flicked the blood off Soul Crusher. “Hoo...” he exhaled, taking a moment to collect himself. His qi was now almost entirely spent.

He sat down to circulate his inner qi through one cycle. He had to replenish it before the next enemy arrived.

Suddenly, his expression turned grave. Another group had appeared ahead. They walked slowly, exuding an immense aura. Although they numbered far fewer than the previous group, the power they radiated was on a whole other level.

Kwon Kangho quickly counted a total of thirty-three Secret Squad members, but he wasn’t relieved at all. Their collective presence was unlike anything he had ever experienced. An ordinary expert would have lost the strength in his legs and his will to fight the moment their eyes met.

Can I face them with my qi at rock bottom?

He looked up at the sky. The ground below was a butcher’s yard, yet the sky above was endlessly clear and clean.

Seohyeon’s treatment should be in full swing by now. It must be going well. It must be. It must!

Thinking of Seohyeon caused a lump to form in his throat and brought tears to his eyes. 

However, Kwon Kangho steeled his gaze and glared at the enemy. He tightened his grip on Soul Crusher.

I can do this. Bring it on!

He had trained tirelessly for this day, even sacrificing sleep. Even if the entire jianghu came for him, he still wouldn’t run.

“HAAAAAP!” Kwon Kangho roared.

If you want to kill me... you should have struggled as hard as I did, to the point of death.

VMMMM!

Soul Crusher let out a deep hum, as though it understood its master’s resolve.



Translator’s Note: I didn’t exactly think too hard about names that will only ever appear in this chapter and never again...


V9C7: A Mountain of Corpses, A Sea of Blood

Go Wonjeong’s expression hardened as he gazed down the mountain. Someone was walking up the path, having already unraveled the formations. The unwelcome guest had a powerful presence, strong enough to make even him nervous.

“I had a bit of trouble finding the way,” Neung Pungbi remarked, smiling as he approached the hut.

“Who are you?”

“Neung Pungbi.”

Go Wonjeong recognized the name at once. “I am Go Wonjeong.”

He already knew who the Coalition Leader was, so he was only mildly surprised. On the other hand, Neung Pungbi was astonished. He had anticipated another expert behind Crimson Tiger, but certainly not one of this caliber.

No amount of composure could keep a man relaxed in the face of such a person. Neung Pungbi was certain that this was Crimson Tiger’s master. He could sense the old man’s extreme yang qi, so similar to Crimson Tiger’s.

As if to confirm his guess, Go Wonjeong asked casually, “Did you see my boy down there?”

Neung Pungbi nodded. “He seemed busy, so I couldn’t greet him properly.”

“I see. Well, since you’ve come all this way, take a seat.”

“I will.”

Neung Pungbi sat down on the bench while Go Wonjeong went inside and came back with wine.

“You’ve traveled a long way. I’m afraid I don’t have much to offer.”

“Not at all. I should apologize for bothering you without prior notice.”

Neung Pungbi maintained impeccable manners even as his sharp, searching eyes swept the grounds.

Go Wonjeong filled his guest’s cup.

“You’ve raised your disciple well,” Neung Pungbi added. “Thanks to him, my boys had a really hard time.”

“That’s because he’s an immature brat who doesn’t know restraint. I’ll give him a good scolding later.”

“I’m not sure you’ll have the chance.”

“Don’t worry, I will.”

Their gazes locked. Neung Pungbi put weight behind his stare, enough to suffocate an ordinary man. Nevertheless, Go Wonjeong met it without so much as a blink.

“Weren’t we young once, too? There was a time when we repeated the same mistakes over and over and learned life’s lessons through them.”

“Fufufu!”

“So, how about it? Show some mercy, Great Coalition Leader. Forgive my foolish disciple just this once. I’ll apologize on his behalf. If you want me to kneel, I’ll kneel.” Go Wonjeong bowed his head, doing everything in his power to resolve the situation peacefully. If kneeling would send Neung Pungbi away, he would gladly kneel a hundred times.

Neung Pungbi sipped his wine. “Unorthodox bastards like us have always been a pain in the ass.”

“......” Go Wonjeong tensed. Neung Pungbi’s choice of words left no room to doubt his refusal.

Neung Pungbi glanced around. “I smell medicine. Is someone sick?”

His eyes drifted toward the stone chamber past the hut where Seohyeon was being treated, as if to further provoke Go Wonjeong.

Go Wonjeong drained his cup in one gulp. By the time he set it down, his face had become impassive, and he looked like a completely different man from the one who had been apologizing a moment ago.

Without a word, he rose from the bench, walked to the side of the room, and picked up the sword propped against the wall. He slowly turned, eyes blazing with fierce determination. For the first time in decades, he transformed into the Third Generation Asura King Yama.

“So that’s how you want it, eh? Fine. Stop wasting good wine and get down here, you unorthodox son of a bitch!”
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Kwon Kangho rolled desperately across the ground. He was running out of qi, and these enemies were on a whole other level compared to the previous ones.

SWISH!

For the first time that day, his sword qi attacks went wide. The men scattered left and right, unscathed. 

As if that wasn’t bad enough, they were good at more than just dodging.

SWISH! SHK! SHWIIIK!

Sword qi poured from the lead warriors’ blades, unleashed in perfect unison.

Kwon Kangho kicked off the ground and soared into the air to evade the onslaught.

SHK! SHWIIIK! SWISH!

A second wave soared toward his midair position, fired by the Secret Squad members behind the vanguard.

Kwon Kangho twisted his body in midair.

SWOOOOOSH!

Sword qi grazed his shoulder, waist, and leg by a hair.

SHK! SHK! SHK! SHK!

The third wave swept in even more swiftly.

Kwon Kangho hit the ground rolling.

PAPAPAPAK!

Earth cracked and split apart like a rice paddy under the summer sun. This was no ordinary sword qi attack. Only peak experts could pull off such concise and immensely powerful moves. Worse, these experts were cold and methodical, their coordination as seamless as the gears of a well-oiled machine.

WHIRRR!

Kwon Kangho retreated a good distance away. He needed time to read his opponents and find an opening. 

The Secret Squad gave him none. They swiftly closed the gap he had just created and advanced without hesitation.

SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH!

A dozen streams of sword qi tore through the air. There was no dodging it this time.

Kwon Kangho thrust Soul Crusher out with all his might.

KABOOOOM!

Enhanced sword qi erupted from the blade, writhing like a serpent and neutralizing every strand of sword qi at once.

SSSSSS!

Kwon Kangho sighed. This was a necessary choice, though it had cost him more of the qi he had been conserving. If he were at full strength, this fight would have been far easier. As things stood, his energy reserves were dangerously low.

I wouldn’t have lasted this long without the Scorching Divine Pill. 

The increase in his total inner qi capacity was helpful, but more important was that his qi was slowly regenerating without him meditating. Combined with his earlier Acupoint Metamorphosis, absorbing the pill had granted him this ability. He now had the ideal meridian system that every martial artist dreamed of acquiring.

CLANK!

Kwon Kangho sheathed Soul Crusher. His decision was instinctive. He would face the Secret Squad in close combat instead. Compared to the Asura’s Eight Narakas, the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers consumed far less qi, and these men seemed to be specialists in fighting swordsmen.

Despite putting away his blade and switching styles, however, the Secret Squad didn’t waver.

SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH!

Dozens of strands of sword qi flooded the air once more.

Kwon Kangho lunged forward, slipping through the dense, spiderweb-like net as if threading a needle.

A second net of sword qi flew at him, denser than the first, yet he still found an opening.

Before Kwon Kangho’s incredible evasive maneuvers, the Secret Squad chose to retreat rather than launch a third wave. Their target had gotten too close. 

Kwon Kangho grinned. He had been banking on them making this exact decision.

FWOOSH!

He accelerated in an explosive burst, expending the qi he had been conserving all at once.

The man in front reacted instantly.

SHLICK!

Kwon Kangho narrowly avoided being cut in half vertically, slipped past the man’s guard and twisted his arm.

CRUNCH!

Kwon Kangho’s eyes flashed. Despite a broken arm, the man showed no sign of pain. He had either trained in a martial art that allowed him to endure pain, or he had taken drugs to dull the pain.

Finally, Kwon Kangho confirmed the strangeness he had sensed from these men the moment they appeared.

SNAP!

No sooner had the man spun around and swung his weapon again than Kwon Kangho snap his neck. Pain tolerance was one thing, but not even a Secret Squad member could survive a shattered spine.

The man crashed to the ground. The first casualty had occurred.

The killing intent emanating from the rest intensified.

Instead of fear, however, Kwon Kangho felt his jaw clench.

SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH!

The Secret Squad advanced, their swords flying at him from every direction.

Kwon Kangho dropped to the ground as if his legs had failed him, just barely avoiding the blades skimming past his face.

CLANG CLANG CLANG!

He tapped the sword coming in from his left with his fingers. Riding the force of the recoil, he shot forward, launching himself like a stone from a sling.

THWACK!

He slammed his knee into the man’s groin. Pain or no pain, the victim crumpled to the ground.

Kwon Kangho kicked him in the chest, using the impact to propel himself backward.

CRACK!

The man’s ribs caved in.

SWIIISH!

A sword grazed past his shoulder from behind.

CRACK!

Kwon Kangho headbutted the attacker’s face. The man staggered back, his features mangled. Just as he prepared to retaliate, he felt himself spinning through the air.

THUD!

His skull shattered as he was driven headfirst into the ground. The Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers, a style centered on using an opponent’s strength against them, had been executed to perfection.

In the span of a breath, three men were down. Thirty remained.

“Hoo! Hoo! Hoo! Hoo!”

Kwon Kangho was panting heavily, yet the look in the Secret Squad warriors’ eyes had changed completely.

Kwon Kangho grit his teeth. If only I could circulate my inner qi just once.

Unfortunately, the Secret Squad refused to give him even that much. They were creatures built for combat and nothing else. Having accurately identified his weakness and empty reserves, they charged as one and relentlessly pressed their advantage.

Kwon Kangho covered for his lack of qi with pure, absolute focus.

Fear and I lose. Hesitate and I lose. Doubt myself and I lose. Face only forward. Don’t count how many are left, just keep taking them down one at a time.

A Secret Squad warrior charged in and threw a punch. Kwon Kangho didn’t dodge, he simply countered with a punch of his own.

THWACK!

The two fists collided in midair. The man’s knuckles shattered, and his wrist shattered. Kwon Kangho had wrung out the last drops of his qi into the blow.

“Keuk!”

Despite being trained to withstand pain, a groan escaped the man. This wasn’t a scream of agony, but rather a noise the body made on its own.

Kwon Kangho jumped and kicked the man in the jaw, sending him flying far away. When he crashed to the ground, he went still, never to move again.

SWOOSH!

This time, four Secret Squad members came at Kwon Kangho from all sides. To evade them, he twisted his body at bizarre, impossible angles. He raised a fist, preparing to shatter the ribs of the man on his left.

THWACK!

The fist of the man behind him found his back a beat sooner.

Kwon Kangho staggered forward. Three swords converged on him at once from the front and both flanks.

CLANG CLANG CLANG!

He drew Soul Crusher, deflected all three blades, and rolled forward.

SWISH SWISH SWISH!

When he rose again, three Secret Squad members collapsed, fountains of blood gushing from their chests. In the instant before rolling, he had delivered three lightning-fast thrusts. The attack should have been physically impossible, so it caught them completely off guard.

The survivors exchanged glances. They were of one mind.

SHINK SHINK SHINK SHINK SHINK!

The men sheathed their swords in unison and drew something else from their robes.

WHOOSH! WHOOSH!

They spun around small metal chains with nets fastened to the ends, but these were no ordinary nets. They were one of the Coalition’s secret weapons.

Kwon Kangho recognized the danger instantly. If these monsters put away their swords for this, then it must work better on me than a blade does.

The nets glinted in the sun. He had no doubt they were made of Heavenly Silk treated with a chemical process that made them nearly impossible to cut.

I can’t let those things touch me!

He suppressed his urgency and took a step back. Twenty-seven nets began spinning before his eyes, and it was impossible to tell who would throw first or how they would coordinate. 

He could feel it in his gut. As soon as the first enemy struck, the rest would follow suit.

Besides, that wasn’t even the most alarming aspect. The nets shimmered with a bluish sheen.

Kwon Kangho’s stomach turned. Damn it, they’re coated in poison too!

The nets were coated in a deadly poison that was almost certainly absorbed through the skin. The men had either taken an antidote beforehand or were immune to the poison.

He would have to cut the unusual weapons out of the air with sword qi and, if that failed, with enhanced sword qi. Unfortunately, he didn’t have enough qi left to cut through ten nets, let alone twenty-seven.

The nets flew at him all at once, blotting out the entire sky.
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“HAAAAAAAAP!” Neung Pungbi roared.

FWOOOOSH!

His shirt crumbled into ash and fell away. If his defensive qi had been even slightly weaker, his flesh would have burned away with it.

He had experienced this technique before at the hands of Crimson Tiger, but this old man’s offensive power was on another level entirely.

The amount of qi he had was not the issue. The Asura’s Eight Narakas, when mastered to the extreme, was beyond anything he had imagined.

Go Wonjeong’s eyes shimmered with crimson flames, and a raging inferno spiraled around his body.

Finally, Neung Pungbi realized exactly who was standing before him.

“Asura King Yama!”

Even when Crimson Tiger used the Asura’s Eight Narakas, he had never suspected that the martial art was associated with the Asura King Yama. Plenty of martial arts were rooted in extreme yang qi, and since Go Wonjeong had been in seclusion for so long, the Asura’s Eight Narakas had long been written off as a lost martial art. Even Neung Pungbi had only ever heard of it.

“...So it was the Asura King Yama’s martial art.”

Now, the Asura King Yama stood before him in all his resplendent glory.

Neung Pungbi frowned gravely. Theirs was a clash between a dragon and a tiger.

By rights, Go Wonjeong, who had walked away from the jianghu, should have been at an overwhelming disadvantage. Thankfully, he had resumed his training the moment Kwon Kangho became one of the Twelve Phantoms, enabling him to hold his own against Neung Pungbi.

Go Wonjeong was just as surprised as his opponent. As expected of the grandmaster who led the Evil Coalition, Neung Pungbi withstood the Asura’s Eight Narakas at full force.

“To think the Asura King Yama was hiding in a mountain village like this!” Neung Pungbi lamented. “It’s no wonder our Coalition’s fortunes have declined so much lately. How could we ever have prospered while facing your successor?”

Go Wonjeong replied coldly, “How is any of that my disciple’s fault? Clearly, it’s your evil deeds that earned you the wrath of the heavens.”

“Can you blame a scorpion for being born venomous?”

“Don’t justify your sins with stupid excuses!”

Their gazes locked, thick with mutual hostility. This was a fight that would end only when one of them perished.

“By now, your disciple should be dead,” Neung Pungbi declared icily.

“If that’s true...” Go Wonjeong smiled coldly. “I’ll kill every last one of you and appease my disciple’s ghost with blood!”

SWOOOOOSH!

Their swords flew through the air once more.
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The nets descended upon Kwon Kangho, but he didn’t attempt to evade them. He couldn’t.

SQUEEZE!

Four of them engulfed him and tightened in an instant. Secret Squad warriors pulled on the metal chains in four directions, cinching the nets tighter around him. The rest unsheathed their swords again.

SSSSSSS!

A deadly poison vapor wafted from the mesh, but still, Kwon Kangho did not fall.

The Secret Squad exchanged puzzled glances.

Unknown to them, the instant the nets took flight, Kwon Kangho had popped the Poison Resistance Bead into his mouth. Between the Bead and the Poison Resistance Ring he wore, the venom was held at bay. Additionally, the gauntlets he wore were also highly poison-resistant.

Kwon Kangho’s real worry was the nets themselves. They constricted as though they meant to slice him apart, and bound him so tightly he couldn’t even wiggle his hands.

The Secret Squad closed in slowly, convinced of their victory.

Kwon Kangho shut his eyes and quieted his mind. He knew there was only one way out. Drawing on every last scrap of qi he had left, he moved instinctively.

The Secret Squad encircled him, drawing closer with every moment. They raised their swords, ready to plunge them into his body all at once.

SHHHHH!

At that moment of life or death, Soul Crusher floated slowly into the air on its own.

The Secret Squad stared at it, spellbound. Disbelief flickered across their minds.

ZING!

Soul Crusher transformed into a streak of crimson light so intense it seemed their eyes would be burned blind.

Kwon Kangho controlled the sword with telekinesis.

SWOOOOOOOOOOOOOSH! SHK! THWACK! SHK! THWACK! SHK! THWACK! THWACK! THWACK! THWACK! THWACK!

The streak of light danced across the sky, tracing an enormous circle. There was nothing the Secret Squad could do to stop it. No possibility of defense. The attack pierced everything in its path, speeding through space faster than instinct could follow.

THUD! THUD! THUD! THUD! THUD! THUD! THUD!

Over twenty men, including those hauling the nets, dropped like flies simultaneously.

Soul Crusher returned to where it had started.

CLINK!

Having fulfilled its purpose, the blade fell powerlessly to the ground.

Kwon Kangho’s face drained of color, turning deathly pale. Having poured every last ounce of himself into that one move, he looked ready to topple at a touch.

And yet, seven or eight Secret Squad members were still standing. By now, ordinary martial artists would have fled while screaming, yet the survivors’ eyes blazed savagely like frightened, wounded beasts. Unfortunately for Kwon Kangho, and for them, running was one thing they had never been taught to do.

POOF!

Smoke boiled up from where something was dropped on the ground. A smoke bomb from the Hidden Arrow Merchant Guild, which Kwon Kangho had pulled out along with the Poison Resistance Bead, had slipped from his hand.

Seconds later, the entire area was obscured by a white fog.

SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH!

Sword qi poured into the spot where the smoke had risen.

KRAK KRAK KRAK KRAK KRAK!

Dust churned up to join it as two Secret Squad warriors leaped high and landed at the spot where Kwon Kangho had fallen.

SWOOOOOSH!

Two streaks of enhanced sword qi shredded the ground.

KABOOM!

The earth shuddered as the two men touched down. 

One of them stepped deeper into the smoke, his foot catching the net that had wrapped around Kwon Kangho moments ago. He opened his mouth to warn the others that the enemy was still alive, but it was too late.

SQUELCH!

Soul Crusher punched through his neck from left to right. He collapsed without so much as a scream.

The man who had landed beside him swung his blade repeatedly toward Kwon Kangho’s last known position.

THWACK! THWACK! THWACK!

Hearing the sound of flesh tearing, his expression soured. He was carving up his own dead comrade.

SWISH!

Killing intent brushed his skin. He swung and hit nothing but air.

CRACK!

Beyond the smoke, bones broke, and another comrade let out a strangled cry.

Wasn’t he completely out of qi?

For the first time since his training began, the Secret Squad warrior took a step backward. His instincts screamed at him, and terror gripped him.

How is this possible? How could anyone break a Secret Squad member’s bones with brute strength alone? If we’re ghouls created only to kill, then this man is a God of War!

SHLUK!

A sharp snap echoed as the smoke in front of him parted. A throwing knife appeared out of nowhere and buried itself in his throat.

Clutching his neck, the man fell to the ground. Had he not been paralyzed with fear, a knife carrying no qi at all could never have killed him so easily.

FWEET!

Someone whistled.

The survivors flapped their sleeves and swept their hands through the air in unison. They should have done this the instant the smoke bomb detonated, but the shock of witnessing Kwon Kangho’s telekinesis had clouded their judgment.

As the smoke cleared, one more Secret Squad member toppled sideways with his neck wrung around like a dishcloth.

Kwon Kangho stood behind him.

“Huff, huff, huff, huff...”

The only sound left in that place was his labored breathing.

The five remaining Secret Squad members were dumbfounded. Any one of them could reduce a decent, mid-sized sect to rubble. Together, all thirty-three of them were a force that the North Sea Ice Palace itself would not have engaged carelessly.

Nevertheless, all but five of them were dead. Moreover, all of this had happened in the same battlefield where three hundred experts had already been cut down.

By a single man.

During this battle, Kwon Kangho transcended several stages of martial arts without realizing it. Now, he’d reached Cheon Ahseong’s realm.

The unbelievable divine prowess to break a Secret Squad member’s neck without qi was a gift granted to those who could attach the character for ‘god’ to the character for ‘martial’. It was the natural right for those who stood at the top.

Even so, the remaining Secret Squad members did not retreat.

SWIIISH!

One of them charged, hurling sword qi ahead of him.

Kwon Kangho ducked to the side, and the man thrust again. He looked ready to collapse at any moment, yet he somehow never did. He evaded the blade with the loose, weightless grace of a man pretending to be exhausted, with no qi to his name.

Truthfully, though, Kwon Kangho was in a state of self-annihilation. He grasped the man’s wrist with his left hand and drove his right elbow into his jaw.

CRACK!

The man staggered, and Kwon Kangho threw his entire body weight behind the next blow.

THWACK!

A jaw should never shatter from a bare fist. It was impossible. Yet, the impossible was happening before the Secret Squad’s eyes.

CRUNCH!

The second punch caved in the man’s face, killing him instantly.

THWACK!

Another Secret Squad member struck Kwon Kangho, sending him tumbling across the ground. Kwon Kangho felt like his side was about to burst, but he didn’t have time to check the wound.

THWACK!

A second blow caught him across the face. His speed had fallen too far to keep up, and blood streamed from a gash beside his eye. 

Seizing the advantage, the man grabbed Kwon Kangho by the collar and hoisted him up, ready to rip his heart out.

CRACK!

Kwon Kangho headbutted him in the face. The man’s skull shattered, and he slumped to the ground, with Kwon Kangho falling on top of him.

The rest of the Secret Squad piled on top of them both.
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Jongri Mun arrived at the site of the pile of corpses, his subordinates trailing behind him.

He was half out of his mind. When the three hundred experts of the Black Sand Cave fell, he had remained composed. Crimson Tiger’s extraordinary martial prowess had surprised him, but it wasn’t completely beyond his expectations.

However, after the sounds of fighting faded away with no sign of the Secret Squad appearing, he panicked. The fact that none of them returned could mean only one thing.

They were annihilated? Seriously!?

“No way...”

Jongri Mun’s mind simply could not process what had just transpired. 

How could anyone face the entire Secret Squad immediately after taking on three hundred peak experts, with no rest in between? Not even Coalition Leader Neung Pungbi could have survived that!

“This way, sir.”

Jongri Mun followed a subordinate through blood that pooled to his ankles. Eventually, he found the man responsible for this incomprehensible scene.

Crimson Tiger was sitting with his back against a pile of corpses. His head was slumped forward, and he was so utterly motionless that it was impossible to tell whether he was alive or dead.

Jongri Mun looked around. The Secret Squad were there, albeit in the form of corpses strewn across the landscape.

“Guaaack!”

The putrid stench of blood crept into his nostrils, and he doubled over, retching.

The Secret Squad had truly been annihilated. Everything he had spent years preparing, all his efforts to ensure the Coalition’s supremacy, had crumbled like a sandcastle.

And he was finished along with it. He didn’t know if he could even cling on to life. No, a quick execution would be preferable. He’d rather die than rot in a cell or be sent home to teach village children how to read.

His subordinates stared around in disbelief. Every corpse in sight was one of their own.

Jongri Mun wiped his mouth, whipped his head up, and strode toward Crimson Tiger. Seizing him by the hair, he lifted the man’s head. “You bastard...!”

He flinched. Crimson Tiger’s clear, piercing eyes showed that he was still alive.

Jongri Mun swallowed his fear and grabbed his nemesis by the collar, hatred pouring out of him. “You! You’ve ruined everything.”

He looked toward the mountain in the distance. “What in the world is up there that made you hold on like this? What the hell is up there? No, it doesn’t matter what’s up there. It’s all over by now anyway. You can die along with your secret!”

Jongri Mun drew his sword and plunged it toward Crimson Tiger’s heart mercilessly.

SQUELCH!

Blood spurted like a fountain. Jongri Mun realized a beat too late that the blood was his own. A sword protruded from his back, thrust at him from behind.

He slowly turned his head. Ju Hwayin stood there.

THWACK! THWACK! SHLICK!

Beyond her, Lee Dansim was cutting down his subordinates in rapid succession.

Ju Hwayin looked into his eyes calmly. “That thing up there is the reason all of this started.”

“What?” Jongri Mun slurred, dark blood welling out of his mouth.

“If it weren’t for that thing, you would have won. If it weren’t for that thing, I would have won too. If it weren’t for that thing, I would never have fallen in love with him. And if it weren’t for that thing...” Her gaze shifted. “That man wouldn’t be getting up again in that state.”

Jongri Mun followed her gaze. Even as life faded from his eyes, they went wide in horror.

Crimson Tiger was slowly rising to his feet. The light had never left his eyes. Although he appeared to be battered beyond recovery, he was actually meditating to restore his qi.

SHINK!

Ju Hwayin pulled her sword free, letting Jongri Mun topple to the ground. Until his last breath, he wondered what was up on that mountain.

He wasn’t entirely in despair, though. Neung Pungbi had gone up there, and he was confident the Coalition Leader would destroy whatever was up there.

Thus, the Evil Coalition’s Head Strategist Jongri Mun met his end.

Kwon Kangho’s eyes met Ju Hwayin’s, but he said nothing.

She glanced down at the corpse. “If this man came, then that guy probably came too... You should hurry up and go.”

Kwon Kangho spun around without hesitation. He didn’t thank the woman who had saved his life twice, and not because he lacked the time or because he wasn’t grateful. The words simply refused to come out.

Ju Hwayin watched Kwon Kangho shrink into the distance. “He came all this way for his daughter...” she murmured to herself. “What about me? What did I come all this way for?”

Lee Dansim walked up beside her, a blood-stained sword in hand. “To save him again?”

Ju Hwayin smiled faintly. “What’s the big deal about that?”

Lee Dansim let out a small sigh. The love between these two was impossible to understand, let alone put into words. Fate lashed them together so tenaciously, yet they couldn’t even exchange a word of thanks.

“If you love him... tell him before it’s too late. Tell him you want to be with him.”

“Pfft!” Ju Hwayin chuckled derisively.

“Why are you laughing? At this rate, you’ll lose him forever.”

“Dansim.”

“Yes?”

“Give me that sword.”

Lee Dansim handed her sword over carefully.

Ju Hwayin held up the bloody sword. “How do I look?”

“What do you mean, Young Lady?”

“Does it suit me? Don’t lie. Tell me honestly.”

Lee Dansim studied her mistress for a moment, then nodded. “Yes, it suits you well.”

Ju Hwayin smiled. “Bitches who suit a bloody sword shouldn’t fall in love. Our love is just far too selfish. We are no different from toxic blades.”

“Then what about a bitch like me? Ah, I’m sorry. Should a bitch like me fall in love all by herself? I’ll start preparing for that right now!”

SWOOSH!

Ju Hwayin flicked the blood off the sword and handed it back. “A bloody sword doesn’t suit you, so you’re excused.”

“What on earth does that mean?” Lee Dansim exclaimed, before launching into a long-winded declaration that she would never fall in love either.

Ju Hwayin let the words wash over her and looked around instead. The mountain of corpses and the sea of blood felt strangely unfamiliar today.

Suddenly, she realized it was time for her to leave.

She cast one last glance toward the mountain Kwon Kangho had climbed.

A man like you... will definitely protect your most precious thing. You have to protect it!


V9C8: The Strongest in the World

Go Wonjeong and Neung Pungbi traded a thousand blows, yet the match remained undecided. Seven days and nights of this would not have settled the contest. The two old masters were perfectly, maddeningly equal.

Go Wonjeong fought desperately to protect Seohyeon. Neung Pungbi refused to yield because his pride as the Coalition Leader wouldn’t allow it.

The turning point came from an external source.

Four of Neung Pungbi’s personal bodyguards appeared behind Go Wonjeong.

Go Wonjeong’s expression hardened. “What is the meaning of this?”

“As you know, I don’t travel alone,” Neung Pungbi replied calmly. “It seems the boys were worried about me.”

“So you intend to gang up on me?”

Neung Pungbi smirked. “You’re rather naive.”

Go Wonjeong’s heart sank. They didn’t come to join the fight. They came to break into the stone chamber behind me. 

Whether they intended to take a hostage or merely disrupt his focus, his enemies were plunging a dagger straight into his greatest vulnerability.

“You bastards! What do you think you’re doing?”

“I’d love to trade blows with you for days on end,” Neung Pungbi said, unbothered by the angry outburst. “But leading an organization doesn’t leave a man with that kind of time.”

“You filthy mongrel! Cease your underhanded tactics and face me honorably!”

Neung Pungbi’s eyes narrowed. “You broke the rules first. The Asura King Yama has no business rotting away in a place like this. Isn’t that so?”

He gestured to his men. Go Wonjeong felt them all turn toward the stone chamber.

“Wait! Stop!”

Go Wonjeong’s hesitation lasted less than a heartbeat. Spinning around at lightning speed, he hurled his sword.

SWOOOSH!

The blade shot toward the four men. At that same time, Neung Pungbi charged at Go Wonjeong’s exposed back.

Go Wonjeong ignored him. Right now, he cared about nothing except killing those men. 

Seohyeon will die if they get inside and disrupt the rite.

His sword flew as fast as light, curving wide before piercing through three of them.

THUD! THUD! THUD!

The last one slipped through and dove into the stone chamber as Go Wonjeong’s sword buried itself in the wall beside the entrance with a resounding bang.

SWOOOSH!

Neung Pungbi’s blade plunged into Go Wonjeong’s defenseless back.

SQUELCH!

Steel sank into flesh, aiming for his heart.

GRIP!

Suddenly, after sinking barely a finger’s depth, the blade stopped dead.

Kwon Kangho had caught the blade with his bare hand. As though he had simply stepped through space, he arrived at superhuman speed. Neung Pungbi tried to put more force behind the sword, but Kwon Kangho moved first.

“HAAAAAAP!”

He let out a loud shout as he yanked the blade out. Blood streamed from his palm, which had been sliced open by the sword qi radiating off the edge.

SPLURT!

The sword tore free of Go Wonjeong’s back.

“Master!”

“You’ve come!”

Master and disciple locked eyes for a brief moment. No words were needed. Go Wonjeong sped toward the stone chamber.

“You!” Neung Pungbi exclaimed, an obvious tremor in his voice. “How are you here? Don’t tell me...?”

Crimson Tiger reeked of blood. Everything about him, from his bloodless face to his cold eyes, hinted at the outcome of the battle at the foot of the mountain.

“Truly... remarkable.”

Neung Pungbi was genuinely impressed. The fact that Crimson Tiger appeared in an instant and blocked his strike proved that he was a completely different man from the one he had fought before.

Neung Pungbi gazed quietly at the hand that had seized his blade. Hatred pulsed through him. He was furious not just because of the hand on his sword, but because of everything this man had done to the Evil Coalition.

“How dare you stand in my way?”

Kwon Kangho said nothing. He had no interest in trading words with an enraged, unhinged old man. To him, the moment Neung Pungbi had sent men to take his daughter hostage and stabbed his master in the back, he had been demoted from Coalition Leader to an old man who deserved death.

The problem is whether I can actually kill him.

Kwon Kangho could tell that he had grown, but he had no idea by how much. Besides, his qi was the deciding factor. Circulating it once had restored some, but compared to his full reserves, he had less than a quarter. He had to face Neung Pungbi, an opponent no clever strategy could overcome, in this state.

“You bastard!” Neung Pungbi roared, swinging his sword.

SWIIISH!

The blade grazed Kwon Kangho’s face. At that moment, he caught his reflection in the steel. 

The face staring back at him wasn’t his own, but the one he had seen reflected on the blades of his enemies throughout his many missions as Crimson Tiger. He had forgotten to change his face back after visiting the weapons merchant.

Crimson Tiger... Yes, I have to be Crimson Tiger. For this fight, at least... I have to be the Crimson Tiger who never lost a single battle.

The two of them now stood close enough to touch. 

Sword still extended, Neung Pungbi slowly turned his head, his eyes glinting dangerously. His last attack was not easily evaded, yet Crimson Tiger dodged it with ease.

GRAB!

Crimson Tiger grabbed his wrist as casually as taking a friend’s hand.

WHOOSH!

Neung Pungbi somersaulted through the air. The essence of the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers had powered that throw, which would have shattered an ordinary man’s spine.

Of course, Neung Pungbi landed on both feet, but that didn’t change the fact that he was badly shaken.

How did that happen? There’s no way I would have let my guard down enough for someone to grab my wrist and throw me like that!

Crimson Tiger clenched his fists. He was just as shaken as Neung Pungbi. He had flawlessly performed the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers, yet Neung Pungbi had easily shrugged him off and emerged unscathed.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

Sparks flew as Crimson Tiger drew Soul Crusher and parried the next thrust.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

Pain shot through Crimson Tiger’s wrists. Few martial artists in the world had ever experienced pain from merely blocking a sword, but Crimson Tiger’s composure remained undisturbed.

Of course it hurts! Considering who my opponent is, it should hurt. The fact that it only hurts means that I’m doing extremely well.

After a dozen exchanges, he sprang back and faced off with his foe, standing a dozen paces apart.

Neung Pungbi’s eyes trembled. The more blows they traded, the more astonished he became.

He’s far stronger than he was the last time we fought. How could anyone improve so much in such a short time?

Crimson Tiger took a slow, deep breath. Something his master had once told him came to mind.


“When you truly abandon everything, a new path will open.”



His situation was the exact opposite. There was something he could never abandon, something he could never let go of. He was obsessed with it, his mind occupied entirely by it.

Wouldn’t embracing the other extreme also pave a new path?

He decided to stop thinking about how much qi he had left. Years of real combat had taught him a lot of things, and that experience was whispering to him now. 

I can’t win this fight using the Asura’s Eight Narakas, which consume a lot of qi. Only the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers gives me a chance at victory. This has to be a fistfight, not a swordfight.

Crimson Tiger’s gaze deepened slowly yet naturally. He had to orchestrate the battle in such a way that his enemy wouldn’t notice his plan until the critical moment.

Neung Pungbi was blinking in confusion, but he was a sharp man. All he needed was a little more time to grasp the truth.

Crimson Tiger clenched his teeth. I have to sink my teeth into him before that happens. And once I bite down, I never let go.

SWISH!

He struck first, thrusting Soul Crusher at Neung Pungbi’s throat. Neung Pungbi dodged to the side, causing the blade to pass through empty air. Crimson Tiger rotated his blade, slashing diagonally in a smooth follow-up attack.

SWOOSH!

Neung Pungbi arched backward as Soul Crusher swept over his face.

SHHHK!

The sword changed course again.

CLANG!

Neung Pungbi knocked it away and counterattacked seriously, realizing he could no longer sit by and admire the fight like a master watching a novice. 

His sword darted toward Crimson Tiger’s wrist.

CLANG!

Crimson Tiger parried, taking a step back to control the distance between them.

SWISH! SWISH! SWISH! SWISH!

Soul Crusher lunged at Neung Pungbi time and again, but the Coalition Leader’s exquisite footwork kept him just out of reach. 

On the surface, he appeared completely relaxed. Inwardly, however, he was anything but. Crimson Tiger’s techniques were genuinely dangerous.

Neung Pungbi stopped holding his ultimate techniques in reserve.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

The ferocity of the counterattack sent Crimson Tiger reeling.

Neung Pungbi seized the opportunity and pressed the attack, unaware that the opening had been offered to him on purpose.

SWOOOSH!

His sword grazed Crimson Tiger’s shoulder.

PSSHT!

Blood sprayed for the first time since they clashed.

Before he could savor his small victory, though, Crimson Tiger coiled around his arm like a snake and clamped down. At some point, he had thrown Soul Crusher to the ground.

CRACK!

The Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers should have pulverized his arm, but it only bent partway. Neung Pungbi was not a man who would go down without a desperate last stand.

SHHHK!

Crimson Tiger slipped past the incoming blade and dived into his opponent’s embrace. 

I can’t miss the chance I gave up my sword for!

GRAB!

He bent Neung Pungbi’s spine backward using the Thirteen Shadowless Maneuvers. Feeling as though his back was about to snap, Neung Pungbi smashed his elbow into his opponent’s face. 

THWACK!

Crimson Tiger’s head whipped back.

CRACK!

The next moment, he lunged forward again, ramming his forehead into Neung Pungbi’s nose.

“You crazy bastard!” Neung Pungbi cried out, anger flashing across his face. He had never allowed anyone to headbutt him before. 

However, now was not the time to be upset. Crimson Tiger threw a punch even as blood trickled down his forehead.

BAM! BAM! BAM!

Neung Pungbi wrenched himself away, his cheek burning from the force of the near miss. He tried to back up, but Crimson Tiger wouldn’t let him.

BAM! BAM! BAM!

Neung Pungbi hurled a punch of his own. Crimson Tiger tried to duck, but a head-on collision was inevitable against this opponent.

BAM! KABOOOOM!

Although he wasn’t losing ground yet, one thing was certain.

Damn it! I’ll run out of qi first.

Crimson Tiger began searching for another opening. Wrapping his arms around Neung Pungbi’s thigh, he twisted hard. The move should have wrenched the old man’s spine and killed him instantly, but Neung Pungbi did not resist the momentum; he let himself rotate with it.

THWACK!

An elbow caught Crimson Tiger in the face. It was only a glancing blow, but it rattled his brain.

BANG! BANG! BANG! BANG! BANG! BANG!

Four fists traded blows again.

RUMBLE! CRACK!

The air shuddered, and the ground beneath the two men split apart. The amount of qi being burned here was staggering, and Crimson Tiger fought desperately to seize his moment before it ran out. Unfortunately, Neung Pungbi gave him nothing.

BAM! BAM! BAM! BAM! BAM!

As the evenly matched fight dragged on, Crimson Tiger grew anxious, while Neung Pungbi lost his temper more and more.

GRIP!

Neung Pungbi caught Crimson Tiger’s left wrist. In the same breath, Crimson Tiger caught his right. For a moment, they stood there, glaring at each other.

Neung Pungbi’s eyes blazed. “Kneel now, and I’ll let you live!”

Crimson Tiger stared straight into Neung Pungbi’s eyes and smiled coldly. “The fact that you’re saying that means you’re scared of me.”

SWOOSH!

Their fists smashed into each other’s faces.

THWACK! THWACK!

Both men staggered back.

Crimson Tiger rushed Neung Pungbi without pause, and Neung Pungbi met his punch with twin palm strikes.

“Ugh!” Neung Pungbi groaned.

Even with his defensive enhanced qi at full strength, both of his arms ached from the impact. He had lost in qi output in that exchange.

Crimson Tiger was not holding anything back. He was giving the fight his all.

BOOOOM!

Another blast drove them apart.

“Kuaargh!” Crimson Tiger coughed up blood, his face ashen. At the last moment, his qi had fallen short, and he had been unable to absorb Neung Pungbi’s attack.

Still, Neung Pungbi did not smile. To him, being matched so evenly with a man less than half his age was a defeat in itself.

“I’ll destroy all of it!” he roared.

RUMBLE!

Crimson Tiger’s heart skipped a beat. “What?”

“I’ll wipe out every last trace! You! Your master! And whatever it is you’re trying to protect in that stone chamber!”

Crimson Tiger froze. Suddenly, he realized he was so absorbed in the fight that he had totally forgotten about Seohyeon.

Countless memories flashed through his mind. The day he first held his daughter. Her tiny face in the swaddling blanket, those tiny hands, tiny eyes, and her beautiful, beautiful smile. The first time she rolled over. The first step she ever took. The first time she called him “Daddy.” The first time she patted him on the back with her small hands.

Seohyeon’s going to die? My daughter’s going to die?

A shudder ripped through his body, as if lightning had struck him. Light burst from his eyes, far more intense than the glow of madness.

That little child is going to die? What did she ever do wrong?

Something detonated inside Crimson Tiger. All of his potential erupted at once. Everything came together—his training with Go Wonjeong and Cheon Ahseong, his many years of combat experience, his personal epiphanies, his good fortune, his near-death ordeals, and finally, his pure, unbridled rage.

Everything he was and is awakened inside him.

Crimson Tiger’s eyes snapped open. Seohyeon’s face faded from his mind’s eye, and the world came rushing back.

He saw Neung Pungbi standing in the distance, catching his breath. He charged without hesitation.

BAM! BAM! BAM! BAM!

This time, when their fists collided, Neung Pungbi’s eyes widened.

My arm feels like it’s coming off. He has barely any qi left and has sustained a lot of internal injuries. Where in the world is this strength coming from?

THWACK!

Neung Pungbi’s moment of distraction and doubt created an opening. His jaw was wrenched to the side, and he tumbled to the ground. Without even checking his face, he pulled off a lazy donkey roll to escape.

KABOOOOM!

Crimson Tiger’s fist smashed into the spot Neung Pungbi had occupied a heartbeat earlier.

CRAAAAAACK!

The earth cracked outward like a spiderweb for thirty meters in every direction.

“Crazy!”

Neung Pungbi was horrified. He couldn’t sense any qi from Crimson Tiger, and harnessing such inhuman power without qi was supposed to be impossible!

Little did he know, this was the moment a human being’s spirit overrode his flesh. The moment a man’s will reshaped his own physiology.

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

Crimson Tiger made a mad dash forward like a deranged beast, overpowering Neung Pungbi and forcing him to retreat.

Neung Pungbi truly wanted to turn and run right then and there. A malevolence beyond killing intent and a determination beyond comprehension spilled from Crimson Tiger’s eyes. Simply meeting the man’s stare evoked a primal fear that his entire body was about to dissolve.

Unfortunately, he had no such luxury.

WHAP! WHAP! WHAP!

Only one thought filled his mind.

This kid... isn’t he stronger than Cheon Ahseong?!

CRACK!

Crimson Tiger smashed his knee into Neung Pungbi’s chin, launching him backward. Despite activating his strongest enhanced defensive qi, his jaw still felt like it would shatter.

THWACK! THWACK! THWACK! THWACK! THWACK!

Punches hammered into Neung Pungbi’s chest with the fervor of a blacksmith striking an anvil. His body convulsed violently as he stumbled backward. His insides churned as he coughed up a mouthful of blood.

And still Crimson Tiger pressed the attack. He was as persistent as a shadow and as fast as light.

THWACK! THWACK! THWACK! THWACK!

Neung Pungbi’s jaw was fractured once more.

If this bastard had any qi at all, my jaw would be a rag by now.

Nevertheless, he did not despair. He was the Evil Coalition Leader, Neung Pungbi. He was, in name and in truth, the second strongest man in the jianghu and the leader of one of the two most powerful murim organizations. He would not take a beating without fighting back.

“You scoundrel!”

His fists rained down on Crimson Tiger.

THWACK! THWACK! THWACK!

Crimson Tiger was thrown backward, but he quickly got back up. Shooting across the space between them, he slammed into Neung Pungbi again.

BOOM!

His fist found the old man’s chest a second time.

SLIIIDE!

Neung Pungbi was driven back, and Crimson Tiger pursued him mercilessly.

KABOOOOM!

Crimson Tiger launched himself into the air and kicked Neung Pungbi square in the chest.

“Kuaargh!”

Blood spurted from Neung Pungbi’s mouth like a geyser. With that last blow, Crimson Tiger had shattered his enhanced defensive qi.

BAM! BAM! BAM! BAM!

Even from the ground, Neung Pungbi’s feet hammered into Crimson Tiger in a rapid series of kicks that could crush steel.

THUD! THUD! THUD! THUD! THUD! CRASH!

Crimson Tiger was flung backward with enough force to break every bone in his body. No one would have been surprised if he died instantly, but he shot up off the ground like nothing had happened.

DRIP, DRIP...

Blood trickled from the corner of Neung Pungbi’s mouth. The same was true for Crimson Tiger.

“...Who in the world are you?” Neung Pungbi gasped.

Crimson Tiger answered in his heart. 

It doesn’t matter who I am. As long as I can save my daughter, I can be anything. A stone on the road. A son of a bitch. A pile of shit. As long as I can save my daughter.

WHOOSH!

Instead of replying, he charged again.

Neung Pungbi did not dodge. His skin burned red as he unleashed his ultimate finishing move, Descent of the Sanguine God. The fact that he had to tap into his abundant qi against an opponent with none at all was humiliating.

Nevertheless, the unfathomable was playing out before his eyes, and his body confirmed that he was still very much in reality.

BAM! KABOOM! KABOOOOM!

Again, their fists collided in midair.

GUSH! GUSH!

Blood spattered across their faces, but the frenzied exchange continued. Crimson Tiger’s body and qi were in complete disarray, but he didn’t care.

“Damn it!” Neung Pungbi swore. Overwhelmed by the destructive force, he pushed Crimson Tiger away. Even mid-throw, though, both men continued to trade blows.

“Kuaaack!”

Suddenly, an ear-piercing scream burst from Neung Pungbi. Crimson Tiger had struck his shoulder with a downward chop while flying backward.

Of course, Crimson Tiger did not escape unscathed, either.

KABOOOOM!

He crashed to the ground, his shoulder dislocated and his arm hanging uselessly. And yet, he gritted his teeth, struggled to his feet and surged forward again.

Faced with an unrelenting opponent, Neung Pungbi made a choice he should never have made—he went for Crimson Tiger’s wounded arm instead of his vitals.

At the last instant, he flinched. Although his pride had indeed been wounded, it was not his mind that recoiled, but his muscles.

This microscopic involuntary twitch that was beyond the control of his will brought about a monumental outcome.

CRACK!

Deflecting the clumsy strike, Crimson Tiger wrenched Neung Pungbi’s neck halfway around. The spine of any other man would have snapped, but because it was Neung Pungbi, he barely survived.

Even so, the instant his neck twisted, the energy from Descent of the Sanguine God scattered into the atmosphere.

THWACK!

A beat too late, he landed a blow on Crimson Tiger’s dislocated shoulder, exacerbating the injury and sending him rolling across the ground in agony.

“Kuaargh!” Crimson Tiger spat out a torrent of blood.

Neung Pungbi knew exactly how much pain the man must be in, when he had no qi left to suppress the agony or reduce the severity of the wound. Yet, Crimson Tiger was enduring the agony with gritted teeth. He was even smiling.

Crimson Tiger’s body was a wreck, but his mind was at peace. His vision swam, and he saw a vision of Seohyeon playing in a flower garden on a warm spring day.

I don’t know what kind of life my daughter will have. I only hope that she finds happiness wherever she goes. 

My hardship is temporary. So is my pain. I can bear what’s happening to me right now, but I could never live with the pain of losing her for even a day. For Seohyeon’s sake, I would gladly die... Yeah, I’m fine with that. I’ll drag this bastard to hell with me!

Goosebumps crawled across Neung Pungbi’s skin. He recognized the hidden meaning behind Crimson Tiger’s smile. The madman was contemplating mutual self-destruction.

Fighting Cheon Ahseong hadn’t frightened him at all, but he was absolutely terrified now.

“You crazy son of a bitch! I am the Coalition Leader!” he screamed in a panic.

Both men charged at each other.

THWACK! THWACK! THWACK! THWACK! THWACK!

Their fists collided.

THWACK! THWACK! THWACK! THWACK! THWACK!

Crimson Tiger persevered, fixating on nothing but Seohyeon. His indomitable will eventually brought about a miracle.

SLAM!

“Uwaaaaaaah!” Neung Pungbi screamed as he was flung backward and slammed into the ground.

“Kueeeeeeegh!”

He coughed up mouthful after mouthful of blood. To his horror, he had sustained an internal injury that would take more than ten years to mend.

Struggling to lift his head, he saw Crimson Tiger approaching him slowly, menacingly.

He blurted out a phrase no one would ever have believed could leave his mouth. “I surrender!”

Crimson Tiger curled his hand into a fist, ready to crush Neung Pungbi’s skull with one blow, as if he hadn’t heard anything.

Neung Pungbi was seized by desperation. “Stop! I’ll never come looking for you again! I’ll forget about you and your master! I’ll never again question what was inside that stone chamber!”

WHOOSH!

The fist descended upon his head, but thankfully, it stopped at the last instant. 

Crimson Tiger took several deep breaths to calm himself, then unclenched his fist. “...Go.”

No matter how conflicted he was, he understood what would happen the moment he killed Neung Pungbi. He and his daughter would be hunted by the Evil Coalition for the rest of their lives. In fact, by killing the Coalition Leader, he might drive the unorthodox sects mad with vengeance and spark a war.

Neung Pungbi nodded vigorously. “I will... absolutely keep my promise.”

Crimson Tiger could tell the old man meant it.

Neung Pungbi slowly rose to his feet, blood still trickling from his mouth.

The two battered men stared at each other. Now that they weren’t fighting anymore, all of their insane hatred seemed to have drained away.

“If I ever had to fight you or Cheon Ahseong again,” Neung Pungbi stated evenly, “I would choose Cheon Ahseong. You are... without question, the strongest martial artist in the world.”

Crimson Tiger said nothing. Being the strongest did not make him happy. He had never cared about such things.

Neung Pungbi left.

THUD!

Kwon Kangho collapsed from exhaustion. His body, having been pushed past its limits, finally gave out. Every inch hurt like hell, and he had a headache so intense that he feared his skull was about to split open.

Drowsiness washed over him, threatening to overcome his resolve.

No! If I close my eyes now, I’ll die. 

He strained to keep his eyes open, but his vision blurred anyway. He couldn’t tell if the sky above him was blue or black. Everything was fading, and he found himself worrying about what he would do if Neung Pungbi returned.

I can’t faint! Please!

Kwon Kangho forced himself to lift his head and look toward the stone chamber.

The treatment procedure... what happened with Seohyeon’s treatment? I can’t die like this.

Suddenly, the door to the stone chamber opened, and his master emerged with Seohyeon in his arms. Sagong Hu trailed behind them.

Seohyeon was awake.

Kwon Kangho poured what little energy he had left into his eyes. Amid a world dissolving into gray, his daughter’s face came into sharp, impossible, and perfectly clear focus.

She was smiling.

Ahh! The treatment succeeded!

“DADDY!”

Kwon Kangho couldn’t help but beam with joy at the sound of her voice. His heart felt lighter than air, as if it was about to soar into the sky. As the tension bled out of him, however, his vision began to blur again.

He reached a hand toward his daughter, but couldn’t even tell if he had extended his arm properly... until he felt Seohyeon’s fingers clasp tightly around his.

It’s done!

Kwon Kangho slowly slumped to the side.

The old Divine Physician caught him. Although Kwon Kangho was injured from head to toe, he could tell that the young father wasn’t ready to die just yet.


V9C9: The People of the Jianghu

“Something is definitely happening in the North Sea,” Eom Baekyang remarked.

Gu Yangseo nodded blankly. They knew that a large group of martial artists had secretly entered the North Sea, accompanied by the Evil Coalition’s trump card, the Secret Squad.

Countless reports on the matter were flooding into the Radiant Hall, so he had taken up residence in his office to receive them the moment they arrived. This incident was that important to him.

“What was the total number again?”

“Three hundred and fifty, give or take.”

That was by no means a small number.

CLICK!

The door opened, and Hong Sabaek poked his head in, holding up his index finger. 

This was the hand signal they had agreed upon previously. A thumbs-up meant that Cheon Ahseong was approaching, and an index finger meant that the First Young Lord, Baek Museong, was on his way.

“Do you think it’s because of this incident?”

“It must be.”

“So it is related to Young Lord Baek.”

“Act like you know nothing.”

“Of course.”

Before long, Baek Museong arrived at the operations room.

“Greetings, sir. Do you have a request for us today?”

“I was just passing by.”

“Please come in.”

Baek Museong was barely through the office door when he asked, “What’s the situation over there?”

“No reports have come in yet.”

Baek Museong nodded. While it wasn’t as bad as it was for the Evil Coalition, the Association’s operations in the North Sea never ran as smoothly as they did in the Central Plains.

Gu Yangseo watched Baek Museong’s face carefully as he explained. “As you know, the fact that the Evil Coalition is using prisoners means they intend to wipe their opponent out completely. The criminals held in the Black Sand Cave, in particular, are exceptionally skilled and ruthless. I wonder who the target is?”

Baek Museong was aware of the reason for the Coalition’s actions, but he didn’t share any of that information with Gu Yangseo or Eom Baekyang. A dead Crimson Tiger was better for everyone. In fact, he was hoping things would turn out that way.

He was only concerned about one detail. 

“Are you certain the Ice Palace isn’t the target?” he asked.

The last thing he wanted was for the Ice Palace to step in and create a variable.

“It’s definitely not the Ice Palace,” Eom Baekyang reported. “If they had been attacked, the Ice Palace would have requested our cooperation. As prideful as they are, they cannot take on the Evil Coalition alone.”

“The Ice Palace is maintaining their silence on the matter,” Gu Yangseo added.

Baek Museong smiled inwardly, feeling triumphant. 

No Ice Palace means no variables, and without variables, there’s no chance Crimson Tiger will walk away from this alive!

Eom Baekyang tilted his head. “The Evil Coalition sure did dispatch an odd number of martial artists, though. Their forces are too strong to be dealing with a single individual, yet too weak to take on the Ice Palace.”

BAM!

Hong Sabaek burst into the office. “A new report has arrived!”

“What is it?”

“The Black Sand Cave inmates have been completely wiped out.”

““What?””

Gu Yangseo and Eom Baekyang were stunned.

“Did they clash with the North Sea Ice Palace?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Then how were they annihilated? By whom?”

“That hasn’t been revealed yet.”

Baek Museong’s gaze deepened. You truly are incredible, Crimson Tiger.

CLANK, SHING!

Another report arrived via the messaging device.

Im Yeongdal ran into the Director’s Office with it. “Top secret, only you can decrypt it.”

He closed the door behind him and left.

Eom Baekyang quickly decrypted the message, his face clouding over with each passing second. “The Secret Squad has also been annihilated,” he reported.

“What?” Gu Yangseo was horrified. Seizing the report, he re-decrypted the whole message himself, line by line. “I-It’s true! The report says the Secret Squad has been wiped out!”

His face flushed with glee. The Secret Squad was the Evil Coalition’s trump card, and their annihilation was amazing news for the New Righteous Association.

Baek Museong also laughed, “Hahaha! This is wonderful!”

Gu Yangseo turned to Eom Baekyang. “Mobilize the entire handlers’ network. From this moment on, I want the Evil Coalition’s every movement watched closely.”

Baek Museong turned toward the window.

Every trace of joy evaporated from his face. In its place, pure, unbridled wrath cascaded from him like a roaring waterfall.

Crimson Tiger... so you won’t die even when the Coalition Leader himself tries to crush you?

Eom Baekyang shot Gu Yangseo a look, and Gu Yangseo answered with a nod. They had both noticed Baek Museong’s unusual behavior. Something was happening that they weren’t supposed to know about. Their curiosity was piqued, but neither of them dared to broach the subject.

Gu Yangseo first sent the less politically involved Eom Baekyang out of the room.

Once he was alone with the seething First Young Lord, he asked cautiously, “Should I send someone to the North Sea to find out more about what happened to the Secret Squad?”

Baek Museong carefully contemplated the idea. He had intended for both Crimson Tiger and Ju Hwayin to die this time. Everything would have been wrapped up so neatly if that had happened. However, if Crimson Tiger was alive, then Ju Hwayin was too.

He thought of the man who had knelt before him and stared into his eyes while coveting his money.

Fear washed over him without warning.

That man lied about everything. His identity, his strength, his resources... Eliminating him would mean risking everything I have. Is it worth it?

Based on everything he had seen, Crimson Tiger was a completely harmless creature unless provoked.

Is my peace of mind worth taking that kind of risk? Is it worth the massive sacrifices needed? All for a man who won’t do anything except defend himself? 

I need to think through this carefully. This might be the most important decision I ever make.

After a long silence, the First Young Lord of the New Righteous Association whispered, “Bury this North Sea incident. Forever.”
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A blanket of white snow settled over the blood that had run across the land, burying every last corpse beneath it.

After the snowfall stopped, two women stepped onto the pristine expanse.

CRUNCH, CRUNCH...

“They’re all dead,” So Rang reported, eyes trembling in disbelief. “The Evil Coalition has suffered a fatal blow. I believe they won’t be able to provoke the Association for quite some time. How... How is this possible?”

She had delivered the Scorching Divine Pill, but this was not something one person could pull off, even if she handed him every elixir in the world. Even Cheon Ahseong, who had set out with a similar goal not long ago, failed miserably.

And yet, Crimson Tiger succeeded.

Seol Iyeon smiled faintly. “He is a genuinely good person.”

“Pardon?”

“They say that good men are terrifying when angered.”

“Yes,” So Rang grunted curtly. The explanation had not convinced her at all.

Seol Iyeon smiled again, reading her subordinate’s mind. “It wasn’t anger that accomplished this.”

“Then what was it?”

Seol Iyeon offered no response. Crimson Tiger’s boundless love for their daughter filled her with shame. She had no right to speak of a parent’s love.

Seohyeon’s treatment must have succeeded because his love touched the heavens.

The two women climbed to the thatched hut where Kwon Kangho lived. The illusion formations had already been dispelled, so nothing hindered their path.

Next to the hut, they saw a snowman as tall as an adult.

Seol Iyeon rested her hand on it.

An image bloomed before her eyes. Crimson Tiger and Seohyeon were laughing happily as they rolled a giant snowball together.

Tears streaked down her face. She remembered him standing alone in the marketplace all those years ago, looking lost and confused. She remembered herself unconsciously walking toward him.

“Are you sure you don’t want to see them before they leave?”

“Where are they now?”

“They’re in the village below, saying their final goodbyes to the villagers. If you give the order, I can find out where they’re going...”

Seol Iyeon shook her head firmly. “Don’t. Absolutely do not do that,” she stressed, emphasizing her every word.

So Rang nodded grimly, recognizing her mistress’s resolve. “I understand. I will bury everything connected to him.”

Seol Iyeon caressed the snowman one last time. “Yes, he’ll make our daughter happy, always...”
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“Always...”

Yeon’s voice trailed off.

I will always remember you. Always be happy. 

She really wanted to say something. This was her final farewell to him, in the truest sense.

By the time she arrived, everything was already over. Ironically, arriving a step too late had saved her life. There was no way she would have stood by and watched Crimson Tiger fight alone.

Yeon lingered a dozen paces away. Crimson Tiger’s face was deathly pale, evidence that his internal injuries were still far from healed.

But he looked happy. So happy that she found it hard to walk over and bathe in that joy.

Have I ever seen his face this radiant? Have I ever seen him smile so warmly?

And now, it was time for him to go, to disappear from this jianghu forever.

“Daddy.”

“Yes?”

“Where are we going now?”

“We’re going somewhere warm. Somewhere you can run around as much as you want and make plenty of friends.”

“Yay!”

Feeling thrilled, Seohyeon chased the black cat back and forth across the snow.

Ultimately, it was that cat that saved her life. When Neung Pungbi’s subordinate entered the stone chamber, the cat had pounced on him, buying precious time until Go Wonjeong arrived and killed him.

Even then, Go Wonjeong couldn’t return to the fray and help his disciple. The ground was quaking from the ferocity of the duel, and the tremors reached even the treatment room. Although he and Sagong Hu had installed devices meant to absorb such shocks, they had been destroyed during his clash with Neung Pungbi.

Knowing that the smallest tremor could be fatal for Seohyeon, Go Wonjeong poured out his own qi to shield her until the fighting ceased. He was sick with worry the entire time, but he believed in his disciple. His boy Kangho was the fourth-generation successor of the Asura King Yama, after all.

Sagong Hu walked over to Go Wonjeong. “Hey... I won’t be going with you.”

Kwon Kangho jumped in surprise, but Go Wonjeong merely smiled. He had anticipated that Sagong Hu would reach that conclusion. Among the four of them, it was only natural for Sagong Hu to feel like the odd one out.

“Elder Sagong.”

“...Master Go.”

“How many more years do us old fogeys have left? How many friends remain to share a drink with? Let’s spend our remaining time in this world enjoying each other’s company. We can fish, play Go, and travel wherever the road takes us. What do you think?”

“...!” Sagong Hu wavered. He could feel Go Wonjeong’s sincerity in the old master’s every word.

Go Wonjeong added casually, “Besides, a Divine Physician should see his responsibilities through to the end.”

“What does that mean?”

“The treatment was successful, but couldn’t there be unexpected side effects?”

Sagong Hu opened his mouth to deny the possibility, but eventually chuckled instead. He had caught on to Go Wonjeong’s ploy. “I’m a stubborn old man, you know?”

“Of course I do! That’s exactly why I like you.”

Their gazes met, both reflecting the bond of a cherished friendship.

Sagong Hu was touched by how completely Go Wonjeong had opened his heart to him.

The truth was, he wanted to go with them. He hated the thought of returning to the lonely mountaintop hut and spending the rest of his days alone.

He gripped the hand Go Wonjeong extended. “Ahem! I’m only agreeing because of Hyeon.”

“Hahaha! I know.”

As he watched them, Kwon Kangho felt a weight lift from his heart. For both Seohyeon and his master’s sake, he had desperately wanted Sagong Hu to accompany them.

He turned to Yeon, who was standing off to the side. He approached her, but she hung her head to avoid meeting his eyes.

“Yeon.”

“Crimson Tiger.”

He gently pulled her into an embrace. Without her warning letter, he wouldn’t be standing here at all. She had practically saved his life.

The depth of his feelings for her was beyond measure. He genuinely liked her. If his feelings for Ju Hwayin were like an erupting volcano, then his feelings for Yeon were like a torch illuminating the road on a dark night. Small, yet never extinguishing.

For a long time, neither of them said a word.

Finally, Seohyeon trotted over and looked up at Yeon with sparkling eyes. “Unnie, thank you for saving me!”

Yeon crouched down in front of the little girl. “I had no idea you were such a pretty child.”

“Hehe, I am pretty, aren’t I?”

“You have to be a good girl and listen to your daddy, okay?”

“Okay.”

Yeon hugged Seohyeon tightly. Everything she and Crimson Tiger had done for this girl was worth it. The sound of her heartbeat confirmed as much.

“Don’t you ever get sick again.”

Seohyeon patted Yeon on the back, gently, exactly the way she patted her father.

Noticing the situation, Go Wonjeong and Sagong Hu gave her a nod of farewell and started down the road ahead to give the couple space.

Yeon’s chest ached. This was her second time saying goodbye to Crimson Tiger. She stood up, forcing back tears and burying her sorrow.

“Yeon...”

“Go,” she said firmly, mustering all of her courage.

Kwon Kangho nodded. Once again, he could not bring himself to ask her to come with him.

He took Seohyeon’s hand and turned around.

CRACKLE!

As he walked away, his face began to change, shifting back to the face he was born with. Kwon Kangho’s face. A face no one would recognize. Not even Yeon had ever seen it.

He vanished into the distant crowd, never once looking back.

Tears welled in Yeon’s eyes, but she wished them happiness with all her heart.

From now on, I won’t recognize him even if we pass each other in the street.

She decided that was all right. Somewhere out there, he and Seohyeon were living happily. That was enough.

Snowflakes began to fall, as if the sky itself were mourning their parting.
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Three months later.

“The most important thing in life is...”

Every child leaned in, dying to know what the prettiest teacher in the academy considered the most important thing in life.

“...I don’t really know either.”

““Awww!””

The children’s faces fell.

Soeun smiled. “But I know one thing for certain. Right now, all of you are living through the most important time of your lives.”

“We just feel frustrated all the time.”

“You should feel frustrated. That’s how you break out of your eggshells and get outside. If you’re never frustrated, you’ll just sit right where you are forever.”

““......”

Not one of them looked convinced.

Soeun smiled again. To children, words like ‘chivalry’ and ‘honor’ were castles in the sky. She had been the same way when she was their age. Back then, things close by looked much clearer than things far away. Adults always told her to look into the distant future, but never taught her to cherish the things in the present.

A child raised a hand. “Miss Soeun, is there someone you like?”

Every student’s eyes lit up. Love stories were undoubtedly more interesting than any lesson.

“There is,” Soeun replied, grinning.

Cheers erupted, though a few boys with crushes on their teacher fumed in silence.

“Who is it?”

Soeun looked up at the sky. Crimson Tiger’s face popped into her mind. She believed he was out there somewhere, living a magnificent life in the jianghu. No rumor saying he was dead would ever sway her, because she just knew he was alive.

Thinking of him made her chest throb with a faint, sweet longing.

I’ll find my own happiness.

DING DONG DANG DONG!

The bell rang, signaling the end of class. The children scrambled to their feet in a hurry, bowed quickly to their teacher, and sprinted across the training ground.

You disloyal little brats! You could have at least stayed for the answer.

Soeun started on the path back to her office.

On the way, Baek Museong appeared at the edge of the training ground and approached her.

“Father!” Soeun beamed and hurried over.

Baek Museong smiled back. Since the incident with Sin Yeongyeong, he had realized how much he cared for his daughter. No matter the cost, he was determined to never lose her again. Even now, his most loyal subordinates were secretly guarding her.

“I heard you’ve been busy lately?”

“No matter how busy I am, I need to see my daughter’s face before I leave.”

The words ‘father’ and ‘daughter’ came naturally to both of them now. 

They walked side by side across the training ground.

“Isn’t your work really tiring?”

“Yes, it is,” Baek Museong answered with a smile. He had started a different kind of war than the one he had fought over succession. This war was about keeping the Association’s opposing factions in check and balancing countless competing interests. It was a fight for his political life rather than his physical one.

Fortunately, his relationship with Sword Heaven was improving, and negotiations with the other factions were going well.

He glanced at his daughter’s face out of the corner of his eye. She was shining brighter than ever, and it put his mind at ease.

She’s forgotten Crimson Tiger completely.

“Please take care of your health.”

“You too.”

Once he had solidified his foundation a bit more, he would reveal Soeun’s existence to the world.

Baek Museong could hardly wait for the day when he could openly take pride in having a daughter.
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Two months after that.

“Did you hear the rumor?”

“What rumor?”

“They say the Essence-Sucking Ghost has appeared.”

“The Essence-Sucking Ghost? Isn’t that the infamous expert from the Outer Regions?”

“That’s right. That very same Essence-Sucking Ghost.”

“Oh? I also heard the Four Great Evil Buddhas are on a killing spree in Shandong.”

“They came from the Outer Regions too.”

“Why did they suddenly invade the Central Plains and start running rampant?”

“Don’t spread this around, but... there’s a rumor the Evil Coalition summoned them.”

“Why would the Evil Coalition do that?”

“How should I know?”

The two gossipers emptied their cups.

“Anyway, they say this Essence-Sucking Ghost mainly kidnaps children and women, absorbs their essence, and kills them.”

“It’s not a rumor, but a fact,” a man drinking at a side table cut in. 

He was a martial artist with a sword at his hip, and he had a sharp presence about him. Accompanying him was another martial artist with the air of someone who had weathered many trials and tribulations.

He explained, “The Essence-Sucking Ghost drains the essence out of children and converts it into his own qi.”

“How can you be so certain?”

“Because we’re hunting him down.”

“Ah!”

The gossipers finally realized the pair were bounty hunters.

“Now that we’re on the case, the Essence-Sucking Ghost will lose his head soon enough.”

“I certainly hope so!”

“He’s a coward who only preys on weak children and women. We’ll take him down.”

BANG!

Everyone in the inn jumped and turned toward the sound. A man drinking alone in a corner had slammed his fist on a table.

“The Essence-Sucking Ghost is no such coward!” he bellowed.

The deep, gloomy voice made everyone flinch, including both bounty hunters. Still, their opponent was one man, and there were two of them.

The first bounty hunter rose to his feet. “And who are you, to defend a monster like that?”

“You unlucky, clueless idiot!” the man roared, startling the gossipers.

The bounty hunter’s eyes widened. “Don’t tell me... are you the Essence-Sucking Ghost?”

SWISH!

The two bounty hunters drew their swords as quickly as they could, but the Essence-Sucking Ghost was already upon them. Their speed paled in comparison to his.

THWACK!

The standing man was struck in the chest and flew backward, while the seated man hurled hidden weapons.

SWOOSH!

Considering the close proximity, it was a genuinely threatening attack.

FWOOSH!

And yet, every one of the projectiles ended up sitting in the Essence-Sucking Ghost’s hand.

Rolling them between his fingers, he sneered. “Do you think I only snatch children and women because my martial arts are weak? Do you still think so?”

He advanced menacingly, his presence paralyzing everyone around him.

“I choose to prey on women and children because I need the yin qi only they possess. Understand, you useless bastard? Now, bring me the strongest woman in your precious Central Plains, and watch me devour her!”

He raised his arm to throw the hidden weapons back at the bounty hunters.

RATTLE!

The beaded curtain parted, and two people stepped into the inn.

The Essence-Sucking Ghost quickly glanced back and met the eyes of the first person to enter.

His eyes bulged. A beauty unlike anything the world had ever seen greeted him. An old man followed behind her, but he didn’t register that person at all.

In spite of the commotion, the pair sat down at an unoccupied table in the middle of the inn.

THWACK!

The Essence-Sucking Ghost kicked the remaining bounty hunter in the face, sending him tumbling. He then walked straight over and seated himself at the woman’s table without asking.

Up close, her appearance was fantastical. He had never encountered such beauty in his entire life, not to mention her arrogant demeanor. His whole body throbbed as he imagined forcing himself on her.

If I take her and then drain her essence, I could live thirty happy years doing nothing but sucking my thumbs.

“Let me buy you a drink.”

The woman couldn’t suppress a giggle, “...Pfft!”

“You’re laughing? You’re even prettier when you laugh.”

The woman raised her hand to summon the waiter, who approached her hesitantly. She ordered the most expensive dishes on the menu.

“I’ll pay the bill,” the Essence-Sucking Ghost offered genially.

“Pay me in advance,” the woman replied. “I don’t want to have to search your corpse for the money later.”

The Essence-Sucking Ghost was baffled. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Just then, the two fallen bounty hunters dragged themselves upright. Their chests and jaws were badly damaged, but luckily, they were alive.

One of them mustered his courage and called out a warning, “Be careful! That man is the Essence-Sucking Ghost, who drains women dry!”

The Essence-Sucking Ghost’s face soured. He immediately rose to his feet, ready to cross the room and finish the bounty hunters off.

“It would’ve been better if you’d killed those two before I came in,” the woman remarked casually.

“Why?”

“If I didn’t know who you were, I might have spared your life.”

“What is this bitch babbling about? I can’t understand a word you’re...”

SHIIING!

A sharp wind whipped through the room.

Neither the staff nor the customers saw what happened. The woman had drawn her sword and decapitated the Essence-Sucking Ghost like lightning from a clear sky, all without getting up from the chair.

She stood and turned to her old companion. “Aren’t you leaving? Or would you rather eat next to a corpse?”

“Oh dear, I couldn’t possibly do such a thing! Let’s go.”

He rose from his seat.

She looked at the waiter. “Search that bastard’s pockets. You’ll probably find enough to cover the food and cleanup costs. If not, send word to the New Righteous Association and claim the bounty on him.”

“Y-Yes, yes.” The waiter bowed over and over.

The two of them stepped outside.

“Still unable to control that temper of yours?” the old man, Cheon Ahseong, asked, laughing warmly.

Ju Hwayin chuckled. “What? That was an act of justice. I punished an evil man.”

Several months had passed since the two of them left the Association to wander the jianghu. They drifted from place to place with no destination in mind, simply observing the world around them.

It didn’t matter who had suggested it first. Deep down, they both wanted this.

“Master.”

“What is it?”

“If you think dragging me around like this is going to change me, you’re mistaken.”

“Is that so?”

“If anything, it’ll only make the past harder to forget.”

“Then do as you like.”

Ju Hwayin snorted. Despite what she said, she knew she had softened considerably. Months on the road had changed her, and traveling with her master brought her a peace she had never known before.

Of course, there were days like today when villains needed to be killed, but most of the journey was quiet and pleasant.

Either way, she could no longer become the Association Chairman. Her faction had been eliminated or scattered to the winds. In the meantime, Baek Museong had steadily fortified his position.

Well, she could have gone mad and plotted his assassination. Even if she had succeeded, though, she would never have been named Chairwoman.

Such was the nature of political power. Miss your moment once, and you lose everything forever. This cold truth was intertwined with the emptiness she had felt that winter’s day, standing amid a mountain of corpses and a sea of blood.

Cheon Ahseong studied his third disciple. He genuinely wished for her happiness. Although he never showed it, he too was living through a pivotal time in his life. 

His journey with Ju Hwayin was just as compelling for him as it was for her. Ultimately, both of them needed this time to heal.

“Have you still not given up your lust for power?” he asked.

“When Senior Brother pursues power, he’s ambitious. But when I do it, you call it a lust for power? What’s with this ridiculous double standard?”

“So you haven’t abandoned it.”

“If you’re that worried, let’s settle down in a mountain village. I’ll be the village chief. I can fulfill my unrealized dream on a smaller scale.”

Cheon Ahseong smiled meaningfully. “Do you think that would be easy?”

“Being a village chief?”

“Yes, that.”

“Surely you don’t think that’s beyond me?”

“Given how mountain villages think, I suspect that for an outsider woman, becoming village chief would be just as difficult as becoming the Association’s successor... No, perhaps harder.”

Ju Hwayin laughed. “Then forget it.”

They walked in silence for a while.

Suddenly, Cheon Ahseong asked, “Do you miss him?”

“Yes.”

“Why don’t you go find him?”

“If I went, would you let me?”

Cheon Ahseong nodded eagerly. “Yes, I would.”

Ju Hwayin didn’t know about their relationship, but Cheon Ahseong also missed Crimson Tiger. His change in attitude was the result of the young man’s influence, after all. For him, a man who had devoted his life to a single obsessive pursuit, Crimson Tiger’s story impacted him more than anyone else.

Once upon a time, he would have marched straight to Crimson Tiger and demanded a duel after hearing that he had defeated Neung Pungbi. Now, though, he only wanted to sit down and share a drink with the man.

I wonder how the young lad’s doing right now?

Ju Hwayin stopped walking. After a brief silence, she smiled faintly. “It’s fine. I’ve slept with him enough.”

“S-Slept!? How scandalous! Is that any way to talk to your master?”

“I also tried to kill you.”

“Haha...” Cheon Ahseong laughed hollowly.

Ju Hwayin’s playful expression evaporated. “Honestly, I miss him. Some days, I want to run to him right away... No, I might actually go find him one day. Even if he’s with another woman, I’ll steal him away. I even tried to take this whole jianghu, so what’s one measly man?”

She looked up at the sky, her gaze clouding over.

“...But for now, I’m going to let him rest. He’s suffered enough at the hands of this toxic bitch.”

Watching her, Cheon Ahseong smiled.

Perhaps this journey to restore my disciple’s peace of mind isn’t so far from its end. 

Even so, he hoped it would continue a while longer yet. He liked this relaxed, unhurried feeling far too much.
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I work in the Radiant Hall, a department within the New Righteous Association’s central intelligence agency, the Mystery Pavilion. Since our office oversees low-level spies, many consider this place to be one of the Association’s least desirable workplaces.

I am Eom Baekyang, the Deputy Director... no, Director of this Radiant Hall.

The Radiant Hall has a grand total of five staff members: a director (me), a deputy director, and three regular employees.

Please, don’t ask why a five-person operation is called a ‘Hall’ and not a ‘Team’. We’re already the subject of enough gossip within the Association. Do you know what they call us? ‘A gathering place for incompetent slackers who bought their positions with money.’

Though in all fairness, the staff here are indeed incompetent, and their pasts are shady.

So is it actually true, you ask? Yes! It’s all true!

That man sitting with his legs crossed and yawning over there is Hong Sabaek. You won’t believe this, but he’s the Deputy Director. He supposedly made a name for himself as the greatest genius in Guangdong, but looking at him now, I’d say he must have forged his credentials.

That fellow beside him, peeling and eating a potato, is Im Yeongdal. People call him the Genius of the Century, a talent born once in a hundred years. I think Potato Peeling Master suits him better, or perhaps Master of Getting Framed.

The young chap next to him is Jo Birang, hailed as Shanxi’s most promising talent... Ah, let’s skip the explanation. Describing him properly would require delving into how inhuman we are, how thoroughly we’re entrenched in the cruelty of the jianghu, and how completely we’ve lost every shred of sympathy for an overzealously naïve kid.

STOMP! STOMP!

Oh, and the girl currently charging toward my office like a mad buffalo with her backside on fire is Jaegal Soyeon.

BAM! SLAM!

Our one and only female employee kicked my office door open and slammed her hand down on my desk. 

“What’s this?” she demanded.

I rolled my eyes. “Looks to me like a very ordinary case of insubordination.”

“Don’t joke around! I submitted a proposal months ago, didn’t I? This clause is far too extreme!” She shoved the document in my face. “Phantoms are people, too. They’re human beings!”

I craned my neck and shouted out the office door. “Is nobody going to stop her? Are you all really going to be like this?”

Jo Birang, who was sitting closest to me, immediately pretended to doze off. Even now, he still can’t stand up to Jaegal Soyeon. He definitely likes her.

These kids! Just try having an office romance under my roof! I’ll just...

SLAM!

“Director! Can we call ourselves the Association while treating our own employees this inhumanely?”

Im Yeongdal sauntered over. “What on earth is our youngest so worked up over?”

“Look at this. Phantoms are absolutely forbidden from forming personal relationships or getting married, even after retirement.”

“And?”

“I understand why we enforce these rules while they’re on active duty. The Phantoms are privy to many secrets, after all. But why does it still apply after retirement? You know how complicated and tedious the retirement process is. It takes more than four years to officially leave the Radiant Hall, doesn’t it? And they’re monitored afterward regardless of what anyone says. Now, on top of that, the Phantoms aren’t allowed to fall in love. They don’t get a private life?”

“Well, that’s...” Im Yeongdal faltered, then turned to Hong Sabaek. “Hey, why did we write such a clause?”

Hong Sabaek shrugged. “How should I know?”

BANG!

Jaegal Soyeon slammed the desk again. “Then you explain it, Director!”

“......” I hesitated. If this little hellion were acting up because she trusted in the Jaegal Clan’s name, I would scold her properly. However, the girl was always sincere. Always that enviable, hot-blooded youth.

Jaegal Soyeon continued ranting, “That’s exactly why I submitted a proposal to repeal this clause! Green Snake and Drunken Monkey are willing to retire in order to get married. Why are we stopping them? After all that they’ve done for the Association, we should grant their request!”

She reared back to slam the desk one more time.

WHOOSH!

Sick of the banging, I whipped out a document and held it up. 

Jaegal Soyeon froze. “Ah! This is... it was approved?”

“Yes. I received it this morning.”

“Then you should have told me sooner!”

“I was about to. Right up until you charged in like a rabid bull.”

“...Oh, haha.” Jaegal Soyeon began to back away inch by inch. “Hehe! You must be exhausted, Director.”

She held up her hands as if offering to massage my shoulders.

“Ah! I wish the source of my migraines would just disappear!”

“I’ll grant that wish for you right now, sir!”

She fled the office.

A chuckle naturally escaped my lips. Before even a minute had passed, she was already laughing happily with the others in Radiant Hall as they passed the document around. Working with the best subordinates in the world was always so delightful.

Anyway, the talk of retirement suddenly reminded me of that man.

He had sent a colossal tremor across the Association, causing the lava simmering under our feet to erupt. As a result, many people died, and many things changed.

At first, I thought he was dead. Now, I’m not so sure. All information about him was classified top secret and buried deep inside the Myriad Secrets Cave.

Perhaps, if I keep getting promoted, I’ll one day be allowed to read that file?

...That isn’t what I truly want, though. The position of Radiant Hall Director is already more than enough for me.

Oh, I know! Since Gu Yangseo is obsessed with rising through the ranks, he’ll surely get to read it someday. If we’re still on speaking terms by then, I can just get him drunk and casually ask him about it!

Until then, I’m just going to live my life in this jianghu. Reminiscing about him now and then... wondering about him now and then...

CLANK! SHING!

Through my office door’s window, I saw a new report arrive.


V9C10: Absolute Warrior

“I’m counting on you,” the man said with a smirk, sauntering out of the room.

My chest ached, but I did my best not to let my discomfort show. Aside from the intended target, someone who wasn’t supposed to die had been killed. The man claimed there was nothing he could have done since the fool had suddenly run into the middle of a battlefield, and that the Radiant Hall would understand, but I couldn’t disagree with him more.

Regardless, I replied mechanically, “Of course. This is my job.”

“Thanks!”

I ground my teeth. It was his attitude that got under my skin. Shouldn’t a human being show at least a hint of remorse after killing the wrong person? Instead, he stood there completely unbothered, as though the death had been unavoidable.

To my horror, this new Crimson Tiger had not only adapted perfectly to this line of work in a matter of months, he had done so in the worst possible way. Recently, he had become little more than a contract killer, and I was his accomplice.

SIZZLE!

I couldn’t bring myself to look at the corpse, so I turned my head away... just in time to meet the eyes of the murderer as he poked his head back through the doorway he just exited. 

“Was that really the full amount for this mission?” he asked.

I shot him a questioning look. “What do you mean?”

He stared at me with suspicion. “The last mission was easier than this one.”

I sighed inwardly. This son of a bitch thinks I’m embezzling his pay!?

I feigned ignorance and asked again, “So? What exactly are you insinuating?”

The bastard shrugged. “Nothing. Just saying there’s a possibility I was underpaid.”

He vanished, evidently satisfied with his warning.

All the strength drained out of my body. Honestly, things were better when he was hitting on me.

At least he served one useful purpose. He constantly and mercilessly reminded me of how precious the man who left had been.

I took out the thing I had kept tucked against my chest for so long.

Suddenly, I wanted to abandon everything.
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I arrived at dawn the next day. The manor he had gifted me was small yet comfortable. Although a full year had passed since he disappeared, this was the first time I had come here.

I simply hadn’t been able to muster the courage to do so until now. I lacked the confidence to quit being a spy handler. I dedicated my entire life to training and working as one, and I couldn’t imagine starting anew. 

So I stayed away. I’ve always thought of myself as strong and easygoing, yet anything to do with him made me cautious and timid.

I circled the outer wall. The estate was considerably larger than it looked from the front. Chestnut and persimmon trees were planted in a row along it, and their branches were neatly pruned. Clearly, someone was tending to the place.

A whole year. Is it really okay for me to show up unexpectedly like this? Well, I never sold the manor, so it should still be mine...

I returned to the main gate. Anxiety washed over me, as though an enemy I had to cut down was waiting on the other side.

CREEEAK!

The gate swung open, revealing an old man. “Who might you be?”

“......” I hesitated, tongue-tied.

“By any chance, is your name Yeon?”

I nodded. 

The old man’s face lit up. Bowing deeply, he said, “Welcome home, my lady.”

Flustered, I bowed right back.

“Oh, you needn’t do that! I was hired to serve you. Please, just call me Old Man Hwang.”

Oh, right. The letter he left did mention that an old man with the surname Hwang would be waiting for me here, and that I could trust him.

If that’s what he believes, then it must be true.

Sure enough, even a year later, the old man was still guarding the manor.

“How did you recognize me?”

“I’ve heard a great deal about you, my lady. You’re exactly as he described.”

I wonder what he said about me?

“Well then, do come inside.”

I followed Old Man Hwang into the estate. The manor was maintained so beautifully that anyone would have stopped to admire it.

“I’m sorry, but it’s been a very long time. Why are you still...”

“Ah, we were paid three years of wages in advance.”

“Three years?”

I was astounded. Besides Old Man Hwang, the manor employed a middle-aged couple with kind faces and a big, broad-shouldered man. Everyone seemed like a decent person.

“What was your relationship with him?” Old Man Hwang asked carefully, clearly assuming that we were close.

“We’re friends.”

“Ah! I see.”

He didn’t press further, but he obviously didn’t believe me. Then again, who in the world would buy a regular friend a house and pay the servants’ salaries for three years?

No, what he thinks of our relationship doesn’t matter. The problem is me.

As always, I was the problem. With the money he left me, I could live here in luxury. Between my martial arts training, my stealth skills, and the Thousand Transformations Hundred Faces Art, I could quit the Association and spend the rest of my days safely hidden behind this wall.

But would that life actually make me happy?

Across the courtyard, the middle-aged couple busied themselves preparing a welcome feast for me. The big man grinned at me, clearly eager to make a good impression.

Suddenly, I felt like I had come here for nothing.

If I stay in this place, I’ll never get over him.

I lacked the confidence and desire to live here as the young mistress of a grand estate. No, I was sure that if I stayed here, I would wither away from my constant longing for him.

He doesn’t know how much I like him.

To be fair, for the longest time, I didn’t realize how deeply I felt for him, either. Back then, I could never have imagined how intensely I would pine for him.

I’m glad I can’t forget him, but that is also exactly why I’m sad.

I bowed my head, feeling so guilty I couldn’t meet Old Man Hwang’s eyes. “...I’m sorry, but I don’t think I can live here.”

What happens to them, then? I can’t just send them away without prior warning...

“You can all stay here for the time being,” I said.

I decided to let them live here, at least for a while. If Old Man Hwang wanted it, I would gladly let him spend the rest of his life here. Besides, I could never sell something that man gave to me.

“Then, until we meet again.”

I turned to go, trailing empty pleasantries behind me.

Old Man Hwang called after me. “One moment, my lady.”

I turned back to find him grinning from ear to ear.

“He said you might do exactly this... No, he said it was highly likely you would.”

“What?”

“He told me to give you this when you did.”

Old Man Hwang went into one of the buildings and came back out with a letter.

My heart pounded as I read it. Like Crimson Tiger’s previous notes, it contained only one simple line.

Remember the mission to retrieve the Roaring Thunder Bombs?

Of course I remembered.

Old Man Hwang shot me a knowing look. “Go! Right now! We’re cheering for you!”
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Fifteen days later, I arrived in Hangzhou, where we once recovered six crates of Roaring Thunder Bombs that had been smuggled out of the Association.

Ultimately, I went AWOL from the Radiant Hall. I had reached a point where I no longer gave a shit about my job. There were plenty of reasons, the biggest of which was that letter.

I had no desire to go back. Of course, the Radiant Hall would never simply let me off the hook. They would set the handlers’ network on me and hunt me down.

Thanks to the Thousand Transformations Hundred Faces Art, though, they’ll never find me.

Of course, this was a letter I should have read a year ago. There was no guarantee that anything was left here now.

“Idiot! I am so dumb!”

I should have visited the manor sooner, damn it!

At the same time, I couldn’t stop wondering why he had sent me on a wild goose chase across the jianghu. If I didn’t find him here, that question would remain unanswered for the rest of my life.

The retrieval operation had taken place here in Hangzhou. Years had passed since then, and the district had changed a great deal, but I still remembered precisely where it had all happened.

My pace quickened involuntarily. 

Just a little further to the mission location...

I walked with my eyes fixed on the ground. I didn’t want to provoke a random martial artist on the street at this critical juncture. I was so tightly-wound, I didn’t want to waste even a second on a nobody. 

Finally, the dead-end alley where we had eliminated the target and recovered the goods came into view.

My heart thundered in my chest at the thought that he might be waiting just around the corner. A thin, stubborn sliver of hope lit up inside me.

I stopped in front of the alley for a moment. I took a deep breath, but my heart beat even harder.

I turned the corner.

“Ah...”

A sigh escaped my lips. Of course, there was no miracle. The alley was empty, as expected. A year had gone by. Why would he still be waiting here?

Pointless grief welled up inside me, threatening to reduce me to a puddle of tears. Knowing there was nothing more foolish than standing in an alley and crying, however, I bit my lip and held them back. Even so, my legs gave out, and I sank into a crouch.

Maybe he was waiting and just went to the outhouse for a moment?

I was so desperate that absurd thoughts started to pop into my head.

For the longest time, I couldn’t bring myself to leave. I squatted in a daze for an hour before I even thought to question what I was doing.

“Heave-ho!”

Stretching my sore muscles, I got to my feet. A hollow laugh escaped me. My legs had gone numb from squatting so long.

“It’s okay!”

I fell in love with a man. So what? I’ve spent more than enough time as his handler. Besides, I deserve a good, long break after working so hard for so long. And most importantly... I really, truly detest the new Crimson Tiger from the very bottom of my heart.

Comforting myself like that, I walked out of the alley.

GROWL...

My stomach rumbled, letting me know that I was hungry. There was an inn about fifty paces down the street, so I went inside.

“Welcome!” a waiter called cheerfully.

“Do you have a room facing the street?”

“Of course we do.”

“Give me one. And bring me food first.”

“Right away.”

I ordered plain noodles, dumplings, and a bottle of wine. I had decided to stay here a few days. There was nowhere else for me to go anyway.

Suddenly, I changed my mind when I saw the dishes on the neighboring table. Calling the waiter back, I canceled my initial order and asked for the more expensive, higher-quality food.

To hell with saving money. I’m going to eat luxuriously and spend freely. 

Frankly, my palate was probably too unrefined to appreciate fine dining, but I figured it would improve over time.

The waiter brought out a literal feast. Despite everything, seeing the table fill up with dishes lifted my mood.

Come to think of it, I couldn’t remember the last time I enjoyed a proper meal. There’s never time to eat when I’m on a mission. I make rice balls, but half the time, I can’t even eat them because the smell might give me away. I doubt there’s a single handler alive without gastrointestinal issues.

CLIP CLOP! CLIP CLOP! CLIP CLOP!

A group of martial artists rode past the inn. 

I summoned the waiter again and asked what all that was about.

The waiter lowered his voice. “Haven’t you heard the rumor, miss?”

“What rumor?”

“The Crazy Demon, a famous expert from the Outer Regions, has come to town.”

“The Crazy Demon?”

I knew enough about the Crazy Demon. He was one of the foremost experts of the Outer Regions, and was infamous for his violent temper.

“You didn’t know? Quite a few experts from the Outer Regions have entered the Central Plains recently.”

Of course I knew about that. I even knew why they had come.

The Evil Coalition had lured them in. After their catastrophic losses in the North Sea, they had swiftly imported reinforcements from the Outer Regions to draw the Association’s attention outward by any means necessary and hence keep them distracted.

As far as I know, the strategy was working. Thanks to the foreign villains running amok across the Central Plains, the Association was in a real bind.

Eh, none of it has anything to do with me anymore. No more tangling with jianghu people. I’m just going to wander around spending money like a spoiled, rich noble lady.

“Hey!” I called to the waiter again. “Bring me a bottle of your finest wine.”

“Hehe! Right away.”

The wine alone cost fifteen taels! That was an outrageous price for a single meal! On top of that, I tipped the waiter an extra tael. His wide grin lifted my spirits even more.

Wow, I’m improving my mood by splurging. If my old colleagues saw me now, they’d try to peel my face off, convinced that I’m an imposter wearing a human-skin mask.

I was drifting through one stray thought after another, when suddenly, I sprang to my feet.

A little girl, about ten years old, was standing beside my table, staring straight at me. And I had no idea how long she had been there.

She had fair skin, and was genuinely pretty. She didn’t seem like a beggar, but I asked her anyway, just in case.

“Uh, are you hungry?”

She nodded.

“Want some?”

The girl immediately sat down across from me. There was something distinctly unchildlike about how little she hesitated, but I pushed the thought aside.

“Do you live around here?”

“No, I’m just staying here for a while,” she replied in a clear, bright voice.

“What’s your name?”

Instead of answering, she pointed at the food. “Can I eat this?”

“Of course.”

She dug into the plate in front of her without hesitation.

“Is it good?”

“Yes, because it’s free.”

“What?”

“Hehe! Just kidding.”

I scanned the inn for the girl’s guardian, but couldn’t see anyone who looked like one.

“If you’re looking for my parents, don’t bother. I snuck out without Daddy’s knowledge.”

“What if he’s worried about you?”

“My daddy goes drinking every day, and when he comes home, he hits me. He came home completely wasted today, too.”

“What?”

The way the girl calmly said something so unbelievable took me by surprise. I should have said something comforting or encouraging, but the words eluded me.

SLURP!

She inhaled the noodles like soup instead of eating them with chopsticks, then beamed at me. “Just kidding! You’re more naive than you look, Unnie.”

I was so dumbfounded that all I could manage was a blank stare.

She let out a sigh.

“W-What’s the matter?”

“It’s my Daddy. He lives only for me, and nothing else.”

“What’s wrong with that? Isn’t that a good thing?”

“I have my own life, too, you know.”

“Bwahahaha!”

I burst out laughing before I could stop myself. When I was her age, such rebelliousness would never have been tolerated.

The girl smiled brightly and genuinely. I had known her for only a few minutes, but she was truly lovely. Whoever her parents were, I was certain they treasured her.

“I think Daddy gets overprotective whenever it comes to me. He tries to follow me wherever I go.”

“Well, that’s because...”

The world has become much uglier. This jianghu isn’t the safe place it used to be. 

I wanted to say that, but I held back. My answer was far too cynical for a child. 

Suddenly, I realized that I was feeling more sympathy for the girl’s father than for her. At that moment, it hit me that I had well and truly become a jaded adult.

“At least my grandpas stop him from going too overboard.”

“Grandpas?”

“Yep, there are two of them! They’re always together. They were obsessed with fishing for a while, but these days, they’re busy learning to paint. They say one shouldn’t neglect their education just because they’re getting old.”

“They sound like good people.”

“One of my grandpas teaches me martial arts, too. Before, Daddy used to teach me, but he couldn’t be strict with me, so Grandpa Go took over. Except Grandpa Go told me a secret. He said that Daddy is even stronger than he is, that Daddy’s the absolute strongest in the world.”

Her grandpa laid it on rather thick...

I smiled. “That’s nice, isn’t it? Having a strong father.”

“Hmph! The problem is, he only ever worries about me. I don’t think he’ll let me get married unless I become the second strongest person in the world.”

“Puhahahaha!”

I burst out laughing again. 

Ahh, this child is sooo cuuute! Should I have one of my own... Gah! What am I thinking right now?

“Anyway, they insist that they’re only teachine me martial arts so that I can protect myself in a crisis, and that I must never use it to harm others. Oh, and I’m also not supposed to tell anyone that I’m learning martial arts, hehe.”

Every word out of the girl’s mouth was crisp and precise.

My eye twitched. “Uh, then why are you telling me?”

The girl smiled enigmatically and changed the subject. “I have a favor to ask.”

“What is it?”

“Let me sleep with you tonight. Just one night. Pretty please?”

My jaw dropped in shock. What on earth is this kid saying?

“Your father will worry.”

“It’s fine. I got his permission to do that before coming out today.”

“Absolutely not!”

Staying with a child I met an hour ago was out of the question. No parent, especially a worrywart like her father, would allow their daughter to spend the night with a total stranger.

She has got to be lying!

“Okay, girl. If you’ve finished eating, off you go.”

I stood up first, but she didn’t move. The way she sat there with no intention of moving bothered me, but I still couldn’t take her upstairs with me. 

Sigh, I’ll ask the staff to see her out.

I called the waiter over and went to my room upstairs. The room was tidier than I had any right to expect, so that tip must have worked its magic.

“Just say the word, and I’ll have bathwater brought up right away,” the waiter said.

He withdrew, and I lay down on the bed. 

When was the last time I slept in a proper bed like this? Eh, whatever. Let’s forget everything. I’ll leave the jianghu and live an ordinary life.

Thinking that way settled me a little. 

Or maybe, I’ll stay just a little longer... just a little. 

Deep down, I knew I was clinging to a foolish, lingering hope, but I couldn’t let go just yet.

I got up, threw open the window, and looked out. The scattered stars in the night sky put me in a good mood. Directly below me, I could see the alley.

“Huh?”

The girl from earlier was squatting in the middle of the alley.

Oh my goodness, what if some lunatic approaches her? 

My heart skipped a beat, and I hurried out of the inn.

When I got close, she looked up at me blankly.

“Why haven’t you gone home?”

The girl sobbed. “I’ve got nowhere to go. Daddy beats me when he gets drunk. I don’t want to go home today.”

An exasperated sigh escaped me. I knew she was lying, but I couldn’t leave her here alone.

“Fine, fine! Come with me for now.”

“Okay.”

She smiled brightly and took my hand.

I brought her up to my room. We ran into the waiter in the corridor, and he told me the bathwater was ready.

“I want to take a bath, too.”

Once she said that, I knew I wouldn’t get to enjoy a relaxing solitary soak.

The two of us sank into the wooden tub together. The girl openly stared at my body.

“What is it?”

“Nothing? Your skin is really pretty, Unnie!”

She’s definitely bullshitting. My body is covered in scars. Glorious scars, mind you—earned by surviving situations that should have killed me—but still scars.

“Look at all this dirt!”

I scrubbed her back hard, making her squeal in protest.

All in all, I suppose I had a good bath, the first in a very long time. Afterward, the two of us lay side by side on the bed.

Is this what it’s like to lie down beside a daughter?

Since I never intended to marry, this was likely the last time I would experience these feelings.

“Unnie.”

“Yes?”

“Thank you.”

“For what?”

“Just because.”

I rolled over to see her eyes squeezed tightly shut. She turned away from me, silently telling me not to ask the question again. 

She’s definitely a strange child.

The next morning, we ate breakfast together. She ate so well that watching her improved my mood. After that, we left for the marketplace, which was packed with things to see and treats to snack on.

“Let’s go check out that store!”

She grabbed my hand and pulled me toward a shop selling women’s clothes.

I found a dress that would suit her perfectly and held it out to her. “Want to try this on?” 

“Are you buying it for me?”

“I might?”

“Wow!”

She was delighted. While she went off to change, I looked around. The place was full of beautiful dresses of all kinds.

I couldn’t remember the last time I had worn anything like that.

I joined the Association around the time I came of age, and then underwent several years of training to become a handler. For all of my adult life, I never got to wear a dress.

A salesgirl came over holding a silk dress. “This would suit you. Why don’t you try it on?” 

I waved my hands and backed away. Simply picturing myself wearing such a delicate outfit made my face burn and my heart pound nervously.

The child came out wearing her new clothes.

“Wow! You look beautiful!”

As the saying goes, clothes make the woman—and evidently, the girl, too. She looked like an entirely different person.

“I’ll take it.”

“Will she be wearing it out?”

I glanced at the girl, and she nodded.

“Yes, she will.”

The girl grinned. “So you’re really buying it for me?”

“Of course.”

“Why do this for a kid you just met?”

“Who’s the kid who approached a complete stranger and demanded a meal and a bed out of her?”

“Ah, that’s...”

I laughed. “I’m buying it because you’re pretty.”

“Hehehe!” She laughed brightly. “You should try one on, too, Unnie.”

This time, she dragged me to the changing room, and the salesgirl egged her on.

“No! Stop! I won’t! This is too embarrassing!”

Ultimately, her nagging wore me down, and I relented. Of course, part of it was that, deep down, I had always wanted to try dressing up.

“Oh my, you look gorgeous!”

The salesgirl kept giving me a thumbs-up and telling me how pretty I was.

My reflection in the mirror was unrecognizable. The woman standing awkwardly in a silk dress couldn’t possibly be me.

Still, I pretended to give in to the salesgirl’s persuasion and bought the outfit. I even walked out of the store still wearing it, telling myself it was only for today. As if that wasn’t enough, I was so extravagant that I even had someone from the shop send my martial arts uniform and weapons back to the inn. For one day, I wanted to live like a normal woman.

The two of us explored every corner of the city. We bought street food and ate it as we walked. We also treated ourselves to pretty little accessories.

I gave a beggar on the road enough money to eat his fill for ten days, and I had my fortune told.

Word must have spread that a woman was throwing money around because the fortune teller told me that I would meet a benefactor and be blessed with a life-changing opportunity today. Even though I knew it was a lie, I felt great.

At long last, the sun began to set over the horizon.

“Are you hungry?” I asked the girl.

“Uh huh.”

“Want to go there?”

I pointed to a large restaurant nearby that was several times the size of the little inn by the alley.

The girl hesitated. “That place is expensive.”

“It’s fine. They say a well-fed ghost will have a better complexion.”

I entered the restaurant with her, and the waiter mistook us for daughters of a distinguished family. He seated us at a table with a fine view!

I ordered the most expensive and delicious dishes.

The girl asked worriedly, “Is it really okay to spend all this money?”

Apparently, I had been spending enough to make even a child worry.

“It’s fine. This unnie is loaded.”

Honestly, the money he gave me and the money I saved were not meant to be squandered like this. We had both risked our lives to earn every tael.

Today, though, at least until I left that alley inn for good, I didn’t want to think about any of that. This was my reward for the hardships I had gone through, and I was going to enjoy spending it.

“Wow! This looks delicious! Go ahead and eat.”

The girl waited for me to pick up my chopsticks first. It was clear that good manners had been drilled into her.

There’s absolutely no way this child grew up being beaten by a drunkard.

“Will you tell me about your father?”

“That’s my question for you.”

“What?”

I was about to ask what she meant when a middle-aged man with chilling eyes stormed into the restaurant. Everyone else shrank away from his gaze, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the three-pronged sickle attached to a chain at his waist.

I’ve seen that before somewhere. Whose weapon was it, though?

The man sat down a short distance from us, but his unusual weapon nagged at me. I didn’t recognize his face, but I was certain I had seen at least a description of that weapon somewhere. Unfortunately, the memory remained just out of reach.

The girl suddenly asked, “Unnie, is there someone you like?”

I was bewildered. “Why do you ask?”

“No reason. You just look about the right age to marry.”

The words ‘right age to marry’ made me laugh outright.

“There’s nothing that mouth of yours won’t say, is there?”

She leaned in, eyes sparkling. “So... there isn’t anyone?”

“There was.”

“You’re using the past tense.”

“Because we aren’t together anymore.”

“Why did you break up?”

“Because he left.”

Ah, why am I telling all this to a child? And in this much detail, too.

“What kind of person was he?”

I hesitated, but having answered this far, I figured I might as well go the whole way. “He’s really strong.”

“And?”

“He’s warm.”

“And?”

I pinched her cheek. “Stop asking questions and eat your food.”

CRACK!

The sound of a snapping bone reached me from the next table. I instinctively wrapped my arms around the child and dived forward.

CRASH!

A man tumbled through the spot where we had been sitting, splintering the table.

Even while talking to her, I kept my full attention on the man with the strange sickle. Two other men, disguised as customers, had ambushed him, but they failed. The one who struck first was flung through our table.

The second man was in a far worse state.

RRRIP!

The sickle split his stomach open. 

Finally, I remembered. There was only one madman famous for killing people by splitting their bellies—the Crazy Demon.

The day before, I had heard from the waiter that the Crazy Demon was in Hangzhou, but I stupidly failed to make the connection until now.

Covering the girl’s eyes, I threw myself to the side.

CRASH!

I smashed through the window with her in my arms, hit the street, and took off running.

“Hold on tight,” I said, transferring her onto my back as I bolted at breakneck speed.

I didn’t care who the Crazy Demon killed or who killed the Crazy Demon. At the very least, I wasn’t leaving a child in the same room as a lunatic who enjoyed disemboweling people.

Screams echoed behind us, but I had no intention of saving them. I knew I was no match for the Crazy Demon.

Suddenly, I sensed killing intent behind me and glanced over my shoulder.

Fuck!

The Crazy Demon was hot on our heels. Either my fleeing had triggered him, or he had decided that I was in league with the men who had ambushed him. They say not a single blade of grass is left standing where the Crazy Demon passes, so, since he was pursuing me, I likely saved everyone in that restaurant.

I groaned. My dress whipped around my legs, preventing me from reaching full speed, and I had a child on my back. On top of all that, the Crazy Demon’s movement arts were far better than I had assumed.

The gap between us shrank.

Shit, I can’t let him catch me! He would never give us a quick, clean death. It’s fine if I die, but... no, I’m not okay with dying. I really don’t want to die at the hands of trash like that.

Whatever it was, I had to save the girl...

“Hehe!” she giggled. “Daddy used to run with me on his back like this too!”

“What?”

What the hell is she talking about in this situation? Does she have no fear? 

I was baffled, but I didn’t have time to question her.

THUD!

The Crazy Demon vaulted clean over my head at an unbelievable speed and landed in front of us.

“You damn bitches!” he roared, his eyes flashing with bitter malice.

Bitches, huh? 

Evidently, the child counted as a woman in that madman’s eyes. I absolutely couldn’t let him take her.

I reached into my clothes instinctively and stiffened. I had sent all my weapons back to the inn.

My heart sank. I could feel death looming over me. Despair began to consume me, but I made one last attempt to save the girl.

“Let the child go, and I’ll do anything you want.”

The Crazy Demon licked his lips. “You’ll do anything I want, whether I let her go or not.”

I put the girl down and sent a telepathic message. [When I give the signal, run and don’t look back. Understand?]

Don’t look shocked, don’t look shocked... Who am I kidding? She’s receiving a telepathic message for the first time...

[Okay!]

The child sent a telepathic message right back at me.

What a clever girl... huh? How did she do that?

The girl grinned broadly. “You passed.”

“What?”

“I SAID YOU PASSED!”

“...?”

As I blinked in confusion at the nonsensical statement, the child covered her eyes.

FLASH!

A streak of light shot past my face, speeding toward the Crazy Demon. Even if he had been ten times more skilled, it wouldn’t have mattered. No one could have dodged a sword flying through the air via Telekinetic Sword Control.

SQUELCH!

The sinister smile hadn’t even left the Crazy Demon’s face when his chest burned into charcoal.

THUD!

The great and terrible Crazy Demon toppled over without managing so much as a scream.

I looked in the direction the sword had come from. A man stood at the far end of the street. Instantly, I knew he was the one who had thrown the sword. 

“I’m sorry,” the girl continued babbling incomprehensibly. “When I heard you were coming to look for Daddy, I begged him to let me meet you first.”

“Huh? What?”

“Actually, Daddy hasn’t taken his eyes off us for a single second. I’m sorry for tricking you. You know what he’s like, right? All this time, he was observing us without blinking... except while you and I were in the bath, obviously.”

The unfamiliar man approached us slowly. He wasn’t particularly handsome, but his face was easy on the eyes.

The girl smirked. “I should at least have the right to choose my own Mommy, shouldn’t I?”

“Uh, what?”

I couldn’t understand a word she was saying.

The man was now within a dozen steps of us. The faint cloudiness in his eyes slowly cleared, becoming impossibly deep and penetrating.

Those eyes smiled at me.

“N-No, it can’t be...”

I could say with total certainty that I had never been more shocked in my life. This was also the first time my voice had ever cracked like that.

“Long time no see, Unnie!”

Even the child’s voice had changed.

I whipped around, so nervous that I thought my heart was about to stop. The girl who had been standing there was gone, replaced by an entirely different child. A child I had seen before.

Seohyeon.

She beamed at me. “I’m Kwon Seohyeon! You remember me, right?”

“Y-Yes. How did you... Oh.”

Finally, it dawned on me that her transformation was due to the Thousand Transformations Hundred Faces Art.

I snapped my head back toward the smiling man in front of me. He had carried out countless missions while wearing countless faces, but his eyes never changed. 

And now, those eyes I had missed so badly, the ones I ached to see again, were smiling at me.

Crimson Tiger greeted me with the same words as always.

“You’re here?”

Something exploded in my chest. He had been waiting for me in this place the entire time. For a whole year.

“Daddy bet that he would have to wait at least three years. He said you were worth waiting for, but since you’re surprisingly indecisive, you won’t be able to make up your mind quickly.”

My cheeks burned bright red. My head spun, my legs shook, and I wanted to keel over where I stood.

Crimson Tiger opened his arms wide. “Yeon!”

I ran to him. Tears blurred my vision, and I felt certain I would fall at any moment.

I wasn’t worried, though. I knew he would be there to catch me.

I threw myself into his arms.

He and his daughter both live in this jianghu.

And now, I will live in this jianghu with them.

❮ The End ❯



Translator’s Note: This chapter’s title is also the title of the series. It’s a play on words with multiple layers of meaning. I’ll explain it again since I think it makes a lot more sense now that it did at the start of the series.

Looking at the hanja: “Jeol Dae Kang Ho (絶代强虎)”: “Jeoldaekang (絶代强)” is “Absolute Strongest of an Era”. “Ho (虎)” is “tiger”, referring to the protagonist’s codename Crimson Tiger. Thus, “Absolute Strongest Tiger” is one possible translation of the title.

Looking at the hangul: “Jeoldae” means “Absolute”, and “Kangho” has 2 meanings: 1) the protagonist’s name Kwon Kangho (권강호, 權江湖), and 2) the jianghu martial realm. From this, “Absolute Jianghu” is also another possible translation.

I mashed both in the end (and also because “Absolute Strongest Tiger” sounds atrocious) and went with “Absolute Warrior”.

In any case, the series is now complete. There is no epilogue or side stories.

I hope you enjoyed reading Absolute Warrior as much as I enjoyed translating it.
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