
  
    
      
    
  




Volume 1: The Azure Dragon Academy's New Instructor



Author: Ganjajang



English Translation Group: NorthBladeTL



Translator: FoodieMonster007



Proofreader: TheGreatT20




Disclaimer


Copyrights for the novel belong to the author Ganjajang.



Our translations are free. We do not ask for donations or  put up ads. Please buy the manhwa or novel in its original language if  you can afford it and support the authors.


Leave comments on our website to support and motivate the translation team, and also if you spot any errors!


Translation Credits


Translator


FoodieMonster007 is a bored translator who has translated various novels for fun since 2010. FoodieMonster007 is very into food.


Proofreader


TheGreatT20 is just a random dude who really likes the Northern Blade series and has been helping out with the community around the series and the wiki for the past year or so!


I have always wanted to do a proper translation of the series and when FoodieMonster007 reached out to me with a translation, I readily agreed! I guess I am just hyped for a proper translation of this amazing novel! All thanks to FoodieMonster007!


Remember to share this translation if you like our work!


Chapter 1: Master!

"I see, since the very beginning…Cough!"

Every time I opened my mouth, I'd cough up some contaminated blood. I knew that with my internal injuries, I shouldn't talk, but I just couldn't stand not venting my frustrations.

"…You were already planning to kill us all."

I grit my teeth and glared at the old man in front of me. Argh, I wanted to rip him into pieces so badly.

"Kukuku, to think the man once known as the Ironblood Instructor would one day make that kind of face."

The Second Elder of the Blood Demon Cult, the Demon Strategist, grinned. His hands were stained with blood from using the Claws of Black Death.

DRIP, DRIP...

I shoved my innards that were about to spill out back into my body and growled through clenched teeth, "Liar! I will drag you down to hell with me."

"You never trusted me to begin with... Isn't that the reason why trash that should've been dead a long time ago is still standing behind you right now?"

ROOOOOOOOOAR!

Four terrifying auras appeared behind me. The four masters behind me had clearly lost their tempers upon hearing the word "trash". Every single one of them was a martial artist who could challenge the title of the Strongest Under Heaven.

The Bandit King, Maeng Ho'ak.

The Crazy Demon, Hyonwon Hu.

The Ice Moon Goddess, Eun Yerin.

The Sword Saint, Moyong Hon.

Decades ago, these four absolute masters disappeared from the murim. 

However, the truth was, they had been caught up in the Blood Demon Cult's schemes and ended up getting captured, then locked up in a dark underground prison for all this time.

As for me? I was the martial arts instructor responsible for learning and analyzing their martial arts, and then teaching the newly researched martial arts to the disciples of the Blood Demon Cult.

VOOOOOOM!

A large man that reminded one of a giant tiger stepped forward and roared, "GRAARH! I'm gonna kill you bastards, and destroy the Blood Demon Cult!"

SLASH!

A messy-haired man moved next to the Bandit King, swung his dao[1] through the air, and said, "…Today, the Blood Demon Cult will disappear from the murim."

This man, Hyonwon Hu, was known as the 'Crazy Demon'. He was once the most outstanding disciple in the orthodox sects, but he was so obsessed with martial arts that he betrayed his sect and challenged a hundred warriors to duels. Although he won every single duel, the injuries that he had inflicted were so cruel that the Murim Alliance started hunting him down everywhere he went.

WOOOOOSH!

The blistering cold of the northern wind enveloped a woman's body.

"Finally, the time for revenge has come."

She was the Ice Moon Goddess, Eun Yerin, the former successor to the Ice Palace of the Northern Sea. Unfortunately, it was only after her disappearance that the Ice Palace started to become wary of the rest of the murim.

"Is my son…truly already dead?"

The last person to speak was an old man. Unlike the previous three, he did not step forward but instead took a step back.

"As long as you can prove that my son is alive, as long as you can bring him to me, I'll forgive everything that you've done to us and leave quietly. However, if that child is dead, then…"

SCHLIIIIIING!

The Sword Saint released his formless sword qi, which quickly surrounded the Demon Strategist as well as the hundreds of Blood Demon Cult experts behind him.

As expected, these masters…

After being locked up in this prison for many years, these four could not possibly be in good shape. Even so, they were currently emitting energy far beyond their limits.

The Demon Strategist first looked at the four masters and sneered, "Kukuku, the pieces of trash are trying to fight back."

He then turned toward me, saying, "I knew that you would betray us eventually."

Well, he was right. The four masters had only escaped from prison because I let them out. Still, there was no way I'd willingly let that old man kill me.

"I betrayed you? No, it was you who betrayed me first."

My childhood memories are kind of foggy, but when I was orphaned, the Blood Demon Cult kidnapped me and forced me to become one of them. Luckily, I was pretty talented at martial arts, and quickly gained both power and prestige.

If my qi center hadn't been destroyed, I might have become one of the higher-ups in the Cult.

Regrettably, my qi center was destroyed in an accident, rendering me unable to use qi.

To survive as a martial artist without any qi in the Blood Demon Sect, I had no choice but to become a martial arts researcher and instructor. I researched countless kinds of martial arts, beginning with the fundamental techniques of the Blood Demon Cult, then taught them to the children kidnapped by the Cult.

I did all of this for the sake of survival…but to think that it would end up being the reason for my death.

Approximately ten years ago, the Demon Strategist who was in charge of all the martial arts instructors summoned me in secret and entrusted me with researching the martial arts of the four masters who had been imprisoned underground. I would then teach the researched martial arts to the young disciples of the Cult. However, I turned out to be the one and only instructor chosen as a researcher.

"Back then, I had already guessed what you were planning. Once you were done using me, you'd kill all five of us in order to silence us permanently."

"Is that why you worked with them to restore their martial arts?"

Technically, the martial arts of the four masters hadn't been restored. The qi centers of the four masters had been destroyed, their blood circulation forcefully impaired, and the tendons in all of their limbs cut. Thanks to a book that I found in the library, I could help them restore their strength, but that was only temporary.

"I might be a dog of the Cult, but I won't die just because my master orders me to die. Not without at least taking a bite out of said master."

"…I had you figured for a stupidly straightforward bear of a man, but you were actually a cunning fox."

The Demon Strategist smiled and nodded to himself.

I had nothing left to hide, so I replied, "You're right. I'm just a piece of trash whose body is unable to store qi, and the four strongest masters in the murim cannot be allowed to live. Knowing you, you're the kind of shitty old man who'd kill us all the moment I finished recording down the researched martial arts into manuals."

I already predicted this ending beforehand, so I secretly changed the contents of the most important parts of the martial arts manuals. Haha, in the future, anyone who attempts to learn those martial arts will suffer through hell.

With just the slightest hint of anger, I smirked and asked, "Are you regretting not finishing me off earlier?"

"Don't remind me. Yes, I regret it. Because I misunderstood your personality, I ended up paying a hefty price."

The Demon Strategist looked around him with a pained look on his face. It was a massacre. Corpses were piled up in mountains, and the blood on the ground could form a sea. That was the price the Demon Strategist had paid in order to stop our attempt at jailbreak.

I smiled bitterly and announced, "The Demon Blood Cult will forever remember today as the day most of their members were killed. We will go down in history."

"…No, that won't be happening. All of you will die here, so it won't be remembered as a failure. Do you honestly think that I would give you enough time to recover from your internal injuries?"

"Don't we both need time to recover?"

I locked gazes with the Demon Strategist and grinned.

Damn it. I hate to admit it, but that old man looks a lot like me right now.

As if he shared my opinion, the Demon Strategist laughed, "In that case, I should take this opportunity to test out the new tools that you've created."

The warriors surrounding us moved to open up a path, revealing the presence of four familiar young men and women. When the four masters saw these four people, their expressions turned bleak.

"No way…"

"…Haha. So these children are our grand-disciples."

"This is too much."

"……"

The four expressionless people walking toward us emanated the same auras as the four masters.

…Well, this is the way things work in the Blood Demon Cult, after all.

These young men and women were my best 'creations'. I was the one who had researched the masters' martial arts and taught them to these four when they were still children. These children had then undergone training to rid them of their emotions and turn them into perfect killing machines. Even though we were their teachers, they would not hesitate to kill us.

To think that these four would end up being the ones to kill us.

These four people had now become the secret weapons of the Blood Demon Cult.

I see. The reason the Demon Strategist decided to kill us now was because their training has been completed. He doesn't need us anymore.

The instant we die, the Blood Demon Cult will declare war on the whole Murim.

The Demon Strategist grinned and said, "Isn't watching their disciple surpass them the greatest joy a martial artist can feel?"

"Crazy old toad."

"Kukuku."

As if it were fated, the four young warriors clashed with their respective masters.

ROAAAAAAAAAR!

Just the pressure from the clashing of their auras made me choke.

I watched the battle from behind the fighting masters, frowning.

If this goes on any longer, we're going to lose.

The young warriors practiced the martial arts that I had researched and even improved upon. On the other hand, the masters were exhausted, and their bodies were hardly in fighting condition. The result was obvious.

I didn't want to do this, but…I still have one card left to play.

I took my hand off my injured abdomen. The blood was still flowing freely, but I didn't have a choice.

"Oi, Demonic Strategist. You should know that, if someone practiced all four of the martial arts I researched, they'd have the potential to become the Strongest Under Heaven, right?"

Although the Demonic Strategist looked like he didn't understand my question, he still nodded.

"Of course. There may be some differences depending on the practitioner's talent, but if one person practiced all four of these martial arts, then they could challenge the title of the Strongest…"

"What if I tell you that I actually know a fifth martial art of equal standard?"

"…What?"

"I learned another one behind your back. Hahaha!"

I roared with laughter as I forced qi out of my broken qi center.

RUUUUUUUMBLE!

My aura instantly overshadowed every expert in the area, including the eight people still fighting.

"Cough!"

"Argh!"

The experts of the Blood Demon Cult around me started shivering as if they had caught a cold. Some of them also started having nosebleeds, while others sustained internal injuries.

"I-It can't be. This aura is…!"

The Demon Strategist's eyes widened, as if he couldn't believe what he was currently seeing. Even though the martial art that I had just revealed was powerful, just that reason alone wasn't enough to give him such a huge shock. It was because the martial art I had just used was the strongest one in existence.

"H-How is this possible! That is the Heaven Defying Divine Art!"

The Heaven Defying Divine Art.

A martial art that only the leaders of the Blood Demon Cult were allowed to learn.

And I learned it.

Not even the Demon Strategist was aware that a copy existed. However, I somehow chanced upon one that was left behind by a sect member from many generations ago. The problem was, I hadn't learned the complete martial art yet.

If only I had a little more time…

The Demon Strategist looked a little uncertain about his conclusion, but I quickly dispelled his suspicions for him.

He definitely knows that Heaven Defying Divine Art is not a martial art that can be learned within a short time. If I could remember this martial art in my next life, maybe I'd be able to master it… But now's not the time for stupid thoughts. 'That guy' should be here soon.

"H-H-How…!?"

As I walked toward the shivering Demon Strategist, I said to the four masters, "We don't have much time. Before the Blood Demon gets here, we have to escape from this encirclement."

The Blood Demon is the absolute authority in the Blood Demon Cult. Just the sound of his name will make the experts here shake in their boots. The moment he senses the energy from the Heaven Defying Divine Art, he will break out of the cave where he's been training in seclusion and rush here as fast as he can. If he gets here before we leave, we're fucked.

"…We will definitely escape from this place alive. Don't we all still have regrets left unfulfilled?"

I concentrated the Heaven Defying Divine Art and charged at the Demon Strategist. The four masters nodded at each other, then resumed attacking their respective opponents. We gave it our best.

In the end, everyone died.

This is a story that was never written down in murim history.
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"Master!"

"……"

"Master! Are you dozing off again?"

"……"

I slowly turned my head around. A small hand had grabbed my arm and was shaking it. The small hand belonged to a brown-haired boy around ten years of age. Said boy was currently staring at me with huge, innocent, puppy-dog eyes.

"Master! Hey, Master!"

"…What's up?"

"Master, all the kids have gathered in the training plaza and are waiting for you to get up!

"Today is a self-study day. Look, there's a ball over there. Go play soccer or something."

"Yesterday was also a self-study day! And the day before! How are we going to learn martial arts if all we do is play every day?"

"What's the point in you guys learning martial arts?"

The kids who had come to wake me up puffed up their cheeks.

"If you keep being like this, we'll tell the Grandmaster about you!"

This little runt… For a moment, I wanted to beat him to a pulp, but I restrained myself.

I can't behave the same way I did when I was in the Blood Demon Cult.

Interestingly, after I died, I woke up in a different era, in a place far, far away.

"Okay, okay, I get it. Let's go."

"Hurry up!"

The kids grabbed my hand and hurried me along to the training plaza where the other kids were waiting. There, the little brats stared at me with sparkling eyes, each and every single one of them dressed up in the martial arts uniform that the school had provided them with.

"Master! Please teach me martial arts!"

"Sigh…"

I looked at the sniveling brats, scratched my head, then looked up at the signboard near the door.

[Hundred Martial Arts Academy]

We teach a hundred different martial arts, so we called ourselves the Hundred Martial Arts Academy, or Baek Academy[2] for short… Er, at least, that was the idea.

It's already been a month since I woke up in this body, huh.

About a month ago, I, the great martial arts instructor of the Blood Demon Cult, died and woke up in the body of a young martial arts instructor of a small academy in the sticks.

By the way, I also heard that the Blood Demon Cult was annihilated decades ago!



Footnotes:

[1] Dao: Dao are single-edged Chinese swords, primarily used for slashing and chopping.


[2] Baek Academy: The "baek" here uses the hanja for "hundred (百)", but it also sounds the same as the MC's last name, Baek (白, white).



Chapter 2: What Should I Do Now?

One month can seem short, but it can also feel long.

It is definitely enough time, though, to understand that I had died and reincarnated in another body. It's also enough time for me to adapt to my new body and environment.

"...Please try coming up with an excuse."

"What do you mean?" I asked, opening my eyes.

The middle-aged man in front of me furrowed his brows. His name was Baek Muheun, and he was the father of my new body as well as the director of the Baek Academy.

"Do you really not know?"

"Nope, no idea."

In response to my frank answer, Baek Muheun sighed.

I sat up straight and stared at him.

I had nothing to be ashamed of, because I don't remember doing anything wrong!

"Earlier, Mr Jang, the owner of the cloth shop, came to visit. His second son, a disciple at our academy, went home exhausted from doing squats."

"......"

"Do you still have nothing to say for yourself?"

"So? What's the problem?" I shamelessly raised my voice, saying, "When learning martial arts, one must be prepared to endure a lot of physical and mental pain. I trained those kids hard so that their parents wouldn't feel like their money was being wasted. As thanks for my efforts, Mr Jang should be sending me silks instead."

"Why you little!"

BONK!

Ahh, my vision is spinning and I hear birds chirping around my head.

It didn't really hurt, but naturally, I was quite upset.

Hmm, I can definitely see the attack coming, but I can't dodge it.

Then again, even if I could dodge, taking the hit was still the logical choice. That's because if I dodged, I'd end up having to witness Dad sprinting wildly down the street with bloodshot eyes.

"You seriously treated ten-year-old children like they were martial arts disciples? Why the fuck did you do that? As for thanking you? Who on earth would thank such a careless, stupid instructor!"

Baek Muheun waved the teacher's stick he was holding in the air, threatening to bonk me in the head again if I didn't give him a satisfactory answer.

Why the fuck did I do that? Because that's exactly what I did every single day in the Blood Cult…

Tsk. Even though I actually went easy on the brats and only made them do half the usual training. I also didn't pull their nails out because they couldn't endure the training, or threaten the ones who dared to sit down during training with, "No dinner for you tonight!"

For the last few days, the sniveling brats kept nagging me about wanting to properly learn martial arts, so I only did as they asked and taught them properly!

Those damn brats went complaining to their parents just because it was hard? Sigh, kids nowadays…

"Are you listening to me?"

"In the past, I'd definitely have... Yes, I'm listening." My thoughts were elsewhere, but I still shamelessly nodded and replied yes.

With a skeptical expression on his face, Baek Muheun looked at me and said, "Nope, you're not. Everything I've just said has gone in one ear and out the other. After you died and came back to life, I can't understand you anymore. You've changed so much that I sometimes wonder if you're really my son…"

Hell, can this man read minds?

Dad sighed again.

I lowered my head and apologized, "I'm sorry, I failed to consider the consequences. I won't do it again."

"Suryong."

Suddenly, he called my name, a serious look on his face.

Baek Suryong.

That was the name of this body's original owner, and it seems that I'm twenty-seven this year.

In this remote village in the middle of nowhere, there aren't any decent martial arts academies. Dad was hardly an expert, and our only students are the sniveling brats in the village. Life here is far removed from that of a murim expert, and none of the so-called martial artists here are strong enough to even be considered third-class warriors.

"What's up, Dad?"

Baek Muheun seemed a little upset by my simple answer. He hesitated for a moment, before continuing, "Since you woke up, you've been spacing out very often. I'm sure you're worried about what happened. It must be traumatizing…"

One month ago, Baek Suryong died and came back to life.

To be precise, Baek Suryong died, and I reincarnated into his body.

"You know you can confide in me if you're worried about anything, right? No matter what, you're my only family, and we've only got each other to depend on."

Baek Suryong's one and only family member. That's exactly why I couldn't bring myself to tell him the truth, to say, "Your son Baek Suryong is dead."

Ever since he was born, Baek Suryong had been sickly. His weakness was caused by a blocked meridians disease so rare, no one could name it. His similarly sickly mother, who passed away a few years after giving birth to him, had suffered from the exact same disease.

Baek Muheun took his son to consult every physician he could find, searching for one who could save him even if he had to sacrifice his own life in the process. He also fed all sorts of miracle medicines to the boy, but his son only told him, "There is no effect..."

In the end, for the sake of his weak son, Baek Muheun decided to move to the countryside where the air was fresh and the water was clean. There, he set up a small martial arts academy.

However, when his son saw the academy, he said to his father, "You miss life in the murim, don't you?"

"......"

Despite his illness, Baek Suryong had always dreamed of becoming a martial artist of the murim. However, due to his blocked meridians, he could not learn any qi cultivation techniques. Instead, he focused on training his body while constantly searching for a way to heal his disease.

Finally, a few months ago, Baek Suryong got his hands on a certain qi cultivation technique.

I can't believe that guy was stupid enough to attempt learning a demonic art with a body like this.

Demonic Arts.

Although not all demonic arts are detrimental to the practitioner, they all cause significant side effects. Unfortunately for him, the one Baek Suryong found was a shit-tier demonic art that was extremely harmful to the practitioner's body.

Thus, in the end, while trying to circulate his qi by force, Baek Suryong coughed up blood and collapsed.

…Well, in fact, he died.

When he resolved himself to learn the demonic art, he was already prepared to die.

[I'd rather die trying than give up on my lifelong dream.]

Those were the words written on a bloodstained will next to where Baek Suryong died.

After he died, I woke up in his body, and for the last month, I pretended to lose my memories and lived as Baek Suryong. Little by little, I learned more and more about the former owner of this body.

"Even now...you still won't give up?"

"......" I hesitated.

Baek Muheun's face darkened. He was probably wondering why his son refused to give up on his dream despite having a near-death experience.

I thought for a while, then replied, "I'm not sure."

I didn't say this only to reassure Baek Muheun. This was how I truly felt.

Is there any meaning to becoming a murim warrior again?

In my past life, as a disciple of the Blood Cult, I practiced martial arts, killed people, and then, after my qi center was destroyed, I became a martial arts instructor and researcher who taught others how to kill people. I did all sorts of horrible things and constantly risked my life, all in the name of survival.

But what about now?

Do I really need to become a murim warrior?

I knew a total of five top-level martial arts. However, becoming a murim warrior means that I'll have to go back to a life where I could die anytime.

Do I really want to live like that again?

To me, who had already experienced an entire lifetime living on the edge, that was not the most pleasant thing to go through again.

A leisurely life spent teaching little brats actually sounds like a great idea.

This rural village where the Baek Academy is situated is a quiet, comfortable place.

Nevertheless, I hesitated. My reply to Baek Muheun's question was not "Yes, I've given up." Instead, it was, "I'm not sure."

Surprised by my answer, Baek Muheun's eyes widened. He asked again, "...You're not sure?"

"Yes."

This village is a very comfortable place to live. I feel like I'm enjoying the life of a retiree every day. Still, I have no idea what the future holds for me.

Well, it's a new life.

There's no need to make a hasty decision.

"I need more time to think about what I want to do in the future."

"......"

Baek Muheun gave me a complicated look consisting of a mixture of relief, and sympathy for his son who had to make the terrible decision on whether he should give up on his dream.

I met his gaze directly.

Eventually, with a heavy heart, he nodded and said, "...I understand. Also, you haven't fully recovered yet, so be sure to tell me if you're not feeling well, okay?"

"Okay."

"One more thing. Next time, if the children nag you about learning martial arts, just give them a ball and ask them to play soccer as training."

"...I'm going to say this again, but when learning martial arts, one must be prepared to endure a lot of physical and mental pain…"

"What do you think our academy is, Shaolin Temple? If you push the kids too hard, all of them will quit," said Baek Muheun, raising a hand to stop me from arguing back.

I got up from my seat, pouting.

"If that's all you have to say, I'm leaving."

"Fine."

As I spun around and walked out of the room, I heard Baek Muheun sighing and mumbling to himself behind me.

"I'm sorry, I can't do anything for you even though I'm your father..."

I pretended not to hear him and picked up the pace, walking back to my room.
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As part of my daily routine, I stood in front of the mirror in my room and took off my shirt to check my physical condition.

My new body is that of a spoiled brat who has never experienced any kind of suffering before. Like his father, he was tall, with long limbs. He was a little thin for a man, but he was extremely handsome.

Ever since waking up in this body, I have been exercising every day. As a result, my physical condition right now is pretty good.

If not for the blocked meridians disease, this body is extremely suited to martial arts. However, in addition to the problems caused by the disease, my blood is filled with contaminated qi from the demonic art that killed this dude.

I spent a lot of effort healing over the past month, and it seems that the results are showing. Still, this body is hella rotten. In my current state, I probably couldn't even beat a third-rate warrior.

...Actually, third-rate warriors can use qi, even if the amount is miniscule. Therefore, even fighting a third-rate warrior would probably be pushing it.

The worst thing is, if I let things continue the way they are, I'm probably going to die within three years.

...I wonder if this is a simple coincidence, or if it was a quirk of fate. It just had to be the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians.

I knew the name of the disease that Baek Suryong suffered from.

The Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians.

It was a name that most physicians in the world had never heard of. Even if they knew of it, they considered it an untreatable disease that would kill the patient before the age of thirty.

I looked at the reflection of the young man in the mirror and clicked my tongue.

You knew that you did not have much longer to live. Is that why you decided to take a gamble?

Unfortunately, Baek Suryong lost the gamble and died. My soul then reincarnated in his body.

"Thank you. From now on, I will use this body well."

The dead rest in peace, while the living struggle to live.

Fortunately, I knew how to treat this disease.

The Heaven Defying Divine Art was the key. It was a top-level martial art that was only taught to the Cult Leaders of the Blood Demon Cult, and among the five top-level martial arts in my head, I considered it to be the best one.

But that was not all there was to it. In the manual of the Heaven Defying Divine Art that I found in the martial arts library of the Blood Cult, I remembered reading the following lines:


	
The Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians is a body cursed by the heavens.



	
The Heaven Defying Divine Art is a martial art that defies the heavens.



	When the two meet, the Blood Meridians will transform into the Divine Meridians, giving one the strength to destroy the heavens.



This sounds extremely confusing, but to put it simply, the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians is the best type of physical constitution for learning the Heaven Defying Divine Art. The reason for this is because the creator of the martial art, the first-generation Blood Demon and the founder of the Blood Demon Cult, suffered from the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians.

I wonder if there's a connection between me using the Heaven Defying Divine Art until right before I died, and me reincarnating into a body with the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians.

That was just a wild guess. I couldn't possibly know the truth.

Anyway, the most important thing right now, was that I knew how to convert the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians into the Heavenly Yin Divine Meridians.

There was only one problem…

I frowned and muttered to myself, "Fuck, I'm broke."

In order to learn the Heaven Defying Divine Art, I needed money. Not just a lot of money, but a LOT of money.

Among the long list of herbs and elixirs I needed, the number of names that a normal person would recognize could be counted on one hand. In addition, I needed a ton of other supplementary materials. The total cost of everything would be enough to make a prominent clan go bankrupt.

Dad ran a small, shitty martial arts academy in the countryside. There was no way we had that kind of money.

"What should I do...?" The handsome face I saw reflected in the mirror furrowed his brows.

Suddenly, I heard a scream from outside.

"Master!"


Chapter 3: Sigh, Why is this Happening?

I quickly put on my shirt and ran outside.

"Master! Please help me!"

The scream was coming from the direction of Baek Muheun's room. The voice sounded somewhat familiar, like I had heard it only recently.

Did something happen this late at night?

Something big must have happened for one of the villagers to come running to my dad at a time when most people would be asleep.

When I arrived in front of Dad's room, I saw a young boy kneeling in front of him, crying.

Hmm? This kid is…

I remember now, his name is Jang Yi. He is the second son of the cloth merchant, and the leader of the sniveling brats in our academy. Just this morning, he was the one who came to me and begged me to teach him martial arts.

Suddenly, I recalled what Dad said to me before I returned to my room.

"Earlier, Mr Jang, the owner of the cloth shop, came to visit. His second son, a disciple at our academy, went home exhausted from doing squats."

No way... Did the kid come here in the middle of the night to complain to my dad about me?

"You cunning little brat..."

Just as I was about to hurl insults at him, the sniveling brat sniffled and yelled, "Please, save my Hyung-nim!"

"Master Baek, please save my son!"

Now that I look closely, I noticed that there was another person behind the sniveling brat. It was the cloth merchant, and he was carrying a boy drenched in blood.

"What happened?"

Dad felt the injured boy's pulse, then suddenly stiffened. He asked the cloth merchant to lay the boy down for a more thorough check.

In order to find a cure for my and my mother's illness, Dad had traveled all over the world and sought out countless physicians and rare herbs. As a result, he gained a lot of medical knowledge and became even better at first aid than a normal physician. Thus, whenever the villagers got injured, they would go to Dad first.

I quietly walked to Dad's side and observed the boy.

He was wounded by martial arts.

The person who injured the kid was clumsy, but he definitely knew some kind of martial arts.

"Ugh..."

When Dad touched certain parts of his body, the boy groaned and squirmed in pain.

At this sight, the injured kid's brother started sobbing and sniffling again, while an anxious look appeared on their dad's face. The injured boy was the eldest son of the Jang family, and he was five years older than the sniveling brat I taught.

"Please save my son!" the cloth merchant cried.

When he had finished checking up on the boy's condition, Dad heaved a sigh of relief and poked the boy's pressure points, putting him to sleep. He then said, "The boy has a few broken bones, but his insides are fine. His life is not in danger. We will give him some emergency first aid, so would it be fine for you to leave him here with us tonight? I will take him to the physician first thing tomorrow."

"Of course, I'm fine with it! Thank you so much!" The cloth merchant Mr Jang bowed his head repeatedly in gratitude.

On the other hand, his son Jang Yi grabbed onto Dad's clothes and looked at us anxiously, asking, "Master, my Hyung-nim won't die, right? He'll really be okay soon?"

"Don't worry, he'll be fine after resting for a few days."

Dad gave Jang Yi a hug and patted his head. The little guy sobbed in his arms for a while, but eventually cried himself to sleep.

Dad passed the snoring, snob-covered brat to me, then whispered to Mr Jang in a cold, icy voice, "Who did this to the child?"

My hair stood on end and a shiver ran down my spine. For the first time, I sensed killing intent from Dad.

I kind of expected this, but…

Although Dad always claimed to be "a normal warrior", I've never believed him.

"Er, t-that…" Mr Jang stumbled over his words, as if he was worried that his answer would cause problems.

Dad reassured him, saying, "Don't worry, I'm just asking because I'm curious."

"The boy got hurt while playing with his friends…"

"This might sound strange coming from me, but among the students I've taught, Jang Il is one of the strongest in his age group. Moreover, his wounds…weren't caused by any martial arts I taught the children."

"About that..." Mr Jang hesitated.

"It's all because of those guys at the Jin Academy!" shouted the brat in my arms, suddenly waking up. He continued, "They picked a fight with Hyung-nim first! They said that the martial arts of the Baek Academy were trash, and looked down on us!"

"The Jin Academy?"

"The Jin Academy is a new martial arts school that was set up in the neighboring village a few months ago. I've heard rumors that it's actually run by a branch family member of the Namgung Clan…"

"The rumors must be a lie. There's no way a branch family member belonging to one of the Five Great Clans would come all the way to a remote village and start up a martial arts school."

Dad had never expressed any interest in the Jin Academy before. After all, our Baek Academy has already been here for more than twenty years and we've already established ourselves as a good school.

However, his indifference to the Jin Academy's existence ends today. Those guys have crossed the line.

"Hey, did they really insult our martial arts like that?"

Jang Yi nodded furiously, terrified by Dad's cold expression.

"Yes! They said that the Baek Academy's martial arts is weak, and that theirs is much stronger!"

"Did they gang up on Jang Il?"

"No… It was just one person…" Jang Yi mumbled for a bit, then suddenly exclaimed, "But it was still an unfair fight, because Yang Sam has learned our martial arts before!"

"…So, it was Yang Sam who hurt Jang Il."

Although Dad was poor, he always stood by his belief that martial arts should not be taught to those with cruel hearts. Yang Sam was one of those people. He had once been a kind child, but as he grew older, he turned violent and bad-tempered, resulting in his expulsion from Baek Academy.

Recently though, it seems that Yang Sam has joined the Jin Academy, and is learning martial arts.

"That thug picked a fight with my Hyung-nim! Hyung-nim didn't want to fight back, but then that bastard insulted Master, me, and even my parents…"

Oh boy. Not even a saint would be able to endure an insult to their parents.

However, the way I hear it, that boy named Yang Sam seems to bear hatred toward the Baek Academy and its disciples for his expulsion.

Still, there was one thing I absolutely needed to confirm.

"Did Yang Sam do this to Jang Il by himself?"

As I stood next to Dad and observed the boy, I noticed something odd about his wounds.

Yang Sam used a killing technique on Jang Il.[1]

If Yang Sam had used just a little bit more force, Jang Il would have become crippled for the rest of his life. The technique he used isn't something that should be taught in a village martial arts school.

"Hmm..." Dad frowned deeply. He might have come to the same conclusion as me.

"It's just a kids' fight. As long as my son is okay, I'm satisfied," added Mr Jang, not wanting to blow things up.

Hmph, what a simple-minded country bumpkin. His own son was beaten to a pulp, and he's worrying about whether a couple of murim warriors will get into a fight.

Dad mulled things over for a while, then came to a decision. He said, "I will meet with the Director of the Jin Academy tomorrow morning to discuss what happened today. We must make sure that something like this does not happen again."

"If you do that, tensions will start to escalate..."

Dad smiled at Mr Jang and replied reassuringly, "Don't worry, I'm just going to give him a warning."

"Ah, of course. I trust that Master Baek won't let things go out of hand…"

"It's getting late. You should go home and rest. I'll take care of Jang Il tonight."

"Oh, thank you! Thank you so much!" exclaimed Mr Jang, bowing his head repeatedly.

The sniveling brat Jang Yi mumbled something about taking revenge for his brother, but Mr Jang grabbed him by the ear and dragged him off.

On behalf of Dad, I escorted the two to the door. However, my mind was elsewhere.

The Jin Academy disciple used a killing technique. Will everything really end with just a warning?

Dad said that he would solve the issue peacefully, but I had a feeling that things would not work out the way he imagined.

[image: sep]

As it turned out, my hunch was correct.

A giant a head taller than Dad condescendingly said, "Yawn… What's with all the fuss? It's too early for this…"

This bandit-lookalike is supposed to be a branch family member of the Namgung Clan?

One glance at the way the giant walked told me everything I needed to know about him: his martial arts, physical constitution, bad fighting habits, how much qi he had.

After all, I was an instructor in the Blood Demon Cult, and not only have I taught a countless number of disciples, I've also observed a lot of masters.

My experience told me that this giant was at most a second-class warrior.

However, that was not the biggest problem with this guy…

With a stern look on his face, Dad said, "Last night, a student at our academy was badly injured in a fight with one of your students."

"It's just a kids' fight. Why so serious?" replied the giant, whose name was Namgung Wook. He then stuck a finger in his ear and began digging out his earwax.

"...The wounds that Jang Il sustained were too severe for it to be a mere kids' fight."

"He's a guy. When guys fight, it's only natural to get hurt. Real men don't squeal like petty little girls and make a fuss about something so minor, do they?" mocked Namgung Wook.

Oh boy, he's calling Dad a petty little girl for making a fuss. There's no way Dad didn't hear the sarcasm in Namgung Wook's voice, but still, there was no change in his expression.

Dad placed his hands behind his back and calmly replied, "I don't know if you're teaching children martial arts in order to turn them into 'real men', but I teach them martial arts so that they will grow up healthily, and learn to protect themselves from bandits. Most importantly, I never teach my students how to kill people."

Dad turned to face one of the young men standing behind Namgung Wook and asked, "Yang Sam, last night, you nearly killed one of your friends. Did you know that?"

The brat named Yang Sam avoided Dad's gaze and muttered through clenched teeth, "That was a legitimate duel!"

"Is that what you really think?"

"T-That, that…"

"Oi, what are you doing to one of our students?" interrupted Namgung Wook, moving to stand between Dad and Yang Sam. He glared at Dad and insulted him to his face, "If you think he went overboard, then we'll punish him accordingly, but we won't allow you to keep slandering him like that on our school grounds!"

"Slander? That's terrible."

"Yeah, I agree. The disciple must have lost because the teacher is bad at martial arts, and yet now they're making a fuss about it."

"Huh..."

I hadn't noticed because I was focused on Dad's conversation with Namgung Wook, but at some point, a crowd had gathered around us.

I see, so it was a trap.

The appearance of an audience made this fact abundantly clear. Namgung Wook must have ordered Yang Sam to attack Jang Il in order to force Dad into taking action, and when Dad showed up in the Jin Academy, he would provoke and embarrass Dad in front of everyone in the village.

If Dad chooses to back down now, he will be thought of as a coward, and the Baek Academy will lose all its customers.

"Hey uh, Baek Academy Director. Are you planning to turn a kids' fight into an adults' fight? If not, go back to wherever you came from. Don't worry, I'll tell my students not to pick on the weak from now on."

The only thing Dad can do in this situation, is beat the crap out of this guy. However, if he does that, then Namgung Wook will create the impression that Dad is a small-minded man who gets upset just because one of his students lost a duel.

Once things get to that point, it won't matter whether Dad wins the fight or not. Our reputation will be ruined.

He's quite clever for a mere bandit… No. Someone else definitely did the scheming for him.

The Jin Academy was opened only recently, and they don't have many students yet. Regardless, everyone will soon know what transpired here today. As long as Namgung Wook succeeds at damaging our reputation, their own reputation will surely increase.

As if sensing his opportunity, a man with a goatee, who had been standing next to Namgung Wook, suddenly shouted to the audience, "Hmm? It seems that everyone here is still unaware of the facts. I'll have you all know that this man here is Grandmaster Namgung Wook, a distant relative of Namgung Jaehak, the Azure Sky Sword King and Star Instructor at the Heavenly Martial Academy. You're all looking at a true descendant of the esteemed Namgung Clan!"

At the sounds of the names "Heavenly Martial Academy" and "Namgung Clan", several members of the audience started getting excited. Even in this rural village in the middle of nowhere, the strength of the Five Great Families was common knowledge.

Namgung Wook coughed, as if embarrassed. He waved his hand in the air, saying, "Ahem! I'm just a distant relative trying my hardest to make a living without letting down the name of my great clan."

I'll bet my grandmother that this fraud's last name is not Namgung.

Anyway, Dad has been cornered. No matter what he says now, we won't be getting out of this unscathed.

…But it's a different story if I decide to butt in.

"If the director is a descendant of the Namgung Clan, does that mean that the martial arts you teach at the Jin Academy are also those of the Namgung Clan?"

"Huh?" Namgung Wook looked at me with eyes that said 'where the fuck did a brat like you come from?'

I pretended to shrink back and timidly asked, "I've never seen the martial arts of the Five Great Clans before… Is the Jin Academy really teaching the Namgung Clan's martial arts?"

I put on my best country bumpkin expression, grinned nervously, and shrugged.

"I mean, that's exactly what you're telling us, right? I understand if you're not teaching the core martial arts of the Namgung Clan, but at least, you must be teaching the basic moves…?"

When they heard my reasoning, the audience exclaimed, "Oh! Yeah! That's right!"

The goatee man's mouth twitched, as if the conversation was being steered in an undesirable direction. However, before he could open his mouth, I continued, "Wow! So that's how Yang Sam improved so much in just a few months! The Namgung Clan's martial arts must be super strong!"

"You..." Dad shot me an odd look, but I shut him up with a wink and shouted, "To think that I, Baek Suryong, would get an opportunity to witness the martial arts of the Five Great Clans with my very own eyes! This is truly a touching moment!"

"Hahaha! You're sharp! If you want, I'll teach you, too!"

SMIRK.

Oops, I failed to stop myself from smirking.

"You will? Can I learn the killing techniques in the Namgung Clan's martial arts, too? Jang Il was hurt by a killing intent so strong, I thought that he was attacked with demonic arts!"

"...What?"

Namgung Wook and the Goatee stiffened, and the smiles on the faces of the Jin Academy students vanished.

Slowly, Namgung Wook's face became like that of a demon's. He growled, "What did you just say? You should watch your words…"

"I said, 'I thought that he was attacked with demonic arts.' Am I wrong? Those who learn demonic arts will improve quickly at first, but in the end, the demonic arts will definitely come back to bite them."

"S-S-Shut up!"

He's panicking, and the Goatee standing next to him is trembling with rage. Judging by the surprised look on the audience's faces, I'm sure even they have noticed these two's unusual reactions.

The evil grin on my face widened.

"Hey, you guys couldn't possibly have taught demonic arts while borrowing the name of the Namgung Clan, right?"

Not all demonic arts are evil and harmful, and some of them are no less profound than orthodox martial arts. However, these facts are not well-known to the general public. To most people, demonic arts are associated with a negative image.

That's why, I'm going to make full use of public opinion to pressure these guys into revealing themselves.

"Is it okay if I brag about the Namgung Clan's amazing martial arts to everyone I meet? I'll even write a letter to the Murim Alliance recommending your academy."

The blood drained from Namgung Wook's face.



Footnotes:

[1] Killing technique: A martial arts technique designed to kill the opponent, e.g. attacking vital points, breaking the neck, strangling etc. These types of techniques are not taught in regular martial arts schools, only in the military, and they are banned in all tournaments.



Chapter 4: Dead Men Tell No Tales

Impersonation of a member of a prestigious family.

Actually, that kind of crime is pretty common.

Due to the large size of the Five Great Clans, which included the Namgung Clan, it was difficult for even the clans themselves to keep track of all of their branch family members. Thus, scammers would often take advantage of this fact.

These scammers included even the random drug dealers on the street, who would often claim that their drugs were synthesized by either the Nine Sects or the Five Great Clans.

The Murim Alliance has better things to do than catch small-time criminals.

Petty swindlers simply weren't worth the Murim Alliance's precious time and attention. However, it was a different situation if someone was teaching demonic arts using the name of the Namgung Clan.

"Hm…Master Namgung Wook? Why do you look so constipated? Do you need to take a shit?"

"You bastard..." Namgung Wook ground his teeth in frustration, but unfortunately for him, that action only ended up revealing the fear and embarrassment he was trying to hide.

"Y-You said that you were going to recommend us to the Murim Alliance? What would be the point of doing that…?"

"I think you might have misunderstood me, but I just want to brag about the fact that there is a master warrior of the Namgung Clan teaching martial arts in this village. Moreover, the martial arts you teach are so powerful that a person nearly got killed. I was joking when I said that your martial arts resembled the demonic arts… I mean, can't you take a joke?"

Although I said that, I knew that I hadn't been joking at all. Most importantly, Namgung Wook, Goatee [1], and even my father Baek Muheun knew that I had been completely serious when I accused them of teaching demonic arts.

The more prestigious a clan is, the more they hate being associated with demonic arts.

Honor and prestige—these were the two things any warrior of the Orthodox Sect would risk their lives for. Of course, they also love doing all sorts of horrible things behind their enemies' backs, but on the surface, they liked to maintain a righteous image, as dictated by the Way of the Hero. That's why they could never tolerate anything that would damage their reputation.

"You were going way too far with that joke!"

"Sigh… I doubt the Murim Alliance would kill you guys over a joke, though?"

"YOU...!"

I cheekily raised a hand and pretended to slit my neck, but that simple movement was enough to make Namgung Wook's face turn pale. Contrary to his bandit-like appearance, this dude was unexpectedly naïve.

[Hey, what are you thinking?]

Suddenly, I heard a telepathic message from Dad. I rolled my eyes and looked to the side, but he only frowned.

[Are you absolutely certain that they are teaching demonic arts?]

I hadn't reached the level where I could send telepathic messages yet, so I could only nod my head slightly in response.

I'm not sure if Dad got my message, but what I meant to say with my body language was, 'You should move to the side and remain on standby. I'll take care of this myself.'

I waited for a while, and Dad said nothing more, so I shall assume that he understood me correctly.

I turned to face the spectators and said, "At least, all of you should understand that I was just kidding, right? Seeing as the Namgung Clan is a part of the Murim Alliance, they'll probably contact the Namgung Clan once I send them my recommendation. I'm certain the Namgung Clan will be delighted to hear that the Amazing Master Namgung Wook has opened a martial arts academy in our village, and will send us a heap of congratulatory flowers. In addition, it would be great if they sent someone to verify Yang Sam's incredible martial arts talent…"

"SHUT THE FUCK UP!"

It seemed that even the dense Namgung Wook could hear the bleeding sarcasm in my voice. The way he was glaring at me right now, if eyes could kill, he'd probably have murdered me ten times over.

I grinned and taunted, "Why should I? Did I say anything wrong?"

"ARGHHH, I'll kill you...!" Namgung Wook twitched as if he wanted to attack me, but in the end, he decided against it. There were too many people looking at us right now, and if he attacked us first, it would be equivalent to admitting his guilt.

Murmur murmur.

"Hey, what was the meaning of all that?"

"It seems that Master Namgung is actually a swindler."

"Sigh, aren't these guys all martial artists? They should just settle things by fighting, and if they're not going to fight, then they shouldn't argue."

"I only came here to watch a fight."

"Let's wait a little longer. It looks like we'll get to watch the show we wanted soon..."

Anyone with eyes could tell that the situation here was getting tenser by the minute.

When Namgung Wook heard what the spectators were whispering to each other, his expression turned sour. He shot a glance at Goatee, only to find the other man frowning.

I knew it. Goatee's the one in charge of thinking and planning.

Since the moment I saw him, I'd thought it was weird. The bandit-looking giant simply didn't seem smart enough to have come up with such a complex scheme. Someone else had to be the mastermind.

Goatee stepped forward and said, "Look here, young warrior."

I looked at Goatee calmly, and he smiled back at me. However, I could clearly feel the barely concealed killing intent behind that smile.

"Can you take responsibility for what you said?"

"What responsibility?"

"You claimed that we were teaching demonic arts while impersonating members of the Namgung Clan. Have you ever thought about what would happen to you if you were discovered falsely accusing innocent people without any evidence?"

If rumors that a member of the Namgung Clan was teaching demonic arts got out, it wouldn't end with a simple investigation by the Murim Alliance. In all likelihood, the Namgung Clan would dispatch their own warriors here to investigate the issue. Then, should the man claiming to be Namgung Wook be proven guilty, the Namgung Clan would execute him themselves.

On the other hand…

"Young warrior, do you truly understand the dangers of spreading fake news in the gangho? The Namgung Clan will never forgive you for damaging their reputation."

He was right. If I was wrong, then I'd be the one in deep shit for slandering the Namgung Clan.

Goatee turned to face Dad and clasped his hands together in a fist salute[2], saying, "Director Baek, it would seem that all of us have gotten a little too emotional today. Instead of continuing this pointless argument, why don't we resolve this dispute another day?"

Oh? So that's how Goatee wants to play it, huh?

He's implying that we should shut up and go away since we don't have any evidence of their wrongdoing. Otherwise, he'll make sure that we go down together.

The truth was, it wasn't that easy to distinguish between orthodox and unorthodox (demonic) martial arts. Orthodox martial arts that were unusually violent, and demonic arts that appeared harmonious on the surface weren't uncommon. Unless one knew the exact training method, it was almost impossible to distinguish between the two.

However, 'almost impossible' is not the same as 'impossible'.

"Pfft! Did you honestly think a threat like that would be enough to scare me away?"

"Young warrior, you..."

"Do you evil sect bastards know how to spout anything besides nonsense?"

…Technically, I'm also an 'evil sect bastard', but let's ignore that for now.

"!!!"

Goatee narrowed his eyes, but now that we had reached this point, I had no intention of giving up. To me, the fact that the Jin Academy was teaching demonic arts to its students was as clear as day. As for the reason why I'm so confident in my judgment even though I haven't seen the martial art with my own eyes?

I didn't teach demonic arts for over a decade for nothing, you know.

Whenever Namgung Wook and Goatee moved, their muscles would twitch in a certain way. Similarly, the nervous poses that the disciples behind them were making were extremely revealing. These little hints were more than enough for me to draw a solid conclusion.

"So, where are you guys really from? You started up a martial arts academy in a remote location and pretended to be instructors because you wanted to secretly expand your faction, am I right?"

This is one of the common methods that the unorthodox sects use to recruit disciples. I know it well because the Blood Demon Cult used to do it, too.

"Haa…" sighed Goatee, looking at me with an increasingly exasperated expression.

Suddenly, he started laughing crazily, "Hahaha... Muahahaha!"

His laughter made my ears hurt and my skin tingle.

As he laughed, his aura and posture changed drastically.

CRACK! SQUELCH!

His hunched back straightened, and muscles started bulging out from his thin body. In an instant, he had transformed from a skinny scholar into a muscular giant.

Huh. So that's why his posture seemed so unnatural. He was using a body-morphing martial art.

The now powerfully-built Goatee stared down at me like he was about to swallow me alive. His physical appearance was completely different from before, except for that very characteristic goatee of his.

Based on the strength of his aura, he's a first-class warrior, though he would be one of the weaker ones in that class.

In rural areas such as this village, first-class warriors were rarer than wild ginseng.

As if he couldn't be bothered hiding his identity any longer, Goatee directed a wave of killing intent at me.

"I thought that you were making a wild guess, but it seems that I was wrong about you. How did you know who we were?"

"That's a trade secret~" I replied playfully.

His eyes widened with fury as he growled, "Even now, you don't appear to understand what kind of situation you've landed yourself in. Very well. I wonder how much longer you can keep grinning like that?"

BOOM!

He stomped his foot, leaving a huge footprint in the stone-paved training ground.

"Grargh! From now on, I will immediately kill anyone who moves!"

A powerful killing intent spread out over the entire training ground. The Jin Academy disciples behind Goatee sprinted forward and blocked off the academy gates, preventing anyone from escaping. Sensing that their lives were in danger, the spectators' faces paled.

"HELPPPP!"

"We didn't see anything!"

"I won't say anything about what I saw today!"

Unable to resist the killing intent, the trembling spectators fell on their butts and desperately pleaded for their lives. Mr Jang, the cloth merchant, hugged his son tightly in terror.

Jang Yi squirmed in his father's arms and shouted, "You evil bastards! Master Baek will definitely kill you all!"

"Oi! You there! Shut up!"

Goatee glanced at the spectators for a moment, then turned back to face me. He grinned evilly and said, "Damned brat, know that everyone here will die because of you."

Only dead men tell no tales. Since we revealed their true identities, the only way these guys could remain hidden was to eliminate all of the witnesses.

"Try your hardest to fight back, okay? I'll show you what happens to a weakling when they overstep their boundaries!" laughed Goatee, striding toward me.

​   [image: fistsalute]



Footnotes:

[1] Goatee: I give up typing "the man with a goatee" over and over again. From now on, this dude's name is Goatee.


[2] Fist salute: A common greeting between martial artists, see image below. Note: Left palm over right fist is a friendly greeting, whereas right palm over left fist signals a duel to the death. You don't want to be picking death fights randomly…



Chapter 5: Master Baek! You're the Best!

A first-class martial arts expert was an existence that could slaughter a squad made up of a few dozen ordinary soldiers without sustaining a single scratch. They were extremely common in the Central Plains, but they were still people that could hold their heads up high no matter where they went, especially in the rural areas where there were no strong martial artists.

Perhaps that's the reason why Goatee is so confident in himself.

"Brat, let's see if you're as talented in martial arts as you are in talking!"

"Suryong! Get back!"

SHIING!

Before I knew it, Dad had already drawn his sword and charged forward with the intention of taking on Goatee himself. Unfortunately, Namgung Wook, who had also drawn his blade, immediately intercepted Dad.

"Hey hey! Hyung, you should be playing with me instead!"

CLANG!

"Wait! Let's talk this out!" Dad, who was being crushed under the weight of Namgung Wook's heavy blow, shouted in frustration.

"Hahaha! It's only right for the directors of both martial arts academies to face off against each other!"

"Damn it! Get out of my way! Suryong!"

Perhaps because he was worried about me, Dad couldn't utilize his full strength and his movements were extremely clumsy.

While Dad was preoccupied with Namgung Wook, Goatee grinned and pounced at me, saying, "Kekekeke, try your best!"

I took a step backward and put on a frightened expression.

Goatee's smile deepened. "Hahaha! You look like you've seen a ghost!" he laughed.

Good, he's underestimating me and making too many unnecessary movements.

Goatee spread his arms wide as if showing off and strutted toward me confidently. The corners of his lips were curled into a relaxed smile.

Thank you for being so confident in yourself.

He knew that I was no match for him, so he let his guard down. After all, he was a first-class expert, and I was a brat with qi weaker than even a third-class warrior. Even if we fought a hundred times, he would win every single time.

However, there was one fact he couldn't possibly know.

This is not the first time I have survived without any qi.

In that cruel Blood Demon Cult, I taught martial arts for more than twenty years despite not having any qi. Were all the people who learned from me hardworking students who obeyed their teachers? Did any of them ignore the words of a seemingly powerless instructor? Were there any obedient children who became rebellious as they grew up and gained strength?

Of course there were!

Countless people looked down on me. Nevertheless, until the Demon Strategist sent me to the underground prisons on that mission, I was the best and most feared instructor in the Blood Demon Sect.

I'll show you how a first-class expert can be defeated by a rookie without any qi.

"Don't be too afraid. I'll enjoy killing you slowly!"

SWISH!

Goatee shaped his hand into an eagle's claw and reached for my heart. I felt slightly threatened, but his movements were too big. I leaned backward and, at the same time, I kicked upward.

RIIIIP!

His fingernails tore through my clothes. At the same time, I kicked him in the stomach.

THUD!

Goatee took several steps backward and widened his eyes, shocked by my unexpected retaliation.

"What?"

He seemed displeased although my attack was completely ineffective.

"Hmph! You got lucky..."

Before he could finish his sentence, he suddenly raised his arms to protect his face from the coins that I had shot at him.

CLINK! CLINK!

"Do you honestly think that you can defeat me using such parlor tricks?"

At the moment that goatee raised his arms to protect his head, his elbow was revealed.

There!

I grinned and shot a coin that I had hidden at the Lake's Bend Acupoint on Goatee's elbow.

TAK!

The Lake's Bend Acupoint is an important acupuncture point where all the qi in the arm gathers. If it is sealed, that arm will become paralyzed.

"Kuh!"

I'm still weak right now, so I can only paralyze a first-class expert for an instant. However, an instant is enough to determine the outcome of this battle.

I leaped at Goatee's paralyzed arm.

His eyes grew even larger with disbelief. He tried to dodge my attack, but because his arm was still paralyzed, he failed to react in time.

Using my index and middle fingers, I sealed his Shoulder Well Acupoint.

BZZT!

Sealing the Shoulder Well Acupoint will cause a blockage in one of the most important meridians in the body, allowing me to completely paralyze Goatee.

"Grargh!"

His entire body twitched, and then he began to shiver uncontrollably. I grabbed his head and grinned.

"You've lost, asshole."

I pulled his head downwards and slammed my knee into his face.

THUD!

It'd be a pity if I only hit him once, so…

THUMP! THUNK!

I hit him two more times, but for some reason, I still didn't feel satisfied…

BASH! BAM! WHAM!

With the spirit of a finishing move, I kneed him in the face over and over again.

"Stop…You…Punk...!"

As expected of a first-class expert, he was very resistant to beating.

Suddenly, he shakily swung his arm and pushed me away.

WHOOSH!

It was just a rough movement, but considering the difference in strength between him and me, getting hit by him would be a terrible idea. Thus, I dodged his attack and moved to his left.

POP! POP! POP!

He increased his blood flow to break through the seal on his acupoints, but I could tell that his reaction time was much slower than before.

He's started protecting his acupoints with his qi. I won't be able to seal them again with this weak body.

I stepped backward unhesitatingly.

"AHHHHH! I'm going to kill you!"

A wild Goatee charged at me. However, not only was his aura much weaker than before, he seemed to be having a mild concussion as a result of the blows to his head and was having trouble maintaining his balance. He was only moving because of his burning desire to kill me.

If I get hit by that kind of mindless attack, then I'm worse than trash.

SWOOSH! WHISH!

I avoided all of his attacks with minimal movement.

"I once knew a lot of guys like you."

"Argh!"

He wasn't listening to me at all, but I didn't care.

"Just because they knew a few techniques and had a little qi, my students and fellow instructors looked down on me…"

"I'm going to kill you!"

"…Their qi centers were still intact, so they thought that they were superior to me."

"Die! Die! Die!"

"Want to guess what happened to them?"

LEAP!

I revealed a weakness on purpose, and Goatee immediately fell for it. I then matched his momentum and took a single step forward, placing my foot in his path and disrupting his balance.

He made a misstep, twisted his ankle, and lost control of his breathing.

When a person's breath goes out of whack, they lose the ability to move properly for a moment.

That moment was more than enough.

"They all ended up like this."

THWACK!

I stepped to the side to dodge Goatee's punch, then slammed my elbow into the back of his neck.

THUMP!

Goatee fainted and fell to the floor face first, his body splayed out like a frog.

"Huff…huff…"

I placed a hand on my chest to steady my breathing. Perhaps because this body was too weak, I started having a nosebleed.

As I wiped off the blood with the back of my hand, I suddenly heard the sound of clothes rustling.

"Ugh!"

I looked down and saw Goatee struggling to stand up.

Fuck. I only woke up in this body a month ago, and that is clearly not enough time to improve this body's fitness level. If I could fix the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians, and master all the martial arts in my memory, then even if I face a hundred Goatees head-on, I'll definitely kick all their asses!

"I will…kill you…!"

Even though his legs were wobbly, Goatee charged at me with killing intent. His eyes were rolled back in his head, showing only the whites. That was proof that he had already lost his mind and was moving purely on instinct.

"Sigh..."

However, I didn't bother dodging this time. I had already achieved my initial goal of buying time.

I glanced behind me and asked, "Are you done yet?"

"...Sorry, it took me some time since I haven't fought anyone in years."

A shadow leaped forward from behind me and swung his sword at Goatee.

SLASH!

The next thing I knew, Goatee was bursting into a fountain of blood in mid-air.

"AHHHHHHH!"

Dad stood in front of the screaming Goatee, holding his sword with both hands.

"Are you okay?"

"Yup."

I turned around and saw Namgung Wook (self-proclaimed) lying motionlessly on the ground. On the other hand, Dad did not have a single scratch on him.

Just as I expected, he's a first-class warrior! And one of the stronger ones, to boot!

For some reason, he was hiding his true strength. He thought that I was clueless, but after living with him for a month, I was pretty confident in my deduction. If I wasn't certain that we had a 100% chance of winning, I would never have chosen to provoke these two at this point in time.

Still panting, I said, "Since they confessed in front of all these witnesses, all we have to do is lock them up and hand them over to the Murim Alliance. I'm sure the Alliance people will gladly handle the rest of the cleanup."

"We have a lot to talk about when we get home…"

Before Dad could finish his sentence though, the audience suddenly erupted into cheers.

"WOAHHHHHH!"

"You defeated those evil sect bastards!"

"Three cheers for Grandmaster Baek Muheun! Hip hip hooray!"

"Hooray for Grandmaster Baek Muheun! Victory to the Baek Academy!"

The people whose lives we saved surrounded us, cheering happily while tears and snots of joy ran down their faces. In particular, the cloth shop owner Mr Jang and his son Jang Yi's expressions had the biggest impact on me.

"Master Baek! You're the best!"

Oh boy, this brat's going to pester me about teaching him martial arts again tomorrow.

"Ah! About the other guys…"

"All of them ran away."

As the result of the battle became increasingly obvious, the Jin Academy disciples, including Yang Sam and Goatee's lackeys, had all fled from the scene.

Now that the problem had been solved, I was suddenly hit by an overwhelming sense of fatigue.

"Finally, it's over…"

STUMBLE.

"Suryong!"

"So…dizzy…"

The instant I relaxed, my knees gave in and my body tilted sideways. I struggled to keep my eyes open, but my body was just too weak and unhealthy…

I glanced at Dad out of the corner of my eye. I wasn't sure when he'd moved, but he was hugging me and looking at me worriedly.

"...I'm going to sleep. Please take care of the rest for me."

FLOP!

Amid the cheers pouring in from every direction, I fainted.



Translator's Note: HAPPY NEW YEAR AGAIN! It's finally 2022 for me!!!


Chapter 6: Hmm? Something's Weird

A few days after the Jin Academy incident…

"So…tired..."

"No more...squats…"

"Waah…I want my mommy…"

In the Baek Academy training grounds, under the scorching sun, I lay down on my side with my eyes half-open and watched a bunch of snot-nosed brats sweat buckets while doing squats. I vaguely remembered telling them to keep their eyes ahead of them, but nonetheless, I could feel several gazes directed my way.

"Master, my legs hurt..."

"I want to rest..."

"…Wait, is Master sleeping!?"

"Do you think we'll be able to sneak out?"

What a spoiled brat. Crying because of a few squats. He's even thinking of cheating! Too bad~ I heard you~

"Master is not sleeping," I said.

""Gasp!""

The sniveling brats immediately tensed their muscles and lowered their postures. After confirming that they were doing the squats properly, I rolled over and faced the opposite side.

Hmm? Something is prickling my back. Ahh, it's the stinging gazes of the brats behind me. Whatever…

The afternoon wind is cool and the sun is warm. It's a great day for a nap…

"HUPP!"

A few days ago, one of these brats would definitely have run off and complained to their parents about me. After the events at the Jin Academy though, their attitudes toward me did a full one-eighty.

"Everyone! Is this the best you can do? Do you think you can become a master like this?" cried Jang Yi, the son of the cloth merchant.

Ever since I helped him get revenge for his brother, Jang Yi has looked at me in a completely different light.

"According to Master, lower body strength is the basis of all martial arts!"

Woah, those were my exact words.

As the leader of the snotty brats, it seems that Jang Yi has taken it upon himself to maintain class discipline.

"That's why, it's important to train our lower bodies properly!"

Not too long ago, this brat was still begging his father to convince me that squats were unnecessary.

Well, I'll just let bygones be bygones now.

"But...squats are so boring…and tiring…" one of the other brats whined.

Jang Yi shouted in response, "Dumbass! If you give up just because you're tired, you'll never become strong! Even if it's painful and tiring, we have to endure it no matter what!"

Oh? I don't recall telling him this, but he's right! To become a master, one has to at least be able to do squats for four hours without taking a break. Back in the Blood Demon Cult, I'd even do squats while walking from one place to another. Couldn't afford to waste any time, you know?

Just then, another one of the brats complained, saying, "Is Master really that strong? He looks pretty weak to me…"

"He's super strong! He sent the evil sect villain flying in mid-air!"

To be precise, Dad was the one who had sent Goatee flying, but that was after I had already won anyway!

Jang Yi continued praising me, "Master is actually an incredible warrior. He just swung his fist, and the wind went WHOOSH! He stomped his foot, and the ground went BOOM!"

Err, that's a bit too much of an exaggeration...

The more I listened, the more farfetched Jang Yi's story became. However, the sniveling brats seemed to be enjoying it, so I'll ignore him for now.

"Master can smash a rock with his bare fists!"

Dear brat, if I tried that, it is my fist that will be smashed, not the rock.

"He can even fly in the sky!"

…I haven't got any qi, so I can't use any movement techniques.

"Our Master…is probably what people call a 'hidden master'!"

"Really? Really?"

"Wow!"

This stupid kid has no idea how dangerous false rumors like that can get... Don't they know that the people in the next village just got cheated by the evil sect because they believed the fake rumors those assholes spread?

"Yes! That's why, as long as we keep working hard, I'm sure Master will definitely teach us his god-level martial arts!"

...You got that one right. I'm amazed.

I know five top-class martial arts. I don't intend to teach those to these brats, though. Not until after I master them myself, that is!

Well, I might fulfill my promise with the four masters and help them find successors, but that probably won't be happening for many years…

'If you happen to find someone suitable, please teach it to them. If not, then forget it.'

That was what they had said. The wording wasn't absolute, so I had the freedom to choose whether I wanted to teach it or not.

"Also, Master...!"

Before Jang Yi could make me out to be an ancient master who lived hundreds of years ago, I suddenly stood up and groaned, "Why are you guys so noisy during training?"

The sniveling brats immediately shut their traps and adjusted their postures. Perhaps the story Jang Yi had just told them had some effect, because they seemed terrified of me.

Pfft! Just look at how nervous these brats are!

In the past, I would have utilized their fear of me to increase the intensity of their training, but the Baek Academy was not a demonic sect, and I was no longer an instructor in the Blood Cult.

These children would not be beaten or starved for being bad at martial arts. I also wouldn't lose my job and be disposed of because I failed to produce results.

This is a rural village with clean water and fresh air; a village that has nothing to do with the bloody gangho.

When it comes to physical training, squats are the best. I should step up my own training, too.

Until I find a way to make a lot of money and treat the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians, my best option would be to strengthen my body while torturing these little snot-nosed brats.

What should I do to earn money… I've never run a business before, and I don't know anything other than martial arts and teaching.

Hmm, what if I try selling the five supreme martial arts in my memory? Nah, if I do that, I'll probably die without even knowing how I got killed.

As I lost myself in deep thought, Jang Yi suddenly came running over to me, knelt on one knee, and put his hands together in a fist salute, saying, "Master! I have brought you homemade jajangmyeon for lunch today! Please enjoy!"

Where the hell did he learn that kind of greeting method!? Is this chestnut-sized sniveling brat actually aiming to become my first disciple?

Not a chance~

"By the way, your hands are supposed to be placed the other way round." [1]

"Oh no!"

I slapped away Jang Yi's hands, stood up, and turned to face the brats looking at me with puppy-dog eyes.

"You can take a half-hour break now."

"YEAHHHHHH!"

"Before you start cheering, you should understand that the training after the break will be..."

"I'm sorry, but that will be all for training today."

I turned around to face the person who had just interrupted me. It was Dad, wearing a complicated expression on his face.

"Did something happen?" I asked, tilting my head to the side.

Dad sighed, saying, "Yeah. A person from the Murim Alliance is here."

[image: sep]

The Murim Alliance: The largest orthodox murim coalition, based mainly in Hubei. Due to its vast influence and the number of people in the alliance, branches have been set up in every region of the Central Plains.

Right now, I am in the middle of exchanging greetings with a group of middle-aged men who claimed to be warriors from the Jiangxi Branch of the Murim Alliance.

"I am Go Juyeol, the Second Captain of the Investigation Squad at the Jiangxi Branch of the Murim Alliance."

The man talking to me now has a gentle manner that gives off the impression of a fifty-year-old uncle next door. He's thin, with long limbs like a crane. When he walks, his steps are unusually light and he wears shoes that are different from what ordinary people would choose. In conclusion…

He's a master of either movement or kicking techniques, perhaps even both.

I glanced at Dad for confirmation, but for some unknown reason, Dad seemed to be trying his best to avoid eye contact with Go Juyeol.

"Greetings, Flying Eagle (飛鷹客). I have often heard of your great name."

Why is Dad's expression so stiff? It's like he saw someone he doesn't want to meet.

Go Juyeol smiled in pride at being recognized and said, "Hahaha, this is really embarrassing. Why on earth did those people in the gangho give me a title like that?"

Flying Eagle. As expected, he's a master of movement techniques.

Dad lowered his head politely and introduced himself, "I am the director of this Baek Academy. You can call me Mr. Baek. Sadly, I'm not very good at martial arts, so I don't have a title."

I copied Dad's polite attitude, saying, "My name is Baek Suryong. Since this person next to me is my father, it's only natural that I'm just as bad at martial arts, having learned it from him."

When I was done talking, Dad shot me a fierce glare.

What was that for? All I did was copy what you just said? Why be so humble in the first place if you were going to be all upset about it?

"You two are too humble. Aren't you the ones who figured out the evil sect's conspiracy and even defeated them? I'm sure the both of you are much stronger than us."

"You're praising us too much. We just got lucky, that's all."

Although Go Juyeol only said that out of politeness, it was a fact that Dad was stronger than him in martial arts.

I'm the only one who knows that, though!

"Actually..." Go Juyeol suddenly tilted his head to the side, a puzzled look on his face.

"Have we met before?" he asked.

"…I'm not sure. My memory isn't very good these days... But I'm afraid that this is probably our first time meeting."

Hmm? Well, well, look what we have here! Mr. Baek, do you know how suspicious your shifty eyes and stiff expression are making you look?

Dad immediately changed the topic, saying, "Why don't we go inside and talk? This may be a mere countryside academy, but we can at least afford to serve you tea."

"Haha, I'd be thankful even if you could only give me some cold water. We've traveled a long way."

"The living room is this way."

"Thank you."

Go Juyeol turned to face the other Murim Alliance warriors behind him and ordered, "You guys head over to the prisons first and secure the evil sect spies. I'll catch up with you later."

"Yes, Sir!"

While the Investigation Team headed over to the prisons, Go Juyeol walked over to the living room together with Dad. I followed behind them, making sure to always remain a step behind in regard for their seniority.

Out of habit and boredom, I resumed observing the man named Go Juyeol.

Go Juyeol sat down opposite Dad, straightened his back, and said, "Ahem. Now that those people are gone, I'd like to officially offer my thanks to the Baek Academy on behalf of the Murim Alliance. If not for you and your son, Director, the evil sects would likely have made this place one of their bases of operations, to the detriment of the common folk."

"I just did what I had to do."

What the hell was that!? As a former member of the Blood Sect, I really want to smack these pretentious orthodox sect bastards.

Dad made small talk with Go Juyeol for a while before finally asking, "Is it okay if I ask what's going to happen to the evil sect people we captured?"

"Sure. We're going to drag them back to the Jiangxi Branch and interrogate them to find out who the ones behind them are."

'Interrogation'? Don't you mean 'torture'? Your vocabulary must be lacking. After all, you Murim Alliance people are even better at torture than the members of the Blood Cult! Back then, when we exchanged hostages, I had a fine discussion with my poor little traumatized colleagues about it…

While I was lost in thought, Go Juyeol suddenly leaned closer to us and whispered, "By the way, this is supposed to be a secret, but…"

Dad and I immediately perked up our ears.

Go Juyeol grinned with satisfaction at our interested response, adding, "…we suspect that they are descendants of the Blood Cult."

"The Blood Cult?"

"......"

I tried my best to appear calm. If I started breathing raggedly or opened my eyes too wide, Go Juyeol would definitely look at me with suspicion.

WHY the fuck would the Blood Cult appear here of all places!?!?

…Okay, I wasn't that surprised. Before I could ask Go Juyeol for clarification, though, Dad said, "Didn't the Blood Sect disappear decades ago?"

DADDY THANK YOU SO MUCH!

A cold light flashed in Go Juyeol's eyes for an instant as he nodded gravely, replying, "That's right. Several decades ago, the Blood Sect split into many factions due to internal strife. The Alliance Head at that time then took advantage of the situation and annihilated the Blood Cult."

I have already heard the story of how the Blood Cult was destroyed many times. However, I'm also the only person who knows the entire truth of what happened at that time.

*Internal strife? Is that what they think it was? Haha. *

These people have no idea that the four absolute masters and I were the true cause of the bloodiest day in the history of the Blood Cult.

"Recently, we've detected some unusual activity by those whom we believe to be descendants of the Blood Cult."

"Huh..."

"Are they planning to rebuild the Blood Cult?" I asked.

Go Juyeol instantly shot me a sharp glare. However, before I could react, he had already smoothed over his expression.

…Oh? What do we have here?

"We're not sure, but we can't exclude the possibility. Did you two hear something to that effect from the captured evil sect spies?"

"I tied them up and locked them in the prisons, but besides bringing them the occasional meal, I have never talked to them."

"Me neither..."

Go Juyeol sighed and said, "Anyway, the Murim Alliance is keeping a close watch on the evil sects' movements. If you guys discover anything, I would appreciate it if you would inform me as soon as possible."

"Certainly."

"Thank you. Also, you will be receiving compensation for your contribution to this incident shortly."

"Compensation? I didn't do this for a reward…"

To tell the truth, I was quite rattled when the Blood Cult was mentioned. However, at the same time, I couldn't quite shake off a nagging feeling in the back of my mind.

Even if we were the ones who captured those evil sect dudes…why on earth would a Murim Alliance person so easily reveal the existence of the Blood Cult to a mere village martial arts instructor?

I squinted my eyes and closely observed the conversation between Dad and Go Juyeol.

Hmm? Something's weird.

The moment I detected something off, Go Juyeol suddenly shifted his feet and appeared right in front of me.



Footnotes:

[1] The kid put his right palm over his left fist, which is the signal for a duel to the death. He should be placing his left palm over his right fist instead LOL.



Chapter 7: What is a Star Instructor?

I found it strange that Go Juyeol, the Flying Eagle, would suddenly tell us about the remnants of the Blood Cult despite it being a secret.

Is he a loose-lipped person?

If that was true, then I would be relieved. However, it was impossible for someone like that to become the Second Captain of the Investigation Squad at the Murim Alliance.

That can only mean that he's revealing this information on purpose.

The murim is a place where schemes and deceptions abound. The only way to survive in such a place is to always be alert, and to carefully observe others' words and body language.

Thus, that is exactly what I did.

From what I can see, he's on guard against us.

Go Juyeol's hands were placed lightly on top of his knees, which was a very convenient position to strike from. His eyes continually flickered around the room, as if he was planning his moves beforehand.

The placement of his feet is the most important.

His feet were spaced slightly apart, an optimal position to quickly execute a movement or kicking technique.

Why is he suspecting us, and what is he suspecting us of?

Now that I think about it, he did have enough reason to be suspicious of us. Two village martial arts instructors defeated and captured two experts from the evil sects. Furthermore, although we didn't have any solid proof, we concluded that they were teaching their disciples demonic arts.

I kind of expected it, but…he has probably also sensed that Dad is a first-class expert, the same as himself. Then, the reason he talked about the Blood Sect can only be to test our reactions and confirm if we were also descendants of the Blood Cult.

My inference required a small leap of logic since both sides would then belong to the evil sects, but at least, the fact that Go Juyeol was suspicious of us is unquestionable.

CLINK.

Go Juyeol put down his teacup and smiled meaningfully, saying, "This is good tea."

"I'm glad it suits your tastes," Dad replied.

Dad and Go Juyeol conversed normally and smiled gently, but I could sense a subtle hint of coldness in their voices, in particular Go Juyeol's.

"The more I hear Master Baek's voice, the more I feel like I've heard it somewhere before."

Dad avoided Go Juyeol's gaze and laughed, "Haha. That must be because I have a very common-sounding voice."

"Is that so…"

Go Juyeol's tone was cordial, but to me, that question sounded like part of an interrogation.

Still smiling warmly, Go Juyeol continued, "Are you sure we don't know each other from somewhere?"

"Haha, it's probably just a coincidence."

A bead of sweat appeared on Dad's forehead. At the same time, Dad's face scrunched up in a weird way.

Dad has been behaving very oddly ever since the Murim Alliance people arrived. He has never told me anything about his relationship with them, so I can only make guesses based on general facts.

In the first place, why on earth would a first-class expert hide their title, bury their past, and live quietly in a rural village? Could it be because he is the enemy of all murim? …Nah, that's too outrageous.

For a first-class expert to end up as the enemy of the entire murim without getting killed was impossible. At worst, they could only become wanted criminals.

…Well, it doesn't matter which one it is. The result is the same.

"Pardon me for asking this, but would you mind telling me where you learned martial arts?"

"I learned it in a small and rural school. You won't know of it even if I told you."

"Really? Haha."

"......"

The tension in the room was rising. My palms were soaked in sweat. Any moment now, I was ready to engage Go Juyeol in battle.

I still haven't fully recovered from the exhaustion of fighting Goatee, but…

In my mind, I calculated all the possible ways Go Juyeol could attack and thought up counter-measures.

Go Juyeol is not our only enemy; I have to also take the entire investigation squad into account. We have to subdue him before they can come running back, and then take care of them.

I lowered my head to hide the killing intent that was gathering in my eyes.

If Dad truly is a wanted criminal, and he was discovered here... Then I cannot allow a single person to leave this place alive.

One of the reasons I survived in the Blood Cult for so long was that I always planned for the worst, and included everything from the actual fight to the cleanup in those plans. Methods of erasing evidence and escaping from pursuit were always included.

"I've definitely seen your face before… Hmm? No way…?"

Suddenly, Go Juyeol's eyes widened like a goldfish. As if something in his mind had finally clicked, he slapped his palm on his thigh.

"I remember now!"

My heart raced in apprehension. I tensed my butt muscles, ready to spring to action at a moment's notice.

Thankfully, my worst fears did not come to pass. Rather, the truth was something completely out of my predictions…

"No wonder I thought you looked familiar."

Having found the answer to his feeling of familiarity, Go Juyeol beamed. All of his muscles relaxed, making his tension a moment ago seem like a hallucination.

On the other hand, Dad's face slowly darkened. Finally, he sighed, saying, "How did you recognize me?"

Huh? This atmosphere…???

Go Juyeol's reply answered all of my questions. Like he was greeting an old friend, he waved his arms happily and shouted, "How could I not? You're the Handsome Prince!"

…Handsome Prince!?!? [1]

When he heard his title being called, Dad blushed and said, "Long time no see, Hyung-nim."
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Two middle-aged men sat opposite each other at a dining table, drinking wine.

"Hahaha! Buddy, I haven't seen you in years!"

"…It's been almost thirty years. I never imagined that Hyung-nim would end up joining the Murim Alliance Investigation Team."

"Why did you pretend not to know me?"

"Err, I haven't contacted you ever since I ran away from the academy all those years ago…and I felt kind of guilty for that…"

"What? Guilty? Did you think so little of our friendship? You're making me feel sad!"

"…I'm sorry." Dad scratched the back of his head apologetically.

I stood a short distance away from the two old men, staring blankly at Dad. For a long time, I couldn't close my dropped jaw. My brain was running on overdrive trying to process all this new information.

At the very least, this didn't end in a fight…

Suddenly, Dad turned around and said to me, "Son, this is my best friend from my school days in the Azure Dragon Academy. Would you mind greeting him again?"

"As expected of the Handsome Prince, even your son is super handsome! Hohoho!"

"…Hyung-nim, I am almost fifty years old. Please stop calling me by that nickname…"

When he saw Dad's awkward face, Go Juyeol roared with laughter, saying, "Hahaha! Back when we were students at the Azure Dragon Academy, anyone who didn't know of the Handsome Prince would have immediately been labeled a spy!"

"......"

…Yeah. It's a good thing this didn't end in a fight. Phew.

Relieved, I said to Go Juyeol, "Greetings once again. My name is Baek Suryong."

"Why don't you come over and have a seat? Oh, and pour me some more wine!"

As the two old men talked, I learned that they were classmates at the Azure Dragon Academy almost thirty years ago.

Apparently, the Azure Dragon Academy was one of the Five Great Academies run by the Murim Alliance. The Five Great Academies were as follows:


	The Heavenly Martial Academy in Hubei Province.

	The Black Tortoise Academy in Shaanxi Province.

	The White Tiger Academy in Sichuan Province.

	The Vermillion Phoenix Academy in Hunan Province.

	The Azure Dragon Academy in Jiangxi Province.




In the current era, every young martial artist of the orthodox sects dreamed of attending one of the Five Great Academies. However, even among these five, there were several that were known to be better than the others.

Back when I was in the Blood Cult, only the Heavenly Martial Academy existed. It seems that more similar academies have sprung up over the years.

While reminiscing his happy memories of his past school life, Go Juyeol grinned and said to me, "Did you know how many hearts your father broke while he was in school? Although he's still handsome now, he was so drop-dead gorgeous back then that he was actually given the nickname, 'Handsome Prince'!"

"Cough cough...Hyung-nim..."

I've never seen Dad so embarrassed before… Wait, he's almost fifty. What's there to be ashamed of when you're already at that age?

Suddenly, I thought of something and asked, "Did you hide your title from me because you were embarrassed about it?"

"Hmph! That was just a silly nickname given by childish kids, not a real martial artist's title."

That's an excuse for sure. Don't think you can convince me otherwise when your face is as red as a beetroot.

"Pfft…" As the last my worries melted away, I couldn't help but snigger, causing Dad's face to turn even redder. To hide his embarrassment, he immediately gulped down a cup of wine.

Just like that, the merry conversation continued until nightfall.

At some point, the Investigation Squad had finished securing the prisoners and reported to Go Juyeol, but Go Juyeol made up some random excuse about needing more time to question the parties involved and stayed behind while they began preparations for returning to the Murim Alliance.

…The truth was, after a few bottles of wine, both Dad and Go Juyeol were wasted.

Go Juyeol stared blankly at the wine in his cup. Without looking up, he hesitantly asked, "By the way... Where's Yakbing?"

By Yakbing, does he mean Mae Yakbing? Isn't that my mother's name?

Dad smiled bitterly and replied, "She passed away a long time ago."

"…I see. She's always been sickly, huh."

"Yeah."

The room fell silent for a long time.

Finally, as if he wanted to lighten the gloomy atmosphere, Go Juyeol laughed, "Hahaha! Anyway, sorry about just now. I definitely recognized your face, but for a moment, I just couldn't remember who you were. I even suspected you of being a wanted criminal!"

So he really was thinking about attacking us. If he had done that, I would have responded by using a killing technique. Fortunately, nothing of the sort happened.

"I didn't know I was that close to getting my ass handed over to me."

"Hahaha! I'm the one who hasn't tasted the sting of your blade for years!"

Throughout the day, the topics that Dad and Go Juyeol had talked about ranged from reminiscing about the past to completely random stuff. Unlike the exciting life of a murim warrior, Dad's life in the village was boring. The only important thing he did was earn enough money to feed us both.

"Are you making enough money with this martial arts academy? From the looks of it, you aren't doing too well."

"I earn just enough to feed two men."

Hey hey! That's a lie! We're in desperate straits, you know!

In this kind of rural village, we couldn't possibly charge too much for classes. If we included the snack expenses for the kids, we'd basically be breaking even. The only classes that we profited from are the ones for adults taught by Dad.

"Do you really have to stay here? With your strength, you should be able to secure a teaching position at the Azure Dragon Academy."

At the words "Azure Dragon Academy", Dad tensed up for a moment, then relaxed and said, "I like this place."

"Buddy, we're not young anymore. At our age, going hungry because we can't afford food is extremely unhealthy."

YOU ARE SO RIGHT. PLEASE REPEAT THAT LINE TO MY DAD A HUNDRED MORE TIMES!!!

"Additionally, teachers these days earn a lot more than they used to. Haven't you heard that if you manage to become a star instructor, you'll earn so much money that you wouldn't know how to spend it?"

"Please, I'm not that good," Dad humbly insisted.

Go Ju-Yuol thumped his chest confidently, saying, "Since when has the Handsome Prince been weak? Besides, you might have gotten older, but I think the number of women who would kill to have you would still form a long, long line, you know?"

"Seriously! Hyung-nim, you're too much…" Dad muttered awkwardly, tugging at his clothes.

I, on the other hand, could not sit still anymore after hearing what Go Juyeol had just suggested. Now that I think about it, I might have even heard something of the sort before, so how could I have forgotten about it…

I asked, "My apologies for interrupting, but what is a Star Instructor, exactly?"



Footnotes:

[1] Handsome Prince (玉面公子): Literal translation – Jade-Faced Gentleman. Jade-Faced means "handsome".



Chapter 8: Not a Student, but an Employee

"Ugh..."

Having spent the whole of the last night drinking, Go Juyeol couldn't wake up until afternoon the next day.

"I'm dying…"

As he rubbed his throbbing head, I politely handed him some honey water that I had prepared in advance.

"Uncle, please have some honey water. This honey was harvested by Yi Go-Eul, the village beekeeper, and it's perfect for hangovers."

"Ooh…Thank you, Ryong."

As Go Juyeol gulped down the honey water, Dad, who was lying weakly next to him, looked at me with foggy eyes. He opened his mouth, which stunk of alcohol, and groaned, "What about my honey water?"

"We're out of honey. I used up the last of what we had making Uncle's share."

"...Couldn't you have just diluted the honey water and made enough for two?"

"Absolutely not. That would reduce the effectiveness of the honey. Besides, Uncle is our guest, and your best friend whom you haven't met in almost thirty years. You wouldn't be thinking of compromising our guest for your own sake, would you?"

"......" Dad somehow managed to hold himself back and only glared at me with piercing eyes like he wanted to turn me into a porcupine.

"Wow! I feel alive again!" exclaimed Go Juyeol as he finished his honey water. He then stood up abruptly, picked up a coat that he had tossed on the floor at some point during the drinking party, and put it on.

"Yikes! It's already midday. Any later than this, and I'll have to write an apology letter."

Although he complained about the possible extra work, Go Juyeol looked happy about it. Last night, while he was wasted, I even overheard him mumbling to himself, "Even if my workload increases, it's worth it because I got to chat with a friend I haven't met for thirty years."

He's an unexpectedly good person.

The Second Captain of the Murim Alliance Jiangxi Branch Investigation Team is by no means in a low-ranked position. In a rural village like this, he's a warrior who can end the lives of everyone in the village with one simple command. However, even before he recognized Dad, he was polite to us and did not abuse his authority.

Most importantly, I can tell that he's a person who treasures relationships, seeing as he hasn't blamed Dad for mysteriously disappearing thirty years ago. He also still treats Dad as a friend, even though the current Baek Muheun is merely a poor martial arts instructor in the rural countryside.

He's a man worth being friends with.

"Whew! I should get going now."

Right before leaving, Go Juyeol turned back to look at us. He grinned mischievously at Dad and said, "Buddy, the next time I visit, I'll bring you the good stuff. Let's see who gets wasted first!"

"Err, I'm not sure we should be doing that at our age…"

"Oh ho? Is the famed Handsome Prince who once conquered the Jiangxi Entertainment District really saying something so pathetic?"

"H-Hyung-nim!" Dad protested, eyes wide open despite his hangover.

"Please stop with the jokes! What if my son misunderstands you?"

"Hmm? Care to tell me more about that, Dad?"

"A joke? Do you dare swear upon the heavens that I was just joking?"

The moment Go Juyeol asked Dad to swear upon the heavens, Dad hesitated.

…Wait, it was true!?

"Ahem. After dating Yakbing, I changed my ways..."

"KEKEKEKEKE!"

"BWAHAHAHAHA!"

Go Juyeol and I had fun teasing Dad together.

Suddenly, Go Juyeol stopped laughing and looked at me with a pleased expression, saying, "Ryong, have you decided to whether or not to accept my offer from last night?"

Last night, Go Juyeol had told me many things about the Murim Alliance and the Five Great Academies. In particular, he described the students and instructors at the Azure Dragon Academy, where he and Dad studied together thirty years ago, in detail.

He said that the Azure Dragon Academy in Jiangxi Province was an institution where the young generation of the Eastern Murim gather to exchange, practice and polish their martial arts together, cultivating masters who will one day become leaders of the orthodox sects.

Although the Azure Dragon Academy has the lowest evaluation among the Five Great Academies, numerous boys and girls still do their best to enter the academy every year.

"I'm still thinking about it."

The truth was, I had already made my decision. However, I gave Go Juyeol a vague answer because Dad was making a really worried face next to me right now and I didn't want him flipping out.

Go Juyeol nodded, saying, "Is that so? Since there are still three months left until the deadline, take your time and consider it carefully. If you decide to do it, come and see me and I will write you a letter of recommendation."

"Thank you."

"You don't have to thank me. It's the least I can do for my best friend's son."

I could see a mixture of regret and other complex emotions hidden in Go Juyeol's eyes, but I smiled gently and pretended that I hadn't noticed it.

"...The more time we spend saying goodbye, the harder it gets. I really should be leaving now."

"Have a safe trip, Hyung-nim."

"Be sure to take care of yourself, Uncle."

"Thanks. Then, until we meet again."

Go Juyeol patted me on the shoulder and turned around.

WHOOSH!

He used a mesmerizing movement technique befitting the title of "Flying Eagle" and quickly vanished over the horizon.

"What a shameless bastard." As soon as Go Juyeol disappeared, Dad narrowed his eyes and stared at me, asking, "So, since when did you start sucking up to random old men and calling them 'Uncle, Uncle~' oh so sweetly?"

Aww, he's sulky because he didn't get any honey water earlier. Still, I think he's the one who has a lot more explaining to do.

"What about you? Since when did you have such a good friend? Also, did you know? You nearly became sworn brothers with him yesterday."

It had taken me a lot of effort to stop those two drunk old men from pledging to die on the same day.[1] It's a good thing that I rarely drink because of my poor health, or I wouldn't have been sober enough to realize the seriousness of what they were trying to do.

Dad's face turned red, probably because he finally recalled the utterly embarrassing state he was in last night.

"Hmph... I haven't seen him for almost thirty years, and I couldn't control myself."

"Just remember to drink moderately next time."

"If you want me to listen to you, shouldn't you go next door and borrow some honey first?" Dad grumbled like a stubborn child.

However, right after saying that, as if something had finally hit him, Dad's mood darkened. In a low voice, he asked me, "...Are you really going to go to the Azure Dragon Academy?"

I wasn't sure how to answer him, so I instead asked him back, "If I insisted on going, would you stop me?"

"...Would you let me stop you? Since when have you ever listened to me?"

I smiled and nodded.

The original owner of this body, the real Baek Suryong, was so desperate to learn martial arts that he even tried practicing demonic arts and consumed poison. Baek Muheun was aware of this, and after the episode where his son nearly died (or rather, actually died), he's been pretty sensitive about me trying anything dangerous.

Dad sighed and said, "As expected... You didn't give up on learning martial arts."

If I think about it from Dad's perspective, having a son who was willing to risk his life to become a warrior despite being born with the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians was extremely worrying. To make things worse, even after a near-death experience, the son still hadn't given up trying.

Dad sighed again, saying, "Ryong, the murim is not as kind as you think it is."

"I know."

I know the feeling of being a weakling in this merciless murim better than anyone else.

Furious at my nonchalant answer, Dad yelled, "What do you mean, 'you know'? Do you think I'm a master just because I won a fight against an evil sect warrior? If he hadn't let his guard down, it would have been impossible for me to win!"

"I already included your strength in the calculations, though..."

GRAB!

Dad grabbed onto my shoulders tightly and said, "You were born with a defective qi center. I tried everything I could think of, but I couldn't fix it."

"...Yes, I know."

"You do?"

The blazing flames of anguish in Dad's eyes looked like they were about to spew out as he roared, "If you know that, then why are you trying to enter the Azure Dragon Academy? Do you think they'll be able to help you? If that was the case, I would have sent you to study there a long time ago!"

"…What? Study?"

I was planning on going to the Azure Dragon Academy, but I'm not going there to study though?

However, before I could get a chance to retort, Dad continued, "If you go there, you'll definitely be looked down on by the other students because you don't have any qi. Some of them might even bully you. With your weak body, you won't even last half a month!"

"No, no, wait a minute! I think you're misunderstanding something."

"For once, please listen to Daddy!"

Still grabbing onto my shoulders, Dad started shaking me back and forth.

"I searched everywhere, but I couldn't find anyone who could cure you! Never mind fixing it, I didn't even find out the name of the disease!"

"I know...so…stop…"

I know! I know the name of the disease! And how to fix it!

SO STOP SHAKING ME!

MY NECK IS GOING TO BREAKKKKKK!!!

"Ugh..."

"Please listen to me just this once. You're twenty-seven, and the minimum age to be admitted to the Azure Dragon Academy is fifteen. How would you feel if you were beaten by a fifteen-year-old? You should just find a nice lady in the village and get married…"

"…Argh, damn it! Let go of me!"

I managed to peel away one of Dad's arms, but my head was still spinning. Even so, this was my only opportunity before Dad grabbed me again. I quickly screamed at the top of my lungs, "What are you talking about!? I'm NOT going to the Azure Dragon Academy as a student!"

"…and then give me a cute toad-faced[2] grandchild… Huh? What did you just say?"

Your voice is so hoarse, you sound a lot like a toad right now.

I sighed wearily and said, "This is why I told you to drink in moderation. You didn't hear a thing I discussed with Uncle yesterday."

"You're not…going to school? Really?" Dad blinked stupidly, a big question mark on his face.

"I'm not going there to study! Really!"

"…Then what was all that talk about going to the Azure Dragon Academy?"

To my father, who was staring at me doubtfully, I proudly announced, "I'm going there to make money!"

"...Money?"

"I heard that there was a job suitable for me."

I grinned and shot a glance at the door to the Baek Academy. It was about time the sniveling brats showed up for their afternoon class, and as expected, there they were.

"Hmm? It's Master!"

"Master! Grandmaster! Good afternoon!

"Hurry up and teach us the strongest martial arts already!"

The brats immediately spotted me and Dad, and rushed forward to greet us.

I looked back at my still confused Dad and firmly said, "I'm going to work at the Azure Dragon Academy, not study there. Okay?"

Is there any difference between these brats and the ones at the Azure Dragon Academy? Not to me, at least.

"...Work?"

"Yes, I'm going to get a job there. However, before that, there is somewhere I must go. You seem to have already recovered somewhat, so… Dad, do you like hiking?"

I remember the Bandit King telling me that there he built a safe house somewhere around here, and that it was full of elixirs. Lucky!

"Hiking? Why are you talking about hiking?" Dad blurted.

What do you mean, why? Isn't it obvious?

Searching for treasure alone is tiring, so I'm going to make you help me.



Footnotes:

[1] Sworn brothers: Sworn brothers in murim will always make the following pledge: Although we were not born on the same day, month, and year, we swear to die on the same day, month, and year.


[2] Toad-faced: As nonsensical as this sounds in English, it's just referring to babies looking like toads when they scrunch up their faces. I usually translate slang by the meaning rather than what it literally says, but I had to leave this as it is because of the pun in the next sentence.



Chapter 9: Jackpot!

The next morning, I scaled the White Cloud Mountain Range (白雲山)[1] together with Dad.

The White Cloud Mountain Range was famous for its rugged mountains, steep rocky cliffs, and thick fog that lasted all year long. Naturally, it was also infamous for dozens of people going missing or falling down the cliffs every year.

Not even mountain bandits are willing to make this place their hideout. However, this is also the reason why Maeng Ho'ak, the Bandit King, hid his secret stash here.

Over the last few decades, the other secret stashes had probably already been found and robbed. The White Cloud Mountain Range stash was the most well-hidden one, and also the one most likely to remain untouched.

*If I manage to obtain and consume the elixirs that Maeng Ho'ak left behind, I will be able to solidify my foundations in the Heaven Defying Divine Art and become a lot stronger. That will vastly improve my job prospects. *

With such thoughts in mind, I happily hiked across the White Cloud Mountain Range.

Unfortunately, some time later...

"Huff...huff...gasp…"

My entire body was drenched in sweat. I was out of breath, and my lungs felt like they were going to explode. My legs were wobbly, as if there were thousand-pound weights attached to all four of my limbs.

I want to faint and rest right now!!!

However, every time I thought that, the sound of someone behind me clicking their tongue made me clench my teeth and endure the pain.

"Tsk tsk. Are you tired already?"

POKE. PROD.

Dad poked my back with a teaching cane and nagged, "How could you even think of going hiking when your body is in such bad shape? Have you had enough? Can we go home now?"

I can't tell whether you're worried about me, or just plain annoyed at me. Sadly, the only reason I've managed to climb this far is because of your incessant complaining.

"I can…gasp…keep going…gasp…"

To hell with this body. Oi, original owner, you may not have been able to learn martial arts, but you could have at least exercised normally, right? Why are you so fucking unfit!?

After transmigrating to your body, I trained hard for more than a month, but for some reason, I'm still like this! Ahhhh, I think I now understand why the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians is also known as the Curse of Heaven.

Just you wait and see! I'll definitely turn the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians into the Heavenly Yin Divine Meridians! And crossing these mountains…is the first step to doing that!!!

I was filled with burning determination to hike up the mountains.

A few hours later…

FLOP.

I sat on a flat rock and looked up at the orange-colored sky.

That must be a sandstorm, right? There's no way it's already evening, right…?

"...Fuck. At this rate, how long will it take me to get there?"

My body was simply too weak and unhealthy. Even so, as an aspiring martial artist, I couldn't possibly complain about hiking being hard!

It was a good thing I brought Dad along with me, though. He caught me when I slipped and fell several times.

"Actually, we're almost there. I think that's the mountain you mentioned."

Dad stood next to me and pointed his teaching cane at a mountain peak towering above the clouds.

I looked up at that imposing sight and groaned, "Almost there, my ass…"

According to Maeng Ho'ak, the name of that mountain peak was the Sword Dance Peak (劍舞峰). It was really high, and the climb up was rough and perilous. There was no better place to hide a secret stash of elixirs than a mountain no one wanted to scale.

"Huff...huff…Let's take a break before continuing."

"Here, drink some water."

Dad handed me a water bottle and clicked his tongue as he observed my face that was as pale as a corpse's.

Suddenly, he asked, "Hey, are you really my son?"

"Spurt! Cough, cough!"

I spat out the water in my mouth at Dad. Regrettably, the old man easily dodged it. Hmph, as expected of a first-class expert.

I hurriedly suppressed the anxiety in my heart, wiped my mouth, and choked, "Cough! What kind of a question is that?"

Dad stared at me strangely and scratched his head, saying, "In the past, you used to curse your weak body and blame me and your mother for it, but now... you just climbed over several mountains without a single complaint."

...Baek Suryong you bastard, how could you do that to your parents?

"Also, you never talked about looking for a job and earning money. All you wanted to do was practice martial arts. You weren't even interested in teaching the kids."

I pretended to think hard for a while, then gave Dad an answer that I had prepared beforehand in case he ever asked me this question.

"After I died and came back to life, I began to see the world around me in a different light."

"What do you mean?"

"I thought about a lot of things while lying down in bed for a month, and then it hit me. What was the point of risking my life to learn martial arts if I was never going to use it?"

"...Didn't you want to become the strongest martial arts master and make a name for yourself in the gangho?"

"That was the initial idea."

I sighed, wiped the sweat on my forehead with my sleeves, and continued, "By becoming a master, I'd be able to obtain fame, wealth, and a pretty wife…"

"Yeah."

"But now that I think about it, becoming a martial arts master is not the only way I can get these things, right?"

"So…you want to rely on money instead?"

I gave Dad the thumbs up and announced, "Yup! It's exactly as you said!"

I didn't know the man named Baek Suryong, and I would never understand how desperate he was to learn martial arts, or share the frustration he felt when he failed over and over again. Therefore, rather than come up with excuses for him, I decided to tell Dad at least a part of the truth.

"And there's just one more thing…"

I grinned naughtily, then continued, "I'll need a lot of money if I want to get my qi center fixed and search for a way to learn martial arts, right?"

The last one was the main reason, but Dad didn't have to know that. After all, I couldn't explain to him how I knew about the Heaven Defying Divine Art and the method to cure the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians.

Still, I'm just a man who spent the whole of his previous life teaching martial arts in the Blood Cult. Teaching is the only skill I have. I was wracking my brains over how a useless person like me was going to earn that much money…when Go Juyeol showed up and said, "Haven't you heard that if you manage to become a Star Instructor, you'll earn so much money that you wouldn't know how to spend it?"

…I don't think I need to elaborate on the rest.

I would first get a job as a regular instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy and earn a decent salary. Then, even if I quit later, I'd at least have the capital to start my own business.

Thus, I decided to take the Blue Dragon Academy instructor's exam that was happening three months from now.

Dad stared blankly at me as if he was trying to gauge the truth of what I said. A while later, he smiled and nodded, saying, "It seems that my dear little boy who only had martial arts in his head has finally grown up. In that case, Daddy expects you to strike it rich and provide me with a cushy retirement life, okay?"

"Hell, no."

"…What did you just say, you ungrateful brat!?"

SMACK!

Dad gleefully whacked me on the back with his teaching cane.

"If you're done resting, then get up. It's time we made some money."

"Yeah, yeah..." I sighed deeply and scrambled to my feet, knees still wobbling.

Dad and I then proceeded to climb up the Sword Dance Peak in single file. Except for the few times I ended up foaming at the mouth, nothing particularly interesting happened.

"Gasp…wheeze…ughhh…"

"We're almost there! Put your back into it!"

To be honest, I felt a little sorry for Baek Muheun, the father of this body. It wasn't my intention, but I did occupy his son's body and pretend to be Baek Suryong.

No matter how guilty I feel, I can't tell you the truth. However, I'll still do my best not to disappoint you, as thanks for giving birth to this child!

"Guh…AHHHH! I'M ALMOST THEREEEE!!! HAAA!!! YAAAAAAAHHH!!!"

I stood at the top of Sword Dance Peak and admired the view.

WHOOOOOWHOOOOO.

The view of nothing but fog, that is.

Dad kept his guard up and asked, "I can indeed sense something unusual about this place, but are you sure there are elixirs and miracle herbs hidden here?"

"Gasp...gasp... Follow me…"

Visibility was almost zero, but I walked around searching for the rock with a tiger tooth carving that Maeng Ho'ak told me about.

Found it!

As we approached the rock, the fog around us slowly began to dissipate, then reform again. I was relieved to see that, as it was an indication that the formation the rock was a part of was still intact.

If the formation is still intact, then the probability of the elixirs and miracle medicines still being there is extremely high.

I glanced behind me and said, "This way."

Probably because he could sense the abnormal aura around us, Dad appeared unusually nervous.

"I thought that you got swindled by yet another fake pharmacist…but the elixirs were real?"

"Wait, you thought that I was on a fool's errand all this time? Didn't I already tell you that my information source was trustworthy?"

Hoo boy. From the look on Dad's face, this was probably not the first time "Baek Suryong" had gone out in search of treasure (he had probably found the demonic art that killed him on one of those trips). So that was why Dad was so willing to play along with me when I asked him to accompany me on a mountain hike in search of elixirs.

…Damn. Dad might have a sharp tongue, but his love for his sick son is immeasurable.

"If you don't want to get lost, stop talking nonsense and follow me."

"...You know, I feel like you've been possessed by a ghost."

Fortunately, Maeng Ho'ak had already told me how to navigate my way through this formation. It was the type that made one lose their sense of direction, but as long as one knew what signs to look out for, getting through it wasn't a problem.

Master Maeng, I'll be sure to put the elixirs you left behind to good use.

As I walked deeper and deeper into the formation, I recalled Maeng Ho'ak's bushy-bearded face and the things he said to me back then.


"Kuhuhuhuhu, I've hidden my secret stashes all over the world. Do you know how many bandits there are in the forests? Now that I've gone missing, I bet they're desperate to find my treasure…But too bad, I hid the best stuff away a long time ago."



Although he looked like a giant bear, Maeng Ho'ak was a highly intelligent and cunning man. He often acted stupid to hide it, but it was impossible for a truly dumb person to become a martial arts master.

Maeng Ho'ak had one grand ambition in his life.


"I'm going to make the bandits accepted as a part of the gangho, just like all the large sects!"



Back then, almost everyone regarded his ambition as the ramblings of a madman. If not for his innate god-like strength and talent that made him the youngest ever Bandit Chief of the 72 Bandit Strongholds at age 16, and the Bandit King at age 25, many people would have laughed in his face.

The only people who had taken him seriously were the orthodox faction experts. Upset by his comments, they forced him into one duel after another in an effort to punish him and make him swallow his words.


"Hmph. I let all those guys who challenged me live. I wanted them to see how merciful I was, and that even a bandit like me can uphold moral standards."



Unfortunately, contrary to his expectations, the Bandit King's notoriety only increased day by day. The reason for that was because all of the Bandit King's challengers had ended up permanently crippled after their arms and legs were broken.


"Huh? Are you asking me why I did that? Knowing those orthodox sect guys, if I didn't leave some evidence behind, they would definitely go around claiming that they won the match."



It was around that time that the Bandit King was labeled as one of the murim's Ten Great Masters. However, when I brought up that title, Maeng Ho'ak said this while digging out his earwax:


"Ten Great Masters? Err, I don't really remember all that well, but I think that was what the guys who ran away after I beat them up called themselves?"



In the end, if Maeng Ho'ak hadn't been betrayed by his trusted subordinates and wound up in the Blood Cult's dungeons, he might really have succeeded in creating the Bandit Sect.


"Oi, kiddo."

"What's up, Master Maeng?"



For some reason, Maeng Ho'ak always referred to me as "kiddo", while I addressed him and the other three masters as "Master". Of course, our relationship could not possibly be the same as that of a normal master and disciple.

I signed a contract with them to help them escape from the Blood Cult's clutches. In return, they would teach me their martial arts and take me with them.

When I signed the contract, I never once thought that I would eventually spend the next ten years together with them. During those ten years, since there was nothing else to do inside that musty old prison, the four masters told me nearly everything about the kind of lives they had lived.


"Hey… If I die here, and you end up being the only one who escapes from this place…"



One day, Maeng Ho'ak called me and revealed the locations of his various secret stashes to me. Furious, I had snapped right back at him, saying:


"Why are you suddenly telling me all this?"

"Haha, that's because I'd rather you take it than let it be stolen by some random riff-raff."

"Hmm, I think there was some leftover meat today…"

"Fuck! Did you think I was trying to bribe you into giving me more meat?"

"We do have more meat, though…"

"Okay, okay! I'll tell you the location of yet another secret stash…"



"To think there really was a shack here."

Suddenly, the sound of Dad's voice dragged me back into reality. As we walked out of the fog, I looked at the old wooden shack in front of us. It was in such a bad state that it seemed as if it would collapse anytime.

Next to the shack, there was a small but steamy hot spring.

"There should be a medicine brewing room in the shack... I think that's where we'll find the elixirs."

"I can't believe that the information you bought from a wandering pharmacist is real. Sigh, I don't know what's what anymore…"

Dad scratched his head, drew his sword, and warily approached the shack.

"In the murim, we can never let down our guards, especially when treasures and precious opportunities are involved. This place could be a trap for all we know."

"There are no traps here. However…"

ROOOOOAAAARRR!

Before I could finish speaking, the shadow of a large beast leaped out of the bushes and pounced on us.



Translator's Note: The text in orange blockquotes is Suryong's memories of the past.



Footnotes:

[1] White Cloud Mountain Range (白雲山): A mountain range located a few miles to the north of Guangzhou, China.



Chapter 10: The Bandit King's Inheritance

"Get back!"

Dad pulled me behind him and thrust his sword at the lightning-fast shadow that had pounced on us.

CLANG!

Sparks flew as Dad's blade collided with the claws of a beast.

"Khhh!"

Dad was pushed back, but he immediately corrected his posture and fixed his gaze on the enemy that had ambushed us.

GRRRRRR…

The true form of the beast was a tiger as large as a house. It circled around us slowly, baring its sharp fangs and growling at us.

"...There are no traps, but the pharmacist did mention something about a beast."

"Son, why didn't you tell me that earlier?" Dad couldn't turn around to check on me since had to keep his attention focused on the tiger, but I did see him rolling his eyes in dismay.

I shamelessly replied, "I didn't think he was telling the truth."

If I remember right, this was what Maeng Ho'ak said to me before:


"By the way, there was a teeny tiny tiger living near the shack."

"A tiger?"

"Yeah. It wanted to eat me, so I punished it a little. I then thought about eating it for dinner, but I was already full, so I let it go in the hopes that it would prevent other animals from approaching the shack."

"Is that tiger still alive?"

"I don't know. Tigers don't usually live for very long, but there's a spiritual qi-filled hot spring right next to the shack… Anyway, if it were still alive, it would probably have grown quite a bit bigger by now. Perhaps I should go catch it and eat it when I get out of here… I think it'll make for a very nutritious meal!"

"Tsk. I guess you're so old and senile that you'll eat just about anything, huh?"

"What did you just say? Crazy Demon, you bastard! Die!"



Now that I think about it, that entire conversation happened decades ago. If this tiger is the same "teeny tiny tiger" that the Bandit King had mentioned, then…

"...I mean, who'd believe that spirit beasts actually existed?"

"You're trying to piss me off on purpose, aren't you?"

"No, I'm not. Really."

I turned my gaze away from Dad's piercing stare and looked at the giant tiger that was three times as large as an ordinary tiger.

GRRRRR…

Upset that its territory had been invaded, the tiger scratched the ground with its claws. Every time that happened, the hard soil looked more and more like a plowed paddy field.

Moreover, from the fact that it was observing us warily after a failed ambush instead of continuing its attack, it was probably a lot more intelligent than a normal wild beast.

"Son, if we back down now, I don't think the beast will chase after us."

"Dad, if we sell that tiger skin, we won't have to worry about surviving the winter this year."

"...Poverty is a sin."

I looked pitifully at the old shoulders that had to bear with the burden of supporting a family for so many years…and decided to keep my mouth shut for now.

GRRRRR…

The tiger's gaze was fixed on Dad, as it had probably judged that I wasn't a threat to it.

Well…it wasn't wrong. Still, regardless of how smart a tiger can be, it still wouldn't be smart enough to take a hostage.

That means, I can just sit back, relax, and watch the show!

I retreated to a safe spot, then shouted in a way that I felt wouldn't provoke the tiger, "Dad! Although I can only watch you from afar, I will pray for your victory!"

"You little punk! You'll pay for this!"

When he was done swearing at me, Dad charged forward and leapt at the tiger.

RAAAAWWRRRR!

At the same time, the giant tiger also roared and pounced on Dad.

The clash of the martial arts master and a ferocious beast was like a painting that had come to life. I couldn't stop myself from exclaiming, "Keep up the good work! Both of you!"

As expected of a spirit beast, the tiger was much stronger and more agile than a normal animal. Even if Dad was a first-class martial artist, he would wind up cornered by the beast and squashed like a melon if he wasn't careful.

CRASH!

Woah, this tiger's strikes are powerful enough to rip through metal armor.

Neither the combined strength of ten experienced tiger hunters, nor an average first-class martial artist would be able to take that giant tiger down.

Fortunately, Dad was no average martial artist.

"Take that!"

For the first time, I saw Dad use his skills to the fullest. The fight with that fake Namgung Wook from the Jin Academy incident hadn't even scratched the surface of Dad's strength.

His practiced movements flowed as smoothly and gently as water. His footwork was nimble yet forceful; his sword slashes quick yet sharp and focused.

Looking at this from a purely technical standpoint, Dad could probably fight toe-to-toe with a peak level expert. His technique is so polished that even a former Blood Cult instructor like me has nothing to say about it.

That's proof that Dad hasn't stopped training for a single day since retiring to the countryside. However…

I frowned and mumbled to myself, "If that's the case, then why...does it seem like there's something hindering him?"

"The hell are you mumbling? If you think that I'm being hindered, why don't you fight instead!" Dad yelled.

…Oops, he heard me. How on earth is his hearing so good even while fighting?

Anyway, it was difficult to say what the exact problem was just watching him fight.

The only thing that I can be certain of is…

Dad had already reached the pinnacle of the first-class level and only needed one small breakthrough to reach peak level. However, there was something preventing him from making that breakthrough. It was a problem I had seen several times before in the past.

Dad's problem is mental, not physical.

I just happened to have some experience helping people with such problems.

Let's see...

"Need any help?"

"Forget it, you damn punk! You'll only get in my way!" roared Dad as he charged at the tiger. The speed of his slashes increased, and with it the intensity of his assault.

SWISH! SLASH! WHISH!

Unfortunately, the tiger wasn't an opponent he could defeat by simply going wild. Not only was it agile enough to dodge many of his attacks, it had very high defense and Dad's sword could only leave shallow wounds on its body.

Seeing that his attacks were ineffective, Dad started to get visibly impatient.

"Seriously, where did this thing come from… YAHHH!"

As Dad screamed, I noticed blue Sword Qi suddenly gather around his sword. With a grimace, I immediately yelled, "No, Dad! Don't push it!"

The biggest difference between a first-class expert and a peak-level expert was the ability to emit Sword Qi. Every martial artist dreamed of achieving Sword Qi, as a blade coated in sword qi was so sharp and strong that it would easily slice an ordinary sword in half.

In addition, besides being used to coat a sword, the emitted qi can be controlled in various other ways, allowing a peak-level expert to easily deal with more than ten first-class experts.

The difference between peak-level and the stages before it was so stark, it was also commonly referred to as the Superhuman Level; the stage where one exceeded human limits.

What Dad is doing now, however…

In order to forcibly emit Sword Qi, Dad's footwork and breathing had become chaotic. That wasn't the way a true peak-level expert should be.

SWOOSH! WHISH! SLASH!

Dad slashed at the tiger's stomach time and time again. As blood dripped down from the tiger's belly, the tiger howled in pain.

GROWWWWWLLL!

Unfortunately, the tiger wasn't the only one that had to suffer over Dad's recklessness.

SWIPE!

The tiger instinctively struck out wildly with its front paws. Dad tried to block the attacks with his sword, but was sent flying by the sheer force of the blows.

…And of all things, he had to land exactly on top of a large rock.

"GUAAAAAH!" Dad shrieked as his back broke.

"Dad!"

Blood flowed from Dad's wound and quickly drenched his clothes. Both Dad and the tiger were now severely injured.

ROARRRR!

The tiger slowly got to its feet and desperately pounced at Dad, quick as lightning, as if it was squeezing out all its remaining energy for one last attack.

"Cough!"

Dad, who had yet to come to his senses, would not be able to dodge that blow. At that moment, I could only…throw the pebble in my hand with all my might.

THUD!

The pebble accurately hit the wound on the tiger's belly, causing it to leap to the side in pain. In the meantime, I sprinted toward Dad and helped him up.

"Are you okay?" I asked, but Dad only glared at me fiercely while wiping the blood off his mouth.

Hmm? Is he angry at me for interfering in his fight with the tiger?

"Don't stick your nose into this fight, it's too dangerous for you. That guy is my prey…"

"Excuse me, but you don't sound very convincing when you're the one who is covered in blood. Also, if you die, then I'll be the next one to die."

"You can still run away..."

"Cut the crap."

GRAAAAWR!

The furious tiger roared and limped toward us, eyes bloodshot. I quickly hid behind Dad and nudged him forward.

"Go fight to your heart's content. I'll cover your back."

"You...?"

I picked up another pebble and tossed it in the air, then caught it deftly and said, "That way, the chances of both of us surviving are much higher, am I right?"

"...You cheeky little punk."

Dad sighed, then dashed toward the tiger again.

As he ran, I yelled, "Also, don't use your sword qi anymore! You don't need it! The belly is its weak point!"

"I know that even without you telling me, you damn brat!"

"If you knew that, then why did you do something so stupid?"

"You...just wait till we get home."

That said, Dad clashed with the tiger once again. Although both sides were heavily injured and their movements slowed, the battle was even more brutal and intense than before.

BAM! BOOM! BANG!

I turned my waist, raised my shoulder, and prepared to throw another pebble at the tiger, but I could sense that it was wary of me from the way it glanced at me from time to time.

I broke into a large grin and stared the beast right back in the face.

SMACK!

The pebble I threw struck the tiger's eye, causing it to immediately shift its attention toward me. I wasn't at all worried, though, since I had a very reliable bodyguard protecting me.

"Hey! I'm your opponent!"

Dad persistently slashed at the tiger, while I periodically distracted it by throwing pebbles and bruising it.

A spirit beast this strong should have an inner core[1], right?

Drool dripped down my chin as I thought of the battle rewards.
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THUNK!

The sound of a beast as large as a house collapsing to the ground echoed around the mountains. Dad stepped forward and stabbed his sword through the tiger's neck to ensure that it was dead, then leaned against the carcass and lay down.

"Gasp...Gasp... If I do this two more times, I'll be forced to close down the Baek Academy."

"Why do you have to close it down? All you have to do is make me the new director."

"When we get home I'll... huff… Ahh I don't even have the strength to argue with you anymore…"

"You should get some rest first."

I sliced the tiger's belly open and retrieved its inner core, which was only a little bit larger than my thumbnail. Thanks to Dad, the tiger's stomach area was already covered in wounds, so cutting its skin wasn't hard.

"Ehh, this inner core is a lot smaller than I thought it'd be."

"With our skills, defeating a spirit beast of this level is the limit. We won't be able to obtain any bigger pearls than this."

*Well, the inner core is just a bonus, anyway. The tiger skin, bones, meat, and internal organs are also worth a lot of money. *

With the money from selling the tiger's carcass, the Baek Academy would have enough to stay warm throughout the frigid winter.

"Let's take a short break, then check out the shack."

A short while later, Dad and I searched every nook and cranny of the shack to accomplish our original objective, but we didn't find any elixirs or medicines.

"Where did the old man hide it…"

"Son! Over here!"

I went around to the back of the shack, where I heard Dad calling for me. There, in between the shack and the hot spring, there was a small garden.

And in the small garden, there were three stalks of tuber fleeceflowers. [2]

Dad carefully observed the herbs, then suddenly exclaimed, "These tuber fleeceflowers are at least a few hundred years old!"

Because of my illness, Dad was familiar with all sorts of herbs. However, when he saw the tuber fleeceflowers, he looked a little disappointed.

"These herbs are indeed rare, but..."

Dad didn't finish speaking, but I understood what he meant even without him saying it. To his knowledge, three hundred-year tuber fleeceflowers were far from enough to treat my Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians. After all, he had already fed me a ton of herbs, many better than these ones.

Still, he doesn't know that the real reason those herbs had no effect, was because the original Baek Suryong did not know how to effectively use them.

Even the Shaolin Temple's Great Cycles Pill was useless if one did not know the method of converting the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians to the Heavenly Yin Divine Meridians.

My problem right now is that although I know the method, I don't have the money to buy all the ingredients I needed. Even if I obtained and sold hundreds of these tuber fleeceflowers, the money would still be insufficient.

I carefully dug up the tuber fleeceflower roots, which were the important parts, and then asked Dad, "Is it okay if I eat all these?"

I thought that Dad would immediately complain about me not sharing the good stuff with him (I did plan to offer one of them to him), but Dad unexpectedly shook his head, saying, "Herbs like these won't have any effect on a person my age."

"Hmm, I suppose you're right. There's no point in a widower like you eating these, since you'll just get excited by yourself... That would most certainly be a waste."

BONK!

Ouch, I got bonked for poking fun at him.

Anyway, these three herbs should be enough for me to set the foundation for the rest of the treatment down properly.

It was just a minor thing, but as the saying goes, the journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.

I put the herbs away, stood up, and said, "Dad, since we went to the trouble of coming all the way here, want to take a bath in the hot spring?"

I recalled Master Maeng once telling me about how the steam coming out of the hot spring next to the shack contained a mysterious power and couldn't help but snigger to myself.


"I chose to build my safe house here because of the hot spring.

"I guess it has something like spiritual power? Whenever I circulated my qi while bathing in the hot spring, I would accumulate several times more qi than normal. Also, my muscles would feel relaxed and I'd never get tired no matter how long I trained…

"Hmm? What's with that look on your face? Did you think that it was some kind of precious opportunity? Hah! If precious opportunities were common in the mountains, the mountain bandits would have taken over the murim a long time ago!

"…Even if you don't believe me, did you have to take away my meat? You motherfucking cheapskate!"



Those times are just a memory now. They'll never come back.

I walked toward the hot spring. My main objective was accomplished, and I was utterly exhausted from both the fight and the long hike.

PLOP.

I stuck my finger into the spring to test how hot it was…and then froze for a few minutes.

"What's the matter?" Dad asked.

"...Master Maeng is a blithering idiot."

"Who on earth is Master Maeng?"

"He is…a person I need to give thanks to."

"Son, are you okay?"


"Did you think that it was some kind of precious opportunity?"



Maeng Ho'ak, that dumbass...this hot spring is indeed a precious opportunity that is found on a mountain! It's just that the famous Bandit King was incapable of recognizing this great opportunity even though it was right in front of him!!

That's right, that guy was a musclebrain who only knew how to train his body. What would a blockhead who can't even distinguish between different weapons know about precious opportunities?

I turned my head away from the hot spring with difficulty and stared Dad in the eye, saying, "Dad, let's forget about the tuber fleeceflowers for now."

"Huh? What the hell are you talking about?"

"Look over there."

I pointed toward a faintly glowing deep blue stone about the size of two fists at the bottom of the spring.

In my past life, I only saw that kind of unique color once. It was only for a moment, but that moment was impossible for me to forget.

This was the metal ore of my dreams.

A legendary metal that was used to make the Blood Demon sword.

I'm sure of it. That's Meteor Iron (隕鉄).



Footnotes:

[1] Inner pearl: Spiritual/demonic beasts store energy in the form of a pearl inside their bodies. Typical xianxia/wuxia/gaming logic.


[2] Tuber Fleeceflower: Ha Soo Oh (하수오) in Korean, He Shou Wu (何首烏) in Chinese, scientific name Reynoutria multiflora. A common herb in traditional Chinese medicine.



Chapter 11: Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest

Meteor Iron: A type of metal ore that can only be found where a meteor has fallen. It is so uncommon in fact that it is said that one would need luck that is blessed by the heavens in order to find it. Not only was it used to make the weapons of many top murim experts, in the hands of a competent blacksmith, it could even be forged into a divine weapon.

In my past life, I had only seen a weapon made of meteor iron once.

The Blood Demon Sword…

My heart skipped a beat. Even now, the freezing cold aura of the blade remained fresh in my memory.

That was a sword that carried within it the violent history of generations of Blood Demons; a blade that amplified the power of the Heaven Defying Divine Art.

Sometimes, after waking up in this body, I'd randomly daydream about the past.

If back then, the sword that the Blood Demon used wasn't made of Meteor Iron...

No, if I had a similar sword…

Well, all those 'ifs' are meaningless now.

The Meteor Iron that the Blood Demon Sword was made from is now right in front of my eyes.

Although, this piece of Meteor Iron looks a little different from the one used to make the Blood Demon Sword…

That slab of Meteor Iron had a subtle reddish glow, while this one glowed blue instead.

Still, even though the color was different, Meteor Iron was the only metal ore in the world that could emit such a powerful spiritual aura. There was no mistaking it.

"What is this rock? Why are you so mesmerized by it?" Dad suddenly asked, waving his hand in front of my face.

Dad might have been well-versed in herbs and medical techniques, but it seemed that he knew nothing about Meteor Iron.

"This is…"

I thought about it for a while, then decided to be honest to him. If he ended up talking about this rock because he didn't understand its value, then there was a chance that he would get us in deep trouble without knowing it.

"…Meteor Iron."

"Meteor…WHAT!?" Dad's eyes widened in shock.

He couldn't recognize the Meteor Iron, but as a murim warrior, it was impossible for him to not have heard of it before.

"What do you mean, it's Meteor Iron? Don't go making random assumptions, you little punk…"

"Do I sound like I'm joking?"

When he saw my serious expression, Dad stiffened. However, he didn't ask me why I could recognize such a thing.

I guess I have the original Baek Suryong to thank for that, as that guy had a habit of reading all sorts of books related to the murim and making notes on interesting topics.

After a long pause, Dad concluded, "…Keeping something that is beyond our means is basically the same as asking for trouble. We may have gotten lucky finding this, but that doesn't mean that we have the strength to protect or hide it."

Dad was right. Precious treasures had a tendency to summon manmade disasters. Every time precious treasures such as the martial arts manuals of deceased masters, divine weapons and armor, and miracle elixirs appeared in the murim, it had always been accompanied by countless bloodshed.

Meteor Iron was undoubtedly such a treasure.

"If news of this gets out…a lot of people will spill blood over it. Even us, the ones who discovered it, won't be exempt."

"Couldn't we sell it on the black market?"

Dad shook his head and replied, "If it was a normal treasure of unknown origin, we could probably do that, but Meteor Iron is such a priceless treasure that the buyer would probably do everything they could to identify and eliminate us. They won't take chances with the possibility of us talking to others about their purchase."

"…I guess they would, huh." I nodded in agreement.

I already knew that selling Meteor Iron to the black market would be risky, but to avoid Dad's suspicions, I had to at least suggest it to him.

Relieved by my unquestioning acceptance of his reasoning, Dad continued, "The person who built this place must have known that as well, so they ignored the Meteor Iron, left it here, and hid this place using illusion formations."

…No, that's not it. Master Maeng was just too stupid to have recognized Meteor Iron.

I couldn't reveal my true thoughts out loud, so I simply said, "I don't think that's quite right…"

"Then what? Do you really want to take this back with us and cause a storm of bloodshed in the murim…!"

"It should be fine if we just kept it hidden instead of selling it."

"That's even more dangerous!"

Dad glared daggers at me as if he couldn't accept my decision, so I decided to try using cold, hard, logic on him instead.

"…Even if we just left like this, someone will eventually find this place. What then? When people hear that Meteor Iron was found here, they will swarm our village, which is closest to the White Cloud Mountain Range. Do you think we'll remain safe if they do that? Knowing those people, they'll force their way into our homes and use them as bases of operations while they search the mountains for more Meteor Iron!"

"What…?" The color drained from Dad's face.

"The people from the orthodox sects may retain an outward sense of decency, but what about those from the unorthodox sects? They'll rape the village women and kill anyone they don't like. Do you think you'd be able to protect them all, Dad?"

"……"

I smiled bitterly and continued my drivel, saying, "Do you get it now? Even if we pretend that we never found this place, when someone else does, we're going to regret not doing anything."

"Hah. That's quite the convincing excuse you're fabricating."

"You wouldn't be making that face if you thought that I was just making excuses."

Dad sighed. Although he was now a mere village martial arts instructor, he was once a student in one of the Five Great Academies and a member of the orthodox sects. He could not so easily abandon the ideas of chivalry that he had learned at the academy.

Sure enough, with much difficulty, Dad mumbled, "…So what do you propose we do?"

"We'll take the Meteor Iron and hide it. Without this mystical atmosphere, I doubt anyone in the village would be able to recognize this rock for what it truly is. Besides, even you didn't recognize it until I pointed it out to you, right?"

I might have exaggerated a little, but technically, there was nothing wrong with my reasoning. I delivered the final blow to Dad, saying, "As long as the two of us keep our mouths shut, no one will question the existence of a pretty-looking rock in your bedroom. They'll think that you bought a shiny new decoration, and nothing more. So…"

"Okay, okay, I get it." Dad nodded resignedly, then suddenly broke into a grin and taunted, "Knowing you, if I insisted on refusing, you'd probably get down on your knees and beg me, right?"

…Damn! If I had known that would work, I would've already done it!

What a waste of my time and efforts.

Dad smiled helplessly and continued, "Fine, I'll take this and hide it, just like you suggested."

"HELL YEAH!"

I took the Meteor Iron out of the water, put it in a bag, and tightly closed the drawstrings.

As for whether I really wanted to hide the Meteor Iron at home?

I'm not crazy, I'm definitely taking it with me to the Azure Dragon Academy.

This piece of Meteor Iron was far too small to be melted and made into a sword, so one of the ways I could use it was to create an alloy by mixing it with another metal, and then forge a weapon out of that alloy.

In fact, the Blood Demon Sword that I saw back then wasn't made of pure Meteor Iron, but an alloy of Meteor Iron and Frost Iron (寒鐵).

Alternatively, I can opt for a small weapon…

As I sifted through the many possibilities in my mind, I couldn't help but smile in anticipation.

"Shall we head back?" I asked, shoving the tiger's inner core and the Meteor Iron into my backpack. In my arms, I gently carried the cloth package containing the three tuber fleeceflower roots.

Since I went and took the three most precious treasures, Dad was now empty-handed.

After all, as a filial child, helping our parents carry things is the right thing to do, no?

Well, there was one more valuable treasure, but my arms were already full. I had no choice but to leave that one thing to Dad.

"Sorry, Dad, but it seems like you'll have to carry that one yourself."

I pointed toward the tiger carcass that was as large as a house.

Dad's face twitched.

"Am I supposed to carry that thing alone?"

"I could help you, but…" I paused for a moment and looked down at my weak, unhealthy, and sickly body, then continued, "If I faint while helping you, you'll have to carry me as well…"

"Ugh!"

Eventually, Dad gave up and slung the giant tiger over his shoulder. Even then, the tiger's hind legs were still dragging on the ground.

"You know, if you weren't my son…or if you were a normal, healthy boy…I'd definitely…Guh!"

GRUMBLE GRUMBLE MUMBLE MUMBLE.

As we hiked down the mountain, Dad never stopped complaining, even for a moment.

On the other hand, my steps were light as a feather.

Not only did I get the elixirs I wanted, I even got a spirit tiger and Meteor Iron as a bonus… Wait, the bonuses are actually worth more than the elixirs I was gunning for! Lucky!

"You just wait, you little punk…AHH! S-Slow down a little, I almost tripped…!"

…Boys and girls, this is the exact reason why you have to train your lower body strength.
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As soon as I returned home, I washed the dirt off the three tuber fleeceflower roots and dried them in the sun. When they were completely dry, I then carefully removed the skins from the tuber roots and ground them into powder.

"Finally..."

I prepared a big bowl of warm water, poured the tuber fleeceflower powder into the bowl, and stirred it until it formed a uniform suspension.

"Hoo..."

Before taking the medicine, I took a few deep breaths. Right now, Dad was busy selling the tiger parts in a faraway market and would not return for a while.

In other words, I was alone in the Baek Academy.


"DO NOT eat the medicine until I come back. YOU HEAR ME? Taking medicine without proper guidance or supervision is extremely dangerous…"

"Don't worry, I'm not that stupid. Go sell that tiger, and make sure you don't get cheated!"



Sorry, Dad, for lying to you.

I briefly paid a silent tribute to Dad, who was cheated by me.

Although, it really couldn't be helped. The qi meditation technique I was going to use now was so different from every other technique, I couldn't show it to anyone, not even Dad.

Besides, he would flip out if he found out that I was practicing a demonic art, and the Heaven Defying Divine Art at that.

"I just have to bear with getting scolded later."

GLUG GLUG GLUG!

I gulped down the entire bowl of tuber fleeceflower water in one go.

"Gah!"

My stomach immediately started heating up. I sat down cross-legged, closed my eyes, and concentrated on the flow of qi around my belly.

Move.

The herbal energy (藥力) in my stomach started to move according to my will. Normally, a martial artist would have to meditate for months just to be able to sense energy, but thanks to my previous life's experience, I didn't need to do that.

I slowly circulated my qi just as the Heaven Defying Divine Art instructed.

I've gone through this exact same process before, but…in my past life, I did not suffer from the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians…

As expected, my qi quickly ran into a blocked meridian.

"Khh...!"

Cold sweat dripped down my forehead.

This is worse than I expected…

Not only were most of my major arteries and veins blocked, a large amount of contaminated qi had accumulated near the blockages over time.

This was a body cursed by the heavens.

Even if I did nothing but live normally, the contaminated qi would keep building up until my blood stopped being able to circulate throughout my body. As long as I didn't do anything about it, I would most certainly be fated to die before reaching the age of thirty.

I'll take the risk!

Like the first generation cult leader of the Blood Demon Cult, the creator of the Heaven Defying Divine Art and fellow sufferer of the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians, I had no intention of quietly resigning myself to fate.

As stated in the martial arts manual, the method to heal the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians is to…gather and concentrate all of the contaminated qi in my dantian! [1]

If I had to describe such an idea in one word, I'd definitely choose the word "insane".

SSSSSSSHHHHH…

I shaped the herbal energy into a thin needle and forced it into one of my blocked meridians.

The pain that resulted was indescribable.

"KUWAA…!"

I clenched my teeth, endured the pain, wrapped the contaminated qi up with herbal energy, and slowly guided it toward my dantian.

And then I did it again.

And again.

I concentrated my qi like I was building a power source in my dantian.

SHIVER…

My body trembled uncontrollably with pain, but I did my best to ignore it and focus on my task.

Blood flowed from between my clenched teeth.

If I relax now, it'll be game over for me.

Finally, I was left with the last and most important process of setting my foundations: the creation of a protective layer made of the Heaven Defying Divine Art's qi around the contaminated qi sphere, thereby forming an Inner Pill!

"KEUAAAAAAAK…!"

The whole process hadn't taken a long time, but it felt like a million years to me. Even so, I succeeded.

By creating an Inner Pill, I had reached the First Stage of the Heaven Defying Divine Art.

"Whew..."

I opened my eyes and sluggishly got to my feet. Initially, I stumbled a little from dizziness, but my head soon cleared up enough for me to stand up straight.

My entire body dripped with sweat and the smell coming from it was enough to make anyone puke.

However, I still smiled proudly.

"I did it."

My body was so light, I felt like I could fly. The contaminated qi that was clogging my circulatory system was now concentrated within my dantian, freeing my body from its burden and improving my five senses.

I clenched my fist, feeling the changes.

This is just the beginning.

In order to reach the Second Stage of the Heaven Defying Divine Art, I'd need a lot more herbs, elixirs, and treasures. However, now that I had set my foundations, my lifespan had increased by three years, giving me more time to earn money and collect the things I needed.

In addition, I now had some qi, so I could formally begin my training in martial techniques. [2]

I shouldn't start with the martial techniques of the Heaven Defying Divine Art, though. They consume far too much qi. Even if I learned them now, I wouldn't be able to use them at all.

Forcefully using martial techniques that one's body could not handle would only result in irreparable damage.

That was why, my first goal was to strengthen my body.

And it just so happened that I knew the perfect martial art for physical conditioning.

"The Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest."

The external martial art[3] that Maeng Ho'ak, the Bandit King, had passed down to me. A martial art equal to the Unbreakable Vajra Body of Shaolin Temple.



Footnotes:

[1] Dantian: Qi center where qi is stored. It is found in the lower abdomen, under the belly button.


[2] Martial techniques: Martial arts are divided into 2 categories: meditation techniques and martial techniques. Meditation techniques are used to increase and circulate qi, while martial techniques are used in battle.


[3] Internal and External Martial Arts: Internal Martial Arts are occupied with the spiritual, mental or qi-related aspects of martial arts, whereas External Martial Arts are focused on the physiological aspects. External Martial Arts are generally considered inferior to Internal Martial Arts, as anyone can train their bodies and exercise. However, there exist some very powerful external martial arts such as the Shaolin Temple's Unbreakable Vajra Body (Demi-Gods and Semi-Devils by Jin Yong), and the Trillion Blows Art from Peerless Dad.



Chapter 12: Medicine Overdose

Without the sniveling brats, the normally noisy training ground was as silent as a grave. The only thing I could hear was the sound of my own breathing.

Dad had left to sell the tiger carcass, and wouldn't be back for a few days.

"Hoo..."

I took several deep breaths and did a light warm-up, then slowly started to move my body according to the Sixth Strike of the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest.


"Kuhahaha! Did you just say that you wanted to learn my martial art?"



Every time I had asked him to teach me his martial arts, Maeng Ho'ak would thump his chest proudly and declare:


"Did you know? I created this martial art myself!"

"You call that a new martial art? All you did was put together a bunch of random techniques! As I thought, you're shameless!"

"Shut your trap, Crazy Demon! The instant I get out of here, you'll be the first one I beat to death!"

"Hmph, that's my line."



"For some reason, I can't recall a single memory where those two sirs weren't fighting…"

Maeng Ho'ak, the Bandit King, and Hyonwon Hu, the Crazy Demon, were like oil and water.[1]

Before being captured by the Blood Cult, they had never met before (surprise surprise), but the instant they saw each other in prison, they decided that they couldn't get along with each other.

At first, they only had minor arguments resulting from personality clashes and their differing opinions about the ultimate goal of martial arts, however, as time passed, they'd argue with each other for the sake of arguing.


"You're a brainless vagrant who's only scratched the surface of martial arts!"

"Bark bark bark! All I hear is a noisy dog!"



Most of their arguments were like this, but because they were locked up in different rooms (their rooms were right next to each other though, so they could happily argue all day), they never actually got to fight and compare their martial arts.

I've always wondered who was the stronger among those two…

...Unfortunately, in the end, the match between the two never took place.

Right after escaping from the underground prison, we fought our way through the Blood Cult's warriors. At that time, these two men who did nothing but fight verbally all day long worked together so well that anyone would think they were the best of friends.

Perhaps it's as they say, that sometimes your enemies know you better than your friends…

Well, anyway, back to the main point.

The Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest that Master Maeng created was a combination of the many martial arts that were passed down within bandit society, which stretches back hundreds, even thousands, of years.

However, unlike the orthodox (and even unorthodox) sects, no one recognized their long history. The martial artists of the murim saw bandits as nothing more than regular criminals and easy fighting experience for their young warriors.


"You orthodox dogs always treat us like insects you can stomp on any time you want. Who becomes a bandit because they wanted to become a bandit?"

"Hmph! If you didn't like being treated that way, why didn't you go become a farmer? You just didn't want to work hard and chose the easy way out."

…Fuck, are you seriously saying that?



One day, Maeng Ho'ak and Hyonwon Hu were quarrelling as usual, when suddenly, Hyonwon Hu's words hit a nerve in Maeng Ho'ak.

That was the first time I saw Maeng Ho'ak's cold, merciless side.


"If you've ever tried farming, you wouldn't be saying that. You were born with a silver spoon in your mouth and lived a life of luxury. How would you know how a farmer feels, working day and night only to have the fruits of all their efforts taken away by corrupt officials?  Also, did you know? That if a farmer tried to avoid paying their taxes, the men would be beaten up by the constables and the women raped. In the years where crop yields are poor, their entire harvest would still be taken away as taxes while the farmers starve to death. Do you honestly think that everyone could have a better life as long as they worked hard?"



As Maeng Ho'ak gasped for breath after his sudden outburst, Hyonwon Hu hesitated for a long time, and did not make his usual snappy remarks.


"Is that your life story?"

"No, I made it all up. Kahahahaha!"

"You fucking lunatic. You actually came up with a better excuse than usual."



In the end, it didn't matter if Maeng Ho'ak's story was fake or not.

Only people at the very bottom of society, with nowhere else to go, became bandits. However, instead of offering help to them before it was too late, both the government and the orthodox murim treated them as naturally evil beings who must be exterminated.

For survival, the bandits had no choice but to create their own martial arts that were easy to learn yet practical.


"We never had the luxury of quietly meditating and accumulating qi, since we always had more pressing matters to tend to like housing and food. That's why, the way of the bandits is to start by swinging our fists!"



The internal arts required one to spend months, even years, slowly accumulating qi. On the other hand, the results from training one's body and learning external arts was immediate. Thus, the bandits focused on developing and improving the external arts.

The one bad thing about the external arts was that it was heavily talent-dependent. If one did not have a large, muscular build, one would naturally be at a huge disadvantage. It was for this reason that the bandit's martial arts were considered shallow and barbaric.

However, Master Maeng told me that that was just nonsense from people who didn't want to train their bodies to the limits. That many masters of internal arts were simply too lazy to do physical conditioning, and felt that as long as their techniques contained qi, that was more than enough. He told me that if I just thought about it, wasn't sitting cross-legged all day meditating actually really bad for one's knees and back?

Even then, as much as he valued the external arts, Maeng Ho'ak did not look down on the internal arts. He had indeed trained his qi, although not quite to the same extent as the other three masters. 


"Listen up, the external arts are in no way inferior to the internal arts! They may seem like polar opposites, but the fact is that they work in harmony! If you wish to reach the peak of martial arts, you have to master both!"



When things escalated to that point, I had no choice but to interject.


"But Master Maeng, didn't you often eat herbs and medicines to get stronger?"



Out of the four masters, Master Maeng was the one who loved popping pills the most. Perhaps it was because he never got to eat the good stuff while he was growing up?

He'd talk about how he bought and ate as many medicinal products as he could, including the body parts of snakes, centipedes, tigers, turtles, frogs etc.

Hyonwon Hu narrowed his eyes and stared at the giant in his neighboring cell.


"Did you think that everything you eat is converted into energy? Herbs and medicines are not things you can just eat without thinking!"

"Huhuhu, that's right! In theory, everything we eat is converted into energy, right? Just you wait and see, I'll create the strongest external art in the world that eliminates the need for meditation!"



After making that declaration, Maeng Ho'ak promptly began reimagining and refining his Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest. The other three masters also often improved upon their martial arts to while away the time, but Master Maeng was by far the most dedicated one among them.

In the end, it was only successful in theory. We never got to test it.

Although not even Master Maeng had fully mastered his newly refined martial art, he never forgot to remind me again and again:


"Kiddo, I'll leave it to you to prove it to the world. Show those pompous bastards how strong my martial art is! Hahaha! When you get out of here, go teach those fucking assholes that even if one falls to the lowest depths of society, they can still become the world's best using only external arts!"



…I'm sorry, Master Maeng, but I ended up teaching your martial art to the guy with the biggest build.

Back then, I didn't have any choice but to obey the Demon Strategist when he asked me to hand over the four masters' martial arts.

In addition, although Maeng Ho'ak claimed that his martial arts could be learned by anyone, it was an immutable truth that having a naturally muscular frame was highly advantageous when it came to learning external arts.

Anyway…I never imagined that I'd end up practicing his martial art because of a reason like this.

Maeng Ho'ak's Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest was a martial art that ANYONE could learn. Even me with my weak body.

"Hoo…"

I paused my training and steadied my breathing. I looked like I had taken a shower in sweat, but I felt refreshed.

"Wow, time really flies!"

I started training first thing in the morning, but when I came to, the sun was already setting.

In my mind, I could hear Master Maeng's brazen laughter.


"The Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest is divided into three stages: Beginner, Intermediate, and Advanced. Each stage contains six of the Strikes.

"When you master the Beginner stage, your body will be overflowing with energy, while your joints will be as flexible as a cat's.

"After you master the Intermediate stage, your body will be as hard as iron and as strong as a bull.

"And when you master the Advanced stage, your body will be invulnerable to the elements, impenetrable by weapons, and will never age."



…To tell the truth, I don't believe that guy's bullshit about not aging.

The part about the aging was only Master Maeng's theory, after all. It was never proven.

Also, even with all the improvements, if I had to compare the four masters' martial arts…then the Bandit King's Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest was definitely the lousiest one.

However, there was one thing I could say for sure.

Not only was the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest by far the best external art in the world, it was also the strongest unarmed martial art.


"Graaaaargh! I'm gonna pummel you all to death!"



That was what Maeng Ho'ak had shouted as we escaped from the prison. He enthusiastically charged ahead of the rest of us and tore the Blood Cult warriors in our way to shreds with his bare hands like a violent god of death.

In the end, the Blood Cult had to sacrifice hundreds of experts just to stop that human avalanche from destroying everything.

"If Master Maeng had been born in a martial arts family, or was scouted by a large sect at a young age, then he might have…"

I immediately shook my head at the thought. The Bandit King was indeed talented, but the Crazy Demon, the Ice Moon Goddess, and the Sword Saint were by no means inferior to him.

I think I have the right to say that, since I learned all four of their martial arts.

"Hoo…Hoo…"

I continued training in the Beginner Stage of the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest until the stars twinkled in the night sky, only taking a short break for dinner in between.

According to my estimations, as long as I trained slowly and gently, my body would be able to keep going for a long period of time.

Nevertheless, when my arms trembled and my legs wobbled, I nearly wanted to give up and lie down on the ground. At those times, I told myself, Just a little bit more. I can still continue.

I forced my shaking arms to move.

I gathered my strength in my legs.

Although I'm only practicing the Beginner Stage for now, it won't be long before I can begin learning the Intermediate Stage. Unlike Maeng Ho'ak, I have the time and luxury to dream of mastering the Advanced Stage and surpassing him.

However, am I satisfied with just that?

In addition to the Heaven Defying Divine Art, I also know the martial arts of the Crazy Demon, the Ice Moon Goddess, and the Sword Saint.

If I mastered all of these martial arts, just how strong would I become?

Perhaps I was just being overly optimistic. All of these martial arts were so deep and complex that it would take a miracle for me to master just one of them, much less all of them.

I also didn't know how many hidden masters there were in the gangho.

Even so, the possibility wasn't zero.

I could be the World's Strongest.

My imagination was running wild, but my body never stopped moving.

I forgot about the passing of time and let my muscle memory do the work.

BAM!

The gates of the Baek Academy were thrown open. Dad strode in, drunk with happiness.

"Son! Daddy's home! Hahaha! Do you know how much that tiger skin was sold for? Your jaw will drop to the floor…"

"…Huff. You're already back? That was quick."

"Wait, what are you doing? Why do you look like that? Did you pull an all-nighter?"

"No, I uh…I was overdosed on medicine and needed to release the extra energy…"

I panicked and immediately tried to explain what had happened, but it backfired.

"Overdosed on medicine? No way… Did you eat the tuber fleeceflowers? By yourself? Didn't I tell you to wait until I returned because it was dangerous!?"

"Ah, no, about that…"

Dad looked around the training ground for a moment before finally deciding upon his punishment weapon of choice: the broomstick.

"You little punk…Get your ass over here!"

"W-Wait! Let's talk this out! No violence!"

For the next two hours, I played a game of tag with my broomstick waving Dad.

…Judging by the fact that I lasted that long, it seems that my stamina had indeed improved.

[image: sep]

My life went back to normal right away the day after I swallowed the tuber fleeceflowers.

In the mornings, I'd train in the Heaven Defying Divine Art, gathering the contaminated qi in my body into the inner pill inside my dantian.

In the afternoons, I'd train in the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest to improve my physical condition and joint flexibility.

About a month later, the thing I was waiting for finally arrived.

Go Juyeol sent me a letter informing me that the Azure Dragon Academy was now hiring new instructors.



Translator's Note: I actually translated this chapter of the manhwa (C9) because the usual TL was busy, but damn if I don't prefer the novel version! Also, work has been rather busy lately (I'm aiming for a pay raise), so I can only guarantee 1 chapter per series a week for now.

Proofreader's Note: Pray that translator-nim gets that pay raise. 🙏



Footnotes:

[1] Like oil and water: Actually a Korean idiom, "like dogs and monkeys".



Chapter 13: I Lost

"Is that all the luggage you're taking with you?"

"Yes."

I lightly patted the small traveling bag slung over my shoulder. Inside, there were several extra sets of clothing, nutrient pills, medicinal pills, and books.

On my waist, I carried a sword. Although I was never particularly picky about weapons, I couldn't really go wrong choosing a sword, the most general purpose weapon of them all. 

Additionally, before I left the village, there was something I needed a sword to do.

"It'll take you about a month to get to the Azure Dragon Academy on foot."

If I chose to ride on a horse carriage instead, I could probably reach my destination in half the time, but I wanted to train my physical strength and endurance during the journey.

"Master! Be sure to make it big!"

When the sniveling brats had heard that I was leaving the village, they came to the Baek Academy training grounds to send me off.

Jang Yi, my self-proclaimed disciple, grabbed onto my arm and said, "When I turn fifteen, I'll take the entrance exam to enter the Azure Dragon Academy! If I pass, then you have to teach me your martial arts! That's a promise, man to man!"

Oh my. This self-proclaimed "man" is crying like a baby.

I pinched the brat's cheeks and grinned mischievously, replying, "Alright."

The minimum age of admission to the Azure Dragon Academy was fifteen. Occasionally, younger students would be accepted by recommendation from the great families or powerful sects, but even that was rare.

I stretched out the brat's cheeks and continued, "However, in five years, I might have already transferred from the Azure Dragon Academy to the Heavenly Martial Academy."

Although both academies belonged to the murim's Five Great Academies, there was a gaping difference between the two.

One of those differences was, of course, the instructors' monthly salaries.

For now, I plan to gain some experience at the Azure Dragon Academy before transferring to the Heavenly Martial Academy as a professional instructor.

"In that case, I'll also go to the Heavenly Martial Academy. No matter what, I want to learn Master's martial arts!"

Probably because he was a village bumpkin who had never seen the outside world, Jang Yi seemed to believe that I was the strongest martial artist in the world.

Kids his age change their life aspirations every time they wake up in the morning, so he'll probably forget all about me and martial arts within a few days of me leaving…

I thoughtlessly patted the boy on the head.

"Well then, the entrance exam for the Heavenly Martial Academy is famous for being difficult, so you'll have to train super hard while I'm not around."

"Yes, I will!"

Well, I mixed in several training methods from the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest into the stuff I taught the kids, so as long as he works hard, he'll definitely grow stronger and healthier.

"Suryong, please make sure to take care of yourself, alright?"

"Here, have some of my pan-fried pancakes.[1] You can eat them when you're hungry."

"The weather's been kind of hot lately, so take this with you. It's our store's best black bamboo hat.[2]"

"Walking will wear out your shoes, so please take this brand new pair with you."

Besides Jang Yi and the other snot-nosed brats, many of the villagers had also come to send me off, bringing with them gifts including snacks, shoes, hats, and porn books.

Hmm? There's something weird among those things…

These people must have come here because of Dad's good reputation. Touched, I warmly greeted every single one of them.

There were truly a lot of people.

Wait, would this many villagers have gathered if one of their sons had gotten first place in the imperial examinations? I highly doubt it…

Also, why are their eyes brimming with anticipation and excitement?

"So, when is the duel going to start? I heard that you wouldn't let your son leave unless he wins?" said the eighty-year-old Old Man Kwak tactlessly.

I stared at them, but the villagers instantly shut their mouths and avoided my gaze.

So that was it. Seriously, these nosy people…

I spun around and glared daggers at Dad, saying, "You're the one who spread that rumor, aren't you?"

"If you're not confident, you can still back out now."

"No can do."

I placed the villagers' gifts to the side and stood opposite Dad.

Dad shot me a disapproving look before finally sighing, "Are you really going to do this?"

"Yes."

I briefly recalled the day I ate the tuber fleeceflower roots and had the dust swept off me by Dad's broomstick. That very night, I had a serious conversation with him.


"You're applying to the Azure Dragon Academy not as a student, but as an instructor?"

"Yes, I've already told you that several times."

"…Some of those students are already first-class martial artists. Do you really think that you're strong enough to teach them?"

"Right now, probably not. However, everything will change a month from now. I'll give you the surprise of your life, Dad."

"What the fuck are you saying…"

"Do I look like I'm joking?"



Dad and I had a huge argument, but in the end, he gave in.

As expected, he had a soft spot for his only son.


"Alright, I'll let you go, but on one condition. You have to defeat me in a duel before you leave."



That was one month ago.

And then a few days ago, I finally received the letter I was waiting for from Go Juyeol and started making preparations to depart.

"To make this fair, I won't use my qi."

SHIING!

Dad drew his sword.

A real sword. Not one of those wooden swords or blunted blades that we used for training.

His eyes also sharpened like his naked blade.

"Let's see how much you've improved."

Dad started straight at me as he shifted into the starting stance for his self-created sword technique, the Revolving Tempest Sword (回風劍法).

It was a more cautious, flawless stance than I had ever seen him perform.

This isn't going to be easy, but I have no intention of losing!

I drew my blade and moved into the same stance as Dad.

"Hoo..."

For the last few months, I had been carefully observing Dad's swordsmanship every morning during his personal training time.

The Revolving Tempest Sword was undoubtedly a first-class martial art, combining both the techniques of the illusory sword and the freeform sword.

However, I always felt that something very important was missing from Dad's swordsmanship.

"As a murim senior, mind giving me three free strikes first as a handicap?"

Dad smiled gently, wiggled the tip of his sword, and firmly replied, "No way in hell."

He then instantly narrowed the distance between us using masterful footwork.

I twisted my body sideways and held my sword out diagonally.

CLANG!

Metal struck metal. I immediately took two steps back to relieve the recoil on my wrist.

Because Dad had taken the initiative to attack, my rhythm had been thrown into chaos.

SWHOOSH! CLANG! BAM!

Dad's sword came at me like a fierce tempest storm as he attempted to distract me using the countless afterimages of his lightning quick blade.

I focused my mind and concentrated on defense.

One moment, I saw the tip of Dad's sword aiming for my shoulder, but the next moment, it had already changed direction. Was he going for my waist or my knees?

It turned out that neither of my guesses were right. Dad's blade pierced my thigh.

"Uwaaa!"

"Amazing!"

The audience cheered at the display of top-notch swordsmanship.

I'm the only one here who feels like shit.

Right now, I was facing a master swordsman who stood at the border between first-class and peak level. Even if Dad didn't use any of his internal energy, his sheer speed and strength were already sufficient to make things difficult for me.

"It's still not too late for you to give up! You should know that this is just the beginning!"

Unfortunately, I didn't have the liberty to answer him. It was taking every ounce of my concentration just to deal with his relentless onslaught.

At the rate things were going, just defending was all I could do, and even then, it seemed as if my sword would be knocked out of my hands at any moment.

Still, I had to persist. As long as I kept this fight going…

There! I see it!

There is no such thing as a flawless martial art.

Moreover, I'd spent the last month carefully observing and analyzing Dad's swordsmanship.

SWOOSH!

The sound of my blade whistling through the air was different from before.

I accurately aimed for the momentary gap that appeared whenever Dad switched between sword forms, forcing him to quickly retreat backward to avoid my thrust.

Surprised, Dad's eyes widened as he looked at me, saying, "You..."

I could see the confusion in his eyes as to how I had successfully countered him.

I took the opportunity to stabilize my breathing and grinned at him, taunting, "This isn't everything you've got, is it?"

"Hah." Dad laughed at my provocation, as if the very notion that he had already given it his all was absurd.

However, the moment my real counterattack began, the smile immediately vanished from his face.

"This time, it's my turn to attack."

I stepped into the middle of Dad's illusory sword storm. Although swords came flying at me from every direction, none of them so much as grazed me.

One by one, I fended off the real blades concealed within the illusion and delivered my own counters.

"......!!" Dad's eyes widened even further than before.

Now that I had broken his momentum, Dad started to panic. Naturally, the fierce tempest of blades lost some of its power.

"Argh!" Dad continued to struggle, trying to put more strength into his swings, but it was futile. 

In fact, from a certain point of view, he had already lost. His Revolving Tempest Sword was a technique that relied heavily on flexibility and unpredictability, not brute force. The way he was swinging his sword now, he could never bring forth the true ability of his sword technique.

WHOOSH!

More and more lapses in his swordsmanship appeared, and I wasn't stupid enough to miss out on my chances to gain the advantage.

"Dad, it's not your fault that Mother died."

"......!!"

Suddenly, Dad froze. 

His sword whistled past my shoulder, and I didn't hesitate for a moment to close the distance between us.

That's right, this is a psychological battle.

There were some facts I had to hammer into his stubborn head before I left home.

"It's not your fault that I was born weak and sickly."

"You…!"

The Baek Muheun I know is a martial arts genius with the talent to become one of the strongest peak-level masters, and perhaps even surpass the peak-level. 

For some reason though, he got stuck at the boundary between first-class and peak-level.

At first, I had no idea why, but after a conversation with Go Juyeol, I finally gained several clues about it, although Go Juyeol had been quite drunk at that time.


"Huh, you're asking me about your dad's swordsmanship? He's amazing, you know! When we were students in the Azure Dragon Academy, no one in our year was a match for him. He even managed to reach the semi-finals of the annual Dragon and Phoenix Tournament organized by the Heavenly Martial Academy every year he participated!"

"Hyung-nim, please stop talking about the past, it's embarrassing…"

"Hey, do you remember the expressions on the faces of those Heavenly Martial Academy bastards back then? Hahaha, that was priceless! I even basked in your radiance when we went to town later and the pretty Hubei ladies called out 'Handsome Prince, Handsome Prince'…"

"Hyung-niiiiiim!"

"Kuhahaha! Anyway, you were really cool and carefree back then."



If what Go Juyeol said was true, then Dad was once an easygoing, laid back person who did whatever the hell he pleased (damn I'm jealous…).

He was what we call a "free spirit".

However, the Dad I knew was nothing like that.

The current Baek Muheun was a sad man who would often look at me with pity in his eyes and a loving father who would do anything for me even while complaining profusely about it.

He feels indebted to me because of my medical condition, and that guilt has taken root in his heart as an inner demon.

Early every morning, he would diligently practice his Revolving Tempest Sword, but even though his technique was near perfect, the sword that was supposed to flow freely through the air seemed rigid and awkward.

The core reason for that was me, Baek Suryong.

"Dad, I am not a burden that you have to carry for the rest of your life."

"What are you talking about? Of course you're not a burden!"

SWISH! SWOOSH!

The more flustered Dad became, the more mistakes he made and the more exaggerated his movements were. There was no more "technique" and "skill" left in his sword, he was just swinging randomly.

It was impossible for me to lose now.

"This is the end."

TAP.

Before Dad knew it, my sword had stopped just short of piercing his heart.

"Dad, I'm going to leave today."

"You..."

"Let go of your guilt."

"......"

The guilt Dad felt over being unable to cure me and my mom's illnesses weighed heavily on his heart.

It took away his vitality and freedom.

It locked him up in a cage and clipped his wings.

I sincerely wished for this dried-up husk of a man to gain his life and freedom back.

You have the ability to reach far greater heights as a martial artist than you can imagine.

Dad tightened his grip on his sword.

No. Way.

If he doesn't give up now, I'll be the one in deep shit.

I might have won the duel, but that was only because I forced it to turn into a psychological battle.

Finally, Dad lowered his blade and sighed, saying, "Fine, I admit that I lost. You're free to go."

At that moment, he appeared older and more exhausted than he had ever been, but the expression on his face was a sprightly one.



Footnotes:

[1] Pan-fried pancakes (Pajeon): Savory, crispy, sometimes also flaky fried pancakes. Yum yum! Recipe here.


[2] Black bamboo hat: Dear Author-nim, only people in ancient Korea wore black bamboo hats What country is this!? I thought it was China?



Chapter 14: Are You Going to Remarry?

After the conclusion of our duel, I sat face-to-face with Dad. Everyone else had gone home, leaving only the two of us in the spacious, empty Baek Academy.

"...You know, I wasn't going to let you leave at all," Dad said, staring down at the teacup in front of him with folded arms.

"I know very well what kind of situation you would face if you go there, so I planned to get in your way even if I had to personally break your arms and legs," he continued.

"And if I kept insisting on leaving?"

"...I'd pretend that I lost and stalk you secretly."

Well, it wasn't like I didn't anticipate this little scheme of his when I spotted him sneakily packing his luggage several days ago.

As expected, he's weak to his son.

I coolly sipped some tea and said, "Now that I've won the duel though, you can't stop me or stalk me anymore."

"...Eh, I can't?"

"Absolutely not." I shook my head firmly. Although I was extremely grateful to him, from now on, it was better for both me and him to stay apart for a while.

"By the time I come back, I'll be rich and famous. Until then, please just make sure the Baek Academy doesn't go bankrupt and close down."

"Why you little punk…" Dad said, making a puppy-dog face that was totally unbecoming of his age. If any of the widows in town could see him now, they would have gone crazy and agreed to anything he asked for, but that wasn't going to work on me. Obviously.

"If you go to the Azure Dragon Academy..." Dad hesitated for a moment, then sighed and continued, "…you'll probably run into your maternal grandfather."

"What?"

My maternal grandfather would be my mother's father.

What the hell? I've never heard anything about this before!

Come to think of it, during the whole time I was here, I never heard much about my mom's side of the family.

Dad hesitated again for a while, then suddenly added, "Also…that man is the Headmaster of the Azure Dragon Academy."

"That man? Who?"

"Your maternal grandfather."

"...No no no, why are you only telling me this now?" I blabbed, utterly bewildered.

Dad deliberately avoided my gaze and looked away, muttering, "Didn't I just tell you? I wasn't planning on letting you leave, so… Anyway, I never thought that you'd be able to beat me, and honestly, if I had been shameless and used my qi, I would have won for sure…"

"Enough of the excuses. Why didn't you tell me earlier that you had connections to the Academy? I could have gotten in by the back door instead, or had an easier entrance exam…"

As I talked excitedly, I suddenly noticed the bleak expression on Dad's face.

Wait a second, it can't be…right?

"...Do you not get along with my maternal grandfather?"

"He didn't like me, so Yakbing broke off her relationship with him."

Mae Yakbing. That was my mother's name.

I anxiously asked, "When did this happen?"

"...Err, when Yakbing and I got married?"

"Ah, so it happened roughly thirty years ago. It's been quite a long time, so the two of you must basically be strangers by now, right?"

Dad pretended not to hear me grumbling.

"Look, I don't know what Father-in-law will think of you. He might like you because of your resemblance to Yakbing, or…"

"Or?"

"…He might try to kill you because you look like me."

"......"

Dad frowned and mumbled to himself, "Hmm, he's super old and about to die soon, but should I just murder him anyway?"

I put a hand on my painfully throbbing head and sighed.

"Anyway, be careful. If you meet a man named Mae Geuklyom (梅極廉), the first thing you should do is run away as fast as you can, at least a hundred yards away..."

"Okay, stop right there. I think I've heard enough."

Worrying about all this stuff beforehand was meaningless. In the end, my best option was to go meet the old man in person and try my luck.

...At worst, I'd just have to kill him, that's all.

"Should I go with you after all? If you're with me, he'll definitely attack me first, giving you an opportunity to escape…"

"Just how badly does your father-in-law hate you?!"

I sighed deeply and stood up from my seat. The longer I spent saying goodbye, the harder it would be to actually leave.

Now was a good time. If I stayed here any longer, the sun would set.

"Then, Dad, I'm off. Please take good care of yourself until my glorious return." I bowed deeply in respect and gratitude.

"You know you don't have to bow down to me… Sigh, fine, hurry up and go."

I straightened my back and turned around.

"......"

As I secured the bag that was falling off my shoulder, I looked around and engraved the familiar sights of the Baek Academy into my mind.

Over the last few months, before I knew it, I had grown attached to the worn-down training ground, the old buildings, the weather-beaten entrance signboard, and the toys the sniveling brats left behind in a corner of the yard.

Although I lived in a much grander place back when I was an instructor in the Blood Cult, somehow I liked this simple, humble place a lot better.

Maybe it was because this was the first time I ever had a place I could call 'home'.

I'll definitely come back here.

It might take a few years, or even longer, but I was determined to one day return to this place.

This was home, after all.

"Remember to send me a letter once a month! If you fail to contact me, I will go looking for you, you little punk!"

"Yes, yes," I replied to Dad's nagging without turning around.

Then, I walked past the main gates of the Baek Academy and took my first step toward the Azure Dragon Academy.

[image: sep]

"......"

Baek Muheun stood motionless as he watched as his son's figure get smaller and smaller, until the young man finally disappeared into the distance.

"...What a heartless kid. He didn't look back even once."

Ever since his son had almost died in an accident, Baek Suryong had changed so much that it was as if he had become a totally different person, but Baek Muheun still couldn't help but worry about his only child.

That child has always dreamed of entering the gangho, but he knows nothing about its mercilessness.

"You need to always remain vigilant around women..."

For the most part, Baek Muheun felt that his son looked a lot like him, but that high nose bridge and long eyelashes were exactly the same as his late wife's.

Because of that face, you'll invite trouble in the Azure Dragon Academy whether you want to or not.

Trust me, I've been through it.

Baek Muheun recalled the first time he met his wife in the Azure Dragon Academy.


"So you're the Handsome Prince? Hmm… You don't seem all that handsome to me."

"Are you drunk? Or does insulting other people's facial features make you happy?"

"Hey, how about treating me to a drink? In celebration of our first meeting."

"What the hell are you saying…!?"



…Yeah, that didn't end very well, did it?

She was a girl who looked so weak that it seemed as if she would break at a single touch, and yet, she had boldly stared at him and demanded he treat her to a drink.

Before he knew it, he had fallen head over heels for that fragile-looking girl.


"Yakbing, will you marry me? I swear to abandon my frivolous ways and remain loyal to you forever!"

"My body is very weak, and I might not live much longer. Even then, would you still marry me?"

"Yes! I don't care about something trivial like that!"

"Isn't that because you can just remarry someone else after I die?"

"W-What? No! I'm not going to remarry! Absolutely not!"



Beside a shimmering lake lit up by the pale moonlight, a young man and woman decided to tie the knot.

However, the young man faced opposition from the father-in-law who loved his daughter more than anything else in the world.


"You fucking playboy! How dare you lay your dirty hands on my daughter?"

"Please calm down, Father-in-law…"

"Who the hell is your father-in-law!? I'm going to bash in your skull in one strike!"

"Dad, please stop that! If you kill this man, I will commit suicide and die together with him!"

"Y-Y-You! How could you!"



As he remembered the look on his father-in-law's face back then, Baek Muheun couldn't help but shudder.

"...I still can't believe I survived that."

Eventually, his wife severed her relationship with her father and eloped with him, fleeing the Azure Dragon Academy like they were fugitives on the run.


"Yakbing! I will definitely make you happy! I'll also find a way to cure your illness!"

"Don't be silly. You know, I've always dreamed of freely drifting around the gangho[1] together with the man I love."



And so Baek Muheun randomly drifted around the gangho with his beloved woman. It was an arduous journey, but it was also the most blissful time of his life.

A few years later, the two lovebirds had a child.


"UWAAAAAAAH!"

"Yakbing! Yakbing! Get a hold of yourself!"

"…Is it a boy? Or a girl?"

"It's a boy! A boy who looks just like you!"



"Yakbing, did you know? That baby has now grown so big."

Hours had already passed since Baek Suryong had vanished into the distance, but Baek Muheun still looked in the direction in which his son had left.

"I was going to take care of him for the rest of my life…but he said that he didn't need me anymore. Then, he just up and left!"

Suddenly, Baek Muheun thought he heard his wife's voice from a very far-off place.

"He looks a lot like you, so he's definitely going to end up making a lot of girls cry."[2]

"Haha, I'm sure he will," Baek Muheun laughed.

However, the next moment, his expression hardened.

"...Hey, should I go to where you are now?"

His son was the last gift his wife had left for him. To his delight, not only did the boy look a lot like her, his boldness and tendency to stir up trouble was just like her…

If it would cure that stupid disease, he'd be willing to donate his flesh and blood, or even sacrifice his life.

"I know! I'll secretly stalk him and watch him from afar..."

"Stop that. What the fuck do you think you're doing? You lost the duel."

At his wife's chiding, Baek Muheun smiled awkwardly and laughed, "Oh, haha. That's right, I lost."

Yakbing was right.

Was the loser of the duel going to protect the winner?

Well, in his defense, he hadn't used his qi at all during the battle.

Even so, a loss was a loss.

"I still can't believe I actually lost to that punk. Ha, haha... Hahaha."

What's wrong with me? I should be laughing happily, and yet I feel like crying.

Baek Muheun's laughter slowly turned into sobs. He tried his best to hold it in, but he couldn't stop the tears from flowing down his face.

"Yakbing, that punk…told me to wait here until he returned," he muttered to himself, clenching his teeth to prevent his tears from falling.

"He also said that it wasn't my fault. That your death, and the fact that he was born weak, none of it was my fault."

"All these years, did you blame yourself for everything?"

"Of course I did. If you hadn't met me, you wouldn't have died so soon. And that child…"

Baek Muheun couldn't bring himself to finish that sentence, so his wife did it for him.

"…Wouldn't have been born? Is that what you really think? Huh?"

"I'm sorry, I'm so sorry. That's not what I meant."

"I'm truly happy to have met you. To me, there's no meaning in living a few more years if it meant that I would be sad and lonely."

…Yakbing is dead. This voice in my head is just a hallucination. I don't know, and I'll never know if that was what she truly thought.

"The same goes for my son. I'm happy to have given birth to him. Also, I heard what you said just now, and I'm glad that he's all grown-up."

It's just a hallucination, but I still feel somewhat comforted.

"That's right… When did that little boy grow so big?"

"It's time we let him out of the nest, and watch him take flight."

"Ugh…uuu…"

The dam holding back Baek Muheun's tears broke, and he began to weep like a little child.

For the longest time, he simply sat there, crying his heart out.

"Phew..."

When his tears had finally run dry and his turbulent emotions had calmed down, Baek Muheun felt like a load had been lifted off his heart.

"So, what are you going to do now? Since there's no son around to snub you anymore, are you going to remarry?"

Recalling his wife's coy voice, Baek Muheun couldn't help but grin.

"What do you mean, remarry? I just want to finish mastering the martial arts that I couldn't do before."

Under the red-orange glow of the setting sun, Baek Muheun stood up and gently raised his sword.

"Hoo..."

Every day for the last three decades, he had diligently practiced his Revolving Tempest Sword without fail.

However, something about his blade had changed.

As he moved, the dust on the training ground rose like a misty fog, and the dried fallen leaves spiraled into the sky as if lifted by a gentle breeze.

His sword had broken free of its chains.

How long had it been since the last time he felt like this?

When he had finished performing all the forms of his sword technique, Baek Muheun froze in place.

"Congratulations."

"...Thank you," Baek Muheun said, smiling faintly.

Although he didn't notice it, the qi around his blade now shone pure and clear.



Footnotes:

[1] Drifting around the gangho: Gangho literally means "rivers and lakes", and "drifting" here actually refers to "sailing", so what Yakbing says is "I want to freely sail across the rivers and lakes". I tried to keep the wordplay, but it's hard.


[2] I'll be using bold quotes like this for the dead mother's speech.



Chapter 15: What Drinks Shall We Order?

"Hah! The Five Great Academies just aren't what they used to be, especially the Azure Dragon Academy, that doesn't even deserve to remain on the list anymore. Don't you agree?" a random fatass with extremely hairy arms blustered. Next to him lay a dao so large that ordinary people wouldn't be able to swing it even using both hands.

"Yeah, the Azure Dragon Academy is obsolete."

"Didn't they come in last at the Heavenly Martial Tournament last year? It was the same two years ago, too."

Next to the fatass sat two other slightly less fat men.

I'm going to just name them Fat, Fatter, and Fattest for convenience's sake.

Although it was still daytime, the three fatsos were already dead drunk, their faces as red as jujubes.

Mr Fattest caressed his giant dao's scabbard and laughed, "Anyway, out of the Five Great Academies, the Vermillion Phoenix Academy has the best facilities and instructors. Also, did I tell you this before? Twenty years ago, I was a student in the Vermillion Phoenix Academy…"

"Wow, that's awesome!"

"No matter how many times I hear your story, Hyung-nim, I can't get enough of it."

I guess this makes Fat and Fatter a bootlicker and a flatterer.

The three men talked loudly and laughed merrily as they drank. Honestly, to the other inn patrons, they were a total nuisance. However, because everyone could hear them mentioning the 'Vermillion Phoenix Academy' of the Five Great Academies, no one dared to speak up against them.

It's been twenty years, but judging by these guys' strength, the Vermillion Phoenix Academy really isn't anything worth mentioning.

A short distance away from the fatsos, I sat alone at a table, enjoying a bowl of dumpling noodles. When I first heard the three talking about the Five Great Academies, my interest was piqued for a bit, but after estimating their strengths, I quickly lost all interest in them.

Mr Fattest barely qualifies as first-rate, and the other two are at best second-rate martial artists…

Most importantly, these three goons were people whose strength depended entirely on their natural born muscles and physique. Those muscles of theirs were big, but they weren't properly balanced for martial arts. Also, every time they laughed…those jiggling fat bellies were just… Ahem, there was also their irregular breathing and jujube red, alcohol-poisoned faces. [1]

In other words, these three should just climb up a mountain and start a business there. I can already imagine what would happen if Master Maeng had run into them during his active days…

They would have immediately gotten into a brawl, with Master Maeng yelling, "It's because of guys like you that people have a bad impression of us bandits!"

Mr Fatter thumped his chest and declared, "I know, right? But, what can Hyung-nim do when the Azure Dragon Academy is begging him, the one and only Kwak Duyong, to become one of their instructors?"

When they heard that shocking line, the inn's patrons, who had been looking down on the three, widened their eyes in disbelief.

Mr Fattest immediately grinned proudly, prompting the two other fatsos to continue flattering him.

"As expected of Duyong hyung-nim. I'm sure you'll soon become the Azure Dragon Academy's shining new light of hope!"

"Fortune has befallen upon the current batch of students at the Azure Dragon Academy. I'm already looking forward to next year's Heavenly Martial Tournament!"

"Hyung-nim, please don't forget about us even after you make it big at the Azure Dragon Academy."

"Hyung-nim!"

As if embarrassed by the fatass duo's adulation, Mr Fattest slammed his hand on the table repeatedly and laughed boisterously, "Hahaha, how could I ever forget about my little brothers! Don't worry, when I become a star instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy, I'll definitely get in touch with you guys. So, about today's alcohol bill…"

"...Fucking retards," said a pleasant-sounding voice, although the contents of their statement were anything but nice.

Startled, the three fatsos and the other patrons all turned to stare at the speaker.

It was a frowning, handsome young man. He was rather short and skinny, but he had a small head and long limbs, so his bodily proportions were pretty good…

Okay, that is so not the point. The point is…this guy is a peak-level master! And one who uses short spears,[2] too.

The moment I saw the young man, out of habit, I carefully observed his footsteps and physical musculature, using them to predict the kind of martial art he practiced, and how good he was at it.

"A pig who drinks in broad daylight was invited to be an instructor? The Azure Dragon Academy may be lacking in talented personnel, but this is too much."

Enraged, Mr Fat sprung up from his seat and hollered, "Have you gone crazy? You don't even know who my hyung-nim is…" 

"A-Alright, that's enough, little brother." Mr Fattest rolled up his sleeves and held back Mr Fat, who was about to pounce on the young man. The fear on his face when he looked at the young man was clear for all to see.

I smirked.

Well, he's a first-class expert after all. I'm sure he can sense this dude's strength.

The handsome young man shot a death glare at Mr Fattest.

"What's wrong? You were just enjoying all those compliments, surely you can't be chickening out now?"

"...Gulp."

Mr Fattest was completely overwhelmed by the young man's aura even without a fight. He felt as if those eyes were warning him, "If you annoy me any more, you will die."

I slurped on my noodles and watched the unfolding drama with interest.

Has Mr Fattest never met a peak-level master before, or are there other reasons…?

The young man appeared to be in his mid-twenties. He was either a true martial arts genius, or a person with a powerful background.

It's probably both. Well, it has nothing to do with me. It'd be nice if those two got into a fight though, I'd like to see that young man's skills for myself.

Unfortunately, things didn't go the way I wished.

Mr Fattest hurriedly rose from his seat and replied, "Hahaha, it seems that I've made a fool of myself while I was drunk. Thank you for bringing me to my senses before it was too late, young warrior."

"...Huh?"

"It seems that fate has led us to meet today, so how about I treat you to drinks and let's have a good chat together? As fellow murim warriors, we should become friends."

Oh? What's this? Was Mr Fattest actually that smart?

Orthodox martial artists valued their reputations very highly, so as long as one was willing to bow down their head to them, chances are, the problem would not escalate into a fight. Now that Mr Fattest has apologized and admitted his mistake, not even that young man will be able to duel him without good reason.

Mr Fattest poured a glass of wine for the young man so politely that I suspected him of being a totally different person from before. He then asked, "I'm not very knowledgeable about the famous people in the gangho, so would you mind telling me your name and the school you studied at…"

"I have no name to give to a cowardly pig," the young man interrupted disdainfully.

...Whoa hey, wasn't this guy supposed to be from the orthodox sects?

Mr Fattest's face immediately turned red from rage. Fortunately for him though, the young man did not seem to want to pick a fight with him inside the inn.

The young man subsequently looked around the crowded inn and loudly said, "There aren't any available seats left, but my feet hurt and I don't want to go elsewhere. Is anyone who has finished eating willing to give me their seat?"

Basically, he was telling the three fatsos to 'get out of his sight'.

With disgruntled expressions, the three fatsos hurriedly stood up and offered up their seats, saying, "...We were just about to leave anyway, so please feel free to take our seats."

With that, the three fatsos literally ran out of the inn with their tails tucked between their legs.

However, as Mr Fattest brushed past me, I heard him mutter under his breath, "Just you wait and see…"

"Booooo!"

The inn patrons booed the three fatsos as they left, then cheerfully applauded the handsome young hero who had gotten rid of the annoyances. 

That was all good, but what happened next was not.

"He didn't even think for a moment about standing up to me. How could someone like that become an instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy? Don't you agree?"

The young man naturally pulled out a chair and sat down opposite me.

I stared at him, bewildered.

"What?"

"Let's sit together."

"What about that big table those guys just offered you?"

"But I'm interested in you…"

A terrible chill ran down my spine. What the hell!? Does he swing that way?

To tell the truth, psychos with unusual preferences were kind of common in the gangho.

I decided to pick my words carefully when talking to this guy, asking, "What do you want from me?"

The young man smiled in a way that would make most women in the world fall in love with him and replied, "I just wanted to talk to you. It's not often I meet a man as handsome as me~"

I was right!!! I tightened my grip on my chopsticks.

"...Just joking! I'm not interested in men."

"Then WHY?"

"...Would you mind putting down those chopsticks first?"

I discreetly placed the chopsticks back on the table.

The young man smiled a lot more naturally than before, then spoke in a low voice, "You were the first person to notice me when I entered this inn, and you immediately prepared yourself to react to any unforeseen circumstances. You…have really good eyes, don't you?"

I just paid you a little more attention than normal since you were the first peak-level master I met after transmigrating to this body!

Honestly though, I didn't think he'd see through me. Was I that obvious? That, or he's a lot more capable than I initially thought.

"I'll apologize if what I did bothered you."

"Nah, I'm the one who should apologize. I was the one who exuded killing intent first, and all you did was react to that. How about I atone by treating you to a drink?"

"Wow, this is unexpected."

"What do you mean?"

"Based on how you were talking to the fatty, I thought that you were quite arrogant."

The young man beamed, causing the girls sitting at the next table to squeal excitedly.

"I don't like idiots who brag when they don't have the strength to back it up. Assholes like that are the reason why people have a bad impression of us murim warriors."

This guy would get along very well with Master Maeng for sure.

Anyway, although he seemed to be an unexpectedly friendly and nice young man, I still had no desire to get involved with him.

"I'm sorry, but my mind is kind of preoccupied right now, so it would be difficult for us to..."

"I'll pay for all the food and drinks."

"What kind of drinks?"

Shocked by my sudden change of attitude, the young man gave me a dumbfounded look, but little did he know that it was because Dad, that stingy old miser, did not give me enough pocket money.

Damn it, Dad, did you stuff all the money into your own luggage since you thought you were coming with me…?

Yeah, I'm sure it was like that. If I knew this would happen, I would definitely have begged him for more pocket money before I left.

At any rate, since both of us have agreed to share a table, it was time for introductions.

"My name is Ak Yeonho. It's my first time entering the gangho, so I don't have a title yet."

There were many murim sects and clans that specialized in the spear, but among those, the Ak Clan (樂家), the Jo Clan (趙家), and the Yang Clan (楊家) were considered the best three respectively.

In particular, the current head of the Shandong Ak Clan, the "King of Spears" Ak Bi, was one of the current murim's Ten Great Masters.

If I add the fact that the Ak Clan itself is a faction on par with the Five Great Clans… As expected, he's a young master with a powerful background. It might be worth getting to know him after all.

Still, I've never heard of the name Ak Yeonho before.

Since I was applying for a job at the Azure Dragon Academy, I researched the names and abilities of my potential competitors, but I didn't recall seeing the name Ak Yeonho anywhere.

I was a little suspicious, but I introduced myself to Ak Yeonho anyway.

"I'm Baek Suryong. It's also my first time entering the gangho, so I don't have a title either."

"By the way… How old are you?"

"I'm twenty-seven."

For some unknown reason, after hearing my age, Ak Yeonho's face instantly brightened up.

"That makes you two years older than me! In that case, is it okay if I call you Hyung-nim?"

…Dude, we just met. Why are you calling a person you just met "Hyung-nim"? The more I talk to this guy, the more I feel like he's one hell of a troublesome person…

Still, I did not want to make Ak Yeonho misunderstand, so I politely asked, "Then, Dongsaeng[3], what drinks shall we order?"

I should take full advantage of this rich kid.



Footnotes:

[1] Apologies, I must have been sleeping when I tl'd the previous chapter, I added a page from the raw of this chapter into c14 halfway through tl-ing it and didn't realize it. No wonder it was kinda out of place… That mistake has been fixed now.


[2] Short spears: The literal translation is "one-handed spear".


[3] Dongsaeng: Younger sibling. Not sure if you guys prefer that I keep this or translate it to "little brother".



Chapter 16: Rumors of Demonic Arts Practitioners

Ak Yeonho turned out to be a lightweight drinker.

An absurdly lightweight drinker.

"Heeheehee, Hyung-nim... One more cup..."

"Why did I ever agree to this?"

I helped the half-unconscious Ak Yeonho up the stairs to my room, since the bastard hadn't reserved any accommodations for himself. However, what was more upsetting was the fact that I had to pay for the drinks as well.

Well, we only managed to have a few drinks before Ak Yeonho was completely wasted, so it wasn't too expensive, but still…

"Ugh…"

"Ahh, for crying out loud."

I dumped the dead drunk punk on the bed and smiled ironically, recalling the looks on the female patrons' faces as I carried Ak Yeonho to my room.

Well, this guy was indeed handsome, but that wasn't the thing that bothered me the most.

Why the fuck would a martial artist let himself get wasted in front of a person they're meeting for the first time? No, never mind a martial artist, no normal person would show their vulnerabilities so easily.

Is this guy really that innocent and trusting, or is he just that confident in his strength? No, what if…he's testing me?

Should I do something to confirm his intentions?

I thought about it for a while, then subsequently gave up. There was no benefit in making enemies out of a rich kid.

After a while, Ak Yeonho started to regain his senses. It seemed that he was the type who got drunk fast, but also recovered fast. Well, him being a peak-level master probably gave him a better metabolism than most.

"Guhhhh..."

"You awake?"

Ak Yeonho sat up on the bed, holding his head in his hands.

"Yeah, I haven't drunk wine in a really long time, so I went a little overboard. Sigh, this is probably the reason why Dad forbade me from touching alcohol once I entered the gangho..."

I'm not exactly in any position to say this, but you should listen to your father.

"Why did you do that if you knew that you couldn't handle your drink? Also, why didn't you just drive the alcohol out of your body using your qi?"

Normally, it was nigh impossible for peak-level masters to get drunk on wine, because they could simply remove it using their qi.

Ak Yeonho beamed in a way that would make any woman's heart pound and replied, "What's the point of drinking if not for the alcohol? I drink to get drunk."

"Oh, so is that why you drank yourself into oblivion?"

"No, I just didn't think that I would get so wasted. After all, I only drink once every few years."

"Wow, good boy, I'm so proud of you."

Ak-Yeon Ho suddenly grinned slyly, saying, "Well, what can I say? Hyung-nim is just too handsome, and that made the wine taste all the more delicious. As expected, wine is something that should be enjoyed while admiring the best artwork…"

Suddenly, Ak-Yeon Ho noticed me trying to sneak out of the room. He immediately waved his arms frantically and corrected himself, "Wait! I was just kidding! If you leave me behind in my current state, I'll really be thought of as a weirdo! Ahh, you really can't take a joke, can you? Anyway, the reason I never got to drink much wine was because my strict father forbade it. Also, I thought that with my martial arts skills, my alcohol tolerance shouldn't be that bad…"

Seriously, this guy. He looked like a playboy who had hit on a lot of girls, so I thought that he was a lot more mature than this, but it seems that he unexpectedly has an extremely naïve and innocent side to him.

Well, Mr Fattest from earlier was also a person whose easygoing appearance belied his shrewd, recalcitrant personality. When he left, he had acted like it was nothing, but I knew that the fatass would definitely not let things go so easily.

The gangho was a place where compassion meant nothing, and vengeance was never forgotten, after all.

Instead of letting him run off, Ak Yeonho should have just killed him. Only then would the problem have been solved for good.

Perhaps it was because I belonged to the Blood Cult, but I really couldn't understand why these orthodox folks liked showing sympathy to their enemies so often.

Well, many of them did care about their reputation, but then all they'd have to do was hire an assassin to quietly murder their enemies and bury the corpses where no one would ever find them, or at least beat the guy up till he could no longer practice martial arts for the rest of his life. That kind of industry flourished for a reason, you know.

Just then, Ak Yeonho took a bulging wallet and waved it in front of me, asking, "Hyung-nim, want to go for another round? I swear that the drinks will be on me this time."

"Go light on the alcohol, and order more food."

…I guess it's none of my business whether this guy goes around randomly making enemies or not.

We ordered room service and resumed the drinking party in private.

"Kuhaa! Now this is the stuff!"

When people drink, they often begin talking about anything and everything. We were no exception.

"Anyway, my dad is just waaaay too overprotective!"

"Hmm? My dad is like that, too."

Somehow, the conversation eventually started going in a weird direction. Insulting our fathers turned out to be a common topic between the two of us.

"Do you know why I'm so bad at drinking? It's because he force-fed me so many miracle medicines and pills, I gained a body that cannot handle alcohol."

"My dad secretly stalks me even into the backyard toilet. Once, I was so shocked at seeing him that I slipped and fell into the pit while taking a shit."

"Hyung-nim, I know you're drunk, but that's a bit too much information…"

"What?"

"…Anyway, when I was a kid, my dad wouldn't let me make friends. He told me that I had to learn martial arts first."

"My dad wouldn't let the past me learn martial arts, so that me tried to learn some strange martial arts in secret and ended up almost dying multiple times."

"Huh? If you did it, then you did it? Why are you talking like it's someone else's story?"

"Err, yeah, that was me. Right."

"…Hyung-nim, you're weird. Well, I do like martial arts a lot, and I'm pretty damned good at it to boot. I also don't really like going outdoors, so I obediently did as my dad told me and became a peak-level master…"

At some point during this drunken conversation, I had given up eating and drinking and started just listening to Ak Yeonho ramble on. 

BAM!

Suddenly, Ak Yeonho slammed his hands into the table and angrily hollered, "And then! He fucking ordered me to go get married! How am I supposed to get married alone? I need a partner, right? You know what I'm saying?"

"…What are you saying?"

Ak Yeonho ignored my half-hearted answer and continued raving, "He told me to go find a girlfriend, and then outright kicked me out of the house!"

"…So that's the full story behind why this is your first time entering the gangho, even though you're already this old?"

"Yes, well, yes."

That. Is. The. Dumbest. Reason. I've. Ever. Heard.

As I thought, this guy's one hell of an eccentric punk!

Suddenly, a strange thought struck me, so I asked, "Dongsaeng, with your family background, wouldn't they have arranged a marriage for you if you wished it? You're pretty good-looking, and it shouldn't be hard to find you a match."

The moment he heard me mention that he was good-looking, Ak Yeonho immediately blushed. He then shook his head and replied, "Well, there's that, but…my dad's really scary, and…err, I'm…"

Ak Yeonho scratched his head in embarrassment, then giggled, "I'm pretty picky when it comes to girls, tee hee."

"I see, good for you." I grinned and sipped a bit of wine.

As I listened to Ak Yeonho's story, memories of the times I shared with Dad resurfaced in my mind.

"Your situation is the exact opposite of mine. I've been weak and sickly ever since I was a child, so my dad was very adamant about me leaving home."

"I guess you do look like a feeble, delicate scholar…"

"Is that supposed to be an insult?"

"…This is just a wild guess, but you're actually a really strong supreme master, right?"

"Think whatever you want."

Supreme master my ass.

Though, it was only natural that Ak Yeonho would misunderstand as he couldn't feel any qi from me.

The truth was, I still had very little qi. Although I had already reached the first stage of the Heaven Defying Divine Art a while ago and created the foundations for a contaminated qi dantian, just that alone did not allow me to freely use qi.

If I want to be able to use qi without suffering from any side effects, I will have to reach the third stage…

No, that wasn't enough. I had to fully cure my Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians, and the only way to do that was to keep raising my mastery of the Heaven Defying Divine Art. To do that though, I needed a lot of medicines and formations, all of which cost a lot of money.

Money that I didn't have.

As I recalled the astronomical amount of money I needed, I couldn't help but sigh softly.

"Why are you sighing?"

"It's nothing. By the way, Dongsaeng, where are you headed after this?"

"I'm going to the Azure Dragon Academy."

I stiffened up.

No way…

Then again, the town where I was at right now was only a few days away from Nanchang,[1] where the Azure Dragon Academy was located.

With a feeling of dread in my heart, I asked, "What a coincidence! I'm on my way to the Azure Dragon Academy, too. However, Dongsaeng, aren't you a little too old to enroll into the academy?"

"The same goes for you, right, Hyung-nim? Wait…it can't be!"

"Are you also applying for a job there?"

"Are you also going there to look for a wife?"

We shouted at the same time.

…What the fuck are you saying!?

I narrowed my eyes at Ak Yeonho, who coughed awkwardly and meekly confessed, "Ahem. I mean, I'm going there to take the instructor's exam."

Ah, so that was why he got so riled up by Mr Fattest's words.

"Oi, what exactly did you mean when you said that you were going there to look for a wife?"

"Who said that? Me? Since when?"

So you're going to act stupid now? Too bad, it's already too late.

I stared suspiciously at Ak Yeonho, and then the answer suddenly hit me. I immediately drew my sword and pointed it at the punk, saying, "You're not going to lay your hands on the students, are you…? You're crazy!"

"Cough, cough! What are you accusing me of? I didn't mean it that way!"

"Shut up! I'm going to cut off your balls and save all the innocent young girls of the murim!"

"And I'm telling you that's not what I meant!"

Ak Yeonho desperately tried to explain himself, but that wasn't enough for me to lower my suspicion of him.

"So what you're saying is, your dad told you that you weren't allowed to return home before finding a fiancée? And that you're going to the academy to find a nice woman?"

"Yes!"

"Of all places, why did you choose the Azure Dragon Academy?"

"For the longest time, my ideal type of woman has always been the elegant, intelligent kind," Ak-Yeon Ho replied, grinning from ear to ear, as if he was embarrassed.

He didn't seem to be lying, so I decided to let him off the hook for now.

"What about you, Hyung-nim? Why are you applying to the academy as an instructor?"

Without a twinge of guilt, I confidently answered, "I'm going there to make money. My goal is to become a Star Instructor and earn tons of money."

"That's so pragmatic."

"You better control that thing in your pants. If you dare touch the kids, I'm going to cut them off."

"For the last time, I'm telling you that is not what I meant!"

Amid the clink of wine cups, night soon fell.

Ak Yeonho and I decided to travel together until we reached Nanchang, where the Azure Dragon Academy was. It was like traveling with a competitor, but…

There's going to be more than one applicant anyway, and compared to the benefits of freeloading food and inn fees off the rich kid, something like that is trivial. Besides, having a companion to talk to on the road makes the trip a lot less boring.

"Hahaha, as long as I hang out with Baek-hyung, I'm sure the women will be lining up for us!"

…On second thought, is this really okay?
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A few days later, we arrived at Nanchang.

"Uncle!"[2]

"Long time no see, Suryong," A man greeted me with a big smile on his face. It was Go Juyeol, the "Flying Eagle".

As Nanchang was the largest city in Jiangxi Province, both the Jiangxi Branch of the Murim Alliance and the Azure Dragon Academy were located here.

Also, the reason why I went to look for Go Juyeol was because there was something I needed from him.

"I heard from Muheun that you were coming here, so I wrote your recommendation letter in advance."

"Thank you," I replied, taking the recommendation letter from him.

Compared to a few months ago, Go Juyeol looked a lot more worn out. Even then, he'd taken some time out of his busy schedule to meet me and help me.

Go Juyeol looked at me with satisfaction and asked, "You look a lot healthier now than you did before. Also, is the young man next to you your friend?"

"Yes, he's a friend that I made on the way here."

"My name is Ak Yeonho, and it's my first time in the gangho."

"Are you from the Shandong Ak Clan?"

Just like that, the three of us talked for a while, but because of Go Juyeol's work, we couldn't hang out for long.

Go Juyeol patted me on the shoulder, saying, "A letter of recommendation is just a letter of recommendation. Pretty much every applicant has one. I'm sorry, but among all the referees, I'm probably one of the least influential ones."

"No, don't be, I'm already grateful that you're even willing to write me one. I'll take care of the rest myself."

Being good at martial arts was not the only criteria for an instructor. One also needed to come from a good family, have a clean background, an illustrious career record, and excel at the interview.

Furthermore, Go Juyeol hinted to me that this year's competition was going to be fierce.

"I believe in you. Well, I'd like to talk more, but I've really got to go. I've been so busy lately that I haven't got any energy."

"Are you normally this busy?"

"I'm always busy. This is the murim after all, where stuff happens every single day. Sigh… I haven't got enough manpower, and I get paid peanuts…"

Suddenly, as if realizing that this wasn't information that he should be telling us, Go Juyeol coughed and said, "Anyway, I at least want to treat you to a meal before you go…"

"Please don't worry about that."

"Then, next time, I'll throw a party to celebrate you passing the instructor's exam. Oh, and I hope you pass too."

"Yes! Thank you!"

Go Juyeol rose from his seat, and we bowed our heads in respect. He took a few steps forward and was just about to leave, when suddenly, he spun around and walked back toward us.

"You know, there is one way you can earn some big bonus points for the interview… Therefore, Suryong, want to help me with something?"

"What? Are you asking me to help you with your work?"

"About that..." Go Juyeol hesitated for a moment, then carefully continued, "Recently, there was one case in which a civilian was killed by a group of martial artists."

"……!!"

Unlike Ak Yeonho next to me, I wasn't particularly surprised by this news. Such things were common, especially back when I was part of the unorthodox sects.

However, as if that wasn't all, Go Juyeol looked around to check that no one would overhear us and whispered, "We suspect that the people who did it…used demonic arts."

"…What?"

Now this was surprising, even to me.



Translator's Note: Epubs for the 2nd arc of Northern Blade are out, if you missed my previous post!



Footnotes:

[1] Nanchang: The capital city of Jiangxi Province, China. It is located next to Poyang Lake and is one of the many cities along the Yangtze River. The most notable landmark there would probably be the Pavilion of Prince Teng, one of the Three Great Towers of Southern China along with the Yueyang Tower (Hunan) and the Yellow Crane Tower (Wuhan).


[2] Uncle: 백부 baekbu, meaning "older uncle on the dad's side" (in this case, Suryong's dad and Go Juyeol are sworn brothers). English just hasn't got enough vocabulary for all the different types of relatives.



Chapter 17: The Suspects

On our way back from the Jiangxi Murim Alliance branch, Ak Yeonho mumbled in a dumbfounded voice, "I can't believe someone is using demonic arts…"

It seemed that his shock at hearing Go Juyeol's case description hadn't gone away.

"Hyung-nim, if this story is true, isn't this a big deal?"

"We don't know if it's true yet, and even if it is, I don't see why we should make a big fuss out of it."

Suddenly, as if he was worried that he was being too loud, Ak Yeonho leaned close to me and whispered in my ear, "How can you act like it's nothing! A group of psychopathic murderers has appeared right next to a Murim Alliance branch…and they're demonic practitioners, at that."

"It's hot. Get away from me."

I pushed Ak Yeonho, who was giving off a strangely sweet scent that I hoped was perfume, away from me and asked, "What's the big deal about demonic arts?"

Demonic Arts referred to any martial art that could be mastered quickly at the cost of damaging the body and/or mind, and not just the ones that made one emit a creepy black aura, because many orthodox martial arts also resulted in one having a black aura.

Well, there are exceptions…like the Heaven Defying Divine Art that I'm learning right now.

Only when the side effect of driving a person crazy or destroying their bodies was removed could a demonic martial art be termed a "divine art (神功)".

In the end, the results determined the classification of a martial art.

At least, back when I was in the Blood Cult, there were many people so desperate for power that they ended up crippled or insane. For example, some people sucked on the blood of virgins, while others fed on the poisonous flesh of rotting corpses…But if there's one thing that I'm sure of, it's that the culprit this time is nothing like those lunatics.

Ak Yeonho followed closely behind me and anxiously asked, "Hyung-nim, aren't you worried? What if we end up having to fight those demonic experts…?"

I shot Ak Yeonho an utterly bewildered look. Even for a guy who was entering the gangho for the first time, he was far too clueless about his own strength relative to the rest of the murim.

"The only people stronger than you are the few supreme masters in the murim. Why are you so scared of fighting a few demonic experts?"

"Because demonic practitioners are evil?"

As a former member of a demonic sect, I suddenly felt the need to correct this naive punk.

"I think you've read too much martial arts fiction. Real demonic experts would never lower themselves to such an extent, they'll just order their subordinates to do the killing for them."

"Oh, is that so…"

"Also, if the situation truly was that serious, the Murim Alliance wouldn't even think of leaving it up to us. That means that either the martial art being used is not demonic arts, or that the demonic practitioners are weak as hell."

I recalled my earlier conversation with Go Juyeol.


"Demonic arts… Can you tell me why you think that these people used demonic arts?"

"What I'm about to tell you should never be made public, alright? Also, I'm not allowed to tell you all the details." Go Juyeol smiled slightly and continued, "Sigh, if not for the fact that we just haven't got enough manpower these days…and a lot of trouble-making warriors have arrived in town for the start of a new school year at the Azure Dragon Academy… Anyway, you previously managed to identify demonic arts at a glance, right?"

Ah, he's talking about the Jin Academy incident, where two unorthodox sect members impersonated the Namgung Clan and tried to spread their demonic arts before I discovered them and revealed the truth.

I suppose I'm indeed an expert at spotting demonic arts.

"Well, right now, we're not sure if the killers used demonic arts yet. Their methods were too brutal, and the corpses are badly damaged, so it's just a suspicion…"

"Then, is it enough if I just confirm whether the killers used demonic arts?"

Go Juyeol opened his eyes wide in surprise, then grinned and laughed, "If you can catch the culprits, then that's even better. The Murim Alliance will even hand you a medal of recognition at the point!"

To a nobody like me, with no background or experience to speak of, the Murim Alliance's medal of recognition was a very enticing prize.

"What do you think? Do you want to look into it? If you do, I'll inform the constabulary about it."

"Alright, I'll give it a go."

"That's a good decision. Even if you fail to find the culprit, you'll get a line added to your resume just for helping us in the investigation."

"Only one line in my resume…"



And so, we were now making our way to the local precinct to inspect the victim's dead body.

"You don't have to follow me, you know?" I asked Ak Yeonho.

"Eh? Me?"

Unlike me, Ak Yeonho was a member of the Shandong Ak Clan and a peak-level master in his own right. With his family background and martial skill, as long as he didn't beat the examiner to a pulp during his interview, there was practically no chance of him failing.

Ak Yeonho giggled, "There's still quite a bit of time before the job interview, and following Hyung-nim around seems like it'll be fun."

"Fun? Is this really a statement coming from the guy who just got scared shitless at the mere mention of 'demonic experts'?"

"As expected, I'm never bored with you around, Hyung-nim."

"Perhaps it's because you're a child of a great clan, you've been educated very well. So well, in fact, that you pretend you didn't say or hear anything when you yourself slipped up."

"WOW! Does that building actually have FIVE whole floors?"

As we conversed, we arrived at the precinct. Thanks to Go Juyeol sending out a messenger pigeon informing them of our arrival, it wasn't long before we were greeted by an expressionless young constable.

"Ah, so you're the people the Murim Alliance informed us about. I am Constable Cheong-Cheon[1], the inspector in charge of this case."

"My name is Baek Suryong. I'm new to the murim, so I don't have a title yet."

"I'm Ak Yeonho! Please take good care of me!"

Constable Cheong-Cheon stared suspiciously at us for a while, but quickly returned to being expressionless.

"I heard that you'd like to first take a look at the body?"
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The Murim Alliance and the government were generally on friendly terms. As long as the Murim Alliance sent them backup when civilians were hurt or injured by martial arts, the government agreed not to meddle in the affairs of murim (i.e. the fighting and killing).

This was also the case for what was happening right now.

"The corpse is not in very good condition," Constable Cheong-Cheon said as he removed the giant straw mat covering the corpse, revealing the dismembered body of an old man that had been chopped apart like a pig at the butcher's.

"Bleargh…" Ak Yeonho furrowed his brows and retreated backward. Although he was a martial artist, and it wasn't his first time seeing a corpse, this was too gruesome even for him.

Naturally, I, on the other hand, was completely unaffected. I approached the body without hesitation and asked, "May I take a closer look at the body?"

"…Please do so," Constable Cheong-Cheon replied, looking at me with surprise.

With the constable's permission, I put on a pair of gloves and began to inspect the old man's wounds.

With this kind of damage, I'm not surprised the investigation suspected that the old man was killed using demonic arts.

It was hard to even recognize that these chunks of flesh once belonged to a living human being. I didn't know who the perpetrator was, but they definitely hated this old man with a passion.

However, this…

As I examined the body, I frowned, lost in thought.

Hmm? No way.

The appearance of the wounds gave me a sense of deja vu, like they were caused by a technique I was familiar with.

The technique that did this might be…

There were just too many similarities, to the point where I couldn't help but feel uneasy.

Unfortunately, I can't confirm it until we catch the perpetrator.

I organized my thoughts, then took off my gloves and turned toward Constable Cheong-Cheon, saying, "I'm done examining the corpse."

"Did you discover anything unusual?"

I shook my head. Although I did notice something, I wouldn't be able to explain how I knew what I knew, so I kept my mouth shut.

"I'm sorry, but there isn't enough evidence for me to say anything conclusive."

"Is that so?"

"I heard that Master Go Juyeol also took a look at the corpse a few days ago. What did he say about it?"

"Something similar to you."

The old man's body was put back in the morgue.

Ak Yeonho, who had stood far in the back with his face pale as a sheet during the entire autopsy, approached me and poked me in the side.

"Hyung-nim, why do you seem so used to touching corpses even though you look like a scholar? You sent shivers running down my spine, you know?"

"Should I fondle you with these hands that have just touched a corpse?" I said mischievously.

"HIIIEEEEEK!" Ak Yeonho ran away, frightened.

Meanwhile, Constable Cheong-Cheon stared at us expressionlessly.

I cleared my throat awkwardly and asked him, "Ahem, could you tell me more about the case?"

"Alright."

This was the case as summarized by Constable Cheong-Cheon:


	A few days ago, a big-name moneylender in Nanchang, Old Man Heo, was found murdered in his house.

	The estimated time of the crime was between the Hae Hour (9 pm, 亥時) and the In Hour (5 am, 寅時).

	When Old Man Heo failed to show up at mealtime, the servant who went to call him discovered his dismembered body and immediately reported the crime to the government bureau.



"Is there a suspect?"

"There are three suspects, namely, Old Man Heo's son, a middle-aged woman named Madam Son who manages all of Old Man Heo's brothels, and Old Man Heo's personal bodyguard."

According to Constable Cheong-Cheon, all of these three people could freely enter Old Man Heo's residence, and all had convincing motives for murder.

"Old Man Heo hasn't gotten along with his son for years, and disowned him not long ago. Madam Son has an illicit affair with Old Man Heo, but they recently had a big argument over the running of the brothels. Finally, the bodyguard used to be a wanderer, and doesn't have a clean past."

As the deceased Old Man Heo was a loan shark, there was likely a mountain of people with grudges against him, but judging by the circumstances of his death, these three people were the most likely suspects.

I asked Constable Cheong-Cheon, "Can I meet those three? I'll need to observe them with my own eyes to know what kind of martial art they learned."

"Certainly, I'll take you to them."

We followed the stoic Constable Cheong-Cheon to meet the first suspect.
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"This is a false accusation!" cried Madam Son, a beautiful middle-aged woman. She looked like she was in her early forties, but according to Constable Cheong-Cheon, she was actually well over fifty.

"While it's true that I did argue with him that night, that kind of thing was a common occurrence."

We were currently listening to Madam Son's testimony in the Scarlet Palace, one of the brothels owned by Old Man Heo. The table in front of us was laden with so many dishes and jugs of wine, it looked like it would collapse at any moment. However, none of us touched the food.

Next to me, Constable Cheong-Cheon's face was still as expressionless as ever, but Ak Yeonho's eyes were darting around here and there, all over the place.

Is this your first time in a brothel!?

Even though this guy was technically the son of a noble clan, the more I got to know him, the more he seemed like a country bumpkin…

Anyway, Madam Son repeatedly insisted on her innocence.

"I don't know any martial arts, and I'm too scared to even catch a chicken. As for murder…" 

If I let things keep going like this, all I would hear were pathetic excuses, so I interrupted her, asking, "I heard that you were having an affair with Old Man Heo?"

"……"

I didn't know whether it was out of anger or shame, but Madam Son's face quickly flushed red. However, that only lasted for a moment before she snorted and glared at me, "Yes, I was, and everyone knows about my relationship with him, so I have nothing to be ashamed of. By the way, do you find it fun teasing an old woman?"

"If that's how you want to take it, then I apologize. All I want to do is to get the facts right."

Well, the truth was, I wanted to anger her on purpose to see if she her aura would change, thereby revealing what kind of martial art she practiced.

"Excuse me, but could you tell me the reasons why you and Old Man Heo argued so often?"

"Do I have to answer that…" Madam Son grumbled, but when she saw the expressionless look on Constable Cheong-Cheon's face, she relented and answered, "…He wanted me to leave running the business to another woman and become his mistress. I refused. Although he owns this Scarlet Palace, I'm the one who built it into what it is today."

Understandably, Madam Son was very attached to the Scarlet Palace. After all, it was one of the top ten businesses in Nanchang, and earned a considerable profit.

"I loved him, you know. To the world, he was an evil loan shark, but he had an unexpectedly kind side to him…"

At some point, we ended up just listening to Madam Son voice her grief. 

"……"

I gestured toward Constable Cheong-Cheon, but he just sat there expressionlessly like a block of wood, as if he planned on leaving everything up to me.

"Yes yes, thank you for telling us your life story."

At any rate, I was sick and tired of hearing the old woman's sob story, and I was done observing her as well.

She did not know any martial arts, and it was impossible for her to be the murderer.

However, that did not mean that she was innocent, as she could have hired an assassin.

"We have to go meet the next person now…"

The three of us stood up from our seats, and Madam Son escorted us out of the room.

CRASH!

Suddenly, with the sound of something crashing and breaking, a drunken man hollered, "Get the fuck out of my face, bastards! Do you know who I am? Oi, Grandma, get your ass over here right this instant!"

Madam Son's face darkened.

Constable Cheong-Cheon, who had been quiet all this time, finally opened his mouth and said, "Looks like we won't have to go looking for our second suspect."



Footnotes:

[1] Cheong-Cheon: This character is named after a famous Chinese civil servant, Bao Qingtian, a legendary historical figure who fought injustice and corruption, and protected the peasants from being taken advantage of, even to the point of sentencing his own uncle and punishing powerful people related to the Imperial family.



Chapter 18: Did You Find the Will?

"Are you deaf?! Get over here right this instant, Grandma!"

We went downstairs to find a drunkard throwing things everywhere and making a mess. Next to him, a group of men who should have worn a label saying "neighborhood fallen noble" on their foreheads laughed frivolously as they teased the women.

"H-Heo Il, please don't be like this, you're troubling our guests."

The drunkard was Heo Il, the son of the recently deceased Old Man Heo. In front of him, the manager of the Scarlet Palace, a short middle-aged man, waved his arms frantically, trying to stop Heo Il. 

However, Heo Il only smirked and stared at the manager, asking, "How long have you been working here, Manager Jang?"

"More than twenty years. This was my first job, and I haven't left this place ever since. But you already know that, don't you?"

Heo Il couldn't be more than forty. If he'd known the Scarlet Palace manager for twenty years, then that could only mean that he'd been in and out of the brothel since what, six years of age? So that was the kind of guy he was.

"Of course. That's why, you should also already know where that damn old man's inheritance is going, right? Who do you think this brothel will soon belong to? Huh?"

"......"

Heo Il poked at Manager Jang's forehead with a finger and despicably laughed, "Fool, if you wish to continue working here in the future, then you'd better stay in line. Understood?"

"ENOUGH!" shouted Madam Son scornfully as she followed us downstairs.

When he saw her, Heo Il ambled over to us, bringing with him the reek of alcohol.

"Wow, look what we have here. Grandma, why did you pretend you were absent?"

"…If drinking is what you're here for, then just quietly drink. Why are you making a ruckus?"

"Huhu, I was just livening up the atmosphere. You got a problem with that?"

"Livening up the atmosphere? How dare you…the Scarlet Palace belongs to me!"

"That was when the old man was alive. Do you still not understand the situation?"

"…Where are my bouncers…HEY! Throw this bastard out right away!" Madam Son screamed, looking around for the brothel bouncers. However, all of them were either busy doing something else, or didn't want to get into a conflict with the owner's son and his fallen noble friends.

"Who's going to throw out who? Are you seriously saying that? You, a mere employee, wants to throw out your employer?"

Although the issue of the inheritance had not yet been resolved, Heo Il was Old Man Heo's only son after all. There was a high probability that the government would eventually hand the inheritance over to him, and Heo Il knew it. That was the main reason why he was being so smug and pretentious right now, even grabbing a random woman by the waist and pulling her into his embrace.

"Heeheehee, come here, my little pretty."

"Please stop this, I'm not a prostitute."[1]

"Are you going to continue refusing me even if I fire you right away?"

"Tsk…" I clicked my tongue at Heo Il's dirty behavior. If this asshole takes over the brothel, this business is doomed.

The deceased Old Man Heo might have been a notorious loan shark, but the son was even more trashy than the father. It was no wonder he was disowned. Even with us watching, Heo Il and his cronies quickly became more and more barbaric, pinching food from the other customers and openly sexually harassing the women, even threatening them with weapons if they tried to put up a struggle.

"Mr Constable, are you going to keep standing idly by and do nothing?" Ak Yeonho said coldly, even as his eyes burned with flames of rage.

"…I don't think the government should butt in when it comes to family matters."

"For that kind of reason…!"

"But…" Constable Cheong-Cheon glanced at the swords hanging on Heo Il and the nobles' waists for a moment, then continued, "It is fine if murim warriors are the ones who stand up for injustice."

"What?"

Unlike the confused Ak Yeonho, I immediately understood the meaning behind the constable's words.

"The government never interferes in murim affairs. That means, they will turn a blind eye to murim people who start a fight. Now, see the swords on these bastards' waists? We could technically consider them as murim people."

"I guess so…"

Constable Cheong-Cheon nodded expressionlessly, his face seeming like it wouldn't change a bit even if he were stabbed. 

That was basically him hinting that he was giving us permission, so I grinned and told Ak Yeonho, "Hear that, Yeonho? As members of the orthodox sects, can we honorably stand by and do nothing as powerless civilians and innocent women are bullied by these thugs?"

"Of course not."

Finally, Ak Yeonho nodded in understanding. He then charged into the mess, yelling, "DIE, BASTARDS!"

WHAM!

Ak Yeonho's sent a flying kick at the tip of a man's chin, followed by a one-sided beat down. He seemed to be enjoying himself with every strike.

"Hey, what's with this guy?"

"What the fuck…!"

"S-Save me…"

As I watched the rapidly progressing fight from the sidelines, Constable Cheong-Cheon asked, "Aren't you going to join the fray?"

"My body is a little sickly, and fighting is not my field of expertise."

"…Wait, weren't you from the Murim Alliance?"

"Just because I'm a murim person, does that mean that all I can do is fight? No no no, my assets are my intelligence and experience with many different martial arts."

"Ah, yes…"

Not even five minutes later, Heo Il and his cronies were respectfully kneeling down before us.

"Oi." I squatted down in front of Heo Il and poked his forehead.

"J-Just who are you people…" Heo Il, whose head had turned into a swollen over-steamed bao, stammered. Seeing the sheer terror written all over his face, I guess the beating helped sober him up a little.

"Were you the one who murdered Old Man Heo?"

"W-What are you talking about? What kind of crap is that!?"

I stared straight into the panicking Heo Il's eyes and coldly laughed, "Just from observing what you did today, you're the one who benefits the most from Old Man Heo's death."

"No way! Why would I murder an old man who's going to die in a few years anyway?"

"Because you hate him for disowning you, and because you were running out of pocket money. As expected…you're the culprit, aren't you?"

"No, I didn't kill him!"

"It would be good for you to confess before suffering is unleashed upon your body."

"I-It wasn't me! Really!"

I deliberately created an atmosphere of fear and pressed him hard. During my long career as an instructor, I've seen countless people telling all kinds of lies. I thus learned to take note of their eye movements, hand movements, speech and vocal changes. Some people could even consciously control their bodily movements when they were lying. However, Heo Il was a total amateur at lying, and I could see through him easily.

He's definitely hiding something, but…

The changes to his behavior were too subtle, and more characteristic of a person who was being framed. If he were the murderer, his reaction would have been far more pronounced and exaggerated than this. 

"Besides, I'm not the only person who benefits from the old man's death!"

"I heard that you're his only child, though. Are you trying to say that you have other siblings?"

Heo Il snorted in derision for his deceased father, then replied, "Not officially, but do you seriously think that it's possible for a scoundrel who slept with prostitutes all the time to only have one child?"

"You! How could you, to your own father…" 

Madam Son trembled with fury, and even the forever expressionless face of Constable Cheong-Cheon seemed to harden a little. As for Ak Yeonho…if I hadn't sent him a warning look, the man would have already given Heo Il a second beating.

"How could I say that!? Grandma, you've also seen them lots of times, haven't you? Father's illegitimate children come here asking for money all the time!"

"JUST SHUT UP! Please!"

"YOU shut up, Grandma!"

I interjected between the quarrelling bitch and son of a bitch, saying, "Shut up, both of you."

""......"" They snapped their mouths shut.

I looked alternatingly at the two frenzied people and sighed, "I suppose this is enough for today. Both of you, stay at home and don't go anywhere."

"Who the hell are you, anyway…"

BONK!

I smacked the back of Heo Il's head and he fell down sideways, unconscious. Nice, I'd actually been wanting to hit him for a while!

"You don't need to know, punk."

I turned around and found Constable Cheong-Cheon looking at me incredulously, while Ak Yeonho stared down at the fallen Heo Il like he was a disgusting bug.

"I think I've heard everything I wanted to hear from the people here, so we should be leaving now. Madam Son, please remain here until we return."

"......"

We left the pale-faced Madam Son behind and walked out of the Scarlet Palace. 

Between clenched teeth, Ak Yeonho growled, "How could a child say that about his father?"

"It's all about the money."

Most of the problems humans face in life were, after all, related to money. Some parents would sell their children for money, and some children would kill their parents for money. Even couples who had sworn to love each other forever could become sworn enemies and tear each other apart over money.

"The only way for one to escape from the prison of money, is to have a lot of money."

"What makes you think that? You could choose to marry a girl who doesn't care about money."

"You're such a child. No woman like that exists!"

"They exist! I'm sure of it!"

"Yeah, good luck looking for one, then."

Anyway, my first step to earning loads of money was to pass the entrance exam for the Azure Dragon Academy. To do that, I needed to catch the culprit of this murder case and score myself some bonus interview points.

"Hoo…" I sighed, strolling down the dark streets of the city. Before I knew it, dusk had fallen.

"Let's go see the last suspect."
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"I didn't kill him."

The deceased Old Man Heo's bodyguard was a tall and fierce-looking middle-aged man with a very distinctive eye-patch worn over his left eye.

I'm pretty sure this guy has killed lots of people over the course of his life. The countless scars he has is proof of that.

I knew that one really shouldn't judge people by their appearances, but this guy's looks just screamed suspicious.

He's also the strongest fighter among our three suspects, being the one and only first-class martial artist.

Suddenly, as if noticing my suspicious gaze, the one-eyed warrior nervously said, "Please don't judge me by my face."

"Mr Bok Manchun, you seem to have had quite the illustrious career as a freelancer in the past."

Freelancers were basically wandering, solo mercenaries. To put it nicely, they were romanticists living by the sword. To put it not so nicely, they were armed hoodlums. Among these freelancers, a martial artist like Bok Manchun would be considered quite the expert.

"…I'll admit that I used to be a freelancer."

Due to the nature of their work, freelancers were often involved in crimes and did all kinds of dirty shit. As a result, whenever a crime occurred, freelancers were always first on the suspects list.

"However, that ended when I got married a few years ago and settled down here. I've since turned over a new leaf and am now living my life to the fullest."

"You've 'turned over a new leaf'? By working for a loan-shark?" 

I tried deliberately provoking Bok Manchun with sarcasm, but all the man did was nod anticlimactically, a wistful look on his face.

"I know it's not the most reputable job, but as you can see, with a face like this and at my advanced age, it's not easy to find a job. Even though I worked hard, I always ended up scaring my fellow workers and then getting fired by my former employers."

"……"

"It was then that Old Man Heo offered me a job as his bodyguard. He was my benefactor. Why would I murder someone I owed so much to?"

Well, you never know…I also have no guarantee that everything you've told me is true.

Still, if my eyes weren't fooling me, Bok Manchun was definitely the most honest of the three suspects.

"I swear, I would never do anything that would put my wife and children in jeopardy."

"Where were you at the time of the incident?"

"I went straight home after work, and stayed at home. In my contract with Old Man Heo, I only had to accompany him whenever he went out…"

"Is there anyone besides your family members who can confirm your alibi?"

I asked Bok Manchun a few more questions, and the man answered me with absolute sincerity.

Suddenly, one of the things he said caught my interest.

"By the way…finding the culprit is one thing, but did you find the old man's will? It seems he wrote down the name of the one who would inherit his fortune in there."



Footnotes:

[1] Some of the higher-class women in ancient Chinese brothels only sold their craft (singing, dancing, playing of musical instruments, chess, calligraphy, painting, counseling), and not their bodies. These women were much more highly valued as potential wives/concubines (they'd still be bought from the brothels by customers) due to their education, skills, and virginity. The most popular ones were basically medieval pop idols, complete with fan clubs.



Chapter 19: Why Did You Kill Them?

On our way out after meeting the last suspect, Bok Manchun, I asked Constable Cheong Cheon, "Is the will real?"

"Probably. Quite a few of our sources have suggested that Old Man Heo wrote a will shortly before he died."

"Then why didn't you tell me about it before?"

Still wearing his typical expressionless face, Constable Cheong Cheon answered, "Because we haven't been able to confirm the truth of its existence. Old Man Heo never told anyone where he hid it, nor what the contents were. To prevent unwanted rumors from spreading and instill widespread chaos, we decided to keep quiet about it for now… But I have to admit, I never imagined that Bok Manchun would be the first one to bring it up, especially while he was being questioned."

Simply put, Constable Cheong Cheon didn't trust me and Ak Yeonho. Well, that's only natural… Still, as long as Constable Cheong Cheon doesn't cooperate with us fully, catching the culprit will be extremely challenging.

I stopped walking, put on my most sincere-looking face, then said, "Mr. Constable, the outcome of this case is just as important to the Murim Alliance as it is to you. A civilian was murdered by someone suspected to be a demonic arts practitioner. If we don't catch the culprit soon, there might be even more bloodshed."

"I know."

"While I understand how difficult it must be for you to trust random strangers like us, I wish to reiterate that the Murim Alliance is an organization created to serve justice and protect civilians. We never act for personal gain."

"…That seems to be the case, yes." Constable Cheong Cheon nodded hesitantly.

I lowered my head and placed my hands in a fist salute, pleading, "Then, would you please help us? As a member of the Murim Alliance, I hope that we will be able to combine our individual strengths toward catching this criminal."

In order to convince the constable, I repeatedly emphasized the Murim Alliance's involvement and honor.

"Erm, Hyung-nim? Since when did we join the Murim Alliance?" Ak Yeonho said telepathically.

However, I ignored him. Do you know how hard it is to add a line to your resume, you idiot? You need to learn to use every tool at your disposal.

Constable Cheong Cheon closed his eyes and sighed in resignation, "Fine, I understand. I'll share the information I have with you two."

"Thank you very much."

"…We actually found several contradictions between the rumors going around about Old Man Heo and the facts in his account books. To most, Old Man Heo was a notorious loan shark, but there was a different side to him. The interest rates he offered were often much lower than other known moneylenders, and he often tailored them to match the borrower's financial situation."

"So he was something like a kind-hearted loan shark?"

"You can think of it that way. Moreover, we discovered that he donated a lot of money to a nearby orphanage."

"Why the orphanage, of all places?"

"Because he was also an orphan. Quite a number of orphans have already benefited greatly from his donations, as he paid for them to go to school."

Shocked, Ak Yeonho frowned and muttered to himself, "And here I was thinking that all loan sharks were heartless villains… I wonder if his atypical behavior was one of the reasons why he was murdered? No, that's not likely…"

"Not only that, when the orphans grew up, Old Man Heo hired many of them as management staff for his brothels and gambling dens. It was never a one-sided relationship; it was a good investment for him as well."

So by establishing himself as their benefactor, he earned these kids' lifelong loyalty and gratitude. In the past, the unorthodox sects often used this method, too. I nodded at Constable Cheong Cheon, egging him to continue. 

"Uhm, occasionally, there were exceptions…like myself."

""What?"" Ak Yeonho and I opened our eyes wide in astonishment.

Ak Yeonho asked, "You were one of those orphans, Mr. Constable?"

"Yes. I never knew my father, and my mother raised me single-handedly. Unfortunately, she passed away before I could grow up. If not for Old Man Heo's support, I would never have had the opportunity to become a government official."

"I'm sorry, I didn't mean to bring up the past…" Ak Yeonho apologized, his face ridden with guilt.

"Don't mind it. I didn't tell you about this because I don't want to involve my personal feelings in this case."

"……" I said nothing, but just then, a strange thought hit me. Even when he was talking about his past, Constable Cheong Cheon's expression never changed. Are his facial muscles simply that stiff?

We resumed walking until we reached a crossroads, then it was time for us to part. We'd originally wanted to visit the murder scene as well, but as Old Man Heo's corpse was found in his mansion, once the doors were shut for the night, not even we could enter easily.

"It's getting late. Shall we go to the murder scene tomorrow instead?"

"See you tomorrow, then."

"We'll meet you at the constabulary early tomorrow morning."

Constable Cheong Cheon returned to the constabulary, and we headed to the inn where we were staying. As the constable walked off, I stared closely at him as he disappeared into the distance.

"Wow..." Ak Yeonho let out a sigh of admiration.

"Wow what?" I asked.

He pointed toward Constable Cheong Cheon and said, "Don't you think he's cool? He gives off the aura of a very dependable man, despite his tragic past… Although his looks are quite average, I think a man like that is a different kind of handsome, wouldn't you agree?"

"Tsk, do I look like I care about that kind of bullshit?" I knew it, I was wrong to expect anything substantial out of this guy.

However, Ak Yeonho then proceeded to tease me, saying, "Oh my, then why did you stare so hard at the constable as he left? In truth, you think he's cool too, right?"

A shiver ran down my spine at his suggestive words, but I shrugged it off and replied, "No way. It's just, observing people closely and analyzing them is an old habit of mine."

I couldn't help it. It was this very habit that had kept me alive in the Blood Cult for decades.

[image: sep]

After returning to the inn, we bathed and then gathered in my room for a discussion.

"Who do you think the culprit is, Hyung-nim?" Ak Yeonho asked.

After washing up, I now realize that this pretty boy's face is actually as white as tofu… Ahem, I should ask for his opinion first.

"What about you? Who do you think it is?"

"I kept thinking about it while soaking in the tub, but in the end, I concluded that Heo Il, the son, is the most suspicious…"

Ak Yeonho then proceeded to elaborate on why he thought Heo Il was suspicious. To sum it up briefly, his line of reasoning was: 1) I don't like him, 2) he's human trash, 3) my instincts tell me that he is the culprit, 4) my instincts have never been wrong.

I sighed, saying, "He is suspicious, but so are the other two."


	
Suspect #1: The mistress who often argued with the victim over the running of the brothel.



	
Suspect #2: The troublemaker son who seemed to be eagerly awaiting his father's demise.



	
Suspect #3: The martial master bodyguard who used to be a freelancer.





All three of them are equally suspicious. Additionally, has the will…really not been found yet? Could one of them be hiding it? If we had the will, we might be able to narrow down our list of suspects, as I doubt the person Old Man Heo chose to give his inheritance to would murder him.

Regardless, the thing I'm most concerned about…is the demonic art which was used to kill him. I have to confirm if it truly is one of the Blood Cult's demonic arts…

"Haa..."

"Hyung-nim, do you also agree that Heo Il is the mostly likely suspect?"

"Just go to sleep and leave the thinking to me." I stood up, walked to the window, and opened it. Not far away, a dim red glow lit up the night sky. Wait…is something on fire?

"It looks like there's a fire in town."

"And it's a big one, at that."

It was said that fights and fires made for the most interesting entertainment, but I didn't care for such things. I moved to close the window, when a sudden thought struck me.

That direction…wasn't it where we went earlier today?

"Wait, don't tell me...!" I spun around and dashed out of the room.

Behind me, Ak Yeonho screamed, "Huh? Where are you going, Hyung-nim? I'll go with you!"

Together, we sprinted down the streets toward the fire. However, we soon ran into Constable Cheong Cheon, who was running in the opposite direction.

"Old Man Heo's mansion is on fire," he said with his usual expressionless face, although his voice was pitched somewhat higher than normal.

"Did you come straight from the scene?" I asked.

"No, I heard about the fire from someone else and am heading to the constabulary to inform everyone."

Huh? Something doesn't seem to make sense here? The direction he came running from was obviously…

I opened my mouth to express my doubts, but Constable Cheong Cheon quickly continued, "Tell you what, if you can help us out, I'll take you there first. Follow me."

We thus followed the constable to Old Man Heo's mansion, but by the time we got there, the fire had already gone past the point of no return.

ROARRRR! CRACKLE!

Scarlet flames licked the walls of a mansion so large, it might as well have been called a palace. The firemen were already hard at work passing buckets of water along a human chain.

"Go get more water!"

"Hurry up!"

"There's someone trapped inside!"

We waited for the flames to be brought under control, but by the time it finally happened, the sun had already risen. There was barely anything left of the mansion, and all we dug out of the rubble was a burnt corpse.

Constable Cheong Cheon said in his usual monotone, "…It seems that Heo Il is dead."

There goes one of our lead suspects.
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Later that day, we gathered at the morgue to conduct an autopsy on the burnt corpse and discuss what had happened.

"According to our investigation, we think that Heo Il committed suicide by setting fire to his own mansion."

"How do you know it's suicide?"

Instead of answering me, Constable Cheong Cheon handed me a letter, saying, "This letter was delivered to me this morning."

"……." I opened the letter, and Ak Yeonho leaned close to me so that he could read it as well. It was a confession. 

The rough contents of the confession were as follows: 

1) During a drunken argument, Heo Il accidentally murdered his father.

2) When the authorities labeled him a suspect, he panicked and decided to commit suicide.

"He didn't seem like a person who would feel remorse for his crimes to me..." Ak Yeonho said.

Constable Cheong Cheon apathetically added, "He could have been drunk while writing this. There's also a chance that he plotted to fake his death while actually escaping from the burning mansion, but failed in the end."

Dejected, Ak Yeonho mumbled, "Regardless, the case has been resolved, and we've found the murderer. Although, he's dead…"

"Yeah…" Though is this case truly that simple? It's strange, but everything feels like it's proceeding too smoothly…

Seeing that the two of us were at a loss for words, Constable Cheong Cheon said, "The Murim Alliance's cooperation was very helpful to us this time. If you two hadn't questioned Heo Il and pressured him into committing suicide, we wouldn't have identified the culprit this quickly."

"You don't have to force yourself to praise us, you know?"

"……"

Just like that, we reached the conclusion of Old Man Heo's murder case. We waved Constable Cheong Cheon goodbye, then left the constabulary.

As I walked, I gradually fell into deep thought, and my face darkened. "……."

"Hyung-nim? Hyung-nim?" Ak Yeonho poked me in the side repeatedly to cheer me up. "We still found the culprit in the end, right? That should be worth some bonus points in our resume, right?"

"Yeah, bonus points..."

What the heck, bonus points were not the issue here. I was more upset that the case was closed without addressing the most major point.

I stopped in my tracks and turned toward Ak Yeonho, saying, "You go ahead. There's something I have to discuss with the constable. Alone."

"Something to discuss? Like what? Can I come with you…?"

"……" I frowned and silently stared at him.

Ak Yeonho pouted and grumbled, "Fine, I'll wait for you at the inn."

After making sure that Ak Yeonho was gone, I returned to the constabulary and found Constable Cheong Cheon.

"Did you forget something?" he asked, puzzled.

"I want to talk to you. Could you spare me a moment?"

"Certainly."

"Would you mind going somewhere with more privacy? The thing that I want to talk about is a little sensitive."

"…Alright."

We headed for somewhere deserted, and as we walked, I carefully observed the constable's face out of the corner of my eye. The bloodshot irises and dark bags under his eyes suggested that he hadn't been sleeping well lately, and had probably also cried very often.

When we finally reached a quiet place, Constable Cheong Cheon paused and turned toward me, saying, "I think this is far enough. What did you want to talk to me about?"

"Since yesterday, I've been trying very hard to figure it out, but…"

The two of us were finally alone. I didn't have to keep up the pretense any more.

"Why did you kill them?"

"……."

For the first time, the expressionless mask on the true culprit's face slipped.



Translator's Note: I finally found a new raw source for this series (hooray booktoki!), so I'm restarting it. Translating from the phone app was too annoying and I couldn't use mtl to help me think how to phrase things (Korean grammar structure is totally different, and there are no tenses)…


Chapter 20: Why Don't You Give It to Me Instead?

Constable Cheong Cheon's mask only slipped for an instant, and it was slight enough that not many people would notice. However, it wasn't enough to fool my eyes.

"What are you talking about?" he asked with his usual expressionless face.

I stared at him silently until he frowned and continued, "I asked what you were talking about. I don't think you're someone who could call me out specifically for no good reason… Wait, are you accusing me of being the culprit?"

He sighed softly and shook his head as if the very notion was absurd.

Unfortunately for him, I was also extremely confident in my own judgment, but I was still missing a few pieces of the puzzle and needed answers from him.

"I'm sure you remember that Demonic Arts were involved in Old Man Heo's death, right?" I abruptly changed the subject to catch him off guard.

"What?"

SUCCESS! I pressed on, saying, "The martial arts that the culprit used is the Blood Cult's Blood Rain Demonic Art."

"I though you previously said…that it was an unknown demonic art."

"I hadn't confirmed it yet back then, but now I have."

"……" Cheong Cheon eyes trembled, and his pupils dilated. He may have been an expert at hiding his emotions, but he wasn't good enough to suppress all of his natural instinctive reactions.

I placed my hands behind my back and leisurely said, "I'm sure you've heard many times that Demonic Arts are easy to master but damaging to health. Those who practice such arts either go crazy or die of qi deviation…"

"…Yes, I know that."

"Fortunately, the Blood Cult did a lot of experimentation to minimize the side effects of the Blood Rain Demonic Art, so it's one of the safer ones. As long as you don't overdo it, you won't go crazy or die."

It goes without saying that I was the one who did those experiments.

"Why are you telling me that now…?"

"Because that is only true if you learned the complete Blood Rain Demonic Art. The one you have is a second-rate version. If you keep using it, you won't live much longer."

"……"

Constable Cheong Cheon didn't say anything, but I could hear his breathing roughen and see the whites of his eyes turn red. 

"When someone who has practiced the Blood Rain Demonic Art experiences intense emotions, the whites of their eyes become bloodshot just like yours are right now."

"…I haven't slept well for days because of the investigation, so naturally, my eyes are red. You can't use that as evidence against me."

"Do you feel pain around the Capital Gate Meridians (京門穴)[1] and suffer from indigestion every time you circulate your qi? Those are also common side effects of the Blood Rain Demonic Art."

"……"

"Finally, your nerves are unusually sensitive to a variety of stimuli, to the point where you can only hide it by suppressing your emotions and staying expressionless."

"I was born this way."

"That's a lie, you only became like this a few years ago."

"…Did you run a background check on me?" Cheong Cheon frowned, clearly displeased.

I nodded. This morning, before heading to the precinct, I had gone to meet people who knew Constable Cheong Cheon since his youth.

"At first, I suspected the bodyguard. He's a top-notch master, and he's good at controlling his facial expressions due to his past as a wanderer. It's also possible he had obtained the Blood Rain Demonic Art during his travels back then. However…"

I shot a look of pity at Constable Cheong Cheon, who had stiffened up, and proceeded with my deduction, saying, "Most wanderers are experienced warriors and would not willingly learn a martial art that leads to self-destruction. Not to mention, the bodyguard has a wife and children."

"……"

"Oh, need I add that the process of learning the Blood Rain Demonic Art is excruciatingly painful? Only really desperate people would try it. At the least, it would be impossible for the likes of the Madam and that spoiled brat of a son…"

I paused for a moment, blinked innocently at him, then asked, "But what about a talentless orphan boy who dreamed of becoming a military official?"

"……" Constable Cheong Cheon fell silent for a while, before finally opening his mouth and saying, "That's just your hypothesis. If you're going to accuse me of practicing demonic arts, then prove it."

Well, I knew how to prove that he practiced the Blood Rain Demonic Art, but there was no need for me to reveal too many of my cards. Instead, I looked down at his feet.

"Your shoes."

"……?"

"They're burnt."

"……!!"

"Yesterday, when I asked you if you had come from the scene of the incident, you said no, right? In that case, why are your shoes burnt?"

"That's because…" 

Cheong Cheon attempted to make up an excuse, but I could sense his hesitation and interrupted, "Pfft, don't give me that bullshit. You changed your clothes after killing Heo Il, but I guess you forgot about changing your shoes."

Well, the burn traces on his shoes were so slight that most people would assume it was dirt, but not me.

Cheong Cheon glared at me and said through clenched teeth, "Do you think that's enough evidence to convict me?"

"Probably not, but I'm sure it's enough to persuade the Murim Alliance into launching an investigation on you."

"Ugh…"

It was my perfect victory.

"You wanted to cover up your crime and close the case quickly by killing Heo Il. Your impatience was your ruin."

"Haa…" Cheong Cheon's eyes quickly went from slightly bloodshot to completely red as his killing intent intensified. With a hoarse voice, he confessed, "You're right, I killed him…"

Huh. I had braced myself for an attack, but it seems that it wasn't necessary. He confessed much more readily than I had expected.

"…But I only did it because he deserved to die."

"Mmhmm."

Although I agreed with Cheong Cheon's assessment, I hardly felt that his sense of justice was enough to drive him to murder Old Man Heo. There had to be another reason.

" I don't think that's all, right? What's the other reason you did it?" I asked.

"Because he was my biological father."

"What?"

Now that was a bolt out of the blue. It also contradicted his story about the orphanage, which I had already confirmed was true.

"I thought you were an orphan…"

"I am simply one of his abandoned bastard sons."

Wait, didn't Heo Il say something like, "Do you seriously think that it's possible for a scoundrel who slept with prostitutes all the time to have only one child?"

Having given up on maintaining his expressionless mask, Cheong Cheon roared with laughter, "I was only sent to the orphanage after my mother's death. There, I worked my ass off because my late mother always dreamed of me becoming a government official and living a good life paid for by the country. Unfortunately, I had neither the intelligence to pass the Imperial Exams nor the physical aptitude to join the military. Whenever I tried pulling an all-nighter to study, I'd suffer a nosebleed and collapse."

"How did you get your hands on the Blood Rain Demonic Art?"

"…Once, when I visited my mother's grave, a man in a black hooded cloak tossed me a martial arts manual and told me that if I learned it, I'd grow a lot stronger…"

I questioned Cheong Cheon about the black-hooded man, but he couldn't remember any details about him, and he never saw the man again after that. He simply learned the martial art without knowing it was demonic arts, and when his health improved a few years later, he went and took the constable exam.

It was around then that Cheong Cheon met Old Man Heo.

"One day, after becoming a constable, Old Man Heo approached me and said, 'You look exactly like I did when I was young.' At first, I thought he was trying to bribe me, but he then took out an old portrait of his younger self and showed it to me. When I saw that portrait, I… I felt like I was looking in the mirror."

"……"

Old Man Heo then told Cheong Cheon that his mother had once worked as a maid in his mansion. However, when she got pregnant with him, Madam Son, Old Man Heo's favorite mistress at the time, immediately threw her out of the house.

"He just stood on the sidelines and watched as everything happened, like he didn't care about me or my mother at all. That's why, when he said that I looked exactly like his younger self, when he smiled and hugged me tightly… All I could think about was killing him."

"……" I quietly listened to Cheong Cheon's tale. He needed an outlet to vent all of the resentment he'd accumulated over the years, and someone to pour out all his bottled up feelings on.

"Did you know that Old Man Heo suffered from dementia?"

"No. If he did, then it wasn't obvious to most…"

"He'd sometimes just randomly space out. At first, it only happened rarely, but as time passed, the loss of his mental faculties became gradually more pronounced."

"……"

"Whenever he had free time, he'd summon me and tell me all kinds of stories. He would talk about the kind of environment he grew up in, how he succeeded, how many people he sent to their deaths, how many women he ruined… I JUST COULDN'T ACCEPT THAT MY BIOLOGICAL FATHER WAS A MAN WHO'D BRAG ABOUT SUCH DIRTY DEEDS LIKE HE WAS PROUD OF HIMSELF!"

DRIP.

Tears of blood streamed down Cheong Cheon's face.

"And do you know what's the worst part of it all? That man wrote my name in his will, saying that he would pass everything on to me."

"…Are you saying that the will was with you all along?"

"……" Cheong Cheon finally fell silent.

Well, despite his long story and grievances, I still couldn't fully comprehend why he murdered Old Man Heo, so I asked, "Why did you suddenly decide to kill him when you held back for so long? It's not like you wouldn't have eventually inherited his wealth."

"I don't care about money, I just don't want people to know that he's my father! And I absolutely hate it when people refer to that disgusting bastard as a good man!"

"Uhh…"

If that's his motive, then he can't be dissuaded. To make things worse, his demonic art amplifies his emotions. I'll need to be careful.

"…That's all I have to say." Having spilled out everything he had been keeping to himself, Cheong Cheon looked positively relieved.

I cautiously asked, "Anyway, what are you going to do now? Are you going to turn yourself in, or…"

Before I could finish speaking, Cheong Cheon drew his sword and swung it at me.

SWOOSH!

I backed off in a hurry, but the tip of his blade brushed across my ear. The red-eyed Cheong Cheon then charged at me, howling like a beast, "No one must know that he is my biological father!"

"Wait, at least let me finish my sentence…" I began, however, Cheong Cheon continued attacking me as if he could no longer hear me.

Damn it, the Blood Rain Demonic Art is a martial art that temporarily draws out one's physical potential and enhances one's qi. However, if something sounds too good to be true, then it probably is. After all, if there were no side effects, then the Blood Rain Demonic Art would not be called a Demonic Art.

What the Blood Rain Demonic Art truly does is consume the practitioner's life force, causing them to age rapidly and fall sick easily. In other words, it's a martial art that exchanges one's life for power.

"ARGHHHHHH!"

Judging by his strength, speed, and endurance, the current Cheong Cheon was comparable to a first-class master. On the other hand, I had not yet reached the two-star level of Heaven Defying Divine Art, which would allow me to utilize the qi stored inside my qi center.

Well, if I try really hard, I can do it…but I won't be able to avoid suffering from side effects later. Besides, I don't think I need qi to deal with this guy.

Cheong Cheon seemed to have learned swordsmanship, but to me, who was familiar with all of the Blood Rain Demonic Art's techniques, he might as well have been floundering around blindly.

SWOOSH! WHOOSH!

Within a few moves, I had already grasped the essence of Cheong Cheon's swordsmanship. I took advantage of a brief opening to slip in close to him, then sealed several of his meridians.

TAP TAP TAP!

"……!!" Cheong Cheon instantly froze in his movements.

Meanwhile, I took advantage of his momentum and threw him to the ground.

CRASH!

I climbed onto Cheong Cheon's fallen body, pinned down his arms with my knees, and tightened my hands around his neck. He squirmed around desperately, but couldn't escape from my firm grasp.

"Just…kill me…already!"

"Calm down," I said, slightly loosening my grip on his neck.

Tears of blood streamed down his face as he pleaded, "All I did was kill trash that deserved to die, but now the world will remember me as the man who murdered his father! I'd rather die than let that happen! I don't have much longer to live because of the demonic art, anyway…"

"Don't jump to conclusions. I'm not going to report you to the government."

"…What?" Shocked, Cheong Cheon stopped struggling.

I slowly let go of him and stood up. When I did, Cheong Cheon also staggered to his feet, gingerly touched his reddened neck, and asked, "You're not going to…report me?"

"Well, it depends on what you do next."

"…Eh?"

I belonged neither to the Murim Alliance nor the corrupt Orthodox Sects, so I had no reason to give a crap about the murders of people who deserved to die. Even pondering what to eat for my next meal was more interesting to me than those types of people.

"I can pretend not to know anything…"

"Why…?" Cheong Cheon asked, not sensing the obvious change in my tone due to his panic.

"And I can help you get rid of the side effects of the Blood Rain Demonic Art. You won't be able to recover the life force that you've already lost, but we can minimize the detrimental effects from now on."

"E-Ehh??"

As a former martial arts instructor of the Blood Cult, I was familiar with all of the cult's martial arts. Naturally, I also knew how to deal with idiots who fucked up and went into qi deviation. Of course, I wasn't going to do it for free.

I grinned and offered Cheong Cheon a deal, "However…since the inheritance is useless to you, why don't you give it to me instead?"



Footnotes:

[1] Capital Gate Meridians (京門穴): The acupuncture points at the tips of the bottommost ribs.



Chapter 21: I Need Professional Help

Confused, Cheong Cheon asked, "You want the will…?"

"Yes, in exchange I will keep quiet about this case and help you eliminate the side effects of the Blood Rain Demonic Art."

"……"

"You haven't ripped it or burned it already, have you?"

That would ruin all of my efforts till now…

Fortunately, Cheong Cheon shook his head. He had only hidden the will, not destroyed it. However, he then firmly refused my request, saying, "I have no intention of revealing the contents of the will. I'd rather die than reveal the fact that he is my biological father…"

"Tsk tsk, how could you be so naive?"

"…Naive?"

I clicked my tongue in annoyance and asked, "Is your name clearly written on the will?"

"…No. That man wrote that he would leave all of his possessions to 'Heo Cheon'…"

CLAP! CLAP! CLAP!

I clapped my hands and smiled broadly, saying, "Really? That's even better."

"What's so good about it? He replaced the last name that I got from my mother without permission…!" Cheong Cheon choked.

However, he had completely missed the point I was trying to make.

"Your name is Cheong Cheon, not Heo Cheon, right?"

"…Yeah. So?"

I smirked. What? I couldn't help it, don't judge me. I was just too happy that the chances of my plot's success had increased tenfold.

"Actually, it doesn't matter if even it says Cheong Cheon. Do you honestly think that you're the only person named Cheong Cheon in the world?" 

With Cheong Cheon's intelligence, he should figure out my aim now that I've already given him so many hints.

"Wait, don't tell me… You're going to pretend to be me and get the inheritance?"

Ding! Correct answer! My plan was to claim to be 'Heo Cheon' and take the inheritance that the rightful heir abandoned.

"It's not that difficult. All I need is an ID card and a human face mask for disguise."

"…You're wrong, it isn't that easy. Do you think those two would easily believe a stranger they're meeting for the first time? Especially when the inheritance is at stake? They'll definitely do a background check…"

Those two meaning Madam Son and the bodyguard Bok Manchun, I suppose. They're the ones most closely connected to the Old Man Heo inheritance case, and also the people who had been closest to him. If I fail to deceive them, then I can pretty much wave the money goodbye.

Well, that was impossible, since I possessed the ultimate weapon against them, and that weapon was standing right in front of me. 

I decided to give Cheong Cheon's troubled mind a few more hints, saying, "Sigh… Please think it over again, starting with who you are."

"Who I am…?" Cheong Cheon bowed his head and sank into deep thought. After some time, he raised his head and stared at me blankly.

"I wasn't asking you to ponder the nature of human existence! Now tell me, what do you do for a living?"

"…I-I'm a constable," Cheong Cheon replied hesitantly.

Unlike him, though, I was overjoyed, because his job was the answer to all of my problems. Although many martial artists looked down upon constables, their real value lay not in martial strength but something else: political power.

"That's right! You're a government official who passed the martial arts exam."

"……"

The Superintendent was the highest-ranking official in the precinct, followed by several Deputy Chiefs, and then the Constables. From one perspective, constables seemed fairly insignificant, but on the other hand, they were also the ones who visited the scenes of crimes and solved cases, leading a team of even lower ranking officers.

To put it simply, the constables were the people personally responsible for law enforcement in the city.

The reason Old Man Heo had first approached Cheong Cheon was probably to bribe him, but it was then that he discovered how alike they were.

Anyway, back to the conversation. Regardless of how upright Constable Cheong Cheon had been before murdering Old Man Heo, he had undoubtedly formed a lot of connections while working in a large city like Nanchang. 

"Forging an ID card should be child's play to you, right?"

"Such a thing…"

"You can be my guarantor, too."

"Uh…"

If he decided to accept my offer, Cheong Cheon would become my partner in crime. Well, he was already a criminal, but now his crimes would increase.

"Choose," I pestered. I didn't want to give him time to think and reconsider. "Will you work with me and receive treatment for the side effects of the Blood Rain Demonic Art? Or…."

I smiled coldly and threatened, "Will you die after having your deepest secret revealed to the world? Oh, I'm sure the Murim Alliance will also torture you to get information on the black-robed man who gave you that demonic art."

"…You're not even giving me a choice to begin with."

Cheong Cheon looked at me with a pale face and nodded slowly.

[image: sep]

At the top floor of the Scarlet Palace, Madam Son smiled happily, stroking the jewels and gold bars currently filling her safe.

"Beautiful, just beautiful."

She had seen countless beautiful women and men over the years, but they all ultimately grew old and withered. Only gold and treasures would never age or betray her.

That was why, as a person who appreciated beauty, she had naturally fallen in love with gold.

It's all mine. Not just this Scarlet Palace, but also that old man's inheritance!

As she recalled the face of the dead Old Man Heo, Madam Son's expression hardened.

That cunning old snake finally got his just deserts!

Although she had been his mistress for more than thirty years, things weren't always smooth sailing, especially in the beginning when Old Man Heo had often whipped her humiliatingly. Fortunately, his temper had mellowed out with age, and his mind often drifted off, calming some of her resentment against him.

CLINK, CLINK.

"…If that stupid son hadn't killed him, I would have eventually killed him with my own hands."

However, she wouldn't have done it in such a flashy way. One drop of poison in his wine, and that would be the end.

Ahh, if only I could have seen his tormented face as he died…! It's a shame, but at least I didn't get my hands dirty.

She caressed the gold and treasures gently, muttering, "…Now all I have to do is find the will."

Old Man Heo's only son Heo Il was dead, his wife was long dead, and being an orphan, he didn't have any other relatives either. She didn't know how many illegitimate children he had, but it didn't matter. 

There were no legitimate heirs to his inheritance left, which meant that as long as she found the will, she would be able to do whatever she wanted with it.

No, even if she couldn't find the real will, she could just forge one.

All I need is his official stamp and a sample of his handwriting. After that, I'll hire a forger from the Ignoble Sect and bribe the officials with my prettiest girls…

All straight men suffered from two fatal flaws: women and money. For her, the proprietor of one of the top ten brothels in Nanchang, obtaining those two was as easy as pie.

"Ho ho ho!" she roared with laughter, feeling so thrilled that her heart was about to leap out of her chest and take flight.

However, just as she was fantasizing about what she would do with Old Man's Heo's money, Constable Cheong Cheon knocked on her door. She opened it, only to discover that Cheong Cheon was accompanied by the bodyguard Bok Manchun and a man she had never seen before.

Suddenly, an unexpected wave of anxiety hit her. She nervously asked, "Why are you here…?"

"I'd like to talk to you in private. Can you send the others away?"

At Cheong Cheon's request, all the employees were sent away, leaving only Cheong Cheon, Madam Son, Bok Manchun, and an unknown man behind.

Cheong Cheon then delivered the groundbreaking news with his trademark expressionless face, saying, "I found Old Man Heo's will."

"Eh?" Madam Son exclaimed.

"WHAAAAAT?" Bok Manchun bellowed, abruptly jumping to his feet.

Cheong Cheon beckoned him to sit back down and continued, "I thought that I should first discuss this with the two people closest to the victim, so I gathered everyone here for a meeting."

Hmm, his expression is even stiffer than usual today, I observed.

Meanwhile, Madam Son felt like she just had a heart attack. She suddenly had a hunch that something bad was going to happen. Of all people, why did it have to be the incorruptible Constable Cheong Cheon who found the will? If Old Man Heo wrote something unfavorable to me in there…

"All of a sudden, you found the will…" Bok Manchun was equally nervous, but for different reasons. Now that his employer was dead, he was unemployed. Therefore, depending on what was written in the will, he might or might not still have a job waiting for him.

Bok Manchun's eyes slowly shifted to the unknown young man next to Cheong Cheon. "By the way, who is this person? Is it alright for him to hear all of this…?" he asked.

"According to the will, he is Old Man Heo's heir."

"WHAT?"

"WHAT DID YOU SAY?"

Madam Son and Bok Manchun shouted at the same time and turned to stare at the man. His facial muscles seemed to be as stiff as Constable Cheong Cheon's, which was to say, he was completely expressionless. He was also taller and gave off a colder impression than the constable.

"Nice to meet you," the man greeted, before slightly raising the edges of his mouth and dropping a bombshell, "My name is Heo Cheon, and I have brought my father's will."
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Cheong Cheon summed up the contents of Old Man Heo's will, which stated that he would hand over all his property to his son, "Heo Cheon", when he died.

Madam Son's face reddened as she stood up and shrieked, "That's nonsense! I won't accept a man I've never seen before as his son!"

As expected, she had no intention of giving up the Scarlet Palace. On the other hand, Bok Manchun appeared to be in deep thought.

Madam Son continued ranting, "We don't even know if he's real or fake in the first place! And the will could be fake too…"

Cheong Cheon cut her off firmly, saying, "I checked the authenticity of the will myself. The will is real."

"B-But…"

"I told you I that I have already confirmed it."

"……"

Ahh, the tyranny of a civil official over them poor plebeians.

"B-But…" Madam Son stuttered, but she was interrupted by Cheong Cheon yet again.

"The authenticity of the will has already been confirmed. I also checked his identity myself. If you continue to doubt them, I will have no choice but to treat it as you rebelling against the government."

"T-That's not what I meant."

Madam Son was practically withering under Cheong Cheon's icy gaze… It seemed that he was putting much more effort into his acting than I thought he would, although perhaps that had something to do with how Madam Son had thrown his mother out of the house.

Well, it's about time for me to step up.

I politely asked Cheong Cheon, "Constable Cheong Cheon, would you mind excusing yourself for a moment? I'd like to have a word with these people."

"…Alright." Cheong Cheon nodded reluctantly and left the room. 

I waited for him to go out of earshot, then whispered, "My mother was a maid who used to work at my father's house."

"……"

"……"

I told Madam Son and Bok Manchun Cheong Cheon's life story, but I changed the location to another city, omitted the job details, and said that my first time meeting Old Man Heo was when I visited Nanchang a few months ago.

"Oh no… You must have had a hard time," Bok Manchun said, shaking his head sadly at Heo Cheon's (fake) sob story. He was a very emotional man and a romanticist.

"So… I have a proposal for the both of you."

The two people's expressions changed at the word "proposal". Madam Son looked wary, while Bok Manchun appeared half apprehensive and half excited.

"I don't know much about business, and I'm not confident in managing the businesses that my late father left behind."

Old Man Heo had been a big-time loan shark, but that wasn't his only foray into business. He also owned several brothels, inns, restaurants, and trading companies. He even had an escort agency under his name, albeit nominally.

Obviously, that was too much for a former martial arts instructor like me to swallow. That was why I came up with a certain idea.

"I need professional help," I said.

"……"

I'd rather have these two on my side than make enemies out of them, as even a mouse will bite a cat when you back them into a corner. Therefore, I figured that if I dangled a carrot in front of them, their greed and future prospects would take priority over any concerns about my identity.

"Also, I'd like to fold the moneylending business."

That was my agreement with Cheong Cheon. Profiting off the commonfolk's suffering was not something he could stomach, and I agreed with him.

After all, my goal in this life was to avoid being hated as much as possible. I know that sometimes I would have no choice, but in those situations, I was resolved to eliminate all seeds of grudges before they could grow strong enough to threaten me.

Other than that, I had no plans on interfering with the other businesses.

Of course, I could also just sell everything and use the money to buy spiritual herbs, but…giving up a stable income for immediate gain is the epitome of foolishness.

I looked directly at the two and said, "Will you help me? You'll pretty much just be continuing whatever it is you're doing now."

If you refuse, then I'll just kick you out! I didn't voice my thoughts out loud, but everyone present was smart enough to guess what would happen if they rejected me.

"Alright, leave it to me!" Bok Manchun was the first to answer. My proposal was a good one for him, and he knew it.

"…I understand. I'll work with you." It took a little longer, but in the end, Madam Son also agreed.


Chapter 22: The Azure Dragon Academy is Hiring!

It took several days just to put Old Man Heo's inheritance in order. Madam Son still seemed to doubt my identity, but Cheong Cheon abused his authority as a civil official and kept her busy.

"Madam Son, I received a report that the Scarlet Palace's alcohol was watered down."

"T-That's nonsense! Who is the one falsely accusing me of such things?"

"I cannot reveal the identity of the whistleblower for their protection. May I inspect the liquor storeroom?"

"…Mr. Constable, would you mind speaking to me in private for a bit?" Madam Son whispered seductively, but inside, she was thinking: To hell with this incorruptible constable and his perpetually expressionless face! This man's bad news for all merchants!

"Madam Son, when I came in just now, I noticed that many of the girls here were badly bruised. Was there an assault on the brothel?"

"No, it's not like that…"

"Looking at the kitchen, I suspect there may be hygiene lapses in this place. Please summon the person in charge of kitchen cleanliness."

"W-Why are you suddenly doing this to me…!"

If that isn't a perfect use (abuse) of power, then I don't know what else would qualify. To make things worse for Madam Son, Cheong Cheon has been plotting to make her life miserable for a very, very long time. She won't shake him off that easily!

Madam Son was the culprit who had kicked out Cheong Cheon's mother while she was pregnant, and I understood that Cheong Cheon was hell bent on getting revenge on her. That was why, even though I was still using her for the time being, I accepted that I wouldn't be able to exploit her for much longer.

Cheong Cheon even gave me a preemptive warning, saying, "Madam Son will be thrown into prison soon. The charges include multiple instances of tax evasion, assault and coercion, among others. If I sum up all of her crimes, I'm quite sure she'll be sentenced with life imprisonment."

"How soon is soon? I need some time to find a replacement for her."

"…Would five or six months be enough?"

I thought about it for a while and nodded, saying, "Yes, it's enough. She's too greedy anyway, and I was already thinking of getting rid of her when the time was appropriate."

One of the crimes Madam Son was guilty of was embezzlement, and only an idiot would keep an employee like that. However, if she was arrested too abruptly, the Scarlet Palace brothel would also be shut down. Heo Cheon (that is, my fake persona) needed at least a few months to establish himself as Old Man Heo's successor and train Madam Son's replacement.

"Also, about the Scarlet Palace…" Cheong Cheon's voice trailed off as he hesitated, wondering if what he wanted to say would antagonize me.

I finished his sentence for him, saying, "I will get rid of the whorehouse and leave only the hostess club. Not right now, but eventually. The girls need to earn a living even while learning new skills, right? If you're really against it though, I can send them temporarily to the inns, taverns, and restaurants."

In general, brothels had two different types of operations: a whorehouse where prostitutes sold their bodies, and a hostess club where courtesans sang, danced, and played music while serving and conversing with men without crossing the line.

Of course, the whorehouse made a lot more money, but I didn't want to get myself involved in illegal businesses.

Cheong Cheon stared wide-eyed at me and said, "…Thank you."

"Don't bother. I'm not doing this out of the goodness of my heart. I just don't want to ruin my reputation and make enemies unnecessarily."

As one of the biggest loan sharks in the city, Old Man Heo had a lot of enemies and was involved in many scandals. I wanted his inheritance, but I really didn't want to inherit all the negative stuff as well.

Earning more money is good, but not at the expense of my life, or that of my family's.

As I said earlier, it is my motto in this life that I should avoid making enemies as much as possible.

I also have to think about my future relationship with Cheong Cheon. Right now, he owes me his life (I'm helping him treat the side effects of the Blood Rain Demonic Art) and I'm blackmailing him, but I don't see that kind of one-sided relationship lasting for very long. I also don't intend to make him my subordinate, so…

I grinned and held out my hand to Cheong Cheon, saying, "Let's get along well from now on. Also, don't talk to me so politely. I think we're about the same age."

"…Okay."

Cheong Cheon stared at my outstretched hand in bewilderment for a while before reaching out and shaking it. "You know, I feel rather relieved now," he added.

"Eh? Relieved? About what?"

"That you're the one managing that man's inheritance."

Cheong Cheon did not want Old Man Heo's inheritance, but at the same time, he also felt responsible for it. He did not want Heo Il or Madam Son getting their hands on the businesses and making the ordinary citizens miserable. That was the reason why he didn't burn the will in the end, since he couldn't have either of those two attempting to forge it.

"I can tell…that unlike those two, you're not someone who would resort to dirty deeds just for profit."

"As you can see, my hands are neat and clean."

"Except for the bad luck smeared all over them."

We grinned at each other, and it was probably then that we became friends. After all, if I consider it as me gaining a connection with a civil servant in exchange for saving his life, I'd say we were pretty even. It wasn't like I was continually exploiting him for my own needs, right?

All in all, everything about this case had turned out for the best, except for one tiny little detail.

Who on earth was that black cloaked man who gave Cheong Cheon that flawed Blood Rain Demonic Art?

I thought about who that person could me, but nothing came to me. The Blood Rain Demonic Art, though not one of the most powerful demonic arts, was most definitely sufficient to create a master as long as the practitioner had the talent and put in the effort. It wasn't one that should be spreading around the streets randomly.

The only people who can get their hands on the manual for the Blood Rain Demonic Art are the martial arts instructors and people above the squad leader (military)/division head (management) rank…

That brings me back to the question, has the Blood Cult really been annihilated? If so, then where did all its treasures and martial arts knowledge go?

And what about the (faulty) manuals I wrote describing the four absolute masters' martial arts?

"See you," I waved Cheong Cheon goodbye.

"About the solution to my problem, if there's anything I don't understand, I'll go look for you."

"Sure, I'll answer any question you have."

With that, I left Cheong Cheon and went to meet Bok Manchun.

"Greetings, Young Master."

Perhaps because Bok Manchun was from Nanchang, he was very quick to adapt to his new circumstances. He gave me a quick report even though I didn't ask him to, saying, "This is a list of inns, taverns, and shops owned by the deceased Old Man Heo. He also invested in a farm and an escort agency. If you look here…"

As Old Man Heo's bodyguard, Bok Manchun had followed him around everywhere and did much of his dirty work, especially the ones that needed force. However, this had also given him the opportunity to study how Old Man Heo conducted his business, and gain an interest in it himself.

"You organized it well. Thank you for your hard work," I said politely. Although Manager Jang was the current administrator of the Scarlet Palace as well as Old Man Heo's other businesses, I planned to pass that position onto the more trustworthy Bok Manchun soon, which meant that I needed to build up a good rapport with him.

"Haha, you're welcome."

I discussed Old Man Heo's inheritance with Bok Manchun for a while before bringing up the real reason for organizing this meeting, namely, "Bodyguard Bok, could you help me procure some spiritual herbs?"

"Spiritual herbs? What kind of herbs are you interested in…?" Bok Manchun blinked repeatedly in confusion.

"I need spiritual herbs with the Yang element. The more potent the drug, the better, even if its poison."

"Hmm…" Bok Manchun thought for a moment, then continued, "I don't think I'll be able to obtain those right away, but I still have connections with several people in the Nanchang Mercenary's Guild. If I pull some strings, getting those herbs shouldn't pose much of a problem."

The Nanchang Mercenary's Guild was originally a place where people could hire fighters, but over time, it gradually also doubled as a black market where you could buy just about anything as long as you had money. Thus, as a former freelance mercenary, Bok Manchun was naturally very familiar with such a place.

If it's the Mercenary's Guild, then they should also deal with the weapons trade, and speaking of weapons…

I recalled the Meteor Iron still uselessly sitting in my luggage and asked, "Can you introduce me a tightlipped and talented blacksmith?"

"A blacksmith? Are you going to make a weapon?"

"I don't really want to discuss it in detail…" I shot Bok Manchun a cryptic smile.

The quick-witted Bok Manchun immediately understood my point and lowered his head, saying, "Ahh, I'm sorry, I shouldn't have asked… I'll look into it for you."

"Please make absolutely sure that they can keep a secret, because many lives might be at stake here. It doesn't matter if it takes a long time."

"…Got it, I'll keep that in mind." Bok Manchun nodded firmly.

I stood up from my seat and said, "Then, I have a lot of work to do, so I'll be leaving now."

"Already? How 'bout having a drink first…"

"Sorry, but my schedule is fully packed today. If it's alright with you though, we can go drinking together next time?"

"No, I'm the one who should apologize for not taking your situation into consideration. Please, go ahead with your work and don't mind me."

I left Bok Manchun, took off my mask, and headed to the Jiangxi Branch of the Murim Alliance to meet Go Juyeol.

"I can't believe the son was the culprit! That unfilial bastard should be struck down by lightning…!" Go Juyeol exclaimed, before patting me on the shoulder and saying, "You've been through a lot."

"I didn't do much, seeing as the culprit confessed and committed suicide all by himself. I also couldn't find any clues about the Demonic Arts he was practicing."

To the world, Old Man Heo had been murdered by his son Heo Il, which naturally also made Heo Il the Demonic Arts practitioner in question. I felt no need to inform the Murim Alliance about their mistake, as explaining how I knew of the Blood Rain Demonic Art would bring me more trouble than it would solve.

I feel a little sorry for them, but…

Sensing my disappointment, Go Juyeol immediately guessed what I was thinking and comforted me, "It's okay, don't worry about it. Tracking down a demonic art with only an autopsy as evidence was a near impossible task to begin with."

"…Okay."

"Don't worry about the entrance exam, because your Uncle Go here will inform the academy how helpful you were in this investigation. I'll even have the Murim Alliance prepare you a thank you plaque."

I didn't really need something superficial like that anymore, but I still appreciated Go Juyeol's kindness. I smiled and replied, "Thank you very much, Uncle."

Although he promised to treat me to a meal before, Go Juyeol was again busy with his work, so we postponed to another time and I left the Murim Alliance.

While walking back to the inn, I organized my thoughts about the current state of things.

With the inheritance from one of the city's top loan sharks, the worst of my money problems has been solved. However, I won't be able to profit much for the time being due to the closures of the unsavory businesses. The future is definitely looking up, though.

Should I just give up on the Azure Dragon Academy and go learn to run a business?

I pondered the idea for a while, then shook my head.

Rather than learn a completely new trade, I'm probably better off sticking to what I do best: Teaching martial arts. If the business fails and I run out of money to cure my condition, my life will be in jeopardy. I absolutely cannot afford to take that risk.

I'll just have someone skilled in running a business take over until I learn enough from them to do it myself. That way, I won't have sleepless nights over it.

The good thing is, even if I fail the Azure Dragon Academy instructor exam, I still have some form of income to fall back on. I can even use the money to start my own martial arts academy in the city, then invite Dad here to help me out. Since this is a big city, we'll earn more from the students, and Dad also won't be as lonely…

Wait, should I just go ahead and do that anyway?

I somehow made it back to the inn while lost in thought, and flopped on my bed.

THUNK!

"Phew, I'm beat."

I lay down and stared blankly at the ceiling, but I didn't get to rest for long before Ak Yeonho opened the room door and stuck his head in, pouting.

"Where were you the last few days?"

"There are some things you shouldn't ask, because something might happen to you."

"Is that so…?" Ak Yeonho narrowed his eyes, entered my room, and sniffed. "Didn't you go get a girlfriend without me? I smell perfume…"

Some of the perfume smell from the Scarlet Palace must have clung to my clothes. I didn't really want to go to the trouble of explaining what I was doing there, though, so I just waved my hand dismissively and said, "It's not what you think. Anyway, I'm going to sleep now, so go away and stop disturbing me."

"I don't care if you want to sleep, but I think you should read this first. I saw it posted on the market street today and took a copy." Ak Yeonho handed me a piece of paper.


<The Azure Dragon Academy is Hiring!>



I quickly scanned through the contents of the recruitment poster…

And then I read it all over again, more carefully this time.

Nah, I must have read that wrongly. I'll read it again.

…No, I didn't misread it.

I pointed at a certain line on the recruitment poster and asked Ak Yeonho, "Are you sure this is correct? This line that says that the students will vote to choose their instructors?"

[image: sep]

Just like that, before I knew it, the day of the Azure Dragon Academy instructor exam had arrived.



Translator's Note: Sorry for the 1 month disappearance, my in-laws were making life all kinds of miserable… Things are better now, though! I hope…


Chapter 23: They Pass!

"Students pick their own instructors? What the fuck is that supposed to mean?"

The Azure Dragon Academy recruitment notice for new instructors left me baffled. These were the new regulations they had come up with this year:


	Applicants who pass the background screening, interviews, and practical tests will be hired as temporary instructors for three months.

	Temporary instructors are evaluated by existing instructors and students every month, and the final successful applicants will be decided after tallying the final instructor evaluation score with students' voting results.

	Successful candidates will then be entitled to a three-year contract with the school as a full-time instructor.



…Is this the so-called vicious cycle of corporate slavery? Using the carrot and stick approach to make people work extra hard just to continue their contract?

"…Even if we pass the first test, we'll only be hired as temporary instructors for three months. We'll receive a proper monthly salary during that period, right?"

"Surprisingly, everything else is written in detail, but the answer to your question is blatantly missing."

"Those cheap bastards…" 

…Good. Verrrrry good. So what if you're the Azure Dragon Academy, one of the murim's Five Great Academies? Does that mean you can treat people however you want? …Actually, yeah, you can. Fuck.

Still, letting students evaluate and grade instructors every month? Shouldn't it be the other way round?

"Are they trying to tell me to curry my own students' favor?"

"What's wrong with that? I think it'll be fun." Ak Yeonho grinned like a clueless idiot.

I shot him an incredulous look and asked, "Fun? No, it's not fun. How do you expect to teach kids martial arts without making them hate us…? Are the guys at the academy looking down on serious martial arts training or what?"

"Hyung-nim, you're really passionate about teaching, aren't you?"

"…How did you know that?"

"You're acting just like my father did when he taught me martial arts."

"And thanks to him, you became a peak expert at your age, right?"

"Thanks to him, I've never had a girlfriend before even at this age."

"…Tsk."

"Hey, what's with that condescending look!"

Anyway, I'm in deep shit. As a former Blood Cult martial arts instructor, I have a habit of teaching martial arts quite harshly. Although it's not to the extent where I physically or mentally abuse the kids, a mild amount of coercion and fear helps a lot in bringing out their latent talents.

Besides, isn't the whole point of martial arts to beat up someone else? Fantasizing about becoming strong without suffering for it is just wishful thinking. Only those who are good at getting beaten can get good at beating up others. That's my theory, at least.

"Wow, your thoughts are so old-fashioned!" Ak Yeonho commented after hearing my opinion on teaching.

Yeah, whatever… I glared at the job posting disapprovingly.

Suddenly, a thought struck me. "Isn't it school vacation right now? From what I understand, the Azure Dragon Academy is hiring new instructors before the start of the new semester. If there are no students, who's doing the voting?" I asked.

"Oh, that. Although the Azure Dragon Academy has two school vacations a year, about half of the students remain in the dorms instead of going home."

"I see. Anyway, before we can even talk about the voting, we need to first pass the background check, the interview, and the first round of tests."

"Yeah, you're right."

"Moreover, the students who will be observing us from the moment we step into the Academy, so we have to be wary of the image we're portraying all the time. "

"I guess…"

I placed a hand on my chin, lost in thought. Since the Azure Dragon Academy belongs to the orthodox sects, I initially thought that it would be enough if I just acted all uppity and scholarly like Confucius or Mencius, and quoted lines from them while teaching martial arts, but it seems like the competition will be much fiercer than I predicted.

Damn, I'm getting fired up. As someone who not only survived the harsh competition within the Blood Cult, but came out on top, my desire to win has been lit.

Compared to all that bullshit I went through, the so-called harsh training of the orthodox sect softies is nothing. Even so, this is a new challenge that I've never experienced before! Bring it on!

"How many new instructors are they hiring?"

"Five out of more than a hundred applicants."

"Five out of a hundred… Since the interview is still three days away, should I just go ahead and kill ninety-five of them to reduce the competition?"

"…Uhm, you're joking, right?"

Of course, I'm joking, dumbass. I'm not part of the Blood Cult anymore, I'm an upright person who follows the Murim Alliance's rules… I'll exploit every loophole I can find, though.

"Hyung-nim, you're not going to give up because it's hard, are you?" Ak Yeonho anxiously asked after I fell silent for a while.

"…Give up? Me? What are you talking about? I don't know the meaning of giving up." The corners of my mouth twitched. 

I, the best martial arts instructor in the entire Blood Cult, give up in the face of a miniscule challenge? No. Fucking. Way. The moment that I give up is the moment I die. Whether it's in the unorthodox or orthodox sects, I know that I'm the absolute best at what I do.

I'm going to ace every test those people at the Azure Dragon Academy come up with, and show them how unworthy they are of judging my abilities.

"I was just thinking how I should celebrate after getting first place in the exam."

"…You sound kind of cringey, but I suppose that's still better than chickening out."

The interview was in three days, and the practical test would be held a week after the announcement of the interview results. I needed to prepare as best as I could within that limited timeframe.

I've been practicing the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest regularly, so I should be fine with regards to external arts, but if I could raise my Heaven Defying Divine Art to two stars before the test, that would be even better... There's no guarantee that Bok Manchun would be able to get the spiritual herbs I need within ten days though, so I should prepare for the test assuming that I won't be able to increase my inner qi.

Ak Yeonho gave me a sincere look of concern and said, "Whether it's martial arts or the interview, one or two days more practice won't change much. We should focus our winning strategy on other areas."

"Oh my god, you're actually saying something intelligent!?"

"…How do you usually see me?"

"A young man with strong martial arts but no common sense?"

…Anyway, as Ak Yeonho was born and raised in a prestigious family, he naturally had more information on the Azure Dragon Academy than I did. It would be prudent to at least listen to what he had to say.

"You must first finish the pre-battle preparations. You know, Hyung-nim, ever since the first time I saw you, I've been thinking… Tsk tsk." Ak Yeonho observed me keenly and clicked his tongue.

"……"

"Why, oh why aren't you making good use of your strongest weapon…?"

"My strongest weapon?" What weapon? I'm unarmed! I stared at Ak Yeonho absurdly.

However, Ak Yeonho suddenly reached out and grabbed me by the wrist, saying, "Nope, we can't delay this any longer. Let's go!"

"Delay what? Go where?" I opened my eyes wide in shock at Ak Yeonho's unexpected act of familiarity.

Ak Yeonho thumped his chest in frustration and replied, "Where else? The clothing store, of course!"

"The clothing store? Why…?"

"Please don't tell me you were planning on going for the interview dressed in that shabby black rag?"

I turned around and looked at myself in the mirror, only to see a younger version of the (in)famous Handsome Prince wearing a black coat over a similarly black martial arts uniform.

I've never been interested in fashion, so…

"…What's wrong with black?" I asked.

Ak Yeonho shook his head, tugged at my wrist, and groaned, "Shut up and just come with me!"

"Eh? Uh…" For the first time, I was overwhelmed by Ak Yeonho's sheer conviction and blindly let him lead me along.

"We'll tidy up your hair while we're at it! Oh, and your eyebrows need trimming, too! Don't you know that these days, even men have to work hard on their appearances? No matter how handsome you are, if you don't take good care of your face, you'll look old and wrinkly in just a few years!"

"…You're too loud, my eardrums are going to burst."

In the end, I was dragged around by Ak Yeonho all day long, only stopping to buy new clothes, shoes, and belts. I even ended up going to several shops frequented by women to cut my hair, trim my eyebrows, and buy cosmetics…

[image: sep]

Three days later, at the Azure Dragon Academy.

CREEEEEEAK!

The twin Azure Dragons engraved on the Academy front doors seemed to fly apart as the heavy doors opened, revealing a spacious training ground surrounded by buildings. A stern old man standing in the middle of the training ground shouted, "New instructor interviewees, please enter!"

It was finally time for the applicant interviews. For this day, many hopefuls had traveled to the Azure Dragon Academy, including village academy instructors and freelance martial artists who were confident in their teaching and fighting skills. However, when they saw the sheer size and majesty of the Academy, many of them were hit with a sense of intimidation.

Although the Azure Dragon Academy was ranked at the very bottom of the murim's Five Great Academies, it still stood far above the schools in the boonies.

"Stand by and wait for your turn!" The old man shouted again as he distributed wooden placards with numbers written on them to the applicants on a first-come, first-served basis. Only a few people would be allowed to enter the academy ground at a time.

"We will interview five people at a time. Please remain quiet while you are inside the academy."

As the old man expected, the applicants who had been excitedly chatting with each other immediately shut their mouths, including those who were waiting outside.

"Tsk." A muscly young man with thick eyebrows stood on the roof of the Azure Dragon Academy's First Dormitory, frowning and clicking his tongue in irritation as he looked down at the instructor applicants from above. "There are a lot of applicants this time."

His name was Dokgo Jun[1], and he was the current President of the Azure Dragon Academy Student Council, as well as one of the Academy's most talented students within the last ten years.

"We already rejected half of them from the background screening, but most of the remaining ones are still trash," Tang Soso, a young woman with sharp eyes and the Vice-President of the Student Council, added.

"It's probably a result of the Azure Dragon Academy's poor reputation, but how dare these people apply when they're not even first-rate?"

aggAnnoy05
"If they're weaker than us students, they should be immediately eliminated."

Both Dokgo Jun and Tang Soso ranked among the few first-rate martial artists studying in the Azure Dragon Academy, and they were very proud of their skills. As such, the instructors they were searching for were those who could help them improve enough to defeat the students at the other Five Great Academies.

"This year's Heavenly Martial Tournament won't end the same way it did before."

"Naturally."

For the past few years, the Azure Dragon Academy had been humiliated at every Heavenly Martial Tournament, and just last year, Dokgo Jun could only clench his teeth as he watched his seniors get utterly crushed by the other academies.

It was then that he made up his mind. He would change the Azure Dragon Academy.

To do that, he first created the Student Council and persuaded the academy director to change the regulations for hiring new instructors.

This year will be different!

For the first time, new instructors would be evaluated and chosen by the students.

No more behind-the-scenes recommendations, bribes, and pulling strings. Only truly qualified people will be hired!

Right here, right now, he would judge the applicants and filter out the strong ones.

Unfortunately, the situation was much bleaker than he'd predicted. As time passed, the disappointment on the two's faces became more and more evident.

"…There aren't many masters."

"Yeah, and more than half of them have already entered… KYAAH!" Suddenly, Tang Soso's eyes sparkled.

"Soso? What's wrong?"

"……"

"Soso!!"

"Ahhn…" Tang Soso dreamily raised a finger and pointed in a certain direction, drool flowing out from her mouth. "Th-There…" she stuttered like an infatuated little girl, even though she was commonly known as the Cold-Blooded Poisoner. 

Her heart was thumping so loudly that Dokgo Jun could hear it, her face was as red as a beetroot, and her breathing was getting more ragged by the second. "Soso! Are you okay?" he asked, concerned.

"I-Impossible…"

"What's impossible?"

"That."

"What? What the hell are you talking about?"

"There…"

Dokgo Jun looked where Tang Soso was pointing, only to see two young men entering the Azure Dragon Academy together. One of them was tall and dressed in blue, while the other was of ordinary height and wearing red.

They looked like they had walked out of a painting. The sunlight seemed to focus on them, and the wind blew their hair in just the right way while creating a swirl of flower petals around them.

"Kya…"

"Awawa…"

As all eyes fell upon the two young men, Tang Soso finally managed to say what she couldn't a moment ago, "Pass…"

"Huh? What do you mean, pass?"

The Cold-Blooded Poisoner Tang Soso blushed and shouted, "THEY PASS! I'm going to learn martial arts from them!"

"Wat…"

Regardless of her reputation, Tang Soso was still a seventeen-year-old teenage girl.



Translator's Note: HAPPY NEW YEAR! To a great 2023!



Footnotes:

[1] Dokgo Jun: Two-word last name, Dokgo. "Jun" means handsome.



Chapter 24: Half of the World Population is on the Side of Handsome Men

"…These people are staring so hard, they're going to burn a hole in my face."

I came here with the intention of making a good first impression on the people in the Azure Dragon Academy, but being gawked at was the last thing I expected.

WINK WINK.

WHISPER WHISPER.

The instant we stepped through the main gate of the Azure Dragon Academy, all eyes instantly focused on us, from the other examinees to the students looking down on us from their dormitory windows.

"Uhh…" Okay, this was one awkward situation that I, with all my years of experience, had never encountered before.

"As the saying goes, clothes make the man. Just having a handsome face isn't enough."

"……"

Next to me, Ak Yeonho, the main culprit behind this mess, strode proudly, basking in the limelight. Moreover, instead of the dignified smile this child of a prestigious family should be showing, he was hiding his mouth with a fan and only occasionally revealing a flirty grin…

"Kyaa!"

"Ahh! He just looked at me!"

"Heeheehee…" 

Every woman we walked past blushed and made a huge fuss.

Ak Yeonho shot every girl a soft smile and nodded in acknowledgement, all the while gently fanning himself. I'm not sure if he sprayed perfume on himself or if it was something else, but there was an oddly sweet scent left behind wherever he passed.

If this punk had been born in the unorthodox sects, he would definitely have become a legendary womanizer.

I, on the other hand, concentrated on walking forward. The unfamiliar stares from the peanut gallery made both my body and facial expression stiffen up.

Fortunately, most of the women seem more attracted to Ak Yeonho than me…

"Are those two cuties new instructor applicants?"

"I prefer the tall one on the left."

"Me too, I can see his caring nature that he tries to hide underneath that cold exterior…"

"Haa, I want him to harshly scold me in class…"

…I didn't hear that. I didn't hear anything. Nope.

Ak Yeonho poked me in the ribs with his elbow and whispered, "What do you think, Hyung-nim? Aren't you glad that we're being welcomed with open arms?"

"Glad? As if…"

In addition to the women, we are also attracting attention from the men. I was used to having a lot of people glaring daggers at me, so it wasn't the stares themselves that was the problem, but the "passionate stares".

Anyway, three days ago…

"First impressions are the most important part of an interview! Dull black clothes are forbidden!"

After declaring that, Ak Yeonho dragged me all over town to buy new clothes, shoes, and belts. He even made me get a haircut.

Then, today, he woke me up in the wee hours of the morning, took my body into his hands and dolled me up from head to toe. Unfortunately, I didn't think much of it until we left the inn to head to the exam venue.

"E-Excuse me… Can you tell me your name?"

The nightmare began with the first woman we met on the streets, and then…

"Handsome Oppas! Please eat these."

"No, you should eat these instead. The sweets from our shop are far superior to theirs."

"What? Have you gone crazy, bitch?"

"You're the crazy bitch!"

I had to stop these daughters of rival businesses from coming to blows multiple times…

"...Young Master, could you give me a strand of your hair, or a small piece of broken fingernail?" a balding, shifty-eyed man that I suspected to be an exorcist of the Mount Mo Sect[1] asked.

……

Anyway, after enduring all those trials, we finally reached the Azure Dragon Academy. Unsurprisingly, we were also the object of everyone's attention there.

As this was something I had never experienced in my previous life, I couldn't help but mumble, "Fuck lookism."

Ak Yeonho, who overheard my complaint, giggled and turned around to look at me as if he was appreciating his own artwork. He then said, "You're a masterpiece you know, a masterpiece!"

"Stop blabbing nonsense and hurry up."

"We have to wait in line anyway, so why not just enjoy the attention for now?"

"…Just what about this is enjoyable?"

"The longing gazes of the female students, for example! Also, please mind your expression. You should smile at your future students."

"……"

Ak Yeonho lowered his fan, revealing his pretty face and causing a group of girls watching us to fall out of their dorm windows.

"OWW!" someone screamed.

I sighed and shook my head. However, this simple motion was enough to trigger an "Ahn~" sound from somewhere nearby.

…Was everything I do going to cause some sort of reaction?

Finally, we joined the line of instructor applicants. Though our interview attire was way too flashy compared to the competition, I decided to look on the bright side.

We definitely succeeded at making a strong first impression!

In order to survive in this harsh, competitive environment, we needed every advantage we could get. Particularly in a job interview like this where only a small number of people would be accepted, making a strong first impression was crucial as those who fail to stand out will be forgotten and eliminated.

I muttered to myself, "I don't know how helpful this face will be at the interview, but…"

"…It's probably more helpful than you can imagine," Ak Yeonho finished my sentence, then grinned and patted me on the shoulder.

Suddenly, I felt someone sizing me up from quite a distance away. I raised my head and looked in their direction, only to see a boy and girl standing on the roof of one of the buildings.

Are they students here?

The boy was stronger at martial arts, but it was the cold-looking girl who triggered my alarm.

Why is she looking at me like that?

I stared back at the girl and our eyes met.

"……"

"……"

A few seconds later, the girl took a deep breath as if she was preparing to release a lion's roar sound wave attack.

"E-Eh?" I immediately covered my ears, but there was nothing I could do to stop her voice from echoing across the entire academy.

"THEY PASS!"

"…What?" I gasped, a vacant look on my face.

I wasn't the only confused one. All of the other applicants also turned toward the girl.

Eyes blazing with passion, she pointed a finger at me and Ak Yeonho and shouted, "You two there! By the authority of the student council, I declare that both of you pass the… Ugh, Mmph!"

"Vice President! Have you lost your mind?" The boy next to her quickly clamped a hand over her mouth.

The two squabbled for a while, until finally, the girl gave up and stormed off in a huff.

"…What was that just now?"

"It came from the direction of the student dorms…"

" I heard that there were some very crazy people at the academy, but to think that it was true…"

Just as the applicants started gossiping about what had happened, the old man standing in the center of the training grounds shouted in a clear voice, "SILENCE!"

The inner qi contained within his voice was so powerful, several of the weaker applicants furrowed their brows in pain.

"Please be quiet until your name is called," the old man continued, before placing his hands behind his back and giving everyone a warning glance.

I think most of his qi was aimed at me…Nah, that's probably just my imagination.

"Who's that old man?"

"He's the Headmaster of the Academy."

"So that's why he's so strict."

"Why does he keep glancing in our direction? Do you know him, Hyung-nim?"

"It's my first time here.  How would I know the Headmaster?"

Wait, the Headmaster? I feel I've forgotten something… Hmm, since I don't remember it, it must not be very important.

I chatted with Ak Yeonho, and the line eventually got shorter. The interviews were held in groups of five, and the applicants would answer questions from the interviewers briefly before coming back out.

"Who are the interviewers?" I asked Ak Yeonho, who was busy flirting with some of the other (mostly female) applicants.

"The Principal, the Vice Principal, and Namgung Su, the Star Instructor of the Azure Dragon Academy," he replied immediately.

If I remember right, wasn't the Principal of the Azure Dragon Academy…the "Thousand-Armed Bodhisattva (千手觀音)",[2] Noh Goonsang? 

Even decades ago when I was part of the Blood Cult, Noh Goonsang was already one of the Top Hundred Masters of Murim, and also a famed executor of "justice" whose mere mention instilled terror in the unorthodox sects.

Although I've never met him in person, I heard that he had quite the fiery personality… I wonder if he mellowed out with age? Regardless, I should be careful around him.

As for the Vice Principal Kwak Cheolwoo, this was my first-time hearing of him, but it seemed that he used a very vicious martial art.

Finally, there was Namgung Su, the "Three Extremes Sword", a member of the Namgung Clan, and the Star Instructor of the Azure Dragon Academy.

In other words, he was my rival.

"The current Star Instructor… I can't wait to see how good he is at teaching."

"You can tell how good he is just by looking?"

"At my level, just one glance at his face is enough."

"…Dear gods, with a partner like this, will I be able to pass the interview?"

Just like that, I killed time by making bad jokes with Ak Yeonho. The waiting time was much longer than I thought, and every group needed at least 30 minutes to an hour. Unfortunately, even though the two of us had left the inn quite early in the morning, we ended up being the second last group to be interviewed (no thanks to all the gawkers).

I'm bored.

As I surveyed every corner of the Azure Dragon Academy, I found that although the school was vast and well-equipped as expected of one of the Five Great Academies, the quality of the teachers and students were less than desirable.

To be honest, I'm disappointed.

While strength and skill were important to a martial artist, it was the staff and student's attitudes which disappointed me the most. These people were largely made up of disciples of the large sects and clans, and should be a bunch of very prideful folks. However, the hunched and humble way they walked betrayed how little confidence they had in themselves.

How should I put it… They look like merchants who are making one final gamble before they go bankrupt…

No, I'm not badmouthing these people on purpose, this is an honest assessment.

I peered through the open dorm windows to take a closer look at the students watching us and whispering to each other.

"Hey, why isn't the line getting any shorter?"

"Never mind shorter, I feel like it's getting longer."

"Tsk!"

These damned kids should be training instead of watching this boring scene. Still, some of them seem more promising. They're taking notes…No, wait, are they drawing?

SCRITCH SCRITCH SCRATCH SCRATCH.

Those hand movements, and they way they keep looking at me… What if…

"Are those girls…drawing us?"

"I think so." Ak Yeonho smiled and made a seductive pose.

"…What the fuck are you doing?"

"I'm making it easier for them to draw me. We have a lot of time to kill, anyway."

"Sigh…" I did a facepalm, feeling like a monkey at a zoo. "…I can't wait for the interview to begin."

"I think we're next."

Suddenly, one of the applicants who had just finished his interview stormed toward us menacingly and threatened, "Eh? Aren't you two…? Ah ha! I finally found you!"

He gave me the impression of a bandit coming to collect a toll.

Ak Yeonho turned toward me and asked, "Hyung-nim, is that someone you know?"

Why does he ask me that every time something unexpected happens? Thankfully, with my great memory, I instantly recognized this guy.

"That's the pig you kicked out of the inn," I whispered just loudly enough for the pig to hear me.

"Who are you calling a pig?" The pig huffed like a wild boar, pointed a finger at me, and roared, "Listen carefully! The great me is the man known as the 'Superstrength Blade', Kwak Duyong!"

Ak Yeonho blinked in realization and replied, "Oh… So he's the pig from back then?"

At the inn where we had first met, Ak Yeonho had publicly humiliated this pig for harassing the other customers, causing him to run away with his tail tucked between his legs.

Unlike previously when he looked like a swine on fire, Kwak Duyong laughed confidently, "Ha! Looks like you two still haven't come to your senses. Since it seems like you guys came to the Azure Dragon Academy to take the instructor examination, let me give you some advice…" He smiled coldly and lowered his voice, "Do you know who this great one is? I am…"

BONK!

Someone threw a shoe squarely at the back of Kwak Duyong's head. He staggered for a moment before regaining his balance, then spun around and yelled, "Hey! Which one of you threw that thing?"

"Get out of the way, you ugly pig! You're blocking my view of the two gorgeous instructors!" A schoolgirl screamed from the dorms, waving her other shoe menacingly.

"How dare you talk to an instructor like this…!" Kwak Duyong's face flushed red with rage.

However, this was just the beginning of his ordeal.

SPLAT!

A juicy, half-eaten fruit landed on Kwak Duyong's shoulder, thrown by a different schoolgirl.

"Why are you doing this to me? I haven't done anything to offend you!"

It was always hard to get the ball rolling, but once it starts, it doesn't stop.

THWACK! SMACK! THUD! CRACK!

All sorts of objects were thrown at Kwak Duyong, mainly from the girls' dorms. Probably because they were all martial artists, their accuracy could be said to be artistic.

"Why are you bullying my new instructors? They're delicate!"

"Not only are you ugly, you have a shitty personality!"

"You get zero points in the student evaluation!"

"UWOOOOOH!

Wow, a man getting ganged up on by little girls just because he's ugly… Okay, I know that's not the whole reason. In the eyes of these students, Kwak Duyong was the one who initiated the confrontation.

"These girls are also proud murim warriors; They won't just stand there and watch an innocent person get bullied," Ak Yeonho said, smiling proudly.

I shot him an incredulous look and said, "Is it just me, or is their criteria for good and bad determined by appearances?"

"…Hyung-nim, although it isn't right to judge people by appearances, but also consider their personality, behavior, and speech…" Ak Yeonho covered his face with his fan and laughed, "How do you judge whether a complete stranger is good or bad? In reality, most people instinctively associate good looks with virtue."

"Sigh…"

"Now do you understand what I meant when I told you that you're not making good use of your strongest weapon?"

CLAP!

Ak Yeonho folded his fan and winked at the girls, who immediately shrieked, "KYAAAA!"

"Look, half of the world population is on the side of handsome men," he continued.

"……" The way this guy is talking, it's as if he's a grandmaster passing on his wisdom to his disciples. He does have a point, though…

During the whole time we were calmly talking, Kwak Duyong continued being pelted by all sorts of objects.

"Ugh! Ouch! Stop! Please stop!"

He was a large target, making it hard for the kids to miss. Oddly enough, things were being thrown not only from the girls' dorms, but also the boys'.

Bewildered, I asked, "What about the guys? Don't tell me it's also because of our looks…"

"Boys being boys, they'll do anything that seems fun."

"……"



Proofreader's Note: Our MC and Ak Yeonho got that unspoken rizz. Making girls swoon for them without doing anything!



Footnotes:

[1] Mount Mo Sect: A sect of Taoist exorcists. The kind that uses yellow talismans and sticks them on hopping zombies. The equivalent of a shaman or spirit medium.
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[2] Thousand-Armed Bodhisattva (千手觀音): Literal translation – Thousand-armed Avalokiteśvara/Guanyin, referring to a bodhisattva who embodies the compassion of all Buddhas and is the right principal attendant of Amitabha Buddha.



Chapter 25: Should I Prove It To You?

Fortunately for Kwak Duyong, the Headmaster intervened before the situation spiraled out of control. He glared at the students in the dorms and furiously shouted, "ENOUGH! From now on, everyone who throws anything will receive a penalty!"

The throwing of objects abruptly stopped as if nothing had ever happened to begin with.

Wow, he turned those unruly students into obedient mice in a heartbeat… What on earth did he do for them to be so terrified of him?

The Headmaster's stern eyes then focused on us. "You two as well! If you cause any more of a ruckus, I'll revoke your interview rights!"

With pained expressions, Ak Yeonho and I innocently pleaded at the same time.

"What? We didn't do anything."

"All I did was stand still. The one who started it is…"

As if he knew that we were telling the truth, the Headmaster trained his fury down upon Kwak Duyong and scolded, "If you're done with the interview, then GO HOME!"

"What? But…!"

"Do you want me to throw you out by force?"

A shiver ran down Kwak Duyong's spine as he saw the killing intent in the old man's eyes. Without hesitation, he turned tail and ran away as fast as his legs could carry him.

Without directly threatening him or using his qi, the old man had easily intimidated his quarry into running. I'd seen lot of martial masters in my previous life, but this was my first time meeting someone who scared people off with his face…

Suddenly, I had an epiphany. Just through one morning's events, I'd learned a simple fact that I'd never even considered before.

"Aha, so there was such a method… Hahaha…" I smiled gently like a monk attaining enlightenment.

Ak Yeonho opened his eyes wide and incredulously asked, "Are you okay? Do you know what you're saying?"

I was happy to convey my shocking revelation to his ignorant self. "I'm super excited. This is a brand new experience. Being handsome rocks!"

"……?" Ak Yeonho shot me an indescribably concerned look and asked, "Just who was it that said 'fuck lookism' not too long ago?"

"Those are the words of an ugly person. However, what can I do about being born with this face? From now on, I will humbly accept my true self."

I grinned vainly, while Ak Yeonho sighed in exasperation, mumbling, "I wanted him to be self-aware, but he went and jumped off the deep end…"

Some time later, we were finally called to enter the interview room.
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"I feel like I've seen him somewhere before…" The Azure Dragon Academy Headmaster, Mae Geuklyom, furrowed his brows as he looked at the two pretty boys walking into the interview room.

Normally, he only judged new instructors by their teaching ability and not their appearances, but something about the tall young man nagged at him… and he was fairly sure that it had nothing to do with the commotion he had just stopped.

Whenever people gather, there will be conflicts. So why…does that tall punk annoy me so much?

"Is he the child of a graduate?" Mae Geuklyom recalled the Azure Dragon Academy graduates who had left a strong impression on him, but within the last twenty years at least, he couldn't match the tall young man's appearance with anyone.

Although there were a lot of handsome young men, none of them made the girls go crazy like that, even after dressing up…

Mae Geuklyom's thoughts delved deeper into the past, until a face he never wanted to see again unpleasantly popped up in his mind.

"Don't tell me…"

Once upon a time, there was a Young Lady-Killer who had kept countless girls awake at night from the moment he first stepped into the school.

The Number 1 Delinquent that he always had to keep an eye on for fear of dormitory chaos.

The Playboy who was famous not only within the Academy, but throughout the entire city of Nanchang.

The Fucking Bastard who had kidnapped his only daughter and ran away.

The Root Cause of his daughter cutting off their father-child relationship!

THE ACCURSED "HANDSOME PRINCE", BAEK MU-HEUN!!!

"They look similar, very similar…"

All of a sudden, he couldn't wait to find out the tall young man's name.
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The interview room was spacious and undecorated, and the only furniture inside were tables and chairs for the interview panel and the interviewees. 

"Sit down. We're starting the sixteenth interview now," the tired-looking middle-aged interviewer on the left said.

I sat down in a row with Ak Yeonho and three other interviewees, then observed the interviewers. Judging by the dao beside him, the one who just talked is the "Blazing Blade" Kwak Cheolwoo, the Vice Principal of the Azure Dragon Academy. Next to him is the Thousand-Armed Bodhisattva, followed by the Three Absolutes Sword on the right.

"Please take turns introducing yourself," he continued.

A short, smart-looking man sitting on the far left instantly leapt to his feet and yelled, "Good morning! I hail from the Shandong Myeong Family Manor…"

One by one, the interviewees introduced themselves, until finally, it was Ak Yeonho's turn. 

As was natural for the son of a prestigious family, Ak Yeonho politely said, "Greetings, good seniors. I am Ak Yeonho from the Shandong Ak Clan. I applied as a spear arts instructor here on my family's recommendation."

Kwak Cheolwoo and Namgung Su's expressions changed immediately upon hearing that Ak Yeonho was from a powerful clan.

Kwak Cheolwoo, the main questioner for the interviews, asked, "How are you related to the Spear King?"

"…He's my uncle."

"Have you seen him recently?"

"Right before I left home…"

Ak Yeonho's interview lasted longer than the rest of the previous applicants, and the interviewers were obviously biased toward him.

Finally, it was my turn. The instant I introduced myself, their attitudes made a complete 180.

"I am Baek Suryong from Huichang County, and I taught martial arts to children for 10 years in an academy run by my father. I'm applying to the Azure Dragon Academy as an external arts instructor."

"Hmph." Kwak Cheolwoo coughed dismissively at my humble self-introduction. He then read my recommendation letter from the Murim Alliance and said, "Your recommendation was written by the Flying Eagle, a well-known warrior in the gangho. Not long ago, you investigated and helped solve a case involving the murder of a civilian… Can you describe the case in detail to us?"

"The victim, Old Man Heo, was a notorious loan shark…"

As I started talking, I observed the interviewers' reactions. Kwak Cheolwoo pretended to be listening, while Namgung Su seemed openly uninterested. Surprisingly though, the Academy Principal Noh Goonsang paid close attention to my story, his eyes glittering with interest.

"Hohoho, what an interesting story," Noh Goonsang said, smiling gently like a Bodhisattva.

This nice-looking old man is the infamous Thousand-Armed Bodhisattva…? For a moment, I doubted my eyes. The Thousand-Armed Bodhisattva that I had heard of was a Crazy Hound with a temper like a lion and the stubbornness to pursue his enemies to the very end.

This person gives me the feeling a neighborhood old grandpa!

Normally, a martial artist would only undergo a drastic change of personality in two conditions: 1) They gained enlightenment and broke through to the next level; 2) They lost all hope and gave up.

I couldn't tell which of the two had caused the change in Noh Goonsang.

"Principal, we're running out of time. Shall we move on to the next person?" Kwak Cheolwoo nagged.

"Oh dear, it seems that I got too engrossed. Please continue what you were doing." Noh Goonsang nodded and turned away from me.

…Just like that, my turn ended.

When all the introductions were done, Kwak Cheol-woo announced to the panel, "From now on, you are free to pose questions to any of the applicants."

……

Seeing the silent panel, Kwak Cheolwoo turned toward Ak Yeonho and continued questioning him, "Did the Spear King ever mention visiting the Azure Dragon Academy?"

"Uh, about that…" Kwak Cheolwoo's favoritism was so blatant that Ak Yeonho hesitated and sneakily glanced at the other interviewees.

This is bad. I had no qualities worth mentioning, neither background nor outstanding martial arts. It was clear as day that the interviewers had no interest in me. Unless I did something right away, I would unquestionably fail the interview.

Just as I was fretting about how to attract attention, the "Three Absolutes Sword" Namgung Su suddenly said, "Mr. Baek Suryong."

"Here," I answered with a smile that would make any girl swoon.

However, all I received was a harsh, cold reply.

"Why did you apply to be an external arts instructor?"

Namgung Su was a tall, intelligent, slim, and handsome man. For some unknown reason though, he seemed outright hostile toward me.

What the hell is wrong with this guy? I was annoyed, but I still answered him as politely as I could, "Right now, I'm most confident in my external arts. Of course, I can also teach swordsmanship, bladesmanship, hidden weapons, and combination techniques."

In truth, I can teach most martial arts. Not only that, I'm also familiar with scholarly works and formation arts. However, if I admitted to all this, wouldn't it be too presumptuous of me? I should be humble.

"You're most confident in your external arts…?" Namgung Su began, and not with the best of intentions.

"Pfft!" Someone snorted.

Namgung Su continued, "I don't think you're fit to be an external arts instructor. It might be because of my inexperience, but I don't see many signs that you have mastered the external arts…" He glanced at Noh Goonsang, the strongest martial artist among the interviewers for confirmation.

Noh Goonsang smiled at me and said, "I'm quite sure that our friend here has learned a very unique kind of martial art, but I don't think he's at the level of Origin Return (返璞歸真).[1] Of course, I won't be so bold as to think that I am capable of judging a master beyond my skill…"

Although Noh Goonsang said that, everyone knew that what he said was impossible. After all, several decades ago, he was already one of the greatest masters in the world.

I nodded modestly, replying, "While it's true that I don't have much qi, that doesn't mean that I am not accomplished in the external arts."

However, my answer did not satisfy Namgung Su in the least.

"Aren't you just making excuses because you're not confident in your inner arts?"

"No, it's not like that…"

"Mr. Baek Suryong, does the Azure Dragon Academy look like a joke to you? Do you think that the skills required to work here and that to teach children in the countryside are comparable?"

"……"

Is this the so-called stress interview?[2] The fact that Namgung Su did not like me was plain as day. However, to the me who was used to even more degrading treatment in the Blood Cult, this was nothing.

On the contrary, it was Ak Yeonho who lost his patience. "Aren't you being a bit too much?" he choked.

"I am simply chiding someone who applied to be an instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy without the required ability."

"But prematurely judging people is…!"

"It's all right," I interrupted Ak Yeonho mid-sentence, knowing that he was getting angry on my behalf. I then smiled gently, looked at Namgung Su, and said, "Master Namgung Su, do you doubt my skills? Or do you just hate me?"

"…I'm being impartial here."

"I don't think so."

I think I know why he's so mean to me. Likes repel and opposites attract. He and I, we're too similar. We're both cool, tall, thin, young, and handsome.

Frowning, Namgung Su argued, "The Azure Dragon Academy is one of the Murim's Five Great Academies. I take pride in being an instructor here, and I don't want people who don't meet the minimal requirements to look down on my work."

"Then the solution is simple."

Since we're similar, we'll definitely be compared. Namgung Su instinctively feels threatened by my existence, and fears that I might replace him in the future.

I stood up from my seat and walked toward Namgung Su.

This is exactly what I wanted, anyway.

I stood in front of Namgung Su, looked down at him, and smiled. "Allow me to prove my skills," I suggested.

He stared up at me dourly. "You're going to prove it? How?"

Look at this guy, he's so upset. However, a tooth for a tooth, an eye for an eye. I always repay my debts, good or bad.

SLAM!

I slammed my hands on the table, glared straight into his eyes, and said, "How about I just beat you to a pulp right now?"



Translator's Note: Master Baek's "How I Met My Worst Rival/Best Buddy/Wife(?)". Happy Lunar New Year!



Footnotes:

[1] Origin Return (返璞歸真): When a master is so high-level that he/she seems like an ordinary person.


[2] Stress Interview: An interview designed to determine how a job applicant reacts under pressure.



Chapter 26: Do You Guys Know the Contents of the Practical Test?

After the sixteenth group interviews ended, Kwak Cheolwoo clicked his tongue and said, "How could such an arrogant punk exist? Him? An external arts expert? Bah!"

"……"

"Mr. Namgung, don't worry about it. That fool was just desperate to attract attention."

"……"

Since the start of the interviews, Kwak Cheolwoo had been carefully observing Namgung Su's expressions. Although he was much older and had a lot more experience in the murim, the Three Absolutes Sword Namgung Su was the Star Instructor of the Azure Dragon Academy. Every semester, not only would numerous students line up to take Namgung Su's classes, even those from outside the academy would submit requests for private tutoring. He was so popular, the other Five Great Academies had already sent Namgung Su several job offers over the last few years.

Although I'm glad and relieved that Mr. Namgung choose to stay on at our Azure Dragon Academy… humans are fickle creatures. If we don't do our best to accommodate him and lose our best teacher, then the Azure Dragon Academy will likely be kicked out of the Five Great Academies.

I think that young man's name was Baek Suryong? I wanted to let him pass as he was highly recommended by the Flying Eagle, but…that interview couldn't have gone any worse than it did. Of all things, he went and pissed off our Star Instructor, so even if we passed him, his future will be bleak.

"There are a lot of people out there who want to destroy Mr. Namgung's good reputation by challenging you. It's really unreasonable, so I hope you don't pay it any mind…"

"……" Namgung Su said nothing, as if he was in deep thought.

Sweating bullets at Namgung Su's continued silence, Kwak Cheolwoo nervously continued, "Are you offended that I stopped the fight earlier? But if you had hurt him, I'm sure he'd be out there spreading bad rumors about you. It's not your fault…"

"That young man didn't seem like the kind of person who would do that, " Noh Goonsang suddenly interjected.

"Principal…" Kwak Cheolwoo glared at him for a moment as if he wanted to argue back, but the old man's authority was absolute, both as his superior at work and in martial arts.

Noh Goonsang giggled and thought about the events that had just transpired. "If the Vice-Principal hadn't stopped him, he would have continued insisting on fighting. Was that what you were thinking, Mr. Namgung?"

"…Yes. He was getting too ahead of himself," Namgung Su coldly replied.

Noh Goonsang grinned mischievously and shot him a knowing look, asking, "Then why didn't you stop him first? Are you curious to find out more about his skill in the external arts?"

Despite being seen through, Namgung Su's aloof expression remained unchanged. "I don't gain anything from stopping him, and it was I who provoked him first."

"So, what you're saying is, you turned it into a stress interview on purpose?"

Namgung Su nodded and confidently said, "Yes, I wanted to rile him up so that when he loses to me, he won't be too embarrassed and can blame it on his own rashness."

That was the natural attitude and pride of a peak-level martial master who was also the Star Instructor of the Azure Dragon Academy. Even in that situation, he didn't want to humiliate an inferior martial artist.

Impressed by Namgung Su's composure, Kwak Cheolwoo praised him again, saying, "Not only are you strong, Mr. Namgung, you're also very considerate. Even in the face of those horrible insults, you endured it to preserve the other person's dignity… You're a fine example to the other teachers!"

"No, I'm the one at fault for antagonizing the interviewee. I'll need to work on improving my self-discipline so that such things don't happen again."

"No no no, didn't you only do it out of concern for the future of our Azure Dragon Academy? Besides, in my opinion, that man isn't fit to be an external arts instructor at all," Kwak Cheolwoo made another attempt to curry favor, but Namgung Su expressionlessly shrugged off his flattery.

Meanwhile, Noh Goonsang folded his arms and also recalled the young man who had just left. Baek Suryong, huh? His keen, sharp eyes and carefully calculated tone of voice left a strong impression on me. Although he didn't appear particularly strong to me, for some reason, I can't help but feel nervous in front of him…

"Do the two of you think that we should reject Baek Suryong?" he asked.

"Yes," Kwak Cheolwoo answered immediately.

Namgung Su briefly glanced at Noh Goonsang's expression, then nodded, saying, "I agree with the Vice-Principal that we should reject his application… What about you, Principal?"

Until now, Noh Goonsang hadn't intervened in their final decisions on who would pass the interview. The most he did was laugh while randomly asking questions about the applicants' pasts. However, this time, he declared with finality, "Ak Yeonho, Myeong Il'oh, and Baek Suryong pass the sixteenth round of interviews."

"What? Why?" Kwak Cheolwoo exclaimed, his eyes widening with surprise. A moment later, as if he'd realized how rude he'd just been, he lowered his head and said, "Apologies for my rudeness, Principal."

With glittering eyes like an excited child, Noh Goonsang laughed, "Hohoho, don't worry about it. I'm just curious about Mr. Baek Suryong, that's all. When you get to my age, you don't often meet someone whose strength and personality you can't gauge after a short conversation. It's been decades since the last time I ran into a situation like this."

Namgung Su sulkily blurted, "…I've never heard you praise someone so much before, Principal."

"Oh, I wouldn't call it a compliment. Not yet. Mr. Baek Suryong might just be an unusually eccentric person. Anyway, I'll need to see more of him to confirm it."

"Is that so…" Namgung Su fell silent for a while, then softly mumbled, "You won't change your mind even if I don't agree with you?"

"Nope. Why the long face? Does it bother you?"

"……" Namgung Su locked gazes with Noh Goonsang. Trapped between the two, Kwak Cheolwoo tried to say something, but Namgung Su quickly gave in and turned away from Noh Goonsang. 

"I see. If the Principal thinks that he deserves a re-evaluation, then I'll carefully observe him again, too… I hope you're right about him being more than he seems," he conceded with a faint smile that did not reach his eyes.

"Good. If it still irks you, just think of it as sacrificing a little of your time for the future of the Azure Dragon Academy."

"……" Namgung Su's eyebrows twitched with irritation, but he remained silent.

Desperate to quell the tension between his superior and their best teacher, Kwak Cheolwoo immediately shouted, "Group Seventeen, please enter!"
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"Hyung-nim, don't you think that you went too far?" Ak Yeonho nagged.

"What do you mean?" I answered in a deadpan voice.

Ak Yeonho leaned in close to me and whispered, "Why did you provoke the Star Instructor of the Azure Dragon Academy? What if he takes offense at your rudeness? Fortunately, the Vice-Principal helped to defuse the flames…"

"I knew he would get in my way," I interrupted, smirking.

"What?" Ak Yeonho stared at me blankly.

"Place yourself in the Vice-Principal's shoes. If you were him, would you have allowed the best instructor in the academy to fight a mere applicant? The school gains nothing if Namgung Su wins, and if he loses, it would be a huge embarrassment."

"Wait, you did all that on purpose?"

"I had to, for the sake of leaving a strong impression on them."

Of course, if it was just external arts, I was confident of winning against Namgung Su. Master Maeng's Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest wasn't the best external arts technique in the world for nothing, you know?

Winning the fight was my Plan B…but unfortunately, Plan A worked and Kwak Cheolwoo intervened. Still, that pissed off look in Namgung Su's eyes was just priceless… He's probably making excuses about holding back and not wanting to hurt and humiliate his opponent right now…

"Pfft, scaredy-cat. If we had fought, the most I would have done was dislocate your wrist."

Well, I had plenty of time to get back at him, and since my goal was to become the Star Instructor of the Azure Dragon Academy, I had no doubt that we'd clash time and time again.

"I'll make your life a living hell…" I muttered, grinning evilly.

Ak Yeonho looked at me like I was being absurd and asked, "I don't get where your confidence comes from… Have you ever thought that you might actually fail the interview?"

I might fail the interview? Me? I pondered it for a moment, then replied, "I will build a new martial arts school next to the Azure Dragon Academy, and call it the White Dragon Academy.[1] Within ten years, my students will wipe the floor with the Azure Dragon kids."

Thanks to Old Man Heo's inheritance, that was an option I could consider, and a fairly inviting one at that. The only problems were the number of students I could attract, and if I could earn enough within a short time to pay for the life-saving spiritual medicine I needed.

One thing was for sure though, compared to working for the Azure Dragon Academy, starting out on my own would definitely be financially rough in the first few years.

"Well, if they fail me, then the interviewers must all have a bad eye for people, and I have no intention of working for blind fools."

"At least you have a backup plan…"

"By the way, I'm willing to hire you as a founding instructor of my White Dragon Academy without an interview…"

"Hyung-nim, I'll support you from afar instead."

Suddenly, as we chatted nonsense and walked out of the Azure Dragon Academy, one of the other applicants approached us and said, "Hello, I'm sorry to interrupt your conversation, but…"

I turned around to see an affable-looking young man with cropped hair. He was shorter than average, but his body was as well-built as a sturdy rock. Not considering Ak Yeonho, Kwak Cheolwoo seemed to like him the most out of the Group Sixteen interviewees. 

This guy, I think he said his name was Myeong Il'oh? He's the friendly type who can get along with anyone, and his skills are no joke either. Perhaps I should consider hiring him at my White Dragon Academy?

"I'm Myeong Il'oh from the Shandong Myeong Family Manor. Do you remember me, Young Master Ak? We've met before."

Ak Yeonho's face flushed with panic as he stuttered, "Ah, uh… I'm sorry, but I don't remember… When did we meet?"

"We last met at Miss Yeon-Hwa's twentieth birthday party."

"Oh… At that time?"

"Ha ha, don't worry, you probably don't remember me as there were a lot of people there, and I only saw you from afar. Also, that was years ago."

"Yeah, it was…"

Although both the Ak Clan and the Myeong Family Manor were situated in the Shandong Province, the Myeong Family Manor was just a minor landlord while the Ak Clan ruled the entire province. Hence, it was mandatory for Myeong Il'oh to learn the names and faces of the Ak Clan members, while the opposite was optional.

"It's quite a rare coincidence to meet someone from the same hometown here, so do you want to grab a meal together? It'll be my treat."

"Er, that…" Ak Yeonho peeped at me out of the corner of his eyes.

Why the fuck are you looking at me?

"W-What do you think, Hyung-nim?" he muttered.

…Oh, is he hesitating because of me?

"I don't care. You decide," I replied.

"Please join us too, Master Baek! The more the merrier, hahaha! Also, the way you stood up to those bigoted interviewers was just sooo impressive!" Myeong Il'oh exclaimed with a genuine smile that would brighten up anyone's day.

Just like that, he tagged along with us as if he had always been a part of our group.

" By the way…" Myeong Il'oh looked around cautiously, then whispered, "Do you guys know the contents of the practical test?"



Translator's Note: I changed a couple names and terms after re-reading the raws for this series and catching up to the latest chapters (600+, midway through the Heavenly Martial Festival Arc, don't expect the manhwa to get there for a few years). Shouldn't alter the reading experience too much.



Footnotes:

[1] White Dragon Academy (白龍學館, Baek Ryong Hak Kwan): Baek Suryong is written with the hanja characters 白秀龍, meaning "White Beautiful/Excellent Dragon". He removed the middle character to form the name: White Dragon.



Chapter 27: What's Your Father's Name?

Ak Yeonho's eyes widened. "I know about it, but won't the details only be released a day before the practical test itself?"

With a knowing grin on his face, Myeong Il'oh said, "Technically, yes, but this is hardly the first time the Azure Dragon Academy is hiring new instructors. I came early and did some research…"

From Myeong Il'oh's explanation, we could tell how meticulously he prepared for the practical test which would be held after the interview. However, no normal person would freely share their hard-earned information without asking for anything in return.

Frowning, I asked him, "Why are you telling us this much? We're your competitors."

Myeong Il'oh beamed. "Haha, anyone can find out this much as long as they put in a little effort. Besides, if I fail the test, it'll be my own fault for not being good enough, and I can always try again next year. However…" Myeong Il'oh winked at us, then earnestly continued, "This is my only chance to make two new friends, right?"

Is he trying to suck up to us? Nah, his main target should be Ak Yeonho, but he isn't excluding me, either. What a calculating guy. Still, I don't hate quick-witted, sociable people like that.

I grinned and replied, "Alright, but in return for your information, how about you leave paying for the drinks to Ak Yeonho instead?"

"…Why is it that you get to make the decisions, while I have to fork out the money?"

Just as we were happily engrossed in our conversation and making our way out of the Azure Dragon Academy, the Headmaster, who was standing in the yard, stood in our way and interrupted, "…Could you spare me a moment?"

From the way the Headmaster's scorching gaze was fixated on me, that question was directed at me. Confused, I tilted my head to the side and asked back, "Is there a problem…"

"It'll only take a moment. I want to talk to you in private."

The Headmaster's tone was polite, but I could tell he wouldn't accept "No" for an answer.

I thought about it for a moment, then told Ak Yeonho, "Go ahead to the restaurant without me. I'll meet you there later."

After that, I followed the Headmaster to a secluded corner behind one of the school buildings, leaving behind Ak Yeonho and Myeong Il'oh who kept glancing at me behind them.

"…I just want to know one thing." The gray-haired old Headmaster leaned over, stared closely at my face, and asked in a slightly trembling voice, "What is your father's name?"

"What has my father got to do with…"

OH, FUCK.

The words that Dad told me as I left the Baek Academy flashed in my mind like a lightning bolt.


"If you go to the Azure Dragon Academy...you'll probably run into your maternal grandfather."



Why do I only remember this now?


"Also…that man is the Headmaster of the Azure Dragon Academy."



Recollections of Dad's increasingly absurd statements popped up in my head one after another.


"Look, I don't know what Father-in-law will think of you. He might like you because of your resemblance to Yakbing, or…"

"Or?"



"Would your father's name…just so happen to be Baek. Mu. Heun?" My maternal grandfather asked, his eyes flashing like razor-sharp daggers.

"……"


"…He might try to kill you because you look like me."



GULP.

I gulped nervously as my eyes involuntarily fell upon the sword strapped to Grandfather's waist.

"Why aren't you answering me? You can't possibly not know your own father's name, right…?" The Headmaster's white eyebrows twitched. On his old face wrinkled by the ravages of time, I could sense a determined and stubborn will.

I recalled the old man's name: Mae Geuklyom (梅極廉).[1] A man who served as an instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy for decades, even longer than the Principal Noh Goonsang, and is now the Headmaster in charge of student discipline. A man who was basically a living historical relic of the Azure Dragon Academy.

And…such a man was my grandfather.

"I'll ask you again. Is your father's name Baek. Mu. Heun? Well…?"

…Dad, what on earth did you do to your father-in-law? He can't even say your name without struggling to spit out each syllable!

Mae Geuklyom's rage was boiling over, and his aura was like that of a sword.

Eh? This old man…is incredible! Even in the midst of this terrible predicament, I couldn't help but admire the warrior in front of me. Despite his aging body, his muscles were trained to perfection and his qi output was stable, demonstrating his excellent self-control. Although it was impossible to compare them without a duel, I was sure he was at least as strong as the Vice Principal, the "Blazing Blade" Kwak Cheolwoo.

If that's the case, then why is he only the Headmaster?[2] I wondered about Mae Geuklyom's unusual circumstances for a moment, but he didn't give me the time to really think about it.

"Are you not going to answer me? Or did you suddenly go mute?" he pressured.

Wow, for someone that angry, he's patient. In my experience, people usually start swinging their fists long before they get to this point.

"If you keep insisting on staying quiet…" Mae Geuklyom moved a hand toward his sword, and the glint in his eyes sharpened.

Well, even the most patient person in the world had a limit to their tolerance. 

He'll probably notice if I lied to him, so I might as well just… I quickly organized my thoughts and confessed, "You're right, my dad's name is Baek Muheun."

"I knew it… It was that bastard Baek Muheun…" Mae Geuklyom scowled, and his face flushed like he was transforming into a red oni.[3]

My face is too similar to Dad's…

Mae Geuklyom trembled with rage, growling, "How…How dare that man…"

I started to worry for my own safety.

"Baek Muheun, that son of a bitch…"

…Dad, I really wonder what your school life was like. I sighed and, in the sweetest voice I could muster, said, "Grandpa~"

"Gah! Who's your grandfather?"

The next thing I knew, Mae Geuklyom's sword was pointed at my neck, and all the hairs on my body were standing on end from the old man's dense killing intent.

He spat out between clenched teeth, "If you call me that one more time…I'll cut off your tongue."

"……"

I had no idea what happened thirty years ago except that Mom and Dad met here at the Azure Dragon Academy, fell in love, and then eloped when Mae Geuklyom opposed their marriage. During that process, Mae Geuklyom disowned Mom, his only daughter, and they never met again, not while she was alive, and not even at her funeral.

That's all.

He seems to be a prideful lone wolf… The type that can't even forgive his own daughter for disobeying him. Warriors like that would rather break than bend.

However, time seems to have taken its toll on him. Even the most heartless person will eventually begin to regret the mistakes of their past…and his drastic comeback to me calling him "Grandpa" is the best evidence of that. If he truly hated me, he wouldn't have reacted so emotionally. He would have coldly kicked me out of the Academy.

"You…" I started, but Mae Geuklyom shut me up with a fierce glare.

With that, I was certain. This old man had no idea how to deal with family he hadn't seen in thirty years. I recalled that of the four masters who taught me martial arts, there was one old man who was very similar to him.

Master Moyong.

Although the Sword Saint Moyong Hon was once the world's greatest swordsman, he was always plagued by the biggest regret of his life: his only son. The Blood Cult took advantage of that weakness by kidnapping his son and using him as a hostage to force Moyong Hon into giving himself up.

However, in the end, the Blood Cult killed his son.


"Is my son…really dead?"



The Sword Saint only found out the truth the day we escaped from the dungeons. I could still clearly remember the hopeful look on his face turning into abject despair as he confirmed it with me.


"Did you…already know that?"

"…Yes."



That was a lie. The Demonic Strategist never told me what had happened to the Sword Saint's son.

Even after finding out the truth though, the Sword Saint still couldn't bring himself to accept it.


"As long as you can prove that my son is alive, as long as you can bring him to me, I'll forgive everything that you've done to us and leave quietly. However, if that child is dead, then…"



On that day, among the four masters, the Sword Saint was the one who inflicted the greatest damage on the Blood Cult.

"Why did you have to show yourself in front of me after all this time…" Mae Geuklyom mumbled.

For a moment, Mae Geuklyom and Master Moyong's faces overlapped. At the same time, I could tell that for him, it was mine and Baek Muheun's faces that overlapped.

This is all Dad's fault. Why do I have to suffer because of him…

"Grandpa."

"Shut up! Didn't I just warn you…"

With a sigh, I looked straight into his eyes and firmly said, "Your daughter, Mae Yakbing, is my mother. Cutting off my tongue won't change that fact."

"……" The tip of Mae Geuklyom's sword wobbled, causing small beads of blood to appear on my neck.

I ignored it and continued, "This unfilial grandson Baek Suryong greets his grandfather. Will you forgive me for the late introduction?"

The sword against my neck stopped wavering.

I took several steps back and bowed deeply in the highest show of respect, saying, "Please accept my bow."

Mae Geuklyom slowly lowered his sword. He clenched his teeth, but couldn't stop his eyes from reddening. "…You look a lot like her. You have her eyes, hands, and on closer inspection, even her lips… Why didn't you say anything when we met?" he choked, seeing my mother in me.

Because I forgot.

Nope, no way I could say that.

I pretended to agonize for a moment and blurted, "…I didn't want to let you know about it until after I passed the instructor's exam."

Well, for a hasty excuse, that wasn't too bad.

I couldn't be sure if he was convinced, but Mae Geuklyom immediately snorted, "Hmph, did you think it was easy to pass the Azure Dragon Academy instructor's exam? Were you just going to return home quietly if you failed?"

The open hostility from before was gone, replaced by a nagging voice.

I grinned confidently at him and declared, "I know that I'm going to pass."

Contrary to my expectations, Mae Geuklyom's face suddenly hardened like a block of ice. "…You're pissing me off."

"What? Why?"

"That boundless confidence of yours… It's exactly the same as that asshole…"

The gentle old man transformed into a monstrous yaksha in a heartbeat! What is he, bipolar? I hastily tried to explain myself, stuttering, "I-I heard that Mom was a very confident person, too."

"You're right, but I can't stand the fact that you look just like Him when you smile…"

I instantly wiped the grin off my face.

Mae Geuklyom took a deep breath and nodded, warning, "…Don't ever smile like you just did in front of me."

Dear Grandpa, are you okay? I suspect you have a severe anger management problem.

Regardless, it seemed that Mae Geuklyom alternated between associating me with his beloved daughter and the son-in-law he absolutely loathed.

"So, you're my grandson… Your mother's precious last gift before she left this world… Your father, though…"

"Please don't mind that guy. We don't even look alike. Now that I've met you, I can definitely see that I take after you more." For the sake of my own survival, I sold out Dad without hesitation.

Mae Geuklyom furrowed his brows and mumbled, "Don't say that. No matter what, he's still your father."

"….."

"Of course, that doesn't mean that he's not the world's worst fucking son of a bitch."

"……" How on earth am I supposed to respond to that?

Anyway, Mae Geuklyom appeared to have finally calmed down.

"How was the interview?"

"It went pretty well. I think I'm going to pass."

"That remains to be seen… By the way, where are you staying now?"

It was a busy day for him, and we couldn't talk for long today. Since he probably wanted to visit me later, I told him the name of the inn I was staying at, and he nodded, saying, "Oh, I know where that is. You should go now, I need to get back to my work, too."

"I'll visit you often from now on."

"Hmph, you don't have to do that, that's just annoying." Mae Geuklyom snorted, but he didn't appear upset.

I spun around and strode off, only looking over my shoulder just before passing through the main gates of the Azure Dragon Academy. Mae Geuklyom was still staring at me, but the instant our eyes met, he abruptly turned away.

"Aren't you too timid for an old man?" I muttered to myself, smirking.

That day, I walked out of the Azure Dragon Academy with a spring in my step. In this school filled with enemies, I think I'll have at least one reliable ally from now on.



Translator's Note: TSUNDERE GRANDPA IS HERE! Our Master Baek, who was an orphan in his previous life, will slowly learn about what it means to have family…

Also, SIMB now has a CHARACTER PAGE! You can access it from the SIMB main page. I think we all need a log to keep track of things when almost every named character is a main character of their own story.



Footnotes:

[1] Mae Geuklyom (梅極廉): Geuklyom meaning "Extremely Upright", a fitting name for the man in charge of student discipline.


[2] Headmaster: Basically the Head Teacher, ranks below the Principal, Vice-Principal, and Star Instructor (Korean term for a celebrity teacher, teachers who get paid millions by the super-rich to teach their kids or give lectures to tens of thousands of students at once).


[3] Red Oni: [image: simb027-insert.jpg]



Chapter 28: Crazy Demon?

"Hmm? Why are you still in one piece?" Ak Yeonho asked me as soon as I entered the inn.

I sat down across from him and glared at him. "Why are you upset that I came back safely?"

"No, what I mean is... The Headmaster looked like he was going to break every bone in your body."

Myeong Il'oh, who was sitting next to Ak Yeonho, added with a shocked expression, "You came back unharmed after a private meeting with the Yaksha, I mean the Sword Addict of the Azure Dragon Academy... Baek-hyung, how hard did you fight to get away from him?"

I gave him a confused look. "No, why are you so sure that we fought?"

"Because you provoked Namgung Su, the Star Instructor?"

"Don't put me in the same category as that guy. I'm a very gentle and peaceful person by nature."

"Wow, you are completely shameless..."

Pretending not to hear Ak Yeonho's snide comment, I grabbed the cup of wine Myeong ll-Oh poured for me and drank it down. I then refilled Myeong ll-Oh's almost empty glass as a thank you, while saying, "You called him the Sword Addict? Is that the Headmaster's nickname?"

"What? Didn't you know that?" The walking talking gangho history textbook Myeong Il'oh's eyes lit up as he explained, "The Sword Addict (劍癡) Mae Geuklyom is a sword master who made his name in real combat and has worked as an instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy for more than thirty years after his sudden retirement from the gangho. In the past, he was famous for being a man of his word and for being absolutely uncompromising in his dealings with evildoers. Even now that he has become the Headmaster of Azure Dragon Academy, he is known to be so strict that naughty students who repeatedly break school rules call him the God of Death."

Wow, not only was Myeong Il'oh's broad knowledge very reliable, he also knew a lot of entertaining facts.

Myeong Il'oh lowered his head to set the mood and whispered, "There's even a saying that it's better to be locked up in the Murim Alliance prisons than to be captured by him... He's just that scary. And if you doubt my sources, I can confidently say that this information came from an Azure Dragon Academy graduate who was actually locked up in the Murim Alliance prison."

At this point, I couldn't help but point out the elephant in the room, "What on earth did that Azure Dragon Academy graduate do to get locked up in the Murim Alliance prisons?"

"Don't you know? The famous Thousand-Mile Phantom Thief is a graduate of Azure Dragon Academy. Rumor has it that when he was a student, he practiced his movement techniques by running away from the Headmaster. Then, one day, he finally found his calling..."

"......" Should I really get a job at this school?

After hearing Myeong Il'oh's incredible story, Ak Yeonho took one look at me and concluded, "You know, you should just be thankful that you weren't beaten up."

"I guess you're right."

"By the way, Myeong-hyung, do you know why the Headmaster is so strict about inappropriate behavior between men and women? What's wrong with teenagers having relationships?"

Huh? What's with this random fact? Why does the face of a certain person suddenly come to mind? No way, it can't be...

Unfortunately, I was too late. Myeong Il'oh began his explanation, "I think the event that caused this happened about thirty years ago? There was a huge incident that turned the academy upside down. Two students fell in love, but their parents did not approve of their marriage. In the end, they quit school and eloped."

"OHMYGAWD THAT IS SOOOO COOL!"

"Eh? Anyway, it was then that the Sword Addict swore that he would capture and kill the runaway male student..."

"Okay, okay, let's stop talking about unrelated things," I interrupted, not wanting to hear more about Dad's glorious exploits from anyone other than the man himself. I hurriedly filled Myeong Il'oh's cup with wine to distract him and changed the subject, "What did you say about the practical exam again?"

"But he was just getting to the fun part..." Ak Yeonho complained with puppy dog eyes.

I rolled my eyes at him and said, "Did you come here just to hear some old stories? What about the practical test? You'd rather listen to stories and drink while our competitors are training their asses off to pass the test? Huh?"

"What's wrong with you all of a sudden?" Ak Yeonho looked at me suspiciously.

I shamelessly ignored him and asked Myeong Il'oh, "So, can you tell us how the practical test will be conducted?"

Although we had been distracted for a brief moment by the story of the headmaster's past, the practical test was still our main concern at the moment.

Myeong Il'oh leaned further forward and whispered in a low voice as if we were a group of conspiring schemers, "Based on last year's exams, this year's practical test will be divided into two separate graded parts."

He extended two fingers, folded one, and continued, "First, we have to face one of the current instructors. We don't have to win, but it would be much better for us if we did."

"...Can we choose the instructor to fight? Or will it be decided for us?" I rubbed my hands together eagerly, intending to choose Namgung Su as my opponent.

As if he had read my thoughts, Myeong Il'oh laughed, "I'm sorry, but our opponents are chosen by the Principal."

"Hmm..."

The Thousand-Armed Bodhisattva Noh Goonsang. The only interviewer I couldn't read or predict. It seemed like he wanted to see me and Namgung Su fight, though, so maybe... Not that I looked down on the other instructors, but I just wanted to announce the birth of a new star instructor by publicly beating up Namgung Su.

"What's the second test?" I asked.

Myeong Il'oh folded his second finger and said, "The second is a demonstration lecture. We have to give a short lecture to the students in the field we applied for. During this time, we must make a strong impression on the students and teachers present.

If the duel was to test the martial arts level of the instructor, then the demonstration lecture was to test our teaching ability.

Just because someone is good at martial arts, doesn't mean they're any good at teaching.

There were many martial arts geniuses who couldn't give clear instructions to their students, or insisted that their own method was right when it didn't suit the student.

As for me? Of course, I was confident. After all, I've given so many lectures in the Blood Cult that I can tell at a glance which kids are working hard, which are lazy, whether they've eaten properly, or whether they've been out drinking or having fun the night before.

The title of "Blood Cult Devil Instructor" was not given to me for nothing.

How wild can a bunch of orthodox sect goody-two-shoes get, anyway?

Suddenly an idea popped into my head.

"...I'm asking this just in case, but is it okay if I yell at or hit the kids during my demonstration lecture?"

Two people immediately freaked out.

"Are you crazy?"

"You're kidding, right?"

"No, I'm being extremely serious..." I clarified.

"......"

"......"

Both Ak Yeonho and Myeong Il'oh stared at me in disbelief as if they couldn't tell if I was joking or not.

Looks like the answer is no. Eh, I guess Blood Cult style 'education' is mostly unacceptable to members of the orthodox faction. This means that 'gentle' interrogation, insulting parents, creative ridicule, and brainwashing to kill emotions are out of the question....

"Hyung-nim, do you know how frightening students are these days? If you hurt them, they'll immediately report you to the Murim Alliance for abuse. "

"The helicopter parents are even worse. Not only are they overprotective, some of them are martial masters."

"Isn't that a bit extreme? No wonder the children of the orthodox sects are so weak and soft-hearted..."

It was one thing to be nice to little kids like the ones at Baek Academy, but we were talking about teenagers over fifteen, right?

Anyway, it seemed that lectures in the orthodox faction were quite different from what I was used to, but that shouldn't pose much of a problem.

"To make matters worse, this year we also have to please the students. Rumor has it that 50% of our final grade will be determined by student votes. In particular, we'll have to watch out for the members of the Student Council and the Club Union, the two most influential student groups at Azure Dragon Academy," Myeong Il'oh said, returning to serious mode.

"The Student Council, huh..."

I remembered the two kids looking down at us from the roof of the dormitory. Their qi was excellent for their age, and the girl even used the Lion Roar to make a school-wide announcement.


"You two there! By the authority of the student council, I declare that both of you pass the... Ugh, Mmph!"

"Vice President! Have you lost your mind?"



So that was the Student Council.

As if he was reliving the same experience, Ak Yeonho said happily, "The Vice-President of the Student Council declared that we both passed the exam."

"Uh... Yes, I heard that loud and clear."

"What did I say before, Hyung-nim? Half of the students are on our side," Ak Yeonho grinned like an idiot.

Myeong Il'oh immediately shattered his dreams. "Don't forget that the other half of the students are male. They might hate you two just because you're popular with the girls."

"They can't be that petty, can they...?" Ak Yeonho mumbled in disbelief.

However, I agreed with Myeong Il'oh. "He's right. If two pretty boys suddenly appeared and stole the hearts of all the women, I would absolutely despise them."

Although there were many advantages to being good-looking, it also meant that one was often the target of envy. In addition, the more attention one received, the easier it was for a small scandal to ruin one's image.

"People like us also have to think about how to win over the boys," I concluded.

"Yes, people like us..." Myeong Il'oh agreed quietly, secretly putting himself in the same category as me and Ak Yeonho, though he didn't finish his sentence to avoid being emotionally damaged by any overly blunt people present.

"Do you have any ideas?"

As if he was waiting for me to ask this very question, Myeong Il'oh smiled theatrically. "Before we go into battle, we should first reconnoiter the enemy camp, no?"

"What does that mean?"

"If we want to understand the students, we have to go to where they usually hang out." Myeong Il'oh took out a thin booklet from his bag. With sparkling eyes, he continued, "And I just happened to hear that the Student Council is holding an outdoor event today."

[image: sep]

CHITTER CHATTER.

When we arrived at the venue, the place was already crowded with people. At the entrance, a banner reading "Azure Dragon Academy Winter Semester Festival" fluttered in the wind.

Ak Yeonho whispered in my ear, "This place is much more crowded than I thought. There are a lot of ordinary people here as well."

"Yeah."

"Haha, it said in the brochure that the public was free to attend, just like a normal citywide festival," Myeong Il'oh added.

The three of us then proceeded to explore the festival. Vendors had set up stalls selling snacks and accessories for girls, while school clubs were also running their own businesses or giving martial arts demonstrations.

"You don't see this every day! The Tang Clan's special aphrodisiac! All yours for only..."

I was speechless. Was it okay to use the name of the Tang Clan to sell such a thing?

"Is it okay?"

"Haha, isn't it more fun that way? This event has been going on for decades, and as long as there aren't any major incidents, the academy doesn't really restrict the students' activities."

As we walked around, some of the students recognized us.

"Look, over there. Aren't those the super handsome new instructors?"

"Wow! You're right!"

"Wanna go say hi to them?"

Okay, a lot of people gawked at us, but none of them actually got close to us. It wasn't like they weren't trying to, though.

"Excuse me, instructors..." A girl approaching us said, shyly tucking her hair behind her ears.

SWOOSH. WHOOSH.

A pair of identical twin boys quickly appeared to her left and right, grabbed both of her arms, and held her down.

"Ahh, eh, WHYYYYYY!"

"I'm sorry, but you're coming with us," the left twin said.

"I-I just wanted to talk to them!"

"Engaging in immoral relationships is against school rules," the other twin replied.

"How was I engaging in immoral relationships? I just wanted to say hello to the new teachers..." The girl struggled to pull her arm out, but her joints were locked and she couldn't move.

"We'll hear your excuses later."

"First, to the Student Council."

The grim-faced twins said at the same time.

"Let go! LET ME GOOOOO!"

With a look of irritation, Ak Yeonho watched as the girl was dragged away by the twins. "The Student Council is scary..." he muttered.

The stinging gazes of students wearing yellow armbands that read "Discipline Committee (善導部)" could be felt everywhere as they patrolled the venue.

Every time some so much as flashed a forlorn glance at us…the gloomy twins would suddenly pop up and warn them.

There are all kinds of weirdos in the world. Hmm? Isn't that Kwak Duyong?

As we continued to explore the festival, we realized that we weren't the only new instructor applicants walking around. I spotted a face I recognized in the distance, tapped Ak Yeonho on the shoulder and said, "He's here too.

"Who... Oh, the fatass?"

The fatty we had humiliated twice was making a ruckus at a food stand while surrounded by more food than he could eat. From the redness of his face, I could tell that he was hammered.

"Hahaha! Back when this Master Kwak was studying at Vermilion Phoenix Academy..."

"Wow!"

"That's amazing!"

Several students gathered around him, cheering him on even as they made him pay for all their food and drinks.

"Kids these days are scary."

"Yeah..."

We clutched our wallets tightly and fled the scene.

Just like that, the three of us snacked and drank until sunset, greeting and observing the passing students. This is such a peaceful place, I thought as we were about to retire to the inn for the night. 

Reality immediately proved me wrong. 

Suddenly, a blood-drenched student went flying into the pop-up stall right in front of me, smashing it to pieces. 

"Ugh..."

A tall boy stood over the fallen student and barked, "What did you just say, punk? Why don't you repeat yourself, huh?"

The boy took a swig from a gourd bottle with one hand, then smacked the injured student's cheek with the Dao he held in the other. Luckily, the blade was still sheathed.

The moment he opened his mouth, I could smell the alcohol on his breath. From the way this guy strutted around and glared at people, he was definitely what they called a "delinquent".

MURMUR MURMUR.

"Is that guy at it again?"

"Fuck..."

After recognizing him, some of the students quietly slipped away from the scene.

However, I froze as if nailed to the spot, and it wasn't because I wanted to intervene in the students' fight.

"...Crazy Demon?" I couldn't help but exclaim in shock when I saw the boy's face.


Chapter 29: An Unexpected Dinner Invitation

The boy who was splattered with blood after slapping the injured student raised his head, glared at me and snarled, "Hey! Did you just call me the Crazy Demon?"

His eyes were bloodshot, his hair disheveled like a lion's mane, and his canines showing as he growled like a wounded animal, as if he were threatening to bite me if I got in his way.

"How dare you mention that nickname in front of me? Huh?" He strode toward me while making sure to use the bloodied student as a stepping stone. 

"…Hyung-nim." Myeong Il'oh tugged at my sleeve, a warning for me not to get involved in an unnecessary conflict.

However, I didn't budge. On the contrary, the corners of my mouth turned up in a wide grin. Yeah, I'd rather deal with the bad boys than the goodie two shoes.

This boy possessed a sharp killing intent and battle instinct that was rare within the polite, no-nonsense orthodox sect. He honestly showed his feelings regardless of whether the other person was older, stronger, or more senior than him. 

Damn, I've taught so many kids like him that I'm suddenly hit by a wave of nostalgia. For the first time since reincarnating, I've found a kid that seems fun to teach.

The delinquent sauntered in front of me, shot me a death glare and said, "I've never seen you in school before… But heh, aren't you hella good-looking? Before I smash your face to a pulp, answer this: Did you pick a fight with me because you knew who I was?"

My skin prickled from his audacity. I smirked and opened my mouth to reply, but before I could say anything, I was interrupted by two new arrivals.

SWISH. SWOOSH.

"Student Hyonwon Kang."

"What the fuck do you want?"

It was the sullen-looking twins from earlier, and thanks to them, I finally heard the delinquent boy's name.

Wait, Hyonwon Kang? No wonder he resembles Master Hyonwon Hu, the Crazy Demon (狂魔), so much… They must be related!

The Crazy Demon Hyonwon Hu was one of the four masters who escaped from the Blood Cult with me. Before he was captured, he was once the greatest blademaster in the history of the Hyonwon Clan. However, he became so obsessed with martial arts that he defied his family's expectations and went on a Hundred Duels Campaign, earning the title of "Crazy Demon" from his brutal treatment of his foes. His violent crimes eventually made him a public enemy of the murim, and he ended up getting captured by the Blood Cult while on the run.


"All I wanted was to see the absolute peak of martial arts. I don't regret my actions, and if I could go back in time, I would make the same choice. Still… I do feel sorry about what I did to my family. I've caused them a great deal of trouble."

"Hmph, what's so great about the Hyonwon Clan? It's not like they'll ever let you return there."

"Shut up, you fucking bandit."

"Huhuhu, why don't you be my subordinate instead? You're fierce and mean-looking, perfect for being a debt collector. If we work together, the Great Viridian Forest Gang will…"

"When I get out of here, the first thing I'm gonna do is rip your damned mouth off."



…Every time I recall those two, they're fighting over something or another.

Anyway, back to the kid named Hyonwon Kang. He was so similar to Master Crazy Demon that I wondered if he was his reincarnation. It wasn't just his face that resembled him; even the way he carried himself and his body frame were almost identical.

I heard that Master Crazy Demon never had any children, though. Is he the descendant of Master's sibling? I recalled the old stories that Master Crazy Demon had told me about his past.

Meanwhile, Hyonwon Kang frowned in annoyance at the twins' interruption and growled, "What are you doing? Didn't you hear what that bastard said? He called me the Crazy Demon. Don't you guys know who the Crazy Demon is?"

"……"

"……"

The twins shot me a look that said, "Did you really say that?"

I shrugged and replied, "I never said anything of the sort."

"What?" Hyonwon Kang glared at me incredulously.

The twins looked back at Hyonwon Kang expressionlessly. 

"You heard him."

"All bystanders, please step back."

"Ahh, seriously…" Hyonwon Kang gritted his teeth and took a step forward. 

At the same time, the twins drew their weapons.

A baton and a rope? Those are weapons used by prison wardens, not martial artists!

The twins pointed their weapons at Hyonwon Kang.

"If you come any closer to us," One twin started.

"We'll subdue you," the other twin finished.

Do these two have a habit of speaking in tandem?

"Kuhaha, is that what you want, a fight?" Rather than backing down, Hyonwon Kang raised his dao and pointed it at the twins, his killing intent leaking through his bared teeth. "Yeah, I didn't think you'd believe me. It's always like this, people like you only learn to stay out of my way after they've been thrashed."

The twins' faces hardened as Hyonwon Kang revealed his true colors.

"It doesn't matter,"

"Whether you're telling the truth or not."

"Neither us nor the Student Council," 

"Will tolerate any more disturbances."

Hyonwon Kang snorted standoffishly and drew his dao. Moonlight reflected off the aquamarine colored blade as he flourished it several times before pointing it at the twins.

"What kind of idiot can't even finish a full sentence by themselves? Bring it on." He smirked.

""……""

Seeing that a fight was about to break out, the crowd took several steps back and cleared out a space for the three students to brawl it out. When that was done, the three immediately began their fight.

Oh? All three of them are pretty good. The twins' coordination is surprisingly sophisticated, as if they can read each other's minds. They always move at the same time to apply pressure on Hyonwon Kang, and whenever he counterattacks, one would defend against the blow while the other takes advantage of the gaps in his technique.

Beside me, Ak Yeonho muttered in amazement, "The twins complement each other perfectly."

The twins were constantly weaving around Hyonwon Kang, but they never got in each other's way even once. For the delinquent, it must have felt like he was facing one enemy, then two, then one, then two, over and over again.

"Those two have practiced so hard that they can tell what the other is thinking just by exchanging glances," Myeong Il'oh murmured in admiration.

Being able to impress those two was a testament to the twins' ability to fight as a pair. However, they didn't really arouse my interest.

"The delinquent kid is much more amazing." 

Hyonwon Kang was staggering around as if he were drunk (he was), but he was somehow still dodging or parrying all the most dangerous attacks. He twisted his body in breathtaking stunts, swung his sword in exaggeratedly large motions to shake off his opponent, and taunted, "Is this all you have? Looks like this year's Student Council isn't worth much after all."

""……""

The twins' offensive intensified. The baton grazed Hyonwon Kang's shoulder, while the rope wrapped around Hyonwon Kang's ankles like a snake's tongue.

Meanwhile, as time wore on, more and more onlookers, including students from the Azure Dragon Academy, showed up to watch the brawl.

CHITTER CHATTER.

"Is it Hyonwon Kang again?"

"He picks fights wherever he goes…"

"I wonder why he hasn't been expelled yet."

Although those words are filled with contempt and hatred, I can sense the fear hidden beneath the tough remarks. They are instinctively afraid of Hyonwon Kang.

That said, Hyonwon Kang's current skills were not that impressive, even though he was one of the most talented martial artists among the students that I've met so far.

"Weird…" I scratched my head in confusion as I observed Hyonwon Kang's blade technique.

Why is he using such a crappy blade technique? Even if they're inferior to Master Crazy Demon's own creations, the Hyonwon Clan's martial arts is still one of the murim's finest. Yet, that blade technique Hyonwon Kang is using right now is too lousy to be passed down in a prestigious martial arts clan.

"Is that the original Hyonwon Clan martial art?"

"About that…" Ak Yeonho hesitated for a moment, then whispered, "I'll tell you later."

Looks like something happened to the Hyonwon Clan that I don't know about. Since I couldn't find out the answer right now, I focused on watching Hyonwon Kang fight.

"Kuhuhu, I'm slowly getting the gist of your attacks," Hyonwon Kang said.

Despite practicing an inferior martial art, Hyonwon Kang's talent was outstanding. At first, he had struggled with the twins' combination techniques, but now, he was overwhelming them.

SWOOSH! CLANG! CRASH!

""Ugh…""

Every time Hyonwon Kang spotted a gap in the twins' defense, his eyes sharpened and his dao struck like lightning.

CLANG! BANG!

Just like that, the battle was over. Disarmed, the frustrated twins retreated backward, their hands bleeding.

Hyonwon Kang rested his dao on his shoulder, strode toward them, and taunted, "Would you rather get down on your knees now, or would you rather get beaten up and then get on your knees?"

The twins wordlessly clenched their fists, showing their willingness to fight to the death. At the same time, the other disciplinary committee members, who had been watching from the sidelines, surrounded Hyonwon Kang and pointed their weapons at him.

"Student Hyonwon Kang, this is your last warning."

"Don't get yourself into more trouble than you're already in."

"This is the last time we'll look the other way."

"Ha. If strength doesn't work, then use numbers, huh?" Surrounded as he was, Hyonwon Kang didn't seem to have any intention of backing down. He gulped down the remaining liquor in the flask, then threw the empty flask to the ground and wiped the liquor on his mouth with the back of his hand. The corners of his mouth turned up, as if he was enjoying the situation.

"Kuku. Alright, try me," Hyonwon Kang continued, releasing a fierce killing aura.

However, the disciplinary committee members, including the twins, did not fall back.

A second brawl was imminent.

Ak Yeonho suggested, "Hyung-nim, shouldn't we stop them?"

"No, we can't. It would affect our practical exam results…" Myeong Il'oh objected.

I folded my arms and did not respond to either of their opinions. "Let's wait and see," I said.

I wanted to see Hyonwon Kang's limits. I wanted to know if that was all he had, or if he was hiding something more. Why does someone with such talent have the eyes of a loser? I wonder what Master Crazy Demon would say if he saw his descendant now?

Well, although I would never know the exact answer, I could at least predict that it would be something really nasty. Master Crazy Demon wasn't called "crazy" for nothing.

"Kuku, bring it on! Some of you had better be ready to get slashed!"

"…So crude."

"…We'll suppress you."

The two sides prepared to engage, when suddenly, a husky voice interjected, "That's enough from you, scoundrel of the Hyonwon Clan."

Hyonwon Kang's face immediately contorted into an ugly grimace as he glared at the person who had called his name. "Peng Sahyuk…" he muttered through clenched teeth.

A large-built young man squeezed through the crowd of onlookers and smirked. "Don't you think that you've done enough? You're already sober, aren't you? Return to your dorm, take a bath and go to sleep."

"…Fuck off and stay out of my business."

"Do I look like I'm asking you for a favor?" Peng Sahyuk grinned, then drew a huge dao from behind his back.

SHIIING.

Although Hyonwon Kang was quite tall, the newcomer wasn't any shorter than him. Not only that, he was also a lot more muscular.

"If you don't want to stain what little is left of your clan's honor, then you should do as I say."

"……" Hyonwon Kang gritted his teeth and stared daggers at Peng Sahyuk.

Meanwhile, I turned toward Myeong Il'oh and asked, "Peng Sahyuk?"

"…Have you heard of the Hebei Peng Clan, Hyung-nim?"

The Hebei Peng Clan was one of the so-called Five Great Clans, which meant that they were one of the largest and most powerful families in the orthodox sect murim.

If I remember right, the Hebei Peng Clan and the Hyonwon Clan are rivals, each priding themselves on being the world's best at Dao techniques. However, if a few words from the Hebei Peng Clan's heir is enough to rein in Hyonwon Kang, then that can only mean that…

Myeong Il'oh lowered his voice and continued, "Peng Sahyuk is also the President of the Club Union, which, along with the Student Council President Dokgo Jun, makes him the ultimate authority among the students."

"Hyonwon Kang doesn't seem like the kind of guy who would give in to authority…" I muttered.

As if he'd heard me, Ak Yeonho bitterly replied, "There's a bit of unpleasant history between the two clans."

"I can't wait to hear all the stories you have to tell later when we get back."

As we chatted among ourselves, Hyonwon Kang sheathed his dao and turned to leave, saying, "Damn it, I'm all out of booze, and even the lingering taste is gone."

"Well done protecting your clan's reputation, even if it is insignificant."

"……" With one last glare at Peng Sahyuk, Hyonwon Kang strode through the crowd, who quickly made way for him.

The twins tried to restrain him, but Peng Sahyuk stopped them. "Leave him alone. I'll talk to the Student Council President."

""……""

After Hyonwon Kang had disappeared into the crowd, Peng Sahyuk turned toward us, smiled broadly and greeted, "I was wondering who you three were...but you seem to be the new teacher candidates. Your good looks really stand out, so you left a strong impression on me. By the way, I am Peng Sahyuk, the President of the Club Union."

Peng Sahyuk had a gentle smile that didn't match his bear-like bulk. For a moment, I sensed something distasteful about his smile, but I hid my instant dislike of him and smiled back, saying, "I'm Baek Suryong."

"…Ak Yeonho."

"And I'm Myeong Il'oh!"

Peng Sahyuk quickly scanned us with cold eyes and chuckled, "I apologize for what happened today. We've shown you prospective instructors an embarrassing sight."

"Don't worry about it. It's a festival, and stuff like that is inevitable when people get drunk."

"Haha, although I appreciate your generosity and understanding, I still can't help but feel ashamed…" Peng Sahyuk locked gazes with us and politely asked, "As a way of apologizing, I'd like to treat you guys to dinner. What do you think?"


Chapter 30: You're Under Arrest

There was so much food on the table in front of us that the legs were bent.

Peng Sahyuk stood in front of the assembled instructor candidates and students with a refreshing smile on his face. "Today is my treat, so eat to your heart's content!" he laughed.

Besides us, dozens of new instructor applicants were invited to the dinner. Peng Sahyuk had even rented a three-story inn to show his generosity.

Isn't this rather extravagant for a party organized by students? However, since Peng Sahyuk is a wealthy Young Master of one of the Five Great Clans, I guess this is to be expected. Well, that means I should try my best to milk more money out of him! Heheheh…

"Hey, why is that guy here?" I asked, directing my gaze at Kwak Duyong, who was drinking, laughing, and talking loudly while surrounded by Club Union members.

"Kahaha, when I was a student at the Vermillion Phoenix Academy…" With a face as red as a jujube, Kwak Duyong blabbered on and on about the good old days.

It seemed that whenever the fat man got drunk, he would talk about his past. Unfortunately, the students around him looked irritated. They were obviously tired of listening to his bluster.

Ak Yeonho clicked his tongue, saying, "Tsk, he doesn't realize how pathetic he looks. Can't he read the students' expressions?"

"Maybe he can, but he just doesn't care."

I looked around the restaurant. Besides Kwak Duyong, there were a few other faces I recognized from the interviews.

Everyone around us seems to be actively socializing. The average quality of the instructor applicants here is also quite high.

Suddenly, Peng Sahyuk stood up, and the inn fell silent. "To all instructor candidates, I sincerely thank you for coming here today," he announced.

Among the instructors gathered here, most of them were either better at martial arts or at least a generation older than Peng Sahyuk. Yet, it was immediately obvious to everyone that the young student was the one in charge.

"Since today is a beautiful day, I will keep my speech short and to the point. I know it might be arrogant and disrespectful of a junior like me, but I'd like to invite everyone to a toast. Thank you."

As he requested, everyone raised their wine cups in a toast. 

Peng Sahyuk paused for a moment and looked around, smiling casually as he basked in the limelight. He then said, "Congratulations, everyone, you've passed the interview. I wish you all the best for the upcoming practical exam."

"!!!"

All around me, people gasped in surprise. Some even spilled their drinks.

"I can't believe I passed…"

"Wait, you mean the results are already out?"

The official announcement of the interview results was tomorrow. However, the fact that Peng Sahyuk only invited those who passed the interview could only mean that… he knew the results in advance.

Of course, I wasn't the only one to notice this unusual fact. Anyone with a bit of tact would would have been able to guess why we were invited after observing the people here.

"Dear future instructors, I look forward to learning from you." 

"……"

In just a few words, Peng Sahyuk proved how much power and intelligence he had access to within the academy. There was only one possible reason why he would do this.

He's trying to exert his dominance over the new instructors.

The reactions of the instructor candidates were mixed.

Some frowned uncomfortably, while others tried to size up Peng Sahyuk. The clueless idiots like Kwak Duyong continued to feast without a care in the world.

The more pragmatic ones quickly gathered around Peng Sahyuk.

"Hehe, of course, let's look out for each other from now on."

"Thank you for your consideration, Young Master Peng."

"If you need anything, I'll do my best to help and support you."

Surrounded by sycophants, Peng Sahyuk laughed out loud, "Hahaha! Please refrain from saying things that others will misunderstand! That will make it sound as if I have brought all of you here with some sinister purpose in mind!"

"That's impossible!"

"I won't allow anyone to falsely accuse you!"

Seeing that a student had managed to manipulate his superiors with only a few words, some of the attendees furrowed their brows in disapproval. Ak Yeonho was one of them.

"So this is the heir of one of the Five Great Clans… Hyung-nim, shall we just leave?" he whispered to me, not realizing that this option was only open to him because unlike the other instructors who were of low birth and couldn't afford to offend the Peng Clan, he was a member of the prestigious Shandong Ak Clan.

Even though he's just a kid, he already knows how to enjoy abusing his authority.

As I looked at the pretentious brat, a thought suddenly occurred to me. I smiled, then patted Ak Yeonho on the shoulder and whispered, "Don't think too much about it and just order a lot of expensive wine and snacks.

"How can I even think about drinking alcohol in this situation…"

"I don't care if you want to drink or not, just order it and help me increase the sales of this establishment."

"Why on earth would you care about the inn's profits?"

"Is something the matter, Mr. Ak?" Peng Sahyuk, who had at some point managed to get away from his ass-kissers, came over to us with a drink in hand. For the last few minutes, he had been eyeing the disgruntled Ak Yeonho.

Ak Yeonho turned to Peng Sahyuk and bitterly replied, "No, it's nothing."

"Haha, don't worry and feel free to tell me your concerns. After all, the Ak and Peng clans are on very good terms, right?"

"……"

"Have I gone too far? If you think I was rude to you, please tell me. I'll try my best not to do it again."

Peng Sahyuk was the heir of the Peng Clan, while Ak Yeonho was just an ordinary branch family member of the Ak Clan. Ultimately, their social status wasn't the same.

Ak Yeonho hesitated for a moment, then sighed and said, "…To be honest, I think you got carried away."

"Good, go on. Please be honest with me, I'm listening," Peng Sahyuk sneered with an expression like he was looking at his new toy.

I glanced at the smug boy out of the corner of my eye and stood up.

Peng Sahyuk immediately furrowed his brow in displeasure, asking, "Where are you going, Mr. Baek? Hmm?"

With a gentle smile, I replied, "I need to go to the toilet."

"…Oh. Go ahead, but don't take too long."

Those last words sound like a warning. I took my leave and went downstairs. Of course, I had no intention of going to the toilet. I had other plans.

"Excuse me," I called to a passing waiter. "Would you mind bringing someone over for me?"

"Eh? Sorry, but I'm busy right now…"

PSST PSST PSST.

I whispered in his ear. When I was done, he looked up at me in surprise.

"Y-Yes?"

"If you understood what I said, then you'd better get going right away."

"O-Okay!"

I stood at the bottom of the stairs and watched the waiter run off.

"Didn't you go to the toilet, Baek-hyung? Why are you still here?" Myeong Il'oh asked from behind me. He had come downstairs as well. He walked in front of me and continued, "It's a total mess upstairs. Peng Sahyuk keeps heckling Ak-hyung… It's reached a point where things are starting to get dicey."

"Did a fight break out?"

"Not yet, but…sigh. I've heard a lot of bad rumors about Peng Sahyuk, but I never thought that he would be so insolent as to…try to force his instructors to submit to him."

"Well, he is the heir to a great power. I'm not surprised he's like that. He's the kind of guy who enjoys seeing the instructors squirm in front of him."

Peng Sahyuk had probably never taken orders from anyone in his life. As far as he was concerned, the Azure Dragon Academy was his own personal playground, a place where he could indulge in the fun of being a king.

"Damn it… Even though we're supposed to be the teachers…" Myeong Il'oh gritted his teeth and clenched his fists in indignation.

I patted him on the shoulder and went back upstairs, saying, "Don't worry, I won't take this insult lying down."

Ever since I first saw Peng Sahyuk, I hadn't liked the look in his eyes. He was a sly snake in a cuddly bear's skin. Unfortunately for him, I've dealt with a lot of guys like him.

PFFT.

Who would teach martial arts to an insolent punk?

During my time in the Blood Cult, I never tolerated those who challenged my authority, and I wasn't about to change now.

Damn brat. Today, I'm going to give you a lesson in the harshness of reality.

"KYAAAAAAAH!" A girl suddenly screamed.

We immediately leapt back up to the third floor, only to find a female student with a torn skirt lying on the ground next to Ak Yeonho, trying her best to cover her exposed skin with her hands.

Peng Sahyuk stood in front of him, holding a piece of the torn skirt and shaking his head. "Oh dear… There are some things you shouldn't do even when you're drunk, Mr. Ak."

"……"

When Ak Yeonho said nothing, Peng Sahyuk placed the torn cloth on Ak Yeonho's seat and continued, "I can't believe you sexually harassed one of the academy's female students! Do you think you still deserve to be an instructor at Azure Dragon Academy?"

"…You were the one who ripped her skirt," Ak Yeonho said icily.

I've never seen this normally cheerful guy act like this before. He must have reached the limit of his patience.

"Haha, me? Hey everyone, did I rip that girl's skirt? Did I?" Peng Sahyuk looked around for confirmation, but most of the instructor candidates turned away to avoid his gaze.

"There's no way Young Master Peng would do that!"

"That Ak Clan person is drunk…"

Some of the candidates sided with Peng Sahyuk.

Although I hadn't witnessed the incident, I knew that no matter how much of a playboy Ak Yeonho was, he would never stoop so low as to rip a female student's skirt.

I took a look around the party hall. The people here were either prospective instructors who had passed the first round or Peng Sahyuk's henchmen, also known as Club Union executives.

"Oho, so this is what you were planning all along," I muttered in admiration.

Peng Sahyuk's goal was to find our weaknesses and blackmail us into obedience, as we aspiring instructors couldn't afford to make any mistakes that would get us disqualified from the exam.

"Did you hear that, Mr. Ak? The other instructors agree with me."

"……"

Ak Yeonho glared wordlessly at Peng Sahyuk, who grinned and gestured to one of his henchmen. "Sexual harassment is bad enough, but… I didn't think you would physically abuse students as well."

"What…?"

CRASH!

Peng Sahyuk threw a punch at his minion, giving him a nosebleed and knocking him to the ground. He then grinned at the sullen Ak Yeonho, who was doing his best to keep his temper in check.

"You're in big trouble. If this escalates, never mind the Azure Dragon Academy exams, you'll be locked up in the Murim Alliance prisons!"

This is all fun and games for him, I thought.

Ak Yeonho's body shook with suppressed rage. Just as he was about to explode, I stepped in and interrupted, "Hey, don't you think you've gone far enough?"

Peng Sahyuk burst out laughing, "Wow, you really came back, Mr. Baek. You didn't return for a long time, so I thought you'd run away with your tail between your legs…"

SMACK!

I slapped Peng Sahyuk's face before he could finish mocking me, making sure to incorporate the intricacies of the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest into the blow.

Caught off guard, Peng Sahyuk collapsed to the ground.

"Y-You… You crazy…" the boy groaned, scrambling to his feet and staring at me wide-eyed, as if he couldn't believe what had just happened.

I smiled broadly and replied, "Crazy? Is that how you should talk to your teachers and elders?"

Peng Sahyuk's face reddened with rage, but when his anger reached a boiling point, he instead returned to his senses. "…Hah, so there was another imbecile here," he said coldly.

As if he was watching something amusing, he sneered, "I know, I'll give you special treatment. Besides sexual harassment, assault, and vandalism… I wonder what other crimes I can add to your list?"

Right in front of me, he tore off the clothes of the girls around him and beat the boys. He punched and smashed several tables, then threatened the other instructors to pin all his crimes on me. When he was done, he turned to me with a huge grin on his face and asked, "Well, Mr. Baek? Any last words?"

I pulled up a chair and sat down lazily like a boss. "How about you sit down too? I'm in no hurry."

"……" Peng Sahyuk's eyebrow twitched at my nonchalant behavior, but when he remembered his perfectly fabricated crime scene, he snorted derisively, "You're bluffing. Do you really think you can prove your innocence?"

"Sigh, why haven't those guys arrived yet? It's been a while since I sent the waiter on his errand…"

"What are you talking about…?"

BOOM!

Just then, the door of the inn was slammed open and several dozen constables swarmed into the chaotic scene, led by a very familiar face.

"You're under arrest for underage drinking," Constable Cheong Cheon declared with his characteristic blank expression as he climbed the stairs.


Chapter 31: Grandpa, Over Here!

"Underage drinking?" Peng Sahyuk stared at Cheong Cheon, dumbfounded. For a moment, he thought he'd heard the man wrongly.

Cheong Cheon ignored him and surveyed the mess in the inn. With a slight frown on his face, he said to the students, "There are definitely traces of drinking. Everyone, please turn in your student IDs."

Youths under the age of eighteen were forbidden by law to drink except when a guardian was present.

"Is this some kind of a joke…?"

The Azure Dragon Academy students weren't ordinary people, they were martial artists who were taught to wield weapons from the moment they took their first steps. It was an "unwritten law" that ordinary laws did not apply to martial artists.

Something about the government not messing with the murim, and in turn the murim would not interfere in government business.

"Constable, as a government agent, you shouldn't stick your nose in murim business," Peng Sahyuk said, stepping forward. He subtly drew upon his qi to pressure Cheong Cheon, but the constable was unmoved. 

I guess the brat of the Peng Clan is nothing compared to the constable who knows demonic arts.

Most constables would be intimidated by a towering, heavily muscled, and armed martial artist, but not Cheong Cheon. He looked at Peng Sahyuk and snorted, "You claim it's murim business, but…I don't see any martial experts or demonic practitioners here. Why is that?"

"What?" Peng Sahyuk blurted, flabbergasted.

Cheong Cheon coldly continued, "All I see are drunk and injured youths, adults shaking in their boots, and a lot of broken furniture. There also aren't any wanted criminals here, so pray tell me, how is this official murim business?"

"I didn't mean it that way…"

"Do you think you can get away with any crime as long as you claim the 'murim' is involved?"

"......" Peng Sahyuk, who had tried to downplay the situation by citing the non-interference of the government and the murim, was left speechless. As the heir to one of the Five Great Clans of the orthodox faction, he couldn't bring shame to his family by associating a drunken party with "official murim business".

Cheong Cheon expressionlessly picked up the remains of a broken chair. "Inns exist to serve customers, but there is such a thing as going too far. Although I only received a report about underage drinking…it looks like I'll also have to press charges on obstruction of business, property damage, assault, and perhaps even more. A thorough investigation will be necessary."

GRIND.

Peng Sahyuk gritted his teeth. "Who made the report?" he asked.

"That's confidential information…"

"I did," I confessed, raising my hand.

Peng Sahyuk shot me a death stare. If eyes could kill, he would have murdered me on the spot.

[How dare you call the cops? Do you have no pride as a martial artist?]

His telepathic message was so loud that I thought my eardrums would burst. I shrugged and smirked at him, silently mouthing the words 'So what if I don't?'

"!!"

I wasn't sure if he could read my lips, but Peng Sahyuk's shoulders shook like a wild boar striving to control its frenzy. As the organizer of this party, he was in much bigger trouble than me or the other instructors.

"Would you mind coming with me to the precinct while we complete the investigation?"

"...We had a small scuffle while we were drunk, but it wasn't serious. I'll pay double for any damages caused. Also…" Peng Sahyuk desperately made up excuses, hoping to salvage his own situation while dragging the prospective instructors down with him.

Even now, he thinks about manipulating others to his benefit, I thought, but I didn't feel like taking him to task just yet. That was a story for another time.

If news of this gets out, he won't be able to avoid losing honor and dignity… It won't end with just a temporary inconvenience.

Honor and Dignity. In the orthodox sects, sometimes that was all that mattered, especially the more prestigious ones. If Peng Sahyuk was arrested and branded as a troublemaker, it wouldn't end with just a scolding from the family elders. His future prospects would be ruined. 

That was why he would do anything to get himself out of this mess, and sure enough…

"...Constable, if you would forgive me for my youthful indiscretion, I will sincerely repay you in the future."

Even as Peng Sahyuk spoke politely, he discreetly hinted at a bribe. Unfortunately for him, what kind of constable was our dear Cheong Cheon?

Answer: The most impartial, incorruptible official ever. A man who was so upright that he would learn demonic arts just to murder his biological father. Money would never move such a person. 

Wait, something about that statement seems weird… But whatever.

"What did you just say?" Cheong Cheon furrowed his brows. Then, in an even colder voice, he added, "I think I now need to add charges of bribery and obstruction of justice to your list of crimes."

"Keuk…" Peng Sahyuk gagged, his face flushing even redder than when I slapped him. He had never been treated like this in his life.

This was the last straw.

"…Mr. Constable, I am Peng Sahyuk of the Peng Clan."

"Is that so? I'll need to verify your identity through your ID plaque. Please hand it to me."

"Pfft…"

I stifled the laughter that threatened to burst out and looked at Cheong Cheon. Our gazes met, but we both pretended not to know each other.

Oh? His acting has improved!

The old Cheong Cheon had to try his hardest just to maintain his poker face, but the current him was a natural at being icy cold, as if he wouldn't bleed even if he were poked with a needle. Moreover, his qi was much more stable.

It seems that he has succeeded at eliminating the side effects of the fake martial art after practicing the complete Blood Rain Demonic Art that I taught him.

Cheong Cheon assessed the students standing nervously in front of and behind him. "Since no one seems willing to turn in their ID plaques, can I consider this open defiance of the authorities?"

"Mr. Constable, do you really want to continue down this path?"

"I've barely even gotten started."

"......"

Cheong-Cheon had no intention of backing down, and Pang Sahyuk had no intention of getting arrested.

In the end, it was Peng Sahyuk who made the first move. He pointed a finger at me and accused, "I don't think you should arrest everyone, just the one troublemaker who did all this. None of us are demonic practitioners, but…that guy got drunk and sexually harassed a female student, then beat up the other students when they tried to stop him. All the furniture was broken during the course of that brawl."

Peng Sahyuk turned toward the mob. With the slightest hint of a threat, he asked, "You all saw that, didn't you?"

"Y-Yes."

"It's just as Young Master Peng said."

The students and several of the prospective instructors stepped forward in agreement with Peng Sahyuk, while the rest nodded or lowered their eyes in tacit agreement.

I watched the drama in silence, then glanced at Cheong Cheon. There was no way he would believe Peng Sahyuk, and even if I really was guilty, he would take my side.

Tsk tsk, dumb brat. You're digging your own grave. I clicked my tongue and looked back at Peng Sahyuk. To be honest, as long as he apologized, I would have let him off the hook. If he insisted on being stubborn though, then some punishment was in order.

He's trying to frame me and proclaim his innocence, but…he's just walking right into my trap. I quickly organized my thoughts and prepared my rebuttal.

However, before I could say anything, Ak Yeonho stepped forward and grimly said, "He's lying. It's a false accusation."

He looks ready to sacrifice himself. That isn't like him at all.

"It wasn't Suryong-hyung who tore the girls' skirts and beat up the boys, but Peng Sahyuk! He dug a trap for us and lured us here!"

"Ha, that's ridiculous. Why would I do such a thing?"

"To blackmail the new instructors!"

"What for? As the heir of the Hebei Peng Clan, do you think I need to worry about my future after graduation?"

"T-That's…!" Ak Yeonho was left speechless. He simply couldn't imagine that Peng Sahyuk would go to such extremes just for fun.

He's too naive, and thus took the wrong approach to the problem. It's unfortunate, but most people associate overly emotional reactions with guilt.

I grabbed Ak Yeonho by the shoulders and dragged him behind me, then said, "Thanks for the help, but I can take care of myself, so just stay quiet…"

"No, I can't leave it to you every time, Hyung-nim. I'll handle this."

"You may be a powerful martial artist, but this isn't something that can be solved by force."

"I know," Ak Yeonho insisted confidently, before turning his attention back to the crowd.

What is he trying to do…? I wondered, when he revealed an unexpected secret weapon.

Ak Yeonho took a deep breath and clearly declared, 

"I swear by the name of the Shandong Ak Clan that everything I'm about to say is true."

"!!"

The Clan Head of the Shandong Ak Clan was the Spear King Ak Bi, was one of the murim's Ten Masters. As a result, despite the fact that the Shandong Ak Clan was not one of the Five Great Families, their power and influence was at least equal to that of the Hebei Peng Clan. 

Therefore, the moment Ak Yeonho invoked his family's name, Pang Sa Hyuk's face paled. "You're crazy. Are you seriously putting your family's reputation at stake? Do you even realize what you're doing?" he cried.

"Yes, I'm putting my family's honor and history on the line."

"You know it, and yet you…!"

Depending on who said it, to wager a clan's honor and history was to risk starting a war between two clans. 

"What's wrong, Peng Sahyuk? Where did all your confidence from just now go?"

"…My words carry more weight than yours."

"You're scared. You shouldn't have made fun of me."

"Aren't you afraid of being punished by your clan? You should know about the fate of the Hyonwon Clan." 

"I'll probably be executed, but by then I would have already achieved my goal."

"You're just bullshitting now."

"Why is a youngster like you talking to me as an equal? Use some respect, punk."

Neither of them had drawn their weapons, but Peng Sahyuk and Ak Yeonho were glaring at each other with eyes that could kill. 

Cheong Cheon sighed and mumbled, "Fuck murim people…"

He then shot me a quick glance and sent me a telepathic message, saying, [What now? Do I still arrest him? I think it's about time to just wrap it up and go…]

If Cheong Cheon stepped down now and capitulated, Peng Sahyuk would also likely give up on his current attempt to blackmail the instructors. Unfortunately, I had no intention of letting the brat go scot-free. I had to kill his momentum today, or he would never change for the better. 

I mouthed to Cheong Cheon, 'Wait.'

[For how long?]

Fuck, I need to quickly raise the Heaven Defying Divine Art to the three star level. Not being able to use telepathy is annoying as hell.

With everyone's attention was focused on Peng Sahyuk and Ak Yeonho, I muttered in a low voice, "Until my grandfather arrives."

[Your grandfather?]

Cheong Cheon wasn't the only person I asked the waiter to contact earlier. There was another one.

WHOOOOOOOSH~

Suddenly, a cold wind like the freezing blizzards of the North blew in from somewhere, causing Ak Yeonho and Peng Sahyuk to shiver. All heads immediately snapped around to face the source of the wind.

"Eh…?"

"No way…"

STEP, STEP.

An old man with even footsteps that wouldn't falter in the middle of a raging storm, hair as white as snow and deep green robes stood at the doorway and asked the constable guarding the entrance, "I received a dinner invitation at this inn…but did something happen inside?"

The old man curiously peered over the constable's shoulder.

Having recognized the old man, one of the students yelped in terror, "H-Headmaster…"

With just that one word, the boiling tension in the room dispersed, replaced by a wintry cold.

I raised my hand and shouted, "Grandpa, over here!"


Chapter 32: Found It!

"Grandpa, over here!" I smiled broadly and waved at the old man.

Mae Geuklyom pouted. He could probably tell that I was acting like this on purpose to elicit some kind of response from the crowd, and as expected, they erupted.

"G-Grandpa, he said?"

"What did he just call the Headmaster?"

"Impossible…"

The students' eyes widened in disbelief as they stared at the two of us with eyes that said, "There's no way, right?"

"My grandson invited me to dinner, so I came… What's going on? Aren't these students from our school?" Mae Geuklyom hammered the final nail in the coffin. 

"!!" Mae Geuklyom's admission blew the students' hesitation out of the water. The quick-thinking male students hastily picked up the liquor bottles around them, while the female students with torn skirts hid behind the folding screens and got changed.

As they busied themselves, the students whispered in hushed but flustered tones.

"Did the Headmaster have any grandchildren?"

"I don't know. He never talks about himself."

"Damn, that new instructor never made any mention of this on the interview paperwork."

"I'm going crazy. We were just having some fun, so why…"

With the arrival of the constables and the Headmaster, what started out as a joke was now way out of hand.

"Fuck…" As the seriousness of the situation dawned upon him, Peng Sahyuk's composure vanished and he broke out in cold sweat.

To make Peng Sahyuk shit his pants, just how scary is the Headmaster? Even I'm starting to panic…

Meanwhile, Mae Geuklyom's eyes narrowed at the chaotic scene. "Looks like you kids have gotten yourselves into trouble," he stated coldly.

He twitched a white eyebrow, and the students' bodies squirmed like they were about to have a seizure.

...Dang, the intimidating Blood Cult Devil Instructor that I was in my past life was nothing compared to this terrifying old man.

Mae Geuklyom turned his attention back to the constable guarding the door and said, "I'm the Headmaster of the Azure Dragon Academy. I oversee student welfare and discipline, and it seems that our children have caused trouble here… So would you mind letting me through?"

The constable gave Cheong Cheon a confused look, and Cheong Cheon in turn glanced at me for instruction. I gave him the barest hint of a nod, and he said to his subordinate, "Let him enter. Since the offenders this time are students, it is only right that we seek the aid of their custodians."

Mae Geuklyom walked into the inn and examined the mess around him. The occasional student who made eye contact with him either gulped in horror or hung their heads in shame, shivering.

The prospective instructors were no different. Everyone stood with their backs ramrod straight and their hands clasped together as if they were guilty.

Only Kwak Duyong stumbled around drunkenly for a bit before falling unconscious.

"Tsk tsk," Mae Geuklyom clicked his tongue and shot me a meaningful glance before turning to Cheong Cheon. "Constable, would you mind telling me what these kids have done wrong?"

"Of course not."

GULP.

The sound of someone gulping rumbled like thunder as Cheong Cheon summarized the events that had just transpired. 

To my surprise, when he was done, Mae Geuklyom appeared fairly calm. "...To summarize, the kids drank alcohol illegally and vandalized the inn. They then tried to bribe you, the Constable, but when that failed, they threatened you," he concluded.

"A-About that, Headmaster…" Peng Sahyuk started.

However, before he could finish making excuses, Mae Geuklyom interrupted, "Also…"

The old man turned toward Peng Sahyuk, his placid face slowly twisting into a grimace. "Peng Sahyuk, the girls have torn skirts, some of the boys have bleeding lips, and yet you use your family name to shift the blame to someone else?"

ROOOOOOOAR!

An intangible force emanated from Mae Geuklyom's body and paralyzed the students.

"Punks! How dare you still call yourselves students of the Azure Dragon Academy!"

SHIVER SHIVER. RATTLE RATTLE.

While the other students cowed, Peng Sahyuk, the Young Master of the Peng Clan, clenched his teeth to prevent them from chattering.

If I remember right, his title was "Sword Addict"... I knew the old man was strong, but it was only now that I sensed the full extent of his strength. He's either at the pinnacle of the Peak Realm or has just reached the Supreme Peak.

"I will meet all of you individually after you return to your dorms."

""...Yes, Headmaster."" All the students, including Peng Sahyuk, replied despondently. None of them dared to defy the old man.

Mae Geuklyom let out a long sigh and looked back at Cheong Cheon.

"Constable."

""……"" The blood drained from the normal constables' faces. Despite the fact that Mae Geuklyom had focused his aura on the students, the spillover alone was enough to make most cower in fear. 

Even Cheong Cheon, for all his courage and audacity, observed Mae Geuklyom warily. "...I'm listening," he acknowledged.

Now this...This is the intimidating aura of a real martial arts expert, unlike Peng Sahyuk who only relies on his family's name. They're on completely different levels.

Suddenly, Mae Geuklyom, whose presence completely dominated this space, bowed deeply to Cheong Cheon. "My students have done something unsavory. It's my fault for failing to teach them properly, so I'll take responsibility for what they've done." 

""……"" Everyone was shocked speechless. The students looked like terminally ill patients, while the prospective instructors stared blankly in disbelief. 

I was no less surprised than them. A martial artist of that caliber, bowing down to another? That's not something you see often, even in the orthodox sects!

Cheong Cheon took some time to compose himself, then asked, "How are you planning to take responsibility…?"

"Arrest me in their stead. When children misbehave, it is the fault of their parents first and their teachers second. Since these children's' parents have entrusted them to the Azure Dragon Academy, however, all the fault lies with me."

"……"

Damn, that's even more impressive… Before Mae Geuklyom is a powerful martial master, he's a teacher.

"So cool…" Ak Yeonho swooned.

"Wow…" Myeong Il'oh gaped.

Several of the other prospective instructors also clenched their fists in respect.

"Erm…" Cheong Cheon pretended to look around, but in reality, he was watching for my signal.

When his gaze swept over me, I mouthed, 'End this with a warning.'

Cheong Cheon frowned for a moment, then sighed resignedly and said, "Now that you have reminded me, I am ashamed of myself for scolding children. I will let you off with only a warning, which is within the limits of my authority. Please guide your students well so that such things don't happen again."

"…Thank you for your consideration, Constable."

Mae Geuklyom straightened his back and glared at the students with the eyes of a death god. "Follow me," he commanded.

Before they left, I couldn't help but interject, "Ahem! Thanks to you kids, the innkeeper has suffered great losses. Don't you think he should be compensated?"

I felt a prickle of killing intent behind me (presumably from Peng Sahyuk), but I ignored it and blinked at Cheong Cheon. Naturally, the righteous constable agreed with me.

"Of course, the innkeeper should be compensated appropriately."

"I agree. Please report the damages to the Azure Dragon Academy…"

"I'll pay for all the damages," Peng Sahyuk insisted.

I made a mental note of those words and smiled wryly. Yay! Look forward to your bill, brat.

Meanwhile, Mae Geuklyom and Cheong Cheon, who somehow seemed to have taken a liking to each other, exchanged glances.

"If you would excuse me, I'll be leaving with my students."

"Sure, farewell."

Right before leaving the inn, Mae Geuklyom shot me a quick glance and said, "I'll see you later. Alone."

"Okay! Take care, Grandpa!"

"...Ahem." Mae Geuklyom rubbed his temples in dismay, then strode out of the inn. With expressions like prisoners on death row, Peng Sahyuk and the students trailed after him.

"From now on, we will be vigilant. If something similar happens again, we will arrest you immediately," Cheong Cheon warned the remaining instructors before also taking his leave.

"Phew…"

"Ugh…"

The prospective instructors simultaneously released the breaths they had been holding, and some sank to the floor as soon as their tension was completely released.

"Hyung-nim! Why didn't you tell us that the Sword Addict was your grandfather?"

POKE. POKE. PROD.

Ak Yeonho relentlessly poked me in the side. 

I slapped his hand away and said, "I was going to tell you when the time was right, but didn't you say you weren't afraid of the Headmaster? You were scared shitless."

Actually, the fact that Mae Geuklyom frightened everyone surprised me more than anything else. I thought that the heir to the Peng Clan might be able to stand up to him, but I couldn't be more wrong. The instant Mae Geuklyom appeared, the entire situation was resolved.

Ak Yeonho gave me a dubious look and said, "Didn't you know? The Sword Addict was one of the leaders of the previous generation."

"What about it? It's not like everyone's terrified of him because of his martial arts, right?"

Myeong Il'oh answered my question, "Being strong is one thing, but more importantly, in his youth, he was friends and comrades with people who are now grand elders and grandmasters of large sects and clans. Do you get what that means?"

"Ahh…" In other words, my maternal grandfather could be sworn siblings with the Peng Clan's retired Clan Head. Dang, this guy is more amazing that I imagined!

I relaxed my stiff shoulders. "You should watch out from now on. A man like that is my maternal grandfather."

"Ugh, I feel like 10 years of my lifespan has been shaved off… Earlier, when you insensitively demanded compensation for damages, I nearly freaked out…"

"That surprised me, too. Why did you bring that up all of a sudden?"

Hoho. Of course I wouldn't suggest something so petty without good reason. With a huge grin, I said, "The innkeeper, Heo Cheon, is my acquaintance."

As we chattered away, the last of the constables left the inn, leaving only the prospective instructors behind. One by one, they also started to walk out, but I called them back, shouting, "Gentlemen, before you go, let me say a few words."

I took a moment to memorize each of their faces, especially those who had helped Peng Sahyuk frame Ak Yeonho and those who had looked offended when I slapped Peng Sahyuk for his insolence. Of course, there were also the apathetic bystanders who were upset by Peng Sahyuk's actions but did not have the courage to speak out, instead keeping their heads down and waiting for everything to blow over.

I had only one thing to say to such people. "Shame on you, cowards. Do you still think you're qualified to be teachers after what you've done?"

"……"

I spun around and stormed out of the inn. A few people started muttering incomprehensibly behind me, but I didn't give a shit.
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The next day, I put on my Heo Cheon mask and went to meet Bok Manchun.

"Good morning," he said, bowing his head in greeting, before briefing me on the events of last night. As the manager of all my businesses, it came as no surprise that he had already heard about the incident.

"There was a mishap at our inn involving students from the Azure Dragon Academy…"

After listening to an abbreviated version of the story (Bok Manchun didn't seem to know about it in detail), I said, "Demand ten times the cost of repairing the damage as compensation." 

"Yes, I was already thinking of doing that… Wait, what?" Bok Manchun's jaw dropped.

I repeated myself, but Bok Manchun still seemed uneasy. "The… The Peng Clan's Young Master is the one paying compensation. I think it's fine if we ask for double, but…isn't ten times a bit much?" he asked.

As Peng Sahyuk was the heir to the Peng Clan, one of the Five Great Clans, even if he was the one at fault, normal people still couldn't afford to take advantage of him. However, that was not the case this time.

"In the message to Peng Sahyuk, add this line: If you don't compensate me ten times the cost of fixing the damage, I'll send the bill to the Headmaster of the Azure Dragon Academy."

"Okay, but how does the Headmaster even factor into this…?"

A tenfold compensation was a large amount even for the Young Master of the Peng Clan, especially since I had deliberately chosen the most expensive food, drinks, and furnishings for yesterday's party.

He'll be eating his meals in the school dorms for a while.

I placed Peng Sahyuk at the very top of my "Students I Need to Rehabilitate Once I Join the Azure Dragon Academy" mental list. 

"Oh, and there's something else I need to tell you." Bok Manchun smiled confidently, then continued, "I've found the spiritual herbs and the black market that you asked me about."



Translator's Note: GRANDPA! Got to respect the old man.


Chapter 33: The Freelancer's Bazaar

"I'm going away for a few days."

"What?"

"The practical exam is in ten days, though…?"

Ak Yeonho and Myeong Il'oh, who were having breakfast with me, looked at me in astonishment.

"Hyung-nim! Didn't you receive the warning letter from the Azure Dragon Academy too? All prospective instructors who passed the interview are on probation until the practical test! Can't you just sit still for a while…" Ak Yeonho cried, spitting out rice as he talked.

Why is this bastard nagging at me all of a sudden? I swatted away all the flying rice grains with my chopsticks and said, "I shouldn't need more than a few days, and it's related to my preparation for the practical exam."

The truth was, I had decided to go to the Freelancer's Bazaar (the official name of the black market) with Bok Manchun. Not only did I want to personally inspect the spiritual herbs that Bok Manchun had found, I also wanted to experience mysterious, exciting underground deals. Unfortunately, it was a day's ride on horseback to the location of the Freelancer's Bazaar, so the entire trip would take us at least three days.

Of course, I couldn't tell these two what my plans were, so I made up some excuse.

"When are you leaving?"

"Right after we finish eating and have a cup of tea?"

"And you're telling us this only now?"

"It was a hasty decision," I smiled apologetically and poured tea into Ak Yeonho's cup.

"Call us anytime if you need help," Myeong Il'oh offered.

"I get it now. You're going to meet pretty girls all by your lonesome self," Ak Yeonho sighed knowingly, then gulped down the tea I poured for him.

Err, that tea is still scalding hot…

"AH, AHH, HOT, HOT, HOT!"

"Tsk tsk, you aren't a kid anymore. How could you be so careless?"

"OOOH, W-WATER! WATER!"

"Here you go."

"Thank you… SPURT! This is hot water, AHHHHHHH!"

Just like that, I finished breakfast, packed my things and prepared to leave.

"Wait a minute, Baek-hyung." Myeong Il'oh, who had spent most of breakfast lost in thought, handed me a small book.

"What's this?"

"It's a list of the students who registered for external arts classes over the vacation."

"…Why are you giving me this?"

The book was small but quite thick. It still had the smell of ink on it, as if it had been written only recently.

"I also wrote down each student's martial arts characteristics and personality. Hopefully, it'll be helpful for your demonstration lectures."

"Myeong-hyung, is it okay for you to do this much for me?" I asked, tilting my head to the side.

Despite his seemingly nice demeanor, I knew that Myeong Il'oh was a very pragmatic person. He first approached me and Ak Yeonho because Ak Yeonho was from the Shandong Ak Clan.

Now that he knows my grandfather is the headmaster...is he trying to ingratiate himself with me too?

Having understood the meaning behind my words and actions, Myeong Il'oh nodded and chuckled, "I highly doubt the Senior Mae Geuklyom I saw that day would let you pass the practical exam just because you're his grandson."

"…That's true. Then, why are you giving me this?"

Myeong Il'oh briefly contemplated his answer, then said, "I just…sincerely hope that Baek-hyung passes the exam."

"Why?"

"Do you still remember the words you said to the prospective instructors that day? 'Shame on you, cowards. Do you still think you're qualified to be teachers after what you've done?'"

Yeah, of course I remember. It was just a few days ago. I couldn't help blurting that out because the sight of instructors being pathetically bullied by students seriously pissed me off.

"Ah, please don't take it personally. I wasn't talking about you, Myeong-hyung…"

Myeong Il'oh smiled softly and nodded. "I know, but that doesn't make me feel any less guilty. I have neither the courage to slap a student nor the wisdom to send a waiter to call the headmaster. On the contrary, you're a person who can do all that, Baek-hyung."

"That's only because the headmaster is my grandfather."

"As far as I can tell, even if he wasn't your grandfather… I'm certain that you would have done something."

"You think too highly of me. It's kind of stressful." I shrugged casually.

Myeong Il Oh's expression became serious. "If a situation like yesterday's were to happen again, I still don't think I could do anything. However, I know you would definitely rise to the task, so I want you to pass the exam. In the end, when push comes to shove, I need you, Baek-hyung..."

Greatly amused, I laughed, "You want me to take the lead in the fight against injustice?"

Myeong Il'oh scratched his cropped head, a sheepish smile on his face. "Don't worry, I'll secretly help you from the sidelines," he said.

This guy's smile is usually fake, but this time, it's genuine. I took the book from Myeong Il'oh and tucked it into my chest pocket. Guess I'd have some entertainment during my trip to the Freelancer's Bazaar.

"I'm not as nice a guy as you think, so don't be disappointed later. Anyway, I'll make good use of this, thanks."

"One more thing, please don't call me hyung. I'm a year younger than you."

"Okay, Il'oh."

I walked out of the inn, escorted by my younger brothers.

"I'll see you both in a few days, then."

"Take care."

"See you soon."

As I got further and further away, I heard two people arguing behind me.

"By the way, Myeong-hyung, what about me? Don't you have a book for me too?"

"What? Your specialty is the same as mine, so…"

"That's just despicable. Why am I the only one without reference material? Also, why are you so polite to me? I'm a year younger than you!"

"About that… I'm from Shandong, after all…"

"So what? Just talk to me normally next time, and don't forget my book."

"……"

With a light heart, I left the comedy duo behind and went to meet Bok Manchun.
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Two days later, Bok Manchun and I entered the Freelancer's Bazaar, our faces hidden by black hoods.

"This is the place."

The Freelancer's Bazaar began as a mercenary guild, but over time it became a black market where anything could be traded as long as you had money. Due to the illegal nature of many of the goods, the bazaar was only held sporadically to avoid a government crackdown, making it inaccessible without the proper connections.

I seriously lucked out this time. If it wasn't for Bok Manchun, I would have had a hard time getting information about the Freelancer's Bazaar.

"Please follow me, Boss."

In the middle of the wilderness, tents and portable stalls were set up for the Freelancer's Bazaar. The area was dimly lit by flickering oil lamps, but it was bright enough to see the wide variety of items for sale.

"It's so good, I don't know how to describe it! A must for all men! Get your aphrodisiacs NOW!"

"A single drop of this poison can take down a tiger…"

"I'm an expert at tracking down and capturing cheating spouses and eloping children! Come in for a free consultation!"

The clamor of people bartering with merchants could be heard all around the bazaar, and throngs of heavily scarred warriors wandered the stalls. 

BUMP!

"What the fuck, man? Are you blind?"

"You talking to me? Huuuh?"

Occasionally, when people bumped into each other, fistfights would break out. Whenever this happened, people in the area immediately made room for the fight and stood around to watch the fight with cheers and whistles. Some enterprising souls even started taking bets on who would win.

"Haha, because there are a lot of hooligans, the atmosphere is a bit chaotic. Don't worry, though. None of them will dare commit murder in broad daylight, because that would make them public enemies." Bok Manchun scratched his head apologetically, but remained on high alert.

Not that I was worried, because from the looks of it, Bok Manchun was one of the worst thugs.

"Heheh, relax, Boss. There nothing to be afraid of."

Except your face, that is. I chuckled at Bok Manchun's overprotectiveness. Instead of being scared, I felt more at home here than anywhere else. The smell of sweat and stale blood on the freelancers' bodies was nostalgic, and observing their external arts was also helpful in planning my exam lecture.

"Tsk, that guy doesn't have long to live. He took too many steroids."

"…Boss, you were good at fortune telling?"

"I only know a little."

As we walked around the Freelancer's Bazaar, we chatted about all sorts of things. I was sometimes tempted to stop and buy something or meet someone, but I had a mission to accomplish first.

"This is it," Bok Manchun said, entering a run-down tent.

Inside the tent, we saw a one-armed, muscular middle-aged man drinking, but as soon as he saw Bok Manchun, he leapt to his feet.

"Woah, look who's here! Bok-hyung!"

"Hahaha! Long time no see, Jang-hyung!"

The two hugged each other like brothers who hadn't seen each other in decades.

"I heard you settled down in Nanchang. Just look at you now! Living with a fox spirit and a few baby rabbits[1] must be very rejuvenating!"

"Nonsense, taking care of a family is downright exhausting, not to mention expensive. I'm flat broke!"

"Hahaha, I'm sure you're exaggerating. By the way, who's that behind you…?"

"Oh, he's my new boss. Boss, this person is an old friend of mine."

"Greetings, my name is Heo Cheon." 

After I exchanged pleasantries with the one-armed man for a while, he reached out behind him, pulled out a wooden box and showed it to me.

"Heehee, this is actually a very popular item, but since my good friend expressed interest in it, I decided to hold on to it for him," he lied without batting an eyelid.

I placed a hand on the box and asked, "Do you mind if I open it?"

"This needs to be handled with care… Fine, I'll open it for you." The one-armed man hesitated for a moment, then slowly opened the box.

A purple spiritual herb with seven stems growing from intertwined roots was revealed. It had nine leaves on each stem and emitted a fragrant aroma that filled the tent. I instantly recognized it as Seven Stem Nine Leaf Grass (七枝九葉草), a kind of spiritual herb with a high concentration of yang energy.

Wow, not only is this real, the quality is also excellent. Although the Seven Stem Nine Leaf Grass isn't exactly rare, you have to be really lucky to find a high-grade one. Unfortunately, since it's uncommon, the price is also nothing to scoff at.

"Did you buy this off someone?"

"Heheh, no, I didn't. I'm just helping the original owner sell it, for a commission, of course. The connections I made in exchange for losing my arm come in handy for things like this."

"How much?"

"Hmm, since you're Bok-hyung's boss, I'll cut you a good deal… How about this much…?" The one-armed man did a quick calculation on his abacus and held it out.

Bok Manchun immediately turned red. "Oho? What is this? Is this how you treat your friends, Jang-hyung?"

"Sigh, I'm already giving you a lot of face by charging you this much. My profit margin is close to zero, you know."

"Who do you think you are? Just because I haven't been active for a while, do you think you can rob me?"

"Wait, Bok-hyung! Please calm down and listen…"

I silently marveled at the two haggling middle-aged men. Wow, I bet this fight is much more intense than if they were to cross swords. I'm not an easy man to fool, but there's no place for me in the verbal duel between these two.

Approximately one hour later, the one-armed man finally caved in. "Shit. You've drained me dry, Bok-hyung. How's this price?" he sighed weakly.

In the end, we paid half the original asking price of the Seven Stem Nine Leaf Grass.

Bok Manchun smiled good-naturedly and patted the one-armed man on the shoulder. "Stop pretending, Jang-hyung. The next time you get your hands on some nice spiritual herbs, let me know."

"…I'll have to think about it harder next time."

"Oh no, please don't. Tell you what, I'll buy you drinks next time, okay?"

"Only next time? Fuck, you disgust me! If you're done then get lost!"

Bok Manchun gave the one-armed man a victory wink, then took the box and carried it on his shoulder. We walked out of the tent, but when I looked back at him, his expression had hardened.

He leaned over to me and whispered, "I met him a few times when I was still a freelancer. That man's a viper."

I think you're more of a viper than him, though… Your sudden change in demeanor leaves even me speechless.

"So that's why you were so harsh on him," I replied.

"Deep down, I wanted to shave some more off the price, but since he has a lot of connections here, I let him off the hook. That way, he won't be able to resist selling to us again, right?"

"Thank you for the valuable lessons today, Administrator Bok."

At the word "Administrator", Bok Manchun broke into a grin so wide it was as if his face had cracked in half. "Heheh, you can count on me!" he shouted, thumping his chest.

"Sure thing. Shall we go see the blacksmith now?"

Just like that, I followed an ecstatic Bok Manchun to our next destination.



Footnotes:

[1] Fox spirit and baby rabbits: Fox spirit = sexy wife, baby rabbits = cute kids.



Chapter 34: Moon Shadow

"What kind of a man is this blacksmith?"

The blacksmith's tent was in the most remote corner of the Freelancer's Bazaar, at the top of a mountain. As Bok Manchun and I hiked up the winding mountain path, I asked about the blacksmith we were meeting to kill some time.

"No one knows his real name, we just call him Old Man Wi. Like all blacksmiths, he's extremely stubborn and built like a bear."

"I hope he's as skilled as he is stubborn."

"There's no doubt about that. When he first showed up at the Freelancer's Bazaar, we all thought he was a fraud, but a few freelancers bought his blades out of pity…"

"And then? What happened to them?"

Bok Manchun was a great storyteller, perhaps due to his extensive traveling experience. He always paused at just the right moment to pique my curiosity.

"Unexpectedly, the weapons saved their lives many times. Even though they were cheap, they remained sharp and intact through dozens of battles." He said, grinning.

"The quality of the weapons must be excellent…"

"Now here's where the fun part begins. One of the men whose life was saved by the old blacksmith's weapon went to thank him, and guess what he said in response? Ahem…" Bok Manchun coughed and imitated Old Man Wi's rough voice, "That's just a cheap blade made by a crackpot, I don't need any more of your money."

I laughed at the exaggeratedly gruff voice, "I guess that's proof of his skills!"

"Hahaha, yes! Anyway, the old man suddenly became famous in the Freelancer's Bazaar, and countless freelancers lined up to buy weapons from him… Hang on, the road ahead's kind of dark."

As we moved further away from the center of the Freelancer's Bazaar, the dim lamps became too sparse to properly illuminate the street.

CRACKLE…

Bok Manchun stopped walking, lit up a torch, and then continued, "Where were we… Ah, that's when the old man started making a certain request of the freelancers."

"A request?"

"Yes. He promised that as long as one fulfills his request, he'll make them a masterpiece."

"Hmm…" The word "masterpiece" intrigued me. There were many blacksmiths in the world, but only a few could claim to be able to make a masterpiece. Even in my past life, I didn't know of many such craftsmen. 

If I had to name one, it would be the person who forged the Blood Demon Sword…

"We're talking about a blacksmith who calls a quality sword trash, you know? Can you imagine just how amazing his idea of a masterpiece would be?" Bok Manchun's excited voice brought me back to reality.

"It probably wouldn't be unreasonable to assume it'd be a legendary weapon."

"His offer isn't even limited to swords. As long as it's made of iron, he can make it. That includes daos, spears, staffs, armor…"

In that case, it can't be an easy request! "What did he ask for?"

"I don't know."

"What?"

"The men who accepted his request are all dead."

"……" That's a joke, right…? I furrowed my brows.

Bok Manchun hastily added, "Erm, maybe not all of them died, but at least, no one revealed the quest details."

"…Did they swear an oath to secrecy? I'm sorry if this seems rude to you, Administrator Bok, but freelancers aren't exactly a tight-lipped bunch…"

"They didn't talk, not because they swore not to talk, but because they can't talk. Every single one of the survivors has gone mad."

Hey, hey! Is Bok Manchun planning to bring me to a secret location to murder me or drive me insane? "You're finally showing your true colors. Are you after my fortune?" I asked solemnly, clenching my fists.

Bok Manchun immediately broke out in a cold sweat. "N-No, Boss! Please finish listening to what I say first! Old Man Wi also accepts monetary commissions! You don't have to fulfill his request!"

"……"

"It might not be a masterpiece, but he'll still make you an excellent sword if you pay him well."

"You should have told me that first." I relaxed my grip.

Bok Manchun cheekily feigned a sigh of relief, "Phew! Anyway, that's Old Man Wi for you. He's stubborn, skilled, and knows when to keep his mouth shut. Those are all the qualities you're looking for in a blacksmith, right?"

"Why is such a man in the Freelancer's Bazaar? With his skills, finding employment shouldn't be a problem."

"Never ask questions like that, Boss. There's not a man in this place who doesn't have a story," Bok Manchun smiled enigmatically, fiddling with the eyepatch over his left eye.

"Doing that doesn't make you look cool, just cringey."

"Tsk…"

When we reached the summit, I saw a tent with two customers standing outside.

"Boss, we're almost there…"

BOOOOOM!

With a sound like a bursting drum, one of the men standing in front of the tent was knocked into the air and sent flying past me.

"KEUAAAAAK! Fuck you, old man!"

Luckily, the blow wasn't as bad as it sounded, and the man quickly scrambled back to his feet. "Why won't you do it? I said I'd pay you!" he yelled.

He's a drug addict. Upon closer inspection, I noticed that the man's eyes were bloodshot, his face was black, and he smelled of some kind of medicine.

In a gravelly voice, the person in the tent said, "You're the one who should fuck off. I'm not selling you anything."

The person in the tent was standing in front of a lamp, so it was hard to make out his features, but it was definitely an old man's voice.

"Damn it! You think you can get away with this?"

"Want another beating?" The old man threatened.

Fearing for his life, the drug addict hurled all sorts of creative insults at the old man before turning and running away.

I whispered to Bok Manchun, "Is that old man the blacksmith?"

"From the looks of it, yes."

"You didn't say anything about him being a strong martial artist."

"How would I know that?"

"Who are you people?" the old man suddenly asked, finally noticing us.
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This old man is as hard as a thousand-year-old rock that has withstood being eroded away, was the first thought that came to my mind when I saw the old man up close. After decades of working with metal, his body appeared harder than any metal I've ever seen.

For some reason, he looks familiar? Have I met him somewhere before?

The old man had several tattoos on his shoulders and arms. One of them, a red dragon on his left shoulder, resembled a certain symbol from my previous life.

That tattoo can't possibly be what I think it is, right…?

As I stood there dumbstruck, Bok Manchun stepped forward and greeted, "Hello, Master Wi. Your reputation spreads far and wide, and when we heard about it, we specially came to see you."

"Stop spouting crap and just tell me what you want."

"…Uh, we would like to purchase a weapon from you."

"A weapon… I suppose it's for this young man here."

The old man meticulously scrutinized my entire body. His gaze was tired, but sharp as a well-honed blade.

At that moment I was sure. This old man came from a family I knew.

I nudged past Bok Manchun and stepped toward the old man, asking, "You said that you would make a masterpiece if someone completed a task for you. Is that offer still valid?"

"B-Boss! What…"

"Shut up," I coldly silenced Bok Manchun.

"……" For a moment, Old Man Wi was taken by surprise. However, he soon came back to his senses and rubbed the back of his hand across his tired-looking eyes. "Haven't you heard the story? All of the freelancers who accepted my request are dead," he said.

"I know. They either died or went mad."

"And yet you wish to attempt it?" The old man gave me a skeptical look.

"Yes, but…" I scratched my cheek and pleaded, "The request itself isn't the problem, but do you mind if I postpone it till later? I have an important exam in a few days and it might be a bit difficult to do anything right now."

"…What? Puhaha!" The old man burst out laughing.

It was only a few minutes later that he started taking me seriously. "Stand up straight and look at me," he said.

Our gazes met. A raging flame burned within the old man's eyes, as if they were trying to burst outside. He was evaluating me, just as he would a sword. It was an ability that every master craftsman possessed.

I did not look away, and after some time, a light of surprise flashed across the old man's pupils. "Strange… This is really strange. Huh."

The old man stared at me for a while longer, before shaking his head and saying, "Go away, I will not allow you to take on my request."

"Am I not good enough for you?"

The old man nodded. "You're an unfinished sword. You'll likely reach unimaginable heights in the future, but right now…you lack both durability and sharpness. You're a blade that can break at any moment."

He had a point. As one would expect from a blacksmith, he compared me to an unfinished sword, implying that my martial arts skills were still lacking and that my physical refinement was not complete.

However, there were things he could not see with his limited perception.

"I'm already pretty durable."

Old Man Wi shook his head. "In my eyes, no, you are not. I don't want to break an unfinished sword with my own hands. Tell you what, as a reward for showing me something new, I'll give you one of my better swords. When you consider yourself a polished blade, you can come back to me and I'll tell you my request."

He thinks highly enough of me to invest in my future. It's even an investment with no strings attached, because he won't come looking for me or reproach me if I never go back to him. Although I'm a little disappointed, I like his attitude.

Normally, I would try to persuade him, or even torture him, but I can tell he's a stubborn old man who won't give in once he makes up his mind.

I nodded and agreed, "Alright, I'll go home today and return when I'm ready."

"I look forward to it. Before you go, let me bring you your sword."

In truth, what I needed most right now was a good quality sword, not a legendary one made of Meteor Iron. My martial arts and status were not yet adequate to handle a weapon of that caliber. A normal sword crafted by Old Man Wi was perfect.

"The name of this sword is Moon Shadow (月影). I hope you like it." Old Man Wi handed me a sword.

It had a plain black scabbard with no pattern, not even the usual stitching. However, the moment I touched it, I knew that it was amazing.


	Moon Shadow... I like how that sounds, too.*



"I'll be back soon."

"See you again."

I bowed to the old man and turned to leave.

"OLD MAN, I TOLD YOU YOU'D REGRET IT!"

I looked down at the foot of the mountain, only to see dozens of lit torches moving around. The drug addict who had run away earlier had come back in full force.

"Set the tents on fire, grab everything inside, and surround the old man so he can't escape!"

At the drug addict's command, the torchbearers scattered and formed an encirclement around us even as they scaled the mountain. Not only did they outnumber us by more than ten to one, from their swift movements, they were all martial artists.

"How dare you do this in the Freelancer's Bazaar…" Killing intent flashed in Bok Manchun's eyes as he drew his sword.

Old Man Wi also stepped out of his tent, wielding a large dao.

I raised a hand to stop them, saying, "The two of you, please stay here."

"Eh?"

"What?"

My heart was pounding and my whole body, itching for battle. When I thought of those uncouth freelancers in my previous life, I desperately wanted to test my mettle against them.

THRUMMMM…

As I drew Moon Shadow from its scabbard, it hummed pleasantly. Wow, this is even better than I thought.

I looked back at the old man and smirked, "Let me show you what kind of sword I am now."

"I'm afraid you might break…"

"Don't worry, that won't happen."

I stood at the forefront, ready to engage the army of freelancers.



Translator's Note: In case anyone was wondering, I'm using the term "freelancer" instead of "mercenary" as the term "nang-in" translates directly to "Wanderer/Ronin", and these people take up any job that pays, not just ones that involve fighting.


Chapter 35: How Did You End Up In A Place Like This?

"Who the fuck are you?" The leader of the freelancers shouted when he saw me. It was the druggie who had been thrashed by Old Man Wi.

With bloodshot eyes and a stench reeking of drugs, he raised his dao and pointed it at me. "Hey, do you really think you can take us on alone?"

"Eh? Why not?"

"You're crazy. Don't you see how many people we have? Get the fuck out of here and I'll pretend I didn't see you."

"I don't want to." I smirked and strode briskly toward the men.

The druggie must have sensed something in my nonchalant demeanor, because he started trying to bribe me. "You seem very confident in your abilities...but what does that matter in the face of overwhelming numbers? Instead of getting hurt senselessly, how about joining us and getting a share of the profits?"

"......"

"Well? You're here to get a sword from the old man anyway. Why don't you just kill him and take it? I won't interfere."

"Wow, I haven't seen such a self-righteous scumbag in a very long time."

"Heehee, that's the best praise a lowlife like me can get! Even if the old man dies here, no one will ever look for his body." The druggie grinned, revealing a gap in his teeth. He obviously didn't know what sarcasm was.

He motioned with his hand and ordered his men to surround me. Then, thinking he had the upper hand, he sneered, "I'm going to give you one last chance to switch sides before I change my mind. You look pretty young; do you really want to ruin your future because of some random old man?"

"Hmm..." I feigned indecision and secretly observed the freelancers, but my heart quickly sank in disappointment.

There isn't a single decent warrior among them. Their skin is red, yellow, or black from drug abuse, the tips of their swords are wobbly, and they all seem lethargic. Some of them are even panting from the short hike.

All my motivation and excitement evaporated in an instant.

"No one in their right mind would take on such a shitty job," I said. Even the rough-and-tumble freelancers had their own rules. According to Bok Manchun, those who attacked others during the Freelancer's Bazaar would be looked down upon by their peers. 

In other words, the men gathered here were all trash. Holding the sword that Old Man Wi had given me loosely, I strode toward them. "Tsk tsk, if I don't send you all to the afterlife today, you'll just continue to cause problems for everyone else."

"Ptooey! Kill that bastard first!" The druggie spat on the ground and yelled, hiding behind the other freelancers.

Before the rain of blades could fall on me, I sprang forward like a charging tiger and slammed into the freelancer in front of me.

SWOOSH!

"Ugh!" The man in front of me widened his eyes in terror as I swooped down on him. He raised his sword in panic, aiming for my shoulder.

That brief moment of hesitation was enough for my sword to carve a red line across his neck.

SPURT!

"KEUAK...!" The freelancer screamed as he desperately tried to stop the bleeding from the two-inch gash on his neck. Unfortunately, it was too late. The light in his eyes was already fading.

SMACK!

As he staggered off balance, I kicked him into another freelancer and used the opening to slash at the other startled enemies.

SWISH! SWOOSH! WHOOSH!

In an instant, two more were down, their carotid arteries severed. Decapitating them was a waste of energy, and letting them stumble around causing confusion before they died served as a good shield for me. Just like that, I used their numbers and lack of cooperation to my advantage, easily outmaneuvering them and killing three more.

"Shit! Get out of the way, asshole!"

"If you're going to die, die alone!"

Harsh expletives were yelled from all around me as the encirclement lost its meaning. Some freelancers had even started slashing at each other in the chaos.

I don't need qi to defeat these thugs; the physical enhancement from the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest is enough.

I launched myself into the air, twisting my body to dodge spears and swords from both sides.

CRASH!

I kicked away the weapons coming at me with both feet, somersaulted through the air like a cat, and stabbed the fool who tried to attack me from behind.

CRACK!

As my sword sliced through his skull, his face instantly paled in shock. I landed on the ground, pulled out my sword, and pushed the dying man away from me.

In the light of the flickering torches, I could see my face reflected in Moon Shadow. This is a much better sword than I thought. It's as light as a feather, yet it can cut through a human skull without leaving a single nick or dent.

"Die!"

"Don't you idiots even know the basic tactic of taking your enemy by surprise?" With a small sigh, I ducked low to avoid the incoming attack and stuck out my foot in a low sweep.

Two freelancers immediately tripped over my leg.

THUD! SPURT!

I quickly stabbed them in the heart and sprang to my feet, just in time to dodge a mace that whizzed past my face and smashed the head of one of the fallen men.

SCREECH!

I slid my sword into the mace's chain and yanked the wielder toward me.

"Ugh!"

I slammed the mace into his neck, breaking it, then spun around to face another enemy as I pulled my sword out of the chain.

Huh? Why did they suddenly stop attacking?

"......"

In the blink of an eye, seven of the freelancers were dead, intimidating the rest of the rabble.

"He's a monster..."

"I thought our target was supposed to be just an old man!"

"All I wanted was to make some money for drinks..."

In the first place, they were all there to make a little bit of pocket change. There was no sense of camaraderie among them, and they had no reason to risk their lives to kill me.

"C-Count me out of this."

"Me too..."

One by one, they took a few steps back before abruptly fleeing in all directions. It was a hell of an amusing sight.

Should I hunt them all down and kill them? The thought crossed my mind, but I decided against it. It would be tiring to chase freelancers through the mountains at night.

"You're the only one I can't forgive," I said, hurling my sword at the mastermind. To no one's surprise, he was also the first freelancer to abandon ship.

THUNK!

"Kwee!" The druggie let out a bizarre screech and fell forward, a sword in his back.

I walked over to him, retrieved my sword, and then returned to the tent where Old Man Wi and Bok Manchun were waiting, staring at me with their mouths agape.

"If you two don't close your mouths soon, a fly might get inside."

Bok Manchun snapped his mouth shut and muttered through pressed lips, "Boss... I knew you'd learned martial arts, but I had no idea you were a hidden master..."

"I guess you'll have to scrap your plans to assassinate me in a dark alley now, huh?"

Bok Manchun flinched exaggeratedly. "How did you know about that? I was going to do it tomorrow, so I'm glad I found out about your abilities today."

I exchanged a few more ineffectual jokes with Bok Manchun, until finally, Old Man Wi approached me.

With a hint of anticipation, I asked, "What do you think?"

"I'm afraid my eyesight has deteriorated. I couldn't even recognize a refined blade when it was right in front of me."

Knowing that this was the highest praise Old Man Wi could offer, a broad grin spread across my face. "You flatter me."

"I am not."

"Yeah, I know, I was just trying to be humble."

"Seriously, you... You're unbelievable. How can you be like this at your age..."

I had something that Old Man Wi could never see with the eyes of a master: The experience that I had accumulated in my previous life. As a person who was absolutely confident in my own field, I could understand his frustration.

"I was arrogant. I've seen a lot of experts in my life, including many stronger than you, but I've never seen anyone move their body like you did. To attribute that intricate control to mere technique is inadequate."

"It's because I had good teachers."

What I had just shown him was the greatest external art in the world, created by none other than the Bandit King himself. Not only that, to be able to teach the martial arts of the Four Masters, I also studied them in detail and practiced them over and over again.

Right now, I'm barely able to apply what I've learned, but I'll get better bit by bit.

Suddenly, Old Man Wi narrowed his eyes. "By the way... Why didn't you use your qi during the fight just now? Or is it something you can't use?"

He doesn't seem to have figured out the truth yet, but damn, this old man's senses are sharp!

Bok Manchun asked incredulously, "What? Are you saying that Boss didn't use qi just now? He cracked a man's head open..."

"That's because he used a sword I forged. If it had been made by someone else, it would have been difficult for him to cut a person's bones without qi, but with my sword, it's a piece of cake."

Hearing Old Man Wi's shameless self-praise, Bok Manchun's jaw dropped. "Eh..."

With a serious, desperate look on his face, Old Man Wi asked me, "Answer me. Young Warrior, are you suffering from a condition that prevents you from using qi?"

"Do I have to answer that?"

"Yes."

"About that..." My guts told me that Old Man Wi's insistence was related to his "request," and if I wanted to earn his trust, I needed to answer his question with sincerity.

I glanced at the box of Seven Stem Nine Leaf Grass that was still in Bok Manchun's arms. Once I ingested the spiritual herb, I'd be able to advance the Heaven Defying Divine Art to the next level.

"...I can't use it right now, but it's only temporary."

"......." Old Man Wi was silent for a while, as if he was making a difficult decision. Finally, he said: "I'm sorry, but I want to take back what I said earlier... Are you interested in accepting my request?"

I smiled broadly. "Of course."
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"I want you to kill a person for me."

Inside Old Man Wi's tent, all kinds of weapons were displayed in an order only he knew. The three of us sat around a small table in the middle of the tent.

"A murder contract... Who is the target?" Bok Manchun asked, a dangerous gleam in his eyes as he tried to find out how dangerous this job was. Depending on the target, the risk could be high or low.

Old Man Wi winced, then said hesitantly, "I can't tell you that until you come with me to kill him, and I'm looking for someone who can do it as soon as possible."

"I have to go with you?"

"Yes. I need to see him die with my own eyes."

"......."

"If you kill him, I will do everything in my power to make the weapon you want."

With that, Old Man Wi said nothing more. This was as much as he wanted to disclose.

"Hmm..." Bok Manchun scratched his chin indecisively.

I stared at Old Man Wi's rigid expression for a moment, then said to Bok Manchun, "Administrator Bok, could you step outside?"

"Boss, you can't decide this on a whim..."

"That was an order," I interjected sternly.

"...I understand." Bok Manchun got up and left the tent with a worried look on his face.

When Bok Manchun was out of earshot, I said in a low voice, "I have a question for you."

"I have said all that I have to say."

"My question has nothing to do with the request."

"Fine... If it's something I can answer, I'll answer it."

As soon as Old Man Wi let his guard down, I caught him unprepared, asking, "How did you end up in a place like this?"

"What do you mean?"

"Allow me to put it more clearly. How did the Clan Head of the Wiji Clan, one of the Eight Clans of the Blood Cult, end up in a place like this?"

With lightning speed, Old Man Wi lunged at my throat.


Chapter 36: I Recognize This Martial Art

The moment Old Man Wi lunged forward, I kicked the table and threw myself backward.

CRACK!

The table shattered into two, but Old Man Wi continued charging at me with the momentum of an angry bear.

Although I kind of expected this reaction…he's even more desperate than I thought.

I continued retreating as I asked, "How 'bout a talk before we fight?"

Old Man Wi's answer to my question was a rock-like fist. I didn't want to be one-sidedly bullied, so I raised my fist to meet his.

POW POW POW POW POW!

We exchanged a dozen punches in a flash. As fist met palm and palm met finger, we slowly got a sense of each other's martial arts.

Old Man Wi's eyes widened in astonishment. "Impossible! This martial art is…!"

"It's very familiar, isn't it?"

Old Man Wi grimaced.

Outside the tent, Bok Manchun yelled, "Boss!"

"Don't come in!" I quickly shouted back at him and shot Old Man Wi a warning look.

Old Man Wi hesitated for a moment, then reluctantly ceased attacking. However, he stayed on his toes, ready to burst back into action any moment.

I sensed Bok Manchun lurking right in front of the tent, deciding whether he should force his way in or not. I turned in his direction and said, "Don't worry, it's nothing. Stop being overprotective, it's embarrassing, you know?"

"But… I thought I heard the sounds of fighting…"

"We just had a minor misunderstanding. Why don't you wait for me at the Freelancer's Bazaar? I'm sure you're hungry, go get something to eat."

"…When would you like me to come get you?"

I glanced at the old man who was still shooting me a death glare and said, "Don't come. If I don't return by morning, go back to Nanchang and wait for me there."

"…What should I do about your inheritance?"

He's asking me about where my money goes after I die. I smirked and replied, "Don't even think about it. I won't take more than a few days. If I find the money gone, I'll hunt you down and cut off your fingers."

I had a practical exam I couldn't miss, so a few days was as much time as I could spend gallivanting around.

Bok Manchun coughed embarrassedly, "Ahem, I was just joking. Anyway, if anything happens, you can contact me…"

"Why are you still here?"

"Okay, I'm going, I'm going…" Bok Manchun grumbled, his voice becoming more distant as he walked further and further away.

When he was out of earshot, Old Man Wi suddenly released a powerful killing intent and asked me, "Who are you?"

As expected of the head of the Wiji Clan,[1] one of the Eight Great Clans supporting the Blood Cult and the only clan famous for their metallurgy, blacksmithing and explosives manufacturing rather than their martial arts. Even the Blood Demon Sword, the divine weapon of the Blood Cult, was forged by the Wiji Clan. They are so specialized in their craft that unlike the other clans, the position of Wiji Clan Head is always occupied by the best blacksmith in the clan.

"I'm…someone in a similar situation as you," I said, choosing my words carefully.

"…Are you the descendant of a survivor?" Old Man Wi asked me in a cracked voice.

Approximately fifty years ago, when the Blood Cult was severely weakened by an "internal dispute", the Murim Alliance had suddenly attacked them and wiped them out. The "survivors" that Old Man Wi was referring to were those who managed to escape the Murim Alliance's initial offensive.

Needless to say, the survivors of the Blood Cult were all still wanted criminals.

"Something like that."

"…You expect me to believe you when you've only mastered a single fist technique that any low-level warrior can learn?"

Seems like it isn't that easy to dispel Old Man Wi's suspicions of me. This is all the Murim Alliance's fault for tricking the remnants of the Blood Cult multiple times, just so they could eliminate them completely. Now, if I want him to trust me…I'll have to reveal a few more of my hidden cards. 

Having made my decision, I slowly removed my Heo Cheon mask.

RUSTLE.

"This is my real face. Not even Administrator Bok knows about it."

"……"

"If you still don't believe me, how about I show you another martial art?" I asked, slowly drawing Moon Shadow and shifting into a preparatory stance so as not to startle Old Man Wi. "If you don't recognize this, I'll be the one suspecting your legitimacy instead."

"……"

I first went through the motions of the sword technique sluggishly so that Old Man Wi could see everything. However, I soon started speeding up, until my slashes whistled through the air in the tent.

Relentless.

Vicious.

Fearless.

A sword technique that tries to rip the opponent's throat out no matter what.

Even I can't help but release my killing intent as I perform this sword technique. The more I sank into a trance, the stronger the stench of blood became in the tent.

Finally, when I was done with my demonstration, I sheathed Moon Shadow.

At the same time, Old Man Wi sighed, "The Bloodwolf Sword Technique… I haven't seen it in decades."

The Bloodwolf Sword Technique was taught only to the Bloodwolves, the most powerful strike team in the Blood Cult. There were two versions of the technique: Basic and Advanced, and the latter could only be learned by someone who was at least captain-class. What I had just shown Old Man Wi was the advanced technique.

"Do you believe me now?"

"…How are you related to the Bloodwolves?"

"My late father was the vice-captain of the Thirteenth Division of the Bloodwolves," I said, gambling on the fact that the Bloodwolves, being an elite military organization, would never allow information on the identities of their members to be known to someone in the Wiji Clan, especially the higher-ranked ones.

"I don't know who your father is, but…he's raised a good son. Allow me to introduce myself properly, my name is Wiji Yeol."

Phew, he has no idea who the real vice-captain is! His voice is gentler now, and the killing intent is mostly gone. However, he still doesn't seem completely convinced.

Wiji Yeol's sharp eyes flickered as he asked, "How did you realize that I was the Clan Head of the Wiji Clan?"

I mentally apologized to my real dad, and concocted a plausible story based on my prior knowledge of the Wiji Clan, "…My late father used to say that the head of the Wiji Clan was the greatest swordsmith in the world, and that the swords he forged were never broken on the battlefield. He also told me that if the swords he forged ever ended up in the gangho, there would be a bloodbath over them..."

"Ahem, your father flatters me too highly. I'm not that great," Wiji Yeol dismissed. Contrary to his words, though, the corners of his mouth curled upward slightly in pride.

"My father once saw you from a distance. He said he could never forget his first impression of you, especially the tattoos all over your body."

"Tattoos?"

I looked at the tattoos all over Wiji Yeol's muscular frame. Although the Blood Cult's tattoos were covered with dragons and tigers to avoid detection by the Murim Alliance, I could still discern several swords, daos, spears, and other weapons.

According to the tradition of the Wiji Clan, every tattoo told a story.

"I've heard that you only tattoo your own masterpieces, but there's a dragon that goes from your left shoulder down to your arm..."

A red dragon was clearly engraved on Wiji Yeol's left shoulder. However, I knew that it wasn't meant to represent a dragon, but a sword.

A sword that Wiji Yeol did not forge himself.

"That's the Blood Demon Sword, the Blood Cult's divine weapon, right? I heard that you tattooed it as a vow that you would one day forge a sword that surpasses it."

"……"

After glancing at his left shoulder for a moment, Wiji Yeol turned back toward me. "You are indeed an intelligent child, finding traces of the Blood Demon Sword in this dragon tattoo."

"It's a deduction anyone could make if they knew the story."

"If it was that simple, I would have been captured and killed by the Murim Alliance long ago."

Finally, Wiji Yeol retracted all suspicion toward me.

Smiling bitterly, he asked, "Could we talk for a while?"

We chatted about the destruction of the Blood Cult fifty years ago. Shortly after me and my masters died, the Murim Alliance had taken advantage of the chaos we caused to finish them off.

Wiji Yeol was one of the old folks who remembered those times, and as someone who lived in the same period, I could relate to him.

Wiji Yeol, you've aged a lot. As we talked, I recalled his younger self. Back then, he was quite a bright and cheerful person, but his personality had mellowed and his face had become weathered from the hardships he had endured.

At least, he was one of the few decent people in the Cult. He never murdered people for fun, nor did he dabble in the messed up internal politics. All he cared about was blacksmithing.

…I wonder what his life was like all these years?

It felt a little strange to meet someone I knew from my previous life. However, the past was the past, and I didn't feel much sympathy for him.

Well, it was about time I cut to the chase. "Does this request of yours have anything to do with the Blood Cult?" I asked.

Wiji Yeol deliberated for a while, then sighed and bowed his head. "It's…not totally unrelated."

He paused yet again, before raising his head and looking at me sadly. "I'm begging you, please kill my grandson."
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A few days later, I followed Wiji Yeol up an unnamed mountain.

"We're almost there."

"I'm sorry, but I think I've heard you say the same thing ten times."

"Tsk, young people like you shouldn't be so impatient."

"I think I've stressed this a few times, but I have an important exam in a few days."

"We're actually almost there. Removing these formations just takes time…"

The target's residence was located deep in the mountains, surrounded by formations. Because we had to dismantle them one by one and then return them to their original state once we passed through, the journey took much longer than I initially thought. 

I counted down the days until the practical exam. I expected to only spend a day doing this, but I'll be cutting it quite close at the rate we're going…

We trudged through the forest for another hour or so, before finally, Wiji Yeol came to a stop at the top of a hill.

"Our destination is over there…" He said, pointing at a small thatched hut at the bottom of the hill. 

Next to the hut, there were two gravestones. "These are my son and daughter-in-law's graves. They foolishly got their qi centers destroyed while trying to protect me, the Clan Head," he said sadly. 

Wiji Yeol's son and daughter-in-law had become crippled while fleeing the Murim Alliance's pursuit, and had passed away after a long battle with their injuries.

The target of Wiji Yeol's request, a boy who couldn't have been more than thirteen or fifteen, stood next to the gravestones. A mountain bird perched on the back of his hand and chirped, and he smiled and chatted with it as if it were a friend.

"That's my grandson, Wiji Cheon. He's never seen his parents' faces, and I raised him since he was a wee babe… And he is undoubtedly the most outstanding martial artist in the history of our clan."

Wiji Yeol lowered his head in grief, then continued, "That's why, after my son and daughter-in-law's deaths, I was blinded by my selfish desire for revenge, and was too harsh on him…"

The boy stroked the mountain bird and gently picked it up. Surprisingly, it was still chirping cheerfully.

"And I failed to realize that he had succumbed to his inner demons…"

"Inner demons?"

Suddenly, the pleasant birdsong turned into an agonized wail. The tiny mountain bird squirmed desperately, begging to be let go.

The boy smiled and let the bird go as it wished, and as it spread its wings and flew into the air, he waved his hand gracefully as if saying goodbye.

SPLAT!

The bird exploded and landed on the ground as pieces of flesh and bone. The boy, his face covered in blood, grinned and sang a song to lure in yet another bird.

I froze in shock.

"Even after I found out about this, I couldn't bring myself to kill him with my own two hands, and as a result of my hesitation, he has now gotten so powerful that I am no longer strong enough to kill him…"

"…Who taught him that martial art he just used?" I asked in an unsteady voice.

Taken aback by the unexpected question, Wiji Yeol blurted, "Why are you asking about that…? Wait, do you recognize that martial art?"

Hell yeah I do. After all, I'm the one who created it.



Footnotes:

[1] Wiji: Wiji, or Yuchi (尉遲) is a Chinese compound surname which was translated from "Viśa", the family name of Khotan royalty. The Kingdom of Khotan was a small ancient kingdom sandwiched between China, Tibet, Mongolia (Xinjiang), India, and the Middle-East. Wiji Yeol is calling himself Old Man Wi as the last name "Wiji" is nonexistent in the Central Plains, while "Wi" is fairly commonplace.



Chapter 37: The Importance of Having a Good Teacher

I recognized Wiji Cheon's martial art at a glance. I couldn't help it. Of the four masters' martial arts, this was the one I had spent the most time learning and refining.

This is definitely the Unlimited Sword (無極劍).

Originally, the Unlimited Sword was Master Sword Saint's own sword technique, but after adding my own interpretations and those of the other masters, it became so difficult and esoteric that even Master Sword Saint was not confident that he had fully mastered it.

This ultimate sword technique was also the reason why I wanted to make a sword out of Meteor Iron and not any other weapon.

The Unlimited Sword is a martial art that is almost impossible to master on your own. No, even with a teacher, it's still really easy to go into qi deviation... Well, I can't deny that problem is mostly my fault.

"Hey, why aren't you answering me? Do you know something about this martial art?" Wiji Yeol demanded sternly.

I took a moment to collect my thoughts and shook my head. "I don't know anything about the martial art, but... I just thought that move from a while ago was amazing."

Wiji Yeol's face fell. "Is that so... Actually, I don't recognize it either."

"What?"

"A few years ago, I left my grandson here and went away for a few months. During that time, a stranger came here."

"How did he find this place?"

"He was well versed in the ways of our cult, and he sensed the traces of the formations of the Blood Cult on this mountain, so he dismantled the formations and came here, but unfortunately, I wasn't here, only the child."

According to Wiji Yeol, the visitor was a man in a black hooded cloak.

"Are you a descendant of the Blood Cult?" The man had asked Wiji Cheon, but Wiji Cheon hadn't answered for fear of bringing harm to his grandfather.

After watching him for a while, the man had given the boy a manual with nothing written on the cover and asked, "Do you want to take revenge on the world? Then learn this martial art. If you practice it for ten years, I assure you that you will become the strongest in the world."

With that, the man in the black cloak left. When Wiji Yeol returned, he noticed that his grandson had already read the manual several times, unable to resist his curiosity.

"I tried to follow the black-cloaked man's footsteps, but I couldn't find him. He never came back either."

"Did your grandson master the martial arts in this manual on his own? Didn't you help him or stop him?"

"At first, I was worried and thought about stopping him for fear that it might be a dangerous demonic art. However, no matter how many times I went through the manual myself, I couldn't find anything wrong with it. In fact, it's a great divine art that I can't even comprehend," Wiji Yeol said, looking at his grandson with red, bloodshot eyes.

Just then, a rabbit hopped to the boy's side and tilted its head.

"When it comes to martial arts, he is a genius with whom I cannot compare. That's why I believed that he could master the divine art, no matter how difficult it was. I hoped that he would become the strongest in the world... and avenge the death of his parents. However, it was all in vain..." Tears streamed from the old man's eyes. 

"I only realized that he had been consumed by his inner demons when it was too late to save him. Even then, I couldn't bring myself to kill my own flesh and blood. Yet, the more I hesitated, the stronger he became, until it reached a point where I could do nothing about him anymore," he choked.

"......"

"I beg you. Please kill him and let him rest in peace. If you do that... I'll make anything you want."

SPURT!

The rabbit exploded, sending unrecognizable pieces of flesh and bone flying everywhere. The boy grinned broadly as he licked the raw rabbit flesh off his fingers.

"How many years has he been practicing this martial art?"

"About three years."

I tried to measure Wiji Cheon's level of mastery by the time he had spent learning the Unlimited Sword. If it's three years... it might indeed be too late.

Despite being one of the Eight Great Clans of the Blood Cult, the Wiji Clan was famous for its blacksmithing and explosives skills, not its martial arts. In fact, they had the weakest martial artists in the entire cult.

If it were any other clan, they would have the common sense not to learn an unknown martial art, even if it seemed to be a divine art. Unfortunately, Wiji Cheon is a genius who hasn't been able to learn a martial art that matches his talents. He would have been entranced the moment he started reading the Unlimited Sword manual.

"Alright, I'll accept your request."

I started down the hill, but Wiji Yeol hurriedly chased after me, saying, "Be careful. Some of the freelancers who came before were peak level masters."

"On average, how many exchanges did they make before they died?"

"Not more than fifty, if I remember correctly..."

In reality, fifty exchanges would have happened in the blink of an eye... which meant that the boy had basically overpowered more than a few peak-level martial artists.

He's a monster.

As we got closer and closer to the straw hut, Wiji Cheon sensed our presence and turned towards us.

"Heehee," the boy laughed innocently, then dusted himself off and stood up. "Grandpa!"

"Cheon." Wiji Yeol gritted his teeth and looked at his grandson.

Wiji Cheon pointed at me and asked, "Is he a guest? Did he come here to play with me?"

"Yes. It's been a while since you had a playmate, right?"

"Yes! I was bored because no one visited me for a while!"

Wiji Cheon pulled out a sword that was stuck in the ground between his parents' gravestones. Then, with a happy smile on his face, he raised the sword and pointed it at me.

"Hyung, please don't die too soon!"

"......" I carefully observed Wiji Cheon's posture and slowly drew Moon Shadow. At the same time, I wondered who the black cloaked man was. Wait, didn't I hear a similar story just recently?

"A man in a black cloak tossed me a martial arts manual and told me that if I mastered it, I would become strong..." 

It seems that Cheong Cheon had the same experience, except that the martial art he received was the Blood Rain Demonic Art, while Wiji Cheon received the Unlimited Sword.

Although the difference in quality between the two martial arts was as great as the distance between heaven and earth, they had one thing in common.

They were both martial arts of the now defunct Blood Cult.

Could the two black-cloaked people be the same person? Unfortunately, with the information I have now, I can't say. There are many people in the martial arts world who dress like that, including me when I went to the Freelancer's Bazaar.

However, there is one thing I'm absolutely sure of. Someone is deliberately spreading the martial arts of the Blood Cult throughout the murim. It could be one person, or it could be a whole group.

I don't know their purpose yet, but maybe...

"Grandpa! Can I kill him now?"

A boy's voice, excited at the thought of playing with a new toy, brought me back to reality.

Fuck, I have to take care of this punk first.

I looked at Wiji Yeol and said, "I have a favor to ask of you. Until we're done, I want you to go where you can't see the battlefield."

"Why...?"

"Because I don't want you to see me kill your grandson, and there's a possibility that if you see that your grandson is about to die, you might step in and interfere at a crucial moment."

"I wouldn't do that..."

"Old man."

"...I understand." Wiji Yeol nodded and stepped back hesitantly, as if he wasn't sure if he was doing the right thing.

"Cheon, you can only start playing with this Hyung-nim after Grandpa is out of sight, okay?"

"Are we playing hide-and-seek? Yay!"

With a broken heart, Wiji Yeol retreated from the battlefield. When his figure had completely disappeared over the hill, Wiji Cheon smiled and gathered his qi.

ROOOOAAAAR!

The grass around Wiji Cheon's feet flattened under the pressure, and his hair fluttered as if whipped by a strong wind. The whites of his eyes became bloodshot and he bared his pearly white teeth.

Finally, the brat's sword glowed with an ashen hue.

"Hyung, are you ready to play with me?"

"Yeah."

An unbelievable amount of power was emanating from this teenage boy. If it had been the me of a few days ago, I would have been no match for him.

I'm glad I ate the Seven Stem Nine Leaf Grass!

Before I came here, I consumed the Seven Stem Nine Leaf Grass that I bought at the Freelancer Bazaar. Thanks to it, my mastery of the Heaven Defying Divine Art had surpassed the two-star level and almost reached the three-star level.

"It would be even better if I had time to eat another herb... but for now, I'll have to make do with what I have."

I concentrated my qi and injected it into Moon Shadow. As a faint red sword qi coated the blade, the sword began to vibrate, emitting a pleasant hum. 

I pointed Moon Shadow at Wiji Cheon's forehead and said, "Show me what you've achieved by practicing your swordsmanship alone."

"Ahahaha, don't die too quickly!" The boy let out a gleeful laugh and rushed forward to kill me.
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SWISH!

A few strands of my hair were sliced off. I thought I had dodged perfectly, but at the last moment, the tip of Wiji Cheon's sword wobbled and changed its trajectory.

A faint line appeared on my forehead and a few drops of blood trickled down.

"Ahahaha! This is fun!" Wiji Cheon giggled, looking as happy as a child who just received a new toy.

His eyes sparkled as he swung his sword again. "Don't die, it's no fun if you die!" he shouted.

"......"

The ashen sword qi on Wiji Cheon's sword swirled wildly as he kicked off the ground and slashed at lightning speed.

That's the First Unlimited Slash (無極一刀), the fastest of the Unlimited Sword techniques.

I immediately twisted my body to the side, but I was still unable to completely dodge it.

WHOOSH!

My clothes were torn at the waist, and blood dripped from the new wound.

Surprised, Wiji Cheon jumped for joy, squealing, "You dodged? That's amazing!"

"... You're really looking down on me."

"This one, dodge this one too!"

As if to show off, Wiji Cheon unleashed one Unlimited Sword technique after another, forcing me to retreat backwards, dodging what I was able to dodge and blocking what I was able to block.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

Sparks flew as sword clashed with sword. In the blink of an eye, we exchanged dozens of blows, but I was the only one getting hurt.

I frowned and looked at my sword. The faint red sword qi was getting weaker with each strike. 

Is this my current limit?

This was inevitable as my Heaven Defying Divine Art was still at a relatively low level of mastery. I would have to reach at least the three-star level before I could truly unleash my sword qi.

If I force it, I might be able to do it, but...

"If I don't have any teeth, I'll just have to use my gums."

Fortunately, my gums were very strong.

BOOM!

I let out a powerful slash that sent Wiji Cheon stumbling backwards.

"EEH?" He let out a panicked scream as I suddenly switched to offense.

"Kid, I'm done playing with you." I changed my stance and charged forward. 

Seeing my move, Wiji Cheon shouted in confusion, "Hey, that's my movement technique!"

"No, it's mine."

Martial arts is not only about sword techniques. It's also about the footwork, body movements, and mental discipline required to wield a sword.

This is what I learned from the greatest sword master of a generation.

BAM!

I swung my sword like a whip and struck Wiji Cheon's thigh.

"Ouch!"

"Your stance is wrong. Keep your center of gravity lower and your back straighter. Who taught you to swing your sword so sloppily?"

Wiji Cheon's eyes flickered with confusion, but he gathered his qi and struck with all his might. "DIE!" he screamed.

However, his sword never again touched my clothes, let alone me. Instead, as he rushed past me, I struck him in the arm with the flat of my blade.

THWACK!

"Keep your elbows in, relax your shoulders, and use your wrists more. The Unlimited Sword is a graceful martial art."

"OWOWOWW!" Wiji Cheon howled in pain. He immediately turned to face me, his eyes flashing red.

CRACKLE!

The ash-colored sword qi on his sword burned like a flame. However, no matter whether a martial artist used sword qi or sword flux, it was meaningless if it didn't hit.

SMACK!

"Calm your nerves. You might be able to catch a bird or a rabbit with this kind of attack, but do you think it will work on a human? Don't insult the man who created this sword technique."

"UWAAAAAH!"

The day I escaped from the Blood Cult's prisons, I organized the martial arts of the four masters into manuals and gave them to the Demonic Strategist. However, I left out or changed some crucial parts of each of them so that it wouldn't seem problematic at first, but the more one mastered it, the more issues would arise.

I only wanted to mess with the Blood Cult, but... I ended up indirectly hurting that kid.

Because of that, I felt a little responsible for Wiji Cheon.

"HYUNG, THIS IS NO FUN AT ALL! I HATE YOU! I HATE YOU! DIE!" Completely losing his cool, Wiji Cheon summoned all of his remaining inner qi and injected it into his sword.

ROAAAARRRR!

The boy's sword disappeared, engulfed in ashen flames.

"Tsk..."

It looked very intimidating, but to me, it was full of openings. Wiji Cheon's stance was a mess, and he wasn't even using the techniques properly anymore. No expert would be defeated by such a shitty attack.

"Tsk tsk, it will take a long time to teach you properly and fix all your bad habits." I clicked my tongue and poured all my remaining internal qi into Moon Shadow. The sword trembled and the weak sword qi became slightly stronger.

"YAAAAAAAAH!" Wiji Cheon bellowed, charging at me like a crazed demon.

I silently raised my sword in response, and recalled the sword technique that Master Sword Saint had shown me on the day that I had escaped from the prison. I then copied the movements engraved in my memory and lunged forward.

Unlimited Sword: Ultimate Technique (無極劍 奧義).

True First Unlimited Slash (眞 無極一刀).

For a moment, our forms intersected as we passed each other.

I sheathed Moon Shadow and slowly turned around, saying, "And this, dear brat, is why it's important to have a good teacher."

THUD!

Wiji Cheon fell to the ground, coughing up blood.


Chapter 38: If You Have Nowhere To Go, Why Don't You Come With Me?

I walked over to the fallen Wiji Cheon.

He finally fainted.

My First Unlimited Slash had pierced the back of his hand, not his heart. My aim was to make him lose his grip on the sword, but he never let go of it, even though his hand was bleeding profusely, and even when he was unconscious and stunned.

"Tsk, it's great that you didn't let go of the sword, but what's the point of hanging on to it if you pass out?" Clicking my tongue, I pulled the sword out of the kid's hand and treated his wounds to stop the bleeding. 

Wiji Cheon had poured all his inner qi into his final attack, aiming for mutual destruction.

Luckily, I was familiar with all of his techniques, or I would be crossing the Sanzu River[1] right now.

"Stupid brat."

BONK!

I smacked Wiji Cheon on the head with my sword sheath, then strapped it back to my waist. After making sure that there was no immediate danger to his life, I carried him back to the straw hut, laid him down on the bed, and stripped off his ragged clothes, revealing a body so thin and malnourished that I couldn't believe it belonged to a martial artist.

However, all of his major meridians were ruptured, resulting in internal bleeding.

Fuck, the Qi Deviation is quite severe.

Suddenly, I noticed a book stuffed inside the boy's clothes.

"This is…"

There was no title on the outside of the book, but as soon as I glanced at the first page, I knew it was the manual for the fake Unlimited Sword that I had made to fool the Blood Cult. At the same time, I remembered what the black-cloaked man had said when he handed the manual to the boy.

"Do you want to take revenge on the world? Then learn this martial art. If you practice it for ten years, I assure you that you will become the strongest in the world."

When I thought about it again, I realized something very wrong about that statement. Ten years? If one learns from this fake manual, they'll die from Qi Deviation within five years. Did that black-cloaked man not know that, or… did he hand it to Wiji Cheon knowing exactly what would happen? If he did, then he must be a very evil man.

However, I understand his intentions. Wiji Cheon is the ideal guinea pig to perfect an incomplete martial art…

Very occasionally, a genius would complete an incomplete martial art on their own. The black-cloaked man had probably seen that possibility in Wiji Cheon and given this incomplete martial art to him.

After that, he would often visit, observe from afar, and then leave again, just like an experiment.

...I wonder if something similar is happening elsewhere? As I thought about the seeds of destruction I had sown, I felt a little guilty.

I looked down at the innocent-looking boy's face and muttered, "…You've mastered this much on your own, without a teacher."

The Unlimited Sword was a profound and esoteric martial art. Moreover, this manual was an extremely elaborate fake. Unless he was a genius on par with the Sword Saint, it was impossible to realize where he had gone wrong while practicing.

Still, to be able to accomplish this much without dying after practicing a fake martial art for three years, that alone was a testament to Wiji Cheon's tremendous talent.

Suddenly, I thought back to Hyonwon Kang, whom I had met at the Azure Dragon Academy Festival.

Wiji Cheon is just as talented as that kid, no, maybe even better. He's a raw diamond that would shine brightly if someone were to polish it.

I stretched out my hands, placing my left hand on Wiji Cheon's stomach and my right hand on his forehead. Then, I gently pushed the energy of the Heaven Defying Divine Art into Wiji Cheon's body.

"Mmph…"

Wiji Cheon squirmed and groaned in pain, but I held him down firmly and continued to probe inside his insides with my qi.

The contaminated qi from Qi Deviation has spread throughout his entire body, including his brain. 

As the culprit who had made that fake Unlimited Sword manual, I could easily tell what kind of condition Wiji Cheon was in.

At this level of contamination… there might still be a chance of curing him.

TAP TAP TAP!

I quickly poked a few of Wiji Cheon's acupuncture points, then increased the intensity of the Heaven Defying Divine Art. The stream of inner qi I sent out traveled around his body, gathered the contaminated qi, and slowly began guiding the contaminated qi into his heart.

"Mmph…!" Wiji Cheon broke out in a cold sweat and shivered as chills ran down his spine. Blood began to trickle from his nose.

You'd better endure this, it's your only chance of survival!

The contaminated qi in Wiji Cheon's body was the accumulation of three years of incorrect cultivation, and had already seeped into his bone marrow, causing him to go insane. In order to cure him, I needed to absorb all of the contaminated qi into my body using the Heaven Defying Divine Art.

I guess there are times when even the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians can come in useful.

The Heaven Defying Divine Art required me to gather the contaminated qi within my body and condense it into a qi center, much like how a spirit beast creates an inner pill. To do that, I needed to borrow the power of many powerful elixirs, and right now, there was still some of the Seven Stem Nine Leaf Grass's medicinal power within my body that I hadn't yet fully absorbed.

"Ahh, Ugh, Uwargh…!" Blood flowed out from Wiji Cheon's nose, ears, and eyes. The blood vessels all over his scrawny body popped out like they were about to burst, and he started foaming at the mouth.

Even then, I couldn't afford to be gentle with him and continued using the Heaven Defying Divine Art to clean every inch of his body, starting with the legs and slowing sweeping toward his brain.

"Hoo…" I took a deep breath and sat cross-legged on the floor. Absorbing Wiji Cheon's contaminated qi was much easier than I'd thought.

Not to brag, but this body has endured contaminated qi for almost thirty years thanks to the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians, after all. Compared to that, the contaminated qi of a child who has only accumulated it for three years is nothing… Hmm?

Suddenly, I panicked as the two different types of contaminated qi collected in my qi center intertwined and fused together, and my qi center started to expand.

Luckily, it wasn't a bad thing. My Heaven Defying Divine Art, which had been stuck at Two Stars, finally broke through to Three Stars.

I sat in shock for a while, dumbfounded by this unexpected benefit. Then, I slowly opened my eyes and muttered, "…I never imagined that I could ever get so lucky."

I clambered to my feet and looked down at Wiji Cheon, who was still unconscious.

"……"

He was covered in blood and looked like a corpse, but his breathing had stabilized and his expression was relaxed.

"Looks like the worst is over." I wiped the blood off the brat's face and body with his own clothes.

Just then, I heard Wiji Yeol's shouting urgently, "Cheon! Cheon! Argh, where the hell have those two gone?"

I walked out of the cave to greet him, and Wiji Yeol immediately accosted me, "What's going on? Where's my grandson? Why were you inside his house?"

I didn't know how to explain what had happened, but I decided to report the results of his request first. "Sir, I'm sorry, but I failed your request."

"Oh…" Finally noticing the mess I was in, Wiji Yeol let out a long sigh.

Well, my injuries were pretty minor, but I probably didn't look okay to others, since I was covered in tears, cuts, and stab wounds.

"Did you fail and run away…? Well, I suppose you're lucky to have survived at all… But where is my grandson?" Wiji Yeol asked, looking around anxiously. He had requested me to to kill his grandson, but the boy was nowhere to be seen.

"I hope he hasn't gone outside the formations, because if he has, something terrible will happen…" he mumbled.

"He's sleeping."

"…What?" Wiji Yeol stared at me, stupefied.

I kindly pointed to the straw hut behind me and explained, "…What nonsense are you spouting? Ever since that child lost his mind, he hasn't left his parents' graves." 

"If you don't believe me, go inside and take a look for yourself."

Wiji Yeol didn't seem to believe me, but he went inside the hut as if in a stupor. There, he was greeted by his grandson's soundly sleeping face.

"Ch-Cheon?"

Although the boy was bandaged all over and horrifying pale from the blood he had lost during my treatment procedure, he appeared to be at peace, with no trace of the madness that had afflicted him.

Wiji Yeol's worried expression gradually morphed into shock. "N-No way… C-Can it be…?"

"Yeah."

"How…"

"I didn't have to kill him. Now that I've drained the contaminated qi from his body and brain, it shouldn't be long before he returns to his senses."

"R-Really?" The old man looked at me in disbelief.

I responded with a gentle smile. "Unfortunately, he'll lose a good portion of his inner qi, but he'll definitely regain his sanity."

"That kind of side effect is trivial! How on earth am I supposed to repay this favor…"

Suddenly, Wiji Cheon slowly opened his eyes, looked up at his grandfather with a drowsy face, and muttered, "Grandpa…?"

Unlike before, his voice was polite, and his eyes gleamed with innocence rather than malice. However, when he saw me, he was startled and immediately tried to scramble to his feet.

Wiji Yeol quickly stepped forward and supported his beloved grandson. "Ch-Cheon, you're awake?"

"Why am I here? Who is he…?"

"Don't you remember anything?

"Uhh, I remember practicing a certain sword technique, and then my mind started to get hazy…" Wiji Cheon shivered and his mind spun. He unconsciously leaned towards his grandfather and whispered, "Grandpa, I-I think I had a nightmare…"

The old man hugged his grandson, who had gotten thinner over the years, tightly and wept, "Ooh..ugh…sniff…"

Wiji Yeol, who I first thought was a man as solid and sturdy as a rock, broke down in tears.

"……" I watched the two of them for a moment, then quietly walked out of the hut.
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THUD!

Wiji Yeol kneeled down before me and loudly declared, "Savior, I will grant you anything you want. Even if it costs me my life!"

"G-Grandfather!" Beside him, Wiji Cheon gave me a pitiful, pleading look.

I was tempted to tease him, but I was worried that he might actually take me seriously and hurt himself, so I answered him tactfully, "I don't need your life. I just need you to make me a sword."

"I will do my best and use every technique that I know of. I will surely make you a sword that will satisfy you…"

"I don't want just any sword," I interrupted. "I want a sword as good as the Blood Demon Sword."

"T-That's…" Wiji Yeol was speechless. If I wasn't his grandson's benefactor, he would have thrown something at me right away.

Fortunately, he was a gracious old man who repaid his debts, so he only bowed his head and sighed, "…I'm sorry, sir, but the Blood Demon Sword is not something that can be made. First of all, I can't even get the materials…"

"Would you be able to do it if you had this?" I took out the Meteor Iron that I kept in my chest pocket and showed it to him.

Wiji Yeol's eyes widened in shock as he stared blankly at the Meteor Iron. 

"M-M-M-Meteor Iron…!" he stammered as he took the piece of metal from me with trembling hands.

I wasn't surprised at his response. For an ironworker, Meteor Iron was a treasure even greater than the Shaolin Great Elixir or Sky Blue Stone Extract.[2]

With a serious tone, I asked, "Can you make me a sword even better than the Blood Demon Sword?"

Instantly, the proud craftsman's eyes became as hot as a furnace. "Would you believe me if I told you that the sword you want is also my lifelong goal?"

These words were more trustworthy than any oath of gratitude.

However, Wiji Yeol's expression quickly darkened as he added, "There's just one problem. In order to work with Meteor Iron, I need a proper forge. Only a large smithy in a big city would have something like that…"

Wiji Yeol proceeded to explain the facilities he needed to work with Meteor Iron and why he couldn't do it right away.

After listening for a while, I said, "Hmm, if that's all you need, then I have good news for you."

"Good news?"

"I happen to have recently inherited a smithy from Old Man Heo."

And I also have a constable friend who can forge identity plaques for these two.

"If you have nowhere else to go, why don't the two of you come with me?" I offered.

That night, I hit the road with an old blacksmith who'd been a fugitive for years and a boy who needed a proper teacher.



Footnotes:

[1] Sanzu River: The Korean/Japanese version of the River Styx.


[2] Shaolin Great Elixir or Sky Blue Stone Extract: Shaolin Great Elixir aka Dahuandan, a miracle panacea commonly seen in murim and cultivation novels. Sky Blue Stone Extract is also a fantasy miracle elixir made of dissolved rock found by protagonists in caves, usually guarded by some kind of ferocious spirit beast.



Chapter 39: Sorry, I'm Late!

"That punk still hasn't come?"

Although the question was asked in passing, Ak Yeonho broke out in cold sweat. The person who had asked the question was the headmaster of the Azure Dragon Academy, who was famous for intimidating even his fellow instructors, and this was the third time he was repeating himself.

"Haha, he'll be here soon," Ak Yeonho awkwardly laughed, even as Mae Geuklyom glared daggers at him.

Mae Geuklyom frowned, not liking Ak Yeonho's answer. "You've been saying the same thing for a while now. Admit it, you don't even know where he is, do you?"

"T-That…"

Ak Yeonho felt wronged. Why is he picking on me when it's his own grandson who's late! Sadly, as much as he wanted to complain, he couldn't bring himself to do it in front of the terrifying Headmaster.

"He just said that he'll be away for a few days due to personal reasons…" he stammered.

"Did he run away because he lost his confidence?"

"…No, definitely not."

"Hmph, we'll see," Mae Geuklyom snorted, then left to talk to the other prospective instructors.

Ak Yeonho sighed. Things might get really dicey if he shows up late…

The practical examination for new instructors at the Azure Dragon Academy had already begun. In front of Ak Yeonho, the first batch of instructor applicants stood on the podium, giving a trial lecture to selected students.

"Uhm, according to the principles of Taiji…"

"Every sect has a slightly different interpretation of the Yin Yang and the Five Elements, so there are differences in how to read and understand their martial arts manuals. In this case, it's best to use…"

"The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, which disappeared centuries ago, is the predecessor of the Blood Cult. Back then, the first Blood Demon united those who opposed the Heavenly Demon's decision to migrate…"

The instructors eagerly gave their lectures, sometimes even stepping down from the podium to demonstrate their martial arts.

The students' reactions, however, were generally either cold or taunting.

"YAAAAWN, I'm getting sleepy."

"Wow, is the instructor only at that level?"

"Wait, what you just said. Isn't that too biased and personal?"

At the sight of the unruly students, Ak Yeonho gulped. Seriously, are kids these days all like this? They aren't much younger than me, are they? I'm a little envious of them…

Unlike Ak Yeonho, who practiced martial arts as he was told, the students here at the Azure Dragon Academy didn't hesitate to ask questions or make rude comments if they didn't understand or like something.

On the left side of the lecture hall, the Azure Dragon Academy principal, vice principal, and existing instructors busily scribbled down notes as they evaluated the new instructor applicants.

"Hoo…" Myeong Il'oh let go of the breath he was holding as he finished up his lecture and walked back toward Ak Yeonho.

Ak Yeonho handed a water canteen to him and praised, "Good job, Il'oh hyung. How do you feel?"

"Don't make me remember it. The kids clung on to my every word as if they were going to bite my head off the instant I made a mistake, and the instructors were glaring at me from the side… Hey, I didn't mess up, right?"

"Your lecture was the best so far. I'm sure the students and instructors will appreciate it," Ak Yeonho said. He was exaggerating it a bit, but Myeong Il'oh's lecture was definitely one of the more outstanding ones.

Myeong Il'oh heaved a sigh of relief, then looked around and asked, "By the way, is Baek-hyung here yet?"

"No. I haven't seen hide nor hair of him."

"I hope nothing bad happened to him. He really should have returned by now…"

Before they knew it, Ak Yeonho's turn was nearing, and Baek Suryong turn was right after his. The two young men nervously looked toward the entrance of the Azure Dragon Academy.

WHOOSH…

There was no sign of anyone, except for a dog grunting and defecating by the main entrance.

"…He still isn't here, huh." Mae Geuklyom, who had briefly gone to check on the students, approached the two. There was a hint of disappointment on his face, and a trace of anger in his voice.

"Like father, like son, it seems…" Mae Geuklyom mumbled, releasing a chilly aura.

The instructors who were waiting for their turn shivered.

Mae Geuklyom added icily, "Since he still hasn't shown up, I'll have to assume that he's not keen on the job. Candidate Baek Suryong is rejected."

"W-Wait a minute!" Ak Yeonho objected without thinking. 

As Mae Geuklyom's sharp gaze swept over him, he gulped and inwardly cursed, Fucking bastard, why the hell are you so late! Now I have to buy time for you…

"Headmaster, Suryong hyung-nim will be here soon, please just wait a little longer."

"I've heard you say that four times, so when will he come? After the exam is over?"

Ak Yeonho sighed. "Honestly, I don't know when he'll come. He's not a person who would run away, so something unexpected probably happened."

"How can you be so sure? You haven't known him for long."

"That's..." Recalling Baek Suryong's shameless face as he declared that he would build the White Dragon Academy in front of the Azure Dragon Academy and surpass it in ten years if the interviewers failed him, Ak Yeonho hesitated.

"I'm saying this…for the future of the Azure Dragon Academy."

"The future of the Azure Dragon Academy?"

"Suryong Hyung-nim said that if you failed him, he'll build the White Dragon Academy across the street from the Azure Dragon Academy, and ten years from now, his students will beat the crap out of the Azure Dragon Academy students."

"…He'll what?"

"If you disqualify him, you'll know that I'm telling the truth tomorrow."

"BWAHAHA!" Having overheard the conversation, several of the prospective instructors burst out laughing at the absurdity of Baek Suryong's declaration.

Even the tightly clenched, seemingly immovable lips of Headmaster Mae Geuklyom twitched. He stifled a laugh and muttered, "That audacity of his is just like my daughter."

"What?"

"…Nothing."

Ak Yeonho couldn't quite put a finger on Mae Geuklyom's random mood swings, but it wasn't a bad sign.

In a slightly gentler tone, Mae Geuklyom said, "I've already given him a lot of leeway. If he still isn't here when his turn comes, I won't have any choice but to reject him."

Myeong Il'oh walked up next to Ak Yeonho and cautiously asked, "A-About that, Mr. Headmaster, would it be possible to make Candidate Baek Suryong the last in line?"

Mae Geuklyom's eyes lit up with delight even as he contradicted himself, "Nonsense. Do you think take this interview for a joke?"

"That's not what I meant…"

"If you suggest something like that one more time, you'll be…"

"Is there a problem?" A certain someone who had been watching the exchange from afar suddenly interrupted.

Everyone turned around, only to see the Three Absolutes Sword Namgung Su and the Blazing Blade Kwak Cheolwoo walking toward them.

Conscious of the stares he was receiving, Namgung Su placed his hands behind his back and smiled gently, saying, "The students are tired, so we decided to take a short break."

"……" Most of the new instructor applicants looked at the Azure Dragon Academy's Star Instructor with either admiration or envy.

However, Ak Yeonho wasn't most people. He shot Namgung Su a death glare even as he wondered, Why is this person here?

Namgung Su pointedly ignored him and asked, "Headmaster, are you facing any problems with these people? I was worried about the commotion, so I came to see if you needed help."

"It's nothing to worry about," Mae Geuklyom replied, waving his hand dismissively. "There's an applicant who hasn't come yet, so we were just discussing whether to reject him right away or wait a bit longer…"

"Does that applicant happen to be Baek Suryong?"

"…Yes."

Namgung Su smiled warmly, but an ominous chill immediately ran down Ak Yeonho and Myeong Il'oh's spines.

"Oh no, he must have had an emergency. There's no way he ran away because he has stage fright or was afraid of embarrassing himself during his demonstration lecture…"

"……" Enraged at Namgung Su's blatant sarcasm, veins popped out from Ak Yeonho, Myeong Il'oh, and Mae Geuklyom's foreheads at the same time.

"He didn't run away."

"Baek-hyung is not that kind of person."

"I…agree with them," Mae Geuklyom added, glaring icily at Namgung Su.

That made Namgung Su a bit flustered, he wasn't about to let that stop him from saying his mind. "Hmm… Then, since Candidate Baek Suryong seems to have gotten involved in an accident, why don't we push his turn to the very end?"

"But if we do that, it wouldn't be fair…" Mae Geuklyom objected.

Namgung Su cut him off, saying, "That is, of course, assuming that the applicant who was originally last in line agrees to it."

The pale-faced applicant in question immediately threw his hands up in the air and exclaimed, "I-I'm good! I'll give way! I'll give way as many times as you want me to!"

"……" With the affected party so eager, Mae Geuklyom found it difficult to say anything more. 

Namgung Su had bent the whole situation to his will in an instant.

"Then let's do it that way. Vice Principal, I apologize if this seems arrogant of me, but…perhaps we, the Azure Dragon Academy, need to show a little leniency to our applicants?"

"Ah, of course we should, and don't worry, Mr. Namgung, the Principal won't care about something so trivial." Kwak Cheolwoo nodded enthusiastically.

I may be the best instructor in the Azure Dragon Academy…but why is Mr. Kwak, my senior, being so submissive? Namgung Su, who had gotten his superior's approval in a flash, wondered. 

He then turned around to face Ak Yeonho and smiled, saying, ''This should be good news for Candidate Baek Suryong, who didn't run away, but instead met with an emergency, right? Since we've given him this much consideration, he should be able to arrive here in time now."

"……" Ak Yeonho didn't answer and only continued to glare at Namgung Su. So this is what you were aiming for all along.

If Baek Suryong failed to make it on time even after all the concessions, he would instantly be branded a coward. However, even if he did make it, he would have to give his demonstration lecture under the pressure of countless judging stares.

The later one's turn, the greater the stress.

The reason for that was because as time passes, both the students' and instructors' fatigue build up from going through lecture after lecture. Accordingly, their evaluation standards would also increase.

On the flip side, if the final lecturer does a great job, then it would leave a very lasting impression…

However, demonstrating such skill was difficult even for instructors who had been teaching for more than a decade.

Namgung Su smiled wryly. Nah, there's no way a peasant who has only ever taught village children could have such skills.

Even now, he hadn't forgotten what Baek Suryong had said to him during the interview.


"How about I just beat you to a pulp right now?"



I thought he at least had the guts to back up his words, but it seems that he's just a coward who ran away from the demonstration lecture. I absolutely won't forgive a guy like that.

Everyone at the Azure Dragon Academy will know you're a coward. I'll make sure of it. It doesn't matter if you show up late. I'll humiliate you so badly that you'll never set foot in this city again.

Namgung Su smirked. "Personally, I'm very much looking forward to Candidate Baek Suryong's demonstration lecture. I hope he arrives on time." 

With a lingering smile on his lips, Namgung Su turned and returned to his seat.

"……"

Behind him, Ak Yeonho, Myeong Il'oh, and Mae Geuklyom stood side by side, glaring daggers at him.

"With that kind of attitude, Suryong Hyung-nim will definitely come and put this guy in his place."

"Yeah, I'm sure he would."

"…Bastard grandson. If you don't get here on time, I'll kill you myself."

Time flew by without caring for the trio's feelings, but even as the final turn drew nearer and nearer, Baek Suryong did not appear.
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"Hahaha! So, back when I was a student at the Vermilion Phoenix Academy…" Kwak Duyong loudly said, thumping his chest with his thick arms.

Most of the students sitting in front of him looked bored, but some of them listened with interest.

Off to the side, the instructors in the lecture hall chatted amongst themselves.

"Candidate Kwak Duyong teaches surprisingly well."

"As long as he doesn't talk about the Vermilion Phoenix Academy, he seems fine. He's very knowledgeable about the various types of martial arts."

"He's a braggart, but he's got a way with words. The girls don't like him, but the boys are surprisingly welcoming."

At the unexpected outpouring of praise, the vice-principal Kwak Cheol-woo coughed and blushed.

"If you guys are saying all that because of me, please stop."

Kwak Duyong was Kwak Cheolwoo's cousin's son. In his younger days, he had actually been an elite student at the Vermilion Phoenix Academy, but a traumatic incident had caused him to completely abandon martial arts for a while.

In an effort to get Kwak Duyong back on his feet, Kwak Cheolwoo had accepted his cousin's recommendation, but he never expected that Kwak Duyong would pass the interview and deliver a decent demonstration lecture. 

"We're not saying that because of you, Vice Principal, but because he really has the qualities of a good instructor. Don't be too strict on him just because you're blood relatives." Namgung Su said, smiling gently. 

Embarrassed, Kwak Cheolwoo coughed, "He's a good guy when he's not drunk… It's just that he's drunk most of the time."

"Is there a reason he can't quit his alcohol addiction?"

Kwak Cheolwoo hesitated for a moment, then replied, "He is the only survivor of the Central Heavenly Peak Massacre twenty years ago."

"Ah…" Everyone's expressions darkened, and the mood immediately turned somber.

Kwak Cheolwoo waved his hand to lighten their heavy hearts, saying, "Don't worry about it. Anyway, did all of you forget that we're in the middle of evaluating the new instructor candidates right now?"

"Haha, yes indeed."

"By the way, the quality of applicants is really high this year."

Everyone laughed and went back to focusing on the lecture.

When Kwak Duyong's turn ended, the next candidate stepped up to the podium.

Namgung Su's eyes lit up. I heard that this person was from the Shandong Ak Clan.

"My name is Ak Yeonho, and I am from the Shandong Ak Clan."

After a short introduction, Ak Yeonho gave a short self-introduction, then proceeded to give a live demonstration of his spear arts.

WHIZZ! WHOOSH! SWOOSH!

He swung his practice spear wildly, stabbing, slashing, parrying, and occasionally aiming for where an opponent's vitals would be.

The students and teachers let out a collective gasp.

Namgung Su narrowed his eyes. As expected of a disciple of a famous clan.

Ak Yeonho finished his lecture without a hitch, and the next candidate went up to the podium. However, very few of the candidates after Ak Yeonho stood out. Most were sub-par, and others mediocre. 

The students and instructors quickly got bored.

In contrast, Namgung Su was actually enjoying the wait. We're almost at the end.

Baek Suryong. The peasant who had dared to provoke him in the interview. Namgung Su was very much looking forward to his demonstration lecture, but judging by the fact that he still hadn't shown up, it was getting more and more likely that he had run away.

"The final demonstration lecture will be on the basics of external arts, and it will begin in a few minutes, so please be seated until then. Candidate Baek Suryong, please come up to the podium!"

One by one, the students who had signed up to observe the external arts demonstration class took their seats.

Eh? Namgung Su's eyes widened slightly with surprise. Peng Sahyuk, the president of the club union, Hyonwon Kang, the infamous troublemaker of the academy, and Tang Soso, the vice president of the student council, were all sitting in the audience with shining eyes.

"Why are those kids here…?"

"They're not the ones taking the basic class."

"Yeah."

The other instructors seemed just as confused. 

Kwak Cheolwoo spent a minute checking the candidate's documents, then shouted, "Candidate Baek Suryong, are you here?"

There was no answer. Ak Yeonho, Myeong Il'oh, and Mae Geuklyom looked nervously at the front door.

MUMBLE MUMBLE.

Bewildered, the students also began to murmur.

The corners of Namgung Su's mouth curled upwards. With a hint of regret, he said, "Well, well. Looks like he's not coming after all."

"That's a shame, we even switched his turn for him."

"Tsk tsk…"

"In the end, it was all just empty boasts."

The instructors clicked their tongues, while the waiting students grumbled and complained. Namgung Su sneered at the sight.

So this is all he amounts to.

Kwak Cheolwoo put down Baek Suryong's application documents and said, "As a school, we've already done as much as we can for Candidate Baek Suryong. As such, I declare that his candidacy has been withdrawn…!"

Suddenly, the Principal, who had been silently looking out the front door, interrupted, "Vice Principal, please wait a moment."

"Principal?"

"Something is flying here from over there."

"…What? Flying?"

Kwak Cheolwoo, Namgung Su, and everyone else's eyes turned toward the sky.

WHOOOOSH!

A small dot was soaring through the air toward the Azure Dragon Academy in a giant parabola at a terrifying speed.

"W-What is that…" Namgung Su stared at the scene with his mouth agape.

The dot grew larger and larger, until it finally revealed itself to be human.

"A-A human cannonball?"

"It's going to land here! Move aside!"

"Uwaaah!"

The new instructor applicants panicked and scattered in all directions.

SWOOSH!

The newcomer, who was falling headfirst, did a perfect somersault in midair, then landed lightly on his feet.

TAP!

"Whoa…"

A picture-perfect handsome young man swept his wind-disheveled hair out of his face.

Everyone stared at him, speechless.

Baek Suryong looked around, smiled wryly and said, "Sorry, I'm late! I'm Baek Suryong."

The last of the new instructor applicants arrived with a more impactful grand entrance than anyone before him.



Translator's Note: Sorry for the delays, I've been busy with new home renovation stuff lately…


Chapter 40: I Won't Use Qi

The unexpected arrival of the final new instructor candidate left everyone speechless.

"Sorry I'm late. I'm Baek Suryong," he said.

His clothes were covered in dust, and his body reeked of gunpowder.

Baek Suryong brushed off the dust, then smiled and asked, "The demonstration lectures aren't over yet, right?"

A flurry of replies ensued.

"Hyung-nim!"

"Baek-hyung!"

"Y-You damned punk!"

Ak Yeonho, Myeong Il'oh, and Mae Geuklyom, who had been anxiously waiting for Baek Suryong, shouted at the same time. All three of them looked like they wanted to rush over and reprimand him, but before they could do anything, Kwak Cheolwoo yelled, "Candidate Baek Suryong, why are you so late?"

"Something important came up, and I was delayed."

"Then what the hell was with the way you came here?!"

"I was pressed for time, so I borrowed the power of gunpowder… I flew around five hundred feet through the air, and I'm a little dizzy."

"You used e-explosives?"

"An acquaintance of mine is an expert in explosives, so I asked him for help…"

"Ugh…" Exasperated, Kwak Cheolwoo buried his head in his hands, feeling a headache coming on. 

Beside him, Namgung Su glared at Baek Suryong coldly. "Is that the attitude a latecomer should have?"

"You asked, so I answered."

Namgung Su's icy gaze clashed with Baek Suryong's nonchalant expression.

Seeing this, Kwak Cheolwoo shouted, "There's no question about it, you're eliminated…"

"Puhahaha! Damn, you're funny!" Noh Goonsang, the principal of the Azure Dragon Academy roared, cutting off Kwak Cheolwoo mid-sentence. The old man, well over eighty years old, burst into tears with laughter.

"I haven't seen such an entertaining sight since becoming the principal of the Azure Dragon Academy. Young Master Baek, are you ready for your lecture?"

"P-Principal, no! We've already decided to eliminate him…"

"I am the Principal."

"……"

Noh Goonsang silenced Kwak Cheolwoo with a reminder of his authority, then looked back at Baek Suryong with childlike eyes. "Young Master Baek, something seems to have changed since the last time I saw you. I presume you have an exciting presentation lined up?"

"Yeah, I'll definitely show you something good." Baek Suryong grinned confidently and surveyed the audience.

About ten students were staring at him with puzzled, curious, or outright hostile expressions.

Oh? I see some familiar faces.

Hyonwon Kang was glaring at him like a ferocious beast, while Peng Sahyuk's eyes glittered with murderous intent.

…And then there was the girl with the sparkling, passionate gaze.

Wasn't she the vice president of the student council?

Tang Soso was staring at Baek Suryong just as intensely as the previous two (but somehow felt more dangerous).

Even her…breathing was a little rough.

Err, what's with her? I'm scared!

Baek Suryong avoided meeting Tang Soso's eyes and walked over to the students.

"Since this is an External Arts class, I've prepared a hands-on lesson so that we can have some fun together."

"……"

As Baek Suryong approached, the students tensed. Despite being the last candidate, Baek Suryong was not intimidated, but rather relaxed and laid back.

STEP, STEP.

As he walked, not only the students and instructors around the lecture platform, but also the students in the dormitories opened their windows one by one and stuck their heads out to watch him.

MURMUR MURMUR.

"What's going on? What's the commotion?"

"A demonstration lecture? They haven't ended yet? What's so interesting about that…"

"He's the last applicant, and he flew in."

"He…flew in? Are you talking about the legendary martial art, Walking on Air?"

"No, it's not like that…"

"Eh? That's the handsome teacher from last time!"

The eyes of the entire school focused on one individual.

Noh Goonsang felt a little envious. It that a talent… Or is it intentional?

Baek Suryong smiled gently and said, "Since this is a hands-on class, I should give out prizes to the top participants, right?"

His voice wasn't very loud. However, his enunciation was clear and easy to understand. His body language was not exaggerated, but every hand gesture and every movement of his eyes piqued the viewer's interest.

It was like watching a well-choreographed sword dance.

The more Noh Goonsang looked at Baek Suryong, the more he admired the young man. Coming from a small town, he's probably never been at the receiving end of so much attention before. If so, then why does he look so comfortable, like he's done this countless times before?

It's like watching Mr. Namgung's class.

Suddenly curious about Namgung Su's expression, Noh Goonsang turned his head to glance at him, only to find that Namgung Su had stiffened up.

Even the Star Instructor of the Azure Dragon Academy couldn't take his eyes off of Baek Suryong.

"Since it's our first class, I've prepared a simple prize to liven things up."

"A prize?"

Baek Suryong unsheathed his sword and drew a circle with a five-foot radius on the ground around himself. "You have two minutes. Using only external arts, force me to step out of this circle. If anyone succeeds, I'll give all of you a hundred silver coins."

"!!" Everyone's eyes widened. A hundred silver coins was enough to feed an ordinary family for a year. Even if they were the children of rich murim clans, they could never lay their hands upon such a large sum.

"Eh?"

"Is that true?"

"Then you're only using external arts as well?"

Baek Suryong nodded. "Of course. If you make me use inner qi, I will also recognize that as my defeat."

"……" The students exchanged looks with each other, reluctant to make the first move.

Baek Suryong tapped the floor with his sword sheath and said, "You only have two minutes, so the sooner you start attacking me, the better…"

"Hmph. Sounds interesting." While everyone was still hesitating, the troublemaker brat from the Hyonwon Clan rushed forward.

WHOOSH!

Baek Suryong grinned as Hyonwon Kang's fist flew at his face. "I just knew you'd be the first one to charge in!"

The next moment, Baek Suryong reached out at lightning speed, grabbed Hyonwon Kang by the collar, and slammed him into the ground.

CRASH!

"Keuk…!" Hyonwon Kang landed on his back and bounced once before laying down, motionless.

"Take a short break and come back when you feel better." Baek Suryong pushed the groaning Hyonwon Kang away with his foot, then looked at the remaining astonished students.

"What? Did you think making money is easy?"
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WHAM!

"Keuaaak! Fuck!" After receiving a flick to the forehead, Hyonwon Kang stumbled and fell, but he immediately jumped back to his feet.

"Tsk tsk, this is what happens when you don't pay attention to your footwork. Remember that feeling when you were counterattacked," I clicked my tongue even as Peng Sahyuk's kick came flying in from my side.

BAM!

I swung my sword sheath to block the attack, then kicked Peng Sahyuk to throw him off-balance.

"Ugh!"

I slammed the scabbard into the open side of Peng Sahyuk's body, knocking him completely off his feet, then lifted the leg I kicked him with and struck his chin with my toes.

BOOM!

As Peng Sahyuk flew into the air, Tang Soso, who was hiding behind the tall boy, threw her hidden weapons and pounced on me simultaneously, aiming for mutual destruction.

There was a very creepy, crazy look in her eyes. 

"Teacher! Please hit me on the forehead too!" she shrieked.

…Is this her idea of advanced psychological warfare?

I swung the scabbard and swept the hidden weapons aside, then took a step to the side to avoid the girl with a strange fervor in her eyes. As she whizzed past me, I smacked her in the back and pushed her far, far away.

WHACK!

As Tang Soso slid off the lecture platform, she turned around and shouted furiously, "Why!? Why did you push me away? Give me a chance, I only need one strand of hair!"

"Why do you want my…hair?"

"To put in my pillow!"

…As expected of a daughter of the Sichuan Tang Clan. She's known for her vicious temper and persistence… but it seems she also has a knack for psychological warfare. I absolutely can't let her get near me. Nope, never.

While I was distracted, a boy whose name I didn't know attacked me from behind.

"Good thinking, but you have too many wasted movements."

I spun around and swung my scabbard. The punk tried his hardest to dodge, and then…

THUD!

"Guh!" The student who'd been hit in the wrong place crumpled to the floor, his hands clasped around his groin and his eyes rolled back in his head.

"K-Keok! Why there…"

"…I am so sorry. Rest assured though, I didn't hit you hard enough to pop it." I tapped him on the butt with the hilt of my sword, then gently pushed him away.

A few more students lunged at me, but none of them could force me out of the circle.

"Hah… Hah… Huff…"

"Damn, he's as slippery as a loach…"

"If only I could use my inner qi…"

The brats ground their teeth determinedly, but even so, they couldn't force me out of the circle.

I've practiced this countless times in the Blood Cult, but ever since I developed this drill, I've never been pushed out of the circle. At the time, I couldn't use inner arts at all due to my destroyed qi center, so I was placed in charge of almost all the external arts classes.

Still, these kids are strong enough that if they work together, it's not impossible…

I looked at Hyonwon Kang, Peng Sahyuk, and Tang Soso. All three of them were quite skilled. If they cooperated, they could pose a threat to my current self.

There was only half a minute left.

"Hey, if you want to win, why don't you fight together?" I suggested.

"I always fight alone."

"We'd have to be on the same level to work together."

"I can't stand the thought of cooperating with these guys…"

I had no idea what their relationship was like, but I could at least conclude that it wasn't great.

"Okay, then prepare to get your asses kicked. Again." I smirked and put my left hand behind me to show that from now on, I would only be using one hand.

"I will not use my left hand for the rest of the game. If that's not enough, I also won't move my left foot…"

"Fuck you! Shut up!"

Led by the mad dog Hyonwon Kang, the students lunged at me from all directions, bursting with murderous intent.

"Kill him!"

"Push him out of there somehow!"

"AHHHH! Shit!"

Unfortunately for them, the ragtag group wasn't much of a threat.

SMACK! WHAM! BAM!

I leisurely blocked, dodged, and counterattacked even as I maneuvered them into getting in each other's way. As I familiarized myself with their movements, I even had time to observe the spectators.

"Wow! Whoaaa!"

"Oh my god! That teacher is not kidding!"

"I can't believe Peng Sahyuk and Hyonwon Kang are being treated like that…"

Cheers of glee and admiration poured in from the dormitory students sticking their heads out of their windows.

Heheh, this is nothing… I chuckled to myself, a little embarrassed.

Finally, I glanced at the instructors' expressions.

My eyes locked with Namgung Su's.

"……" With a face like he'd just chewed on a piece of shit, he glared daggers at me.

Damn, this dude's expression is hilarious! It's like we're having a snowball fight!

I smirked and glanced at the other instructors. Noh Goonsang watched me with interest, while Kwak Cheolwoo squirmed under Namgung Su's furious gaze. The rest of them were either astounded or frustrated.

Hmm? Is that killing intent?

One of the instructors was staring at me with even more hatred than Namgung Su. He had a large frame and a muscular body that literally screamed, "I'm an external arts master!"

I kept my attention focused on this man who wanted to murder me even as I fended off the students' attacks.

Suddenly, his lips twitched.

Is he using Sound Transmission to communicate with someone?

Unfortunately, I couldn't tell who he was talking to. He was probably just hurling curses at me, but…

Wait a minute, did he just look away for a moment?

Judging from his frown and clenched teeth, he'd shot a glance at the person he was talking to…

"DIE!"

"YAAAH!"

At that moment, Hyonwon Kang and Peng Sahyuk attacked me at the same time.

These punks. They said that they didn't want to work together earlier, but now they're sneakily doing it.

The wind from their swinging daos flew at me.

Oh? What's this?

Blade Wind, an indicator of mastery that was one level below Blade Qi, wasn't a technique that could be used without inner qi. 

More importantly, it was a skill that could easily kill a person.

"Pfft!" I failed to stifle a laugh. They're trying to force me out of the circle somehow, even if it means cheating.

"I'll show you brats why no one has ever beaten me at this game before," I muttered, drawing my sword.



Translator's Note: The first half of the chapter is written in third-person.


Chapter 41: Sword Unification

"What kind of external arts class is this?" A burly man said in a gruff voice. His name was Yang Yirak, and he was an external arts instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy.

With a thick finger, Yang Yirak pointed at Baek Suryong, who was skillfully dodging the students' attacks. " He's pushing them out of the circle without even teaching them properly. On top of that, he's offering them money as a reward! External Arts is the sacred study of physical training, not a game...!" he complained.

"Please calm down, Mr. Yang," Namgung Su said.

Yang Yirak immediately stopped sulking, but did not stop glaring at Baek Suryong. "...Alright, but I still cannot accept such a frivolous person as an instructor. First of all, he's way too skinny!"

Yang Yirak flexed his large muscles. "It is impossible for an external arts instructor to gain the trust of the students without a well-conditioned body. In this respect, that pretty boy Baek Suryong is already disqualified... Fellow instructors, am I wrong?"

Several of the instructors nodded in agreement, and all of them who did had one thing in common: they saw the look in Namgung Su's eyes.

Mr. Namgung must be furious that someone other than him is getting so much attention…

A mere newbie instructor shouldn't be allowed to outshine or humiliate their seniors…

He has offended Mr. Namgung, so even if he is accepted, he probably won't last very long.

The most calculative instructors agreed with Yang Yirak. Even though student evaluations would be taken into account from this year, it wasn't difficult to eliminate a new instructor candidate if all the instructors were against it.

"……" In reality, Namgung Su was couldn't care less about the other instructors' ingratiating. Only Baek Suryong interested him.

However, thinking he had gained control of public opinion, Yang Yirak announced, "Looks like we've all made up our minds. Without further ado, let's get him to halt that joke of a class and…"

"Did you say that young man doesn't know external arts? I disagree," Noh Goonsang interrupted in a voice that was barely a whisper, but no one here could ignore him.

Yang Yirak looked at the old man awkwardly. Damn the principal. Why is he so talkative this year? He never said anything in the past years' new instructor selections!

Yang Yirak cautiously said, "Mr. Principal, as I said before…"

"Mr. Yang, let me ask you something. Is it necessary to have a large physique and lots of muscles like you to be able to teach external arts?"

"…No, but the body doesn't lie. Those who have practiced external arts for a long time and do it properly have a good body, and naturally teach better."

Noh Goonsang shook his head. "That's true, but old folks like me don't gain much muscle even with training, and too much unnecessary muscle reduces flexibility and slows one down considerably."

"Speed comes from muscles, too!"

"Heh. You're not wrong about that either." Noh Goonsang smiled gently at the muscle-brained Yang Yirak as if soothing a child, then continued, "What I'm trying to say is that different martial arts require different types of physical training in order to master them, and depending on their natural constitution and personality, different people also need to train different muscles. It's not always just a matter of increasing muscle mass."

"……" The old man's words were soft, but his gaze was stern, and Yang Yirak dared not contradict him. Even though he was a proud martial arts instructor of the Azure Dragon Academy, the Thousand-Armed Bodhisattva Noh Goonsang was a legendary figure who had been included in the top hundred martial artists of the orthodox faction for decades.

"From what I can see, Candidate Baek Suryong is considerably proficient at external arts. Do you think otherwise, Mr. Yang?"

"I… That…"

Noh Goonsang was staring at him with clear, unclouded eyes, but Yang Yirak felt like there was a blade at his throat and didn't dare lie to the old man. He gulped and admitted, "…He's better than average."

"Better than average, hmm? Hehe… I'm already looking forward to Mr. Yang's class this year."

"……" Yang Yirak bowed his head in embarrassment. However, he hadn't given up just yet. Using voice transmission, he sent a message to Namgung Su.

[Mr. Namgung, will you stand still and take all this lying down? The principal is biased towards that pretty boy. Please say something. If it's you, not even the principal can…]

[Why should I?]

Yang Yirak shuddered, chills running down his spine. Startled, he was just about look toward Namgung Su when…

[Don't you dare move the thing on your neck this way. Do you plan on telling the whole world that you're sending me a telepathic message?]

[S-Sorry.]

Cold sweat dripped down Yang Yirak's back at Namgung Su's merciless tone.

[I'm not interested in such petty nonsense, if you want to do something, do it yourself.]

With a tone of finality, Namgung Su returned to his lesson observation, leaving Yang Yirak to his own devices.

'I'm not interested in such petty nonsense, if you want to do something, do it yourself.' Damn it! What am I supposed to do? Yang Yirak couldn't figure out what Namgung Su meant (he has muscles for brains).

Shit. This is all because of that bastard. Yang Yirak directed his killing intent at Baek Suryong, who had been dodging, blocking, and even counterattacking all of the students' attacks in an unbelievable manner since the beginning of the class.

Honestly, if they swapped positions, he knew that wouldn't have fared as well as Baek Suryong. However, the worst thing was, the young man was so handsome that he was attracting everyone's attention!

Fuck. If he becomes an external arts instructor, he'll threaten my position. Yang Yirak gritted his teeth. Somehow, he had to get rid of that pretty boy. There had to be a way to ruin that class. Or, better yet, injure him so badly that he wouldn't be able to take the second practical test, the duel with an existing instructor…

Just then, a student caught Yang Yirak's eye.

"Keuk! Shit…"

A male student who had been unfortunate enough to be struck by the sword sheath was lying on the ground, grunting. As he staggered to his feet, Yang Yirak sent him a message.

[So Ju-Han. Use your qi.]

[What?]

The student's name was So Ju-Han. He had no talent, came from a mediocre family, and never worked hard, yet he used his status as an Azure Dragon Academy student to get drunk and sleep with women. If he had one redeeming feature, it was that he was interested in bodybuilding and had attended quite a few of Yang Yirak's classes.

During those classes, the two of them had hit it off and even visited the brothel together several times.

[Attack him with your inner arts techniques and blow him away.]

[What? But…]

[Don't worry about the consequences, I'll take care of that.]

[……]

[Do you really think you're going to get expelled from the academy for hurting a new instructor candidate? At worst, you'll be suspended for a few days.]

[Still, that's a bit…]

So Ju-Han hesitated, and Yang Yirak scowled.

[Or should I report to the Headmaster about you visiting the brothel?]

[That… You went with me!]

[Do you think Headmaster will believe you, or me? I'll get a few months' pay cut at most, but what about you?]

Blood drained from So Ju-Han's face. Yang Yirak threatened him again, and finally, So Ju-Han nodded.

[Fine, I'll do it.]

[Alright. I'll give you the signal to move, wait for it.]

Yang Yirak watched the match closely, waiting for the perfect moment to strike down Baek Suryong.

For a moment, their gazes met.

Hmph, I'll crush that smug face soon.

It wasn't long before the opportunity came.

"DIE!"

"AAAHHHHHH!"

Peng Sahyuk and Hyonwon Kang, two of the most prideful students in the academy, attacked Baek Suryong from both sides at the same time. They weren't using qi, but the intensity in their eyes was terrifying, like they were facing a life-and-death battle.

Yang Yirak immediately sent a message to So Ju-Han.

[Now!]

So Ju-Han gritted his teeth and released a gust of Blade Wind, aiming right in between Hyonwon Kang's and Peng Sahyuk's attacks.

"Blade Wind?"

"What are you doing?!"

"Hyung-nim, dodge!"

Several instructors and students exclaimed in shock.

On the other hand, Yang Yirak clicked his tongue disappointedly. So Ju-Han's Blade Wind was much weaker than he thought. Tsk, even if that hits, it'll only break a couple of bones. Well, no matter. That's enough. With that kind of injury, Baek Suryong won't be able to take part in the second practical test tomorrow.

"Which crazy bastard…!" Feeling the wind behind him, Peng Sahyuk forcefully redirected his punch, only to end up slamming it into Hyonwon Kang's side.

POW!

Hyonwon Kang bounced off to the side, and the recoil from the powerful punch sent Peng Sahyuk flying in the opposite direction.

"Keuk, fuck you…"

"You should be grateful, asshole, because if it wasn't for me, you'd have gotten stabbed in the back."

As the two students dodged to the side, the Blade Wind headed straight for Baek Suryong.

Yang Yirak tried his best to keep the corners of his mouth from turning up. It's too late to dodge now. You're finished! 

In just a moment, that irritating pretty boy would fall down screaming, his bones crushed!

Huhu, show me how you struggle in vain…!

However, to his dismay, Baek Suryong neither stepped out of the circle, nor panicked and hastily released his qi. He simply...grinned and drew his sword in one fluid motion, gracefully slicing through the air.

SWISH!

The sharp blade wind was cleaved in half and reduced to a gentle breeze that ruffled Baek Suryong's hair and the hem of his robe.

Everyone's mouths dropped open in astonishment at the picturesque scene.

"…What did he just do? How did he do that?"

"He cut the Blade Wind with a sword…"

"He cut it… He cut it…!"

"No, but how…"

Although it was just a simple swing, the more experienced one was in martial arts, the more shocking Baek Suryong's feat was. The scene played over and over in their minds, but they couldn't fully comprehend it.

"!!" Namgung Su and Kwak Cheolwoo jumped to their feet, while Ak Yeonho's body shook as if he had been hit by an invisible blow. Without realizing it, Mae Geuklyom almost drew his sword.

"……" Noh Goonsang, the Thousand-Armed Bodhisattva, closed his eyes for a moment to reflect on what he had just seen.

In the end, Yang Yirak was the one who broke the silence, stuttering, "I-Inner Arts… He used Inner Arts!"

The other teachers and students immediately stared at him in derision.

"Haha, I'll confess that Mr. Baek's split-second decision to cut the Blade Wind with Sword Qi was incredible. It seems that one of the students got too enthusiastic and used his qi, and since Mr. Baek didn't get hurt, I hope you all find it in your hearts to forgive the kid. Anyway, that was truly amazing. Even though he didn't use External Arts, that final Sword Qi was quite...outstanding."

Yang Yirak made a point to emphasize the words "he didn't use External Arts" to show that Baek Suryong had resorted to Inner Arts in the end, even though he had declared that he wasn't going to.

It was a desperate attempt to humiliate Baek Suryong even a little.

Unfortunately, his efforts were for naught.

"I used Inner Arts? Is that what you think?" Baek Suryong said, smiling gently. 

Several of the female students immediately swooned and squealed.

Yang Yirak winced and replied, "Just now, when you cut the Blade Wind, you used Sword Qi…"

"He didn't use any qi at all," an old man's voice cut him off mid-sentence.

Yang Yirak glared resentfully at the person who had interrupted him again.

Noh Goonsang rose from his contemplation and looked at Baek Suryong with admiration. "What Mr. Baek just did was Sword Unification (身劍合一). Without using a single bit of internal energy, he pulled off a perfect sword technique. Oh my, you really put this old man to shame."

No one doubted the truth of the great master's words as suddenly, everyone realized why they had been so shocked by the sight of Baek Suryong's swordplay.

The next person to defend Baek Suryong was, surprisingly, Namgung Su.

"It is often said that External Arts is all about building muscle and strengthening the body, but the entire process of perfecting control over every muscle and joint is also an indispensable part of External Arts. The demonstration lecture that Candidate Baek Suryong gave just now was…" Namgung Su paused.

All eyes turned from Baek Suryong to him.

Aww, to think that he was such an honest guy… Baek Suryong smirked.

Seeing the smug look on his nemesis's face, Namgung Su's eyebrows twitched. With great reluctance, he clasped his hands in a gesture of respect and acknowledged, "…An excellent display of External Arts mastery."

"……" Dumbfounded, Yang Yirak clamped his mouth shut and scowled. Even Namgung Su, the Star Instructor of the Azure Dragon Academy, recognized Baek Suryong's skills. There was nothing more he could do.

Glancing around at the quiet audience, Noh Goonsang announced in a qi-enhanced voice, "Well, I guess this brings us to the end of Mr. Baek's class, and all of the demonstration lectures today. I thank every candidate for their efforts, and hope that everyone gets enough rest in preparation for tomorrow's duels."

""Thank you!""

With that, the first half of the practical exam ended, and the candidates dispersed and returned to their respective inns. The grades for the demonstration lectures weren't tallied yet, but everyone knew who the hero of the day was.

Baek Suryong…

All eyes were focused on a single person as he walked out of the Azure Dragon Academy and disappeared into the distance.



Translator's Note: After the lecture, Noh Goonsang starts calling Baek Suryong "Mr. Baek" instead of "Young Master Baek". It is an indirect hint that he has acknowledged Baek Suryong as a teacher. Yang Yirak is just being sarcastic when he says it.


Chapter 42: Is There Anything You Want to Ask Me?

"Do you have any idea how nervous I was back there? Because of you, Hyung-nim, I… MMMMPH!"

"You're hurting my ears. Just shut up and eat," I said, stuffing a large dumpling into Ak Yeonho's mouth.

Myeong Il'oh sipped his wine and giggled, "Don't blame him. If Yeonho hadn't asked the examiners to delay your turn, we'd be throwing a consolation party for you right now."

"Nom… Zat's wight, you sood sank me!" Ak Yeonho complained even as he chewed on the dumpling, then shot me what he thought was a fierce look.

Unfortunately, with his pretty boy face, he looked cute rather than scary.

I smirked and refilled his cup, saying, "Isn't that why I'm treating you to drinks now?"

After getting back from the demonstration lecture, the three of us gathered in my room and ordered room service to celebrate.

"Anyway, what were you doing that made you so late?" Myeong Il'oh asked.

Recalling the grueling past few days, I let out a long sigh. "Don't remind me. I went to meet some friends…"

My plan to cure Wiji Cheon's Qi Deviation and come to Nanchang with Wiji Yeol and Wiji Cheon was good in itself. However, they were both wanted criminals by the Murim Alliance, and there was the possibility of us being tracked by the black-cloaked man who had given Wiji Cheon the fake Unlimited Sword, so we had no choice but to avoid the main road and go on a long hike across the mountains. If that wasn't bad enough, even when we finally arrived in Nanchang and I summoned Cheong Cheon from outside the city with a smoke signal, making fake identities for the Wiji Clan duo and obtaining passes to enter the city took much longer than I had expected.

Well, I couldn't tell Ak Yeonho and Myeong Il'oh the whole story, so I simply complained about going to help an acquaintance and ending up having to endure a terrible ordeal.

"Thanks to them… I was forced to practice my movement arts to death on the way here," I sighed again, shaking my head.

Myeong Il'oh smiled wryly and looked at Ak Yeonho. "Yeonho here thought that you were busy scouting out possible locations for the White Dragon Academy."

"White Dragon Academy?"

"Didn't you mention that if you failed the exam, you would build the White Dragon Academy across the road from the Azure Dragon Academy and surpass them within ten years? Man, you should have seen the look on the Headmaster's face when Yeonho told him about that…"

"Ahem! Hey, would you mind not talking about someone else's embarrassing history? That's already in the past!" Ak Yeonho interrupted.

I refilled his wine cup again as thanks and said, "Aww shucks. It's my treat today, so drink to your heart's content."

"Heehee, I won't say no to such a generous offer. Here, you drink too, Hyung-nim."

Suddenly, Myeong Il'oh asked worriedly, "By the way, you two haven't forgotten about the duel tomorrow, have you?"

The practical exams for new Azure Dragon Academy instructors consisted of two parts, and the first was the demonstration lecture they had finished earlier. The second part of the exam was a duel with one of the existing instructors that was scheduled to take place the next day.

It wasn't mandatory to win the duel, but winning definitely gave an applicant a huge advantage. Unfortunately, since the duel pairings were traditionally decided by the Principal, they would not know the identities of their opponents until right before the exam, preventing the applicants from investigating and analyzing their weaknesses.

The Thousand-Armed Bodhisattva, Noh Goonsang… Even back when the Blood Cult was active, he was already known as one of the top hundred martial artists in the orthodox murim and was renowned for killing countless masters of the Cult. 

Although we were enemies during that turbulent time, for some reason, he's being surprisingly friendly to me now. Does he want something from me? Even though I'm currently a total nobody with nothing of value?

"Hmmm… Well, I am indeed handsome and competent…"

"Wow, seriously Hyung-nim? You're praising yourself out loud?" Myeong Il'oh clicked his tongue in mock amazement.

I refilled his wine cup and confidently said, "It's just a duel. What's the big deal?"

"That's right, it's just a duel! It doesn't matter who the opponent is, all I have to do is beat them to a pulp!" Ak Yeonho blurted.

Having reached the three-star level of the Heaven Defying Divine Art, I wasn't too worried about the duel, and Ak Yeonho was also a peak-level master in his own right.

"It's good that you're both so relaxed…" Myeong Il'oh, whose skills were roughly equal to the current Azure Dragon Academy instructors, sighed, feeling a bit lonely.

"You have only yourself to blame for not working harder on your martial arts," I teased.

Ak Yeonho giggled, "Yup, heeheehee… Anyway, Hyung-nim, why did you have to go and be so cool back there?!"

…Fuck, I forgot how easily this guy gets drunk.

Ak Yeonho snuggled up next to me, smirking deviously. "Did you see the looks on the girls' faces when you cut the Blade Wind in half? They were ecstatic. You must have enjoyed listening to all their swooning too, right?"

"…Get off me before I cut you in half as well." I pushed Ak Yeonho away in disgust and stood up. 

He floundered for a bit, fell on his butt, then looked at me with teary eyes. "Where are you going, Hyung-nim?"

"I'm going to the toilet. Are you going to follow me there?"

Ak Yeonho blushed. "Boo, what are you saying, so embarrassing… Hurry up, okay? I can't wait anymore!"

"You, do you know what you're saying?"

This is just a drunk dude babbling nonsense, right? Right.

I sighed and turned to Myeong Il'oh, "Il-oh, hold him down so he doesn't follow me."

"…I'll try, but I'm no good at martial arts, so it might be difficult."

Shit, this guy is surprisingly petty, too.

I decided to ignore them and went to the toilet to relieve myself, but on my way back, I suddenly sensed a familiar qi behind me. I slowly turned around…

GULP.

Even during my demonstration lecture, I was absolutely confident, but right now, I couldn't help but shiver nervously as I stuttered, "…G-Grandpa?"

"You've gotten careless. Do you think you've already passed?" An old man with an icy gaze as cold as the northern wind glared at me.

All of my drunkenness disappeared in an instant.

"Damn bastard, your love of alcohol reminds me of your father…" Mae Geuklyom's eyebrows and forearm muscles twitched. 

I immediately erased all hints of arrogance and gave my best impression of a humble and polite grandson. "Haha, I was just having a drink to relieve myself of the day's fatigue… By the way, what brings you here, Grandpa…?"

"Why, have I come to a place I shouldn't?"

"No, of course not…"

"Your grandfather came all the way here to visit you, but you haven't even offered me a seat."

"Hey, waiter! Bring me a pot of tea! Grandpa, this spot has the nicest view of the outside scenery, please take a seat." I said. 

While waiting for the waiter to arrive, I wiped the table with my sleeve to show my sincerity.

Mae Geuklyom sat down with a sour look on his face and stared hard at me for some time before finally asking, "Are you hurt anywhere?"

"…?"

"That technique you used to cut the Blade Wind earlier didn't look like something your body can handle."

"……" As expected of a master swordsman, Mae Geuklyom instinctively knew that the Sword Unification I used earlier was quite taxing on my body. Fortunately, I had been practicing the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest diligently, so although my muscles were aching, I wasn't actually injured.

If I was, I wouldn't be drinking right now.

"Don't worry, I'm okay."

"Don't get overconfident just because you're young," Mae Geuklyom scolded, before letting out a small sigh. "…You know, your mother's health wasn't good. Even after taking her to all the best physicians in the gangho, I couldn't find a way to cure her sickness. When I first saw you, you looked a bit frail, and I suspected that you might have inherited her illness…"

Even though Mae Geuklyom was trying his best to appear nonchalant, I could see that there was a deep sense of regret hidden in his eyes.

"…Anyway, take this. It will come in handy someday." Mae Geuklyom pulled something out of his chest pocket and handed it to me.

It was a pill, neatly wrapped in paper. It emitted a faint fragrance, and one glance was all it took for me to realize how precious this medicine was to him.

I felt a pang of conscience and tried to return the pill to him, "As you can see, I'm really healthy, so…"

"If someone your senior gives you a present, just shut up and accept it."

"Okay then… Thank you." I accepted his gift. Continuing to refuse him would be impolite of me.

Having achieved his objective, Mae Geuklyom stood up. "Now that that's done, I'm leaving."

Wait, you haven't even touched your tea yet!?

"Already? Why don't you have something to eat…"

"I have a lot of work to do, and you should drink in moderation."

"Fine, I'll stop drinking today."

"……" Mae Geuklyom stared at me for a moment, then added, "Don't hate the student who broke the rules of your game. I've already scolded him enough. He just got caught in the moment and…"

I smirked and replied, "Don't worry, I'm not so petty that I would bully a student."

Although I'm definitely petty enough to get revenge on the instigator.

Unaware of my true thoughts, Mae Geuklyom nodded in approval. "Very well."

"I'll walk you back to the academy…"

"No need. Don't waste your time." Mae Geuklyom refused my offer with a stern glare.

I bowed to send him off, saying, "See you tomorrow, Grandpa."

"……" Without a word, he turned around and strode out of the inn.

I watched him go, then looked at the pill he'd given me. "It doesn't look like the type that needs to be eaten right away…"

"Huh, I didn't realize you two were related," someone suddenly said.

I spun around, startled. Someone came this close to me without alerting me? How… Oh, it's him.

The Principal of the Azure Dragon Academy, the "Thousand-Armed Bodhisattva" Noh Goonsang stood behind me, smiling like a gentle, kindly saint.

"I apologize. I didn't mean to eavesdrop. The atmosphere seemed serious, and I didn't want to interrupt… Hohoho," the man who was once called the Devil by the unorthodox sects laughed bashfully.

[image: sep]

I sat down across from Noh Goonsang, my vision of him only slightly obscured by the steaming tea. He picked up his teacup, slowly savored the aroma, and took a sip.

"Mmm, this is delicious. I wonder if tea is something that tastes better as one ages? I seem to prefer it more and more," he lamented, a slight frown on his face.

"…Should I order wine instead?"

"Heehee, it's okay. I know it's quite a chore for a youngster like you to drink with an old man like me."

"No, I…"

"Who taught you martial arts?" Noh Goonsang suddenly asked, bringing an end to the small talk.

I narrowed my eyes. Is he onto something? Well, even if he is, I have nothing to lose. I haven't used any Blood Cult martial arts in front of him or done anything suspicious.

I answered confidently, "My father."

"Was your father once a student at the Azure Dragon Academy?"

"Yes. I heard that he was the academy's worst delinquent around thirty years ago."

"Cough! Cough!" Noh Goonsang choked on his tea.

Perhaps my answer was too blunt for him.

After some time, he smiled and continued asking, "Why did you wait so long to reveal yourself to the gangho?"

It was a question that could be interpreted in several ways, but I suppose what he wanted to know was: If you're that strong, why haven't you made a name for yourself in the murim yet?

It was a compliment from one of the top hundred martial artists, so I replied with a grateful smile, "When I was younger, I was too weak and sickly to fight, and when I grew older, I realized that risking my life just to see who was stronger is meaningless."

"Hohoho…" Noh Goonsang laughed heartily. "Did you know? I'm actually someone who enjoys peace and boredom."

"Well, everyone has their likes and dislikes. I much prefer teaching over fighting, and if I can make a living from it, then all the better."

"In short, you simply don't want to get involved in…the gangho's complicated web of intrigue, right?"

"Something like that."

Noh Goonsang pondered my words deeply for a while, then said, "You know, you aren't the first person like that who has applied to the academy as an instructor. Some of them were afraid to take a human life, and some were afraid to lose their own. I do not condemn them or look down on them."

"I appreciate your understanding…"

"But you are not like them." Suddenly, Noh Goonsang's gaze sharpened to the point where it could piece a person's heart. "You don't strike me as someone who is afraid of shedding blood, rather…"

"……"

"Somehow, I get the feeling that you're someone who has shed so much blood that you're tired of it. Hohoho." Noh Goonsang smiled and looked straight at me. 

I didn't avert my gaze. It wasn't like he could figure anything out just staring at me.

"……"

"……"

Our eyes met, and there was a moment of silence.

After sizing me up to his satisfaction, Noh Goonsang looked away. He took another sip of his tea and said, "…That's all I wanted to ask you. Is there anything you want to ask me?"

Yes. 

I immediately answered, "Tomorrow, I want you to let me fight Namgung Su."

Noh Goonsang broke into laughter as if he already knew what I would say.



Translator's Note: Just recovered from the flu, ugh…and still coughing.


Chapter 43: So I Heard This Story...

"Sorry, but I can't allow that."

To a certain extent, Noh Goonsang's answer hardly came as a surprise. Still, I wanted to know why he was so adamant about it, so I asked, "Why not?"

"Mr. Namgung is the pillar and face of our academy. You're not the only one who thinks of him as a competitor. In fact, you could say all of the instructor candidates are aiming for him. However, do you think I can let him fight everyone?"

"That's an excellent excuse. Did you prepare this in advance?"

"When you're in a position like mine, you always have several excuses prepared beforehand," Noh Goonsang laughed softly and sipped his tea. "In any case, I won't allow you to duel Mr. Namgung," he added firmly.

Unfortunately, I would not be easily dissuaded. "Nothing lasts forever, and the current Star Instructor of the academy won't always be the Star Instructor. Just as the river always flows, it's only natural for the new to replace the old."

Noh Goonsang set down his teacup and chuckled, "Are you saying that you're going to surpass Namgung Su and become the new Star Instructor?"

"You don't think that's possible?" I asked, smiling leisurely.

Noh Goonsang smiled back at me. "On the contrary, I think it's quite possible."

"……"

"However, it's still a little too early for that, so I don't want you to fight Mr. Namgung for now."

"Are you saying that I'll lose to Namgung Su?"

"Hmm, let me think…" Noh Goonsang crossed his arms and closed his eyes.

I could tell that he was simulating a duel between me and Namgung Su using a type of mental imagery training exclusive to martial masters.

Several minutes later, Noh Goonsang opened his eyes and grinned wickedly. "Interesting," he remarked.

Curious about the outcome, I asked, "So? Who won?"

"It wouldn't be fun if I told you."

"It doesn't matter, I already know the result."

"Oh?"

I didn't say that out of arrogance, but confidence. After all, I was sure that Noh Goonsang couldn't see the full extent of my skills.

Noh Goonsang smiled like a grandfather watching his grandson's antics. "Anyway, I'm sorry, but I've already chosen your opponent. I can't change it anymore."

"In that case, it can't be helped." I shrugged and nodded. No point acting like a spoiled brat when it wasn't going to work.

"Is your goal to become a Star Instructor?" Noh Goonsang suddenly asked.

"Yes. That's why I came to the Azure Dragon Academy."

"In your opinion, what is a Star Instructor?"

A little taken aback by the sudden line of questioning, I thought for a moment before answering, "An instructor who is the best at teaching martial arts, and someone who is trusted by the trainees…I mean, by the students and the school."

There was no such term in the Blood Cult, but if there were, I would certainly be the best Star Instructor in the Cult, having taught thousands of trainees, including several geniuses who would go on to become famous.

In response to my blunt answer, Noh Goonsang smiled slyly like he had succeeded in luring me into a trap. "I agree with you to a certain extent, but you missed the most important factor."

"What did I miss?" I asked.

"You can't become the Star Instructor by only being good at teaching and strong in martial arts. For example, even though your grandfather is both an excellent teacher and a distinguished swordsman, Namgung Su is the only Star Instructor in the Azure Dragon Academy. Do you know why that is so?"

Of course I do.

"Namgung Su is young, handsome, and very popular with the students, but I won't lose to him when it comes to that."

"…Uhh." Noh Goonsang choked on his next line.

Clearly he hadn't expected me to bring up that particular point. It seemed like he wanted to teach me something, but… I wasn't responding exactly the way he predicted I would, and it was throwing him off.

He gathered his scattered thoughts, reorganized his words and continued, "…You have a point, but that's not what I meant."

"Then what? Is there some secret to becoming a Star Instructor?"

"Maybe. How would I know that?"

"…Huh?"

"If I knew that, I'd be a Star Instructor myself."

"……"

Is this guy kidding me? I stared at him in disbelief, and Noh Goonsang averted his gaze and fiddled with his teacup as if he was embarrassed.

"Ahem, what I'm trying to say is this: You're certainly a capable and confident young man, and you have the potential to become a Star Instructor, but…just not the way you are right now."

"……"

"Don't rush and take your time to search for the missing link. I have high hopes for you, or I wouldn't have come to see you personally."

Noh Goonsang stood up and patted me on the shoulder. "I know that there are a lot of bad rumors about me, but I want to restore the Azure Dragon Academy to its former glory. In my eyes, you are the most outstanding talent I've seen in a long time."

"Thank you."

"By the way… You remind me of the first time I met Mr. Namgung. You two are really alike."

"Just how the fuck are we similar...!!!"

"Although he's doing his best for the academy, I don't really like the current Mr. Namgung. Can you guess why?" Noh Goonsang looked at me with hope-filled eyes.

I answered honestly, "I don't know."

"…Is that so?"

I recalled my previous encounters with Noh Goonsang, who seemed to favor me from the moment we met during the interview. He defended me from Namgung Su, who openly expressed his dislike for me, emphasized my abilities during the demonstration lecture, and finally came to see me personally.

Is this some kind of academy politics? Is he trying to get me on his side and keep Namgung Su in check? Nah... there's no way a famous martial artist who's already the school principal would do something like that...

"Principal, why are you being so nice to me?"

Noh Goonsang gave me a thoughtful look, then nodded to himself and said, "I'm just nagging at you because I think you'll eventually become a Star Instructor, but before that, I want you to be a good teacher."

"……" I hesitated for a moment, unsure how I should respond.

Noh Goonsang laughed and shook his head. "Sorry, I've been talking like a drunkard even though I'm sober. I should get going."

He stood up, and I offered to escort him back to the academy. As we walked, I replayed the whole conversation in my mind.

"You should go back to your friends before they start worrying about you again," Noh Goonsang suddenly said.

"They're adults, they can drink by themselves."

"They're good young folks, so please treasure them and don't bully them too much. I'll see you tomorrow."

"…See you tomorrow too, Principal."

Noh Goonsang walked down the dark streets lit only by moonlight. Just as he was about to go out of earshot, I suddenly called out to him, "You told me to be a good teacher… Does that mean that it's not necessary?"

"…I won't force you to do it. It's your choice."

The old man turned around, and our eyes met for a moment.

Noh Goonsang stared at me for a good long while, then smiled. "I look forward to tomorrow. Next time, let's chat over a nice drink instead of tea."

"I'll remember to put away some good liquor for you. Good night." I bowed to the old man in respect.

When I lifted my head, Noh Goonsang had vanished as mysteriously as he had appeared. I turned around to return to the inn, but as I walked, the things he said kept nagging at me.

A good teacher…

Although I was one of the best martial arts instructors in the Blood Cult, no one ever called me their teacher, mentor, or master. Most of my trainees referred to me as Instructor, Chief Instructor, Devil, Demon, Monster, Bastard, Son of a Bitch, and so on.

I smiled wryly.

Those kids never called me Master either.

I had raised four children to be the cult's secret weapon for conquering the murim. Because they were learning the four masters' martial arts and the Demon Strategist wanted them perfectly under control, from an early age, I was forced to turn them into killing machines completely devoid of emotions.


"Instructor!"

"Instructor-nim."

"…Instructor."

"I-Instructor…"



I didn't allow myself to become attached to them, as at that time, I was already planning my escape from the Cult. As a result, I ended up pushing them harder than any other trainee I had taught before.


"I'm just nagging at you because I think you'll eventually become a Star Instructor, but before that, I want you to be a good teacher."



For some reason, when I was talking to Noh Goonsang earlier, I couldn't help but remember them… and the terrible way I had abused them.


"Instructor, I'm really tired, can I rest for a while…?"

"You want to rest? If you die, you'll get to rest forever. Do you want me to make that happen?"

"I-Instructor! I can't feel my arm, is there something wrong with it… AHHHHHH!"

"It seems that you can feel it after all. If you try to fake another injury, I'll break your arm for good."

"I-Instructor… Please…"

"Oh, are you rebelling as a group now? Get up, damned punks!"

"…Instructor, what will happen to us if we give up?"

"The Cult has plenty of replacements for you. You'll be abandoned and left to die."

"……"

"Do you have any more questions about what we learned today?"

"……"

"Very good, those are the kinds of eyes you should have. Maybe you'll be a little useful to the Cult now."



My time with them was filled with nothing but reminder after reminder of how badly I had failed those children.

Agitated, I stormed into the inn and groaned, "Ugh, I'm too fucking sober to be thinking about this shit. Waiter!"

I ordered a bottle of hard liquor and gulped it down on the way back to my room.

"You want me to be a good teacher? Me?"

That was something that was never expected of me in the Blood Cult. I was valued and envied by my competitors precisely because I was the instructor who produced masters more efficiently and faster than anyone else. Results were the only thing that mattered, not the trainees' welfare.


"Although he's doing his best for the academy, I don't really like the current Mr. Namgung. Can you guess why?"



The truth was, I knew the answer to Noh Goonsang's question. After all, when I first saw Namgung Su, my first impression of him was how much he resembled my former self. Of course, he would never treat his students as harshly as I did, but his teaching philosophy was probably quite similar to my own.

The reason I didn't say anything was because what Noh Goonsang really wanted to know was whether there was a kinder but equally effective teaching philosophy.

"I've never bothered trying to think of any other way before…" I mumbled to myself as I pushed open the door to my room.

Immediately, my nose was assaulted by the stench of alcohol.

"Huh? Hyung-niiiiim~ Where have you been~" Ak Yeonho crooned. He was lying on his stomach on the floor, flailing his arms and legs as if he were swimming.

WHAM!

Suddenly, he pounced at me and tried to hug me, but I dodged to the side. As he sailed past me, I reached out to poke his shoulder acupoint and seal his movement.

"!!"

As expected of a peak level martial artist, he instinctively sensed danger and counterattacked.

SMACK! POW! SLAP! BANG!

Fingers clashed and palms met over a dozen times as he defended himself from my attempt to bind him.

"Hyung-nim…?" Ak Yeonho mumbled, looking dazed.

"Have you sobered up?" I said, before smirking at him and throwing my empty wine bottle at Myeong Il'oh, who was sleeping on a chair with his mouth hanging wide open.

CRASH!

…I thought he would dodge it or block it, but the bottle ended up landing squarely on his forehead.

"Ow! Which bastard…!" Myeong Il'oh howled as he looked around for the culprit, a big bump appearing on his forehead.

I raised my hand.

"Hyung-nim…?"

"If you're awake, let's go outside to exercise away the drunkenness."

I led the two of them to the yard behind the inn. The moon was slightly obscured by a passing cloud, and the yard was only dimly lit.

It reminds me of my past life when I often stared blankly at the moon, unable to sleep at night.

"This is a story that I heard somewhere," I said suddenly, lost in my memories.

"……"

"Once upon a time, a group of disciples tried their hardest to please their harsh teacher. However, their teacher refused to get emotionally attached to them, for he knew the day they perfected their martial arts was the day he would be killed."

"……"

"Still, he did not have a choice but to teach them, so he trained them mercilessly and cruelly. They grew stronger and stronger each day, even as their emotions became fainter and fainter, until the day came when they lost their humanity and perfected their martial arts."

As I close my eyes, I see their faces one by one.

As time went by, the timid boys and girls grew older, and their various expressions became fewer and fewer.

"…Not wanting to die, the man ran for his life, executing an escape plan that he had been preparing for quite some time. Unfortunately, his plan went awry, and the disciples stood in his way as he fled."

The kids couldn't be said to be alive anymore. They were simply emotionless dolls who would kill me on command.

"With his companions by his side, the man was forced to fight his own disciples to the death."

I was silent, and then, unable to contain his curiosity, Ak Yeonho asked cautiously.

"What happened next? Did the man escape? Did all the disciples die?"

"…Maybe they died, maybe they survived. I don't remember the rest of the story."

"That's a strange story."

"Yeah, it's weird."

SHIIING!

I drew Moon Shadow and performed the Unlimited Sword followed by the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest. Then, I danced in the starry sky with the Ice Moon Goddess's foot technique and slashed at the moon with the Crazy Demon's Asura Blood Heaven Blade.

As I practiced the martial arts that my four masters had left me and that I had taught to my former students, I mourned them all night long.

[image: sep]

The next day, we traveled to the Azure Dragon Academy for the final part of our practical exam.
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Chapter 44: Jaegal Soyeong

GLUG GLUG GLUG…

I turned around at the sudden sound of someone's stomach rumbling only to see Ak Yeonho clutching his stomach in a slumped position, his face pale.

"H-Hyung-nim, I can't hold it in anymore...!"

"Again?"

"...I'll be back before Il'oh-hyung's duel!" Ak Yeonho grabbed his butt with one hand, got into a very strange running stance and dashed off using his movement arts.

I clicked my tongue as I stared at his quickly diminishing backside. "Tsk tsk, as expected of a peak level expert, he can use martial arts even with diarrhea..."

Still, a peak expert getting diarrhea in the morning just because he had a few drinks the night before? Why on earth does he like drinking so much when he can't handle his alcohol at all? That guy is not normal.

CHITTER CHATTER.

I looked at the huge crowd of students who had filed into the audience seats. Since there was nothing more entertaining in the world than watching a fight, it seemed that most of the students wanted to watch the new instructors' practical exam. To meet the high demand, the Student Council had set up an entire grandstand so that they could personally evaluate the new instructors. This made them all the judges who would decide our fate.

...Most importantly, I could feel my skin burning under the passionate gazes of numerous students.

"Teacher, please look this way!"

"Over here, too! Please wave at me!"

I waved my hand thoughtlessly, and some of the girls screamed like they were dying.

"Kyaaaaaah!"

"I feel like some kind of an exotic animal in a zoo..." I mumbled, shaking my head and shifting my gaze away from them.

I next observed the other instructor candidates. They either nervously watching the stage where the duels would take place, or trying to calm their nerves in their own ways.

"Hoo..." Myeong Il'oh, who was next in line, sat cross-legged next to the stage and took deep breaths. Calm down, I just need to do my very best and show everyone my strength, he told himself.

Out of the three of us, he was the one with the lowest chances of passing. Not long ago, Ak Yeonho had just won an easy victory against one of the current instructors despite suffering from a stomachache (he attacked like a crazed maniac in order to wrap the fight up quickly and dash to the toilet), and I was confident I would win no matter who my opponent was.

That was why last night, I gave Myeong Il'oh some advice. As long as he took my words seriously, and his opponent wasn't one of the stronger instructors, he could probably win…

"Oww! Ugh! Eek!" the candidate currently being examined screamed and groaned in a weird voice.

"...Hurry up and end this ridiculous farce already," I complained, looking at the stage.

There, a pathetically one-sided fight was taking place.

"U-Uncle! Please stop hitting me so hard..."

"Look at you! Do you know where you are? Call me Vice Principal!"

Kwak Duyong ran around the stage like a headless chicken, dodging as many attacks as he could, while Vice Principal Kwak Cheolwoo chased after him, swinging his dao wildly.

SWOOSH! WHOOSH!

The speed and power of the vice principal's blade were extraordinary, and every time he blocked or dodged, Kwak Duyong felt like he was walking a fine line between life and death.

"Can't you fight properly? You're bringing shame to our family!"

"B-But... I'm already trying my best..."

"Shut up!"

...Anyone who sees this scene would know that Kwak Duyong is being scolded and punished by his relative in public. 

Even I, who had a slightly antagonistic relationship with Kwak Duyong, felt sorry for him.

"At this rate, he'll be caught soon."

"He should just surrender already..."

"I'm lucky my opponent wasn't the Vice Principal."

The other applicants seemed to be thinking the same thing, because they all looked at Kwak Duyong with pity.

Suddenly, I glanced at Noh Goonsang, who was sitting in the center of the stall gallery.

The root cause of all this chaos sure looks like he's having fun.

Kwak Cheolwoo, the Vice Principal, and Kwak Duyong, the instructor candidate were relatives, and Noh Goonsang had pitted them against each other for this very reason. Regardless of how badly Kwak Cheolwoo beat up Kwak Duyong, no one would say anything about it.

Kwak Cheolwoo was aware of this, so he mercilessly did whatever he wanted.

"Nephew! If you're not determined to do this or you're only here because you're drunk, give up now! Do you think being a teacher is easy?"

"I really want to do this, and I'm sober!"

"Will you quit drinking in the future?"

"No way… I mean, I'll try!"

As if he was genuinely angered by his nephew's vague answers, Kwak Cheolwoo's released even more of his qi.

"Looks like you haven't been beaten enough to come back to your senses!"

ROAAAAAR!

Kwak Cheolwoo's dao burst into flames. It was his signature technique, the Blazing Blade.

Kwak Duyong's face immediately paled as he stuttered, "U-Uncle, wait!"

"If you want to be a teacher here, you'll have to show me your resolve."

"Ugh..." Kwak Duyong's legs were shaking like crazy, but he didn't give up. He moved into an attack stance and kicked off the ground at the same time as his uncle.

BOOOM!

The result of the collision was obvious. Kwak Cheolwoo didn't take a single step back, while Kwak Duyong dropped his weapon and rolled on the ground painfully, blood trickling from the torn skin on his palm.

Kwak Cheolwoo looked at the fallen Kwak Duyong coldly and said, "You disappoint me. Go home now."

"N-No."

"This again? Looks like I should continue..."

"Vice Principal, that's enough," Noh Goonsang interrupted, suddenly appearing in between the two fighters like a phantom.

"W-Was that teleportation?"

"I couldn't even see how he moved."

"As expected of one of the top hundred martial experts..."

As the watching instructors and students gasped in astonishment and admiration, Noh Goonsang helped Kwak Duyong to his feet, then gave Kwak Cheolwoo a knowing look and said, "I think we've seen enough of Candidate Kwak Duyong's skills. Any more would be overkill."

"Principal! With this brat's meager strength and bad personality, he'll only cause trouble for the Azure Dragon Academy..." Feeling the temperature around Noh Goonsang dropping, Kwak Cheolwoo abruptly shut his mouth mid-sentence.

"You're not the only one who decides whether he gets hired or not. How much longer are you going to let your personal feelings affect the integrity of this exam?"

"...My apologies." 

Kwak Cheolwoo bowed his head and returned to the audience seats. Behind him, Kwak Duyong also staggered offstage.

Noh Goonsang looked around and waited for the crowd to quiet down, then announced, "We will take a short break to clean up the stage before starting the next exam. Candidate Myeong Il'oh, please warm up now."

"Hoo..." Myeong Il'oh stood up and began stretching his muscles.

Meanwhile, Noh Goonsang turned toward the instructors. "The instructor who will duel with Candidate Myeong Il'oh is…"

If it's Myeong Il'oh, he won't lose easily, no matter who his opponent is. Show them your strength! I silently cheered him on from afar. I knew that he stood a good chance of winning, seeing as the Vice-Principal wouldn't be asked to fight back-to-back duels and Mae Geuklyom wasn't taking part as he needed to watch over the students.

Logic says there's nothing to worry about, so why... am I getting a sinking feeling?

"…Mr. Namgung Su," Noh Goonsang said.

The audience roared with anticipation at the sound of Namgung Su's name, as this was the first time he was taking part in today's exam, while Myeong Il'oh's face crumpled in nervousness.

"Understood." Namgung Su stood up and began to warm up.

I stared at Noh Goonsang in disbelief, and he smiled wryly back at me.

I grumbled to myself, "Damn old man… Even though he wouldn't let me fight Namgung Su..."

"...Are you talking about the Principal?"

"Who else could I be referring to but that fucked up old bastard... huh?" I replied thoughtlessly, thinking it was Ak Yeonho, but when I turned around, I realized that the person who had spoken was a woman I had never met before.

Is she a student? She looks about twenty, so I guess that would make her one of the seniors?

The young woman clutched a book so large and thick it could be used as a weapon, and a large judge's pen hung from her waist. She had a slender figure and seemed like she could fall over anytime from the weight of the book, but her gait and breathing were steady.

She must be from a prestigious family.

The woman frowned, as if offended by my crass language. Unfortunately, pouting only made her face look more childish. 

"You might be older than me, but aren't you being really rude to someone you're meeting for the first time...?" she complained.

"I'm sorry, I thought my younger brother had returned from the restroom."

"Are you saying I sound like a man?"

"No. I'm saying my brother sounds like a woman."

"……"

She seemed to be shocked into silence now, but still, she was quite the spunky woman. Besides her, no one else dared to come near me after what I had done in the demonstration lecture.

The problem was, her talking to me attracted attention from the students and jealous glares from the instructors. Well, they'd probably do the same if any other female approached me.

However, being the subject of countless death stares didn't seem to bother her at all.

"...Anyway, can I help you with something?"

"This may seem rude, but I'm a little curious about you. Would you mind answering some of my questions?"

I thought for a moment, then nodded. "If it's something I can answer."

The woman's eyes lit up with delight. "The sword technique you used at the end of yesterday, is it by any chance the Moyong Clan's technique?"

"……" I froze, taken aback by her mention of the Moyong Clan. 

What is up with this woman? How did she know? It should be almost impossible to recognize the traces!

The sword technique that I had used at the demonstration lecture was derived from the Unlimited Sword, and the creator of that martial art, the Sword Saint, was from Moyong Clan.

"No, it isn't. I've never even been to Moyong Clan," I answered.

I wasn't lying. It was true that I had never gone anywhere near the Moyong Clan. Also, Master Sword Saint severed his ties with the Moyong Clan before he was captured and imprisoned, so technically the Unlimited Sword couldn't be considered a part of the Moyong Clan swordsmanship.

"Really?"

"Yes."

The woman tilted her head as if she wasn't satisfied with my answer, then continued pressing me, "Then, how about the Kunlun Sect?"

"……" Boy was she was one sharp woman. She wasn't wrong, either. Master Sword Saint was old friends with a hermit of the Kunlun Sect, and the Unlimited Sword was undoubtedly also influenced by the Kunlun Sect swordsmanship. 

Even so, who the hell was she to be able to detect traces of both the Moyong Clan and Kunlun Sect's swordsmanship from just one look at my technique? Her powers of observation must be nothing short of extraordinary.

"...No, it's not the Kunlun Sect's sword style either. I learned swordsmanship from my father and perfected it on my own through practice," I lied blatantly.

My lie must have been painfully obvious, because the woman clearly didn't believe me at all.

"No way, you taught yourself that kind of sword technique?"

"Like I said, I learned most of it from my father."

"Is your father the world's strongest martial master?"

"No, he's an insignificant countryside martial arts teacher."

"...If you don't want to answer me, just say it up front. That's better than lying." She stared at me incredulously.

I let out a small sigh and explained, "Just to clarify again, my sword technique is neither the Moyong Clan's nor Kunlun's. In the first place, those two sword techniques are completely different in nature."

"...What do you mean?"

Wow, seriously? I'm quire sure that she already knows the answer, but wants to test me. Well then, as the highly experienced former head martial arts instructor of the Blood Cult who has never let a trainee's question go unanswered, I'm not about to break my streak now.

"The Moyong Clan's sword is slow and gentle. It focuses on parrying and counterattacking. To put it simply, the Moyong Clan swordsmanship is based on waiting for the opponent to make the first move and utilizing their strength. The sword of Kunlun, on the other hand, is a practical sword that has been perfected over centuries of bloody war with the Heavenly Demon Cult and its successor, the Blood Cult. Despite being the sword of Taoists, it is wild, ferocious, and emphasizes killing the enemy before they can act. From this basic premise, the Kunlun swordsmanship can then be split into several different styles..."

"……" The woman's eyes widened at my detailed, in-depth lecture.

Not to brag, but having faced the Kunlun Sect many times back in the Blood Cult, I could talk all day about their swordsmanship.

"...Therefore, it can be said that the swords of the Moyong Clan and the Kunlun Sect are polar opposites, and it is impossible for them to be merged. Did I say anything wrong?"

Ordinarily, merging the two sword styles was impossible, but Master Sword Saint was one of the greatest geniuses I have ever seen, and he made the impossible possible through countless debates and fights with his friend the Kunlun hermit. The result was the Unlimited Sword. 

"W-Wait! Let me write that down!" The young woman listened intently to my every word with her mouth agape, then crouched down, placed the book she was holding in her lap, opened it, and started scribbling furiously.

She's taking notes? I didn't expect her to be one of the rare model students!

"Hey, I was just wondering about something you said earlier..." she started, but unfortunately, I had no intention of continuing the lesson.

The stares were getting to me.

"I'm sorry, but I think I've said enough for today. If you want to learn more, please attend my class."

"What? I'm a new instructor applicant, not a student!" the young lady shouted, enraged.

Wait, she wasn't a student…?

"I thought you were a student because you looked so young."

"Well, I am a fresh graduate of the academy…"

"By academy, do you mean the Azure Dragon Academy?"

"No, I'm from the Heavenly Martial Academy. Come to think of it, it seems that I forgot to introduce myself." The young lady finished writing, stood up, and placed her hands together in greeting. 

"My name is Jaegal Soyeong, and I'm applying as an instructor of engineering and murim history," she said, looking at me with sparkling eyes.



Translator's Note: I've been playing too much Diablo lately…


Chapter 45: Do You Want To Win?

So she was from the Jaegal Clan of the Five Great Clans. No wonder she seems a little spoiled.

I clasped my hands together in greeting and said, "I am Baek Suryong."

"I know, you're by far the most famous of this year's new instructor applicants."

"……"

"……"

That killed the conversation. With no idea how to respond to Jaegal Soyeong, I looked at the stage. The duel between Namgung Su and Myeong Il'oh was just about to start.

"If you two are ready, please begin," Noh Goonsang announced.

Myeong Il'oh instantly stepped forward and thrust his wooden staff at Namgung Su's heart.

CLACK!

Namgung Su easily parried the attack with his wooden sword, ending the first exchange.

"HAAAH!" Myeong Il'oh yelled to summon his courage and circled around Namgung Su, attacking him with a variety of techniques. 

However, Namgung Su blocked everything without batting an eyelid.

"How do you think this duel will go?" Jaegal Soyeong suddenly asked me, her eyes glittering.

Why are you still here…

Jaegal Soyeong opened her thick notebook, propped it up with one arm, and pulled out a brush as if she was ready to write down my answer.

I scratched my chin and said, "Namgung Su will win, obviously."

Inwardly, I hoped Myeong Il'oh would give Namgung Su a run for his money, but that was probably wishful thinking.

"I know the outcome too. What I wanted to ask was, how many exchanges do you think Candidate Myeong Il'oh will last?"

"It probably depends on how much Namgung Su cares."

Already, Myeong Il'oh was fighting desperately while Namgung Su swung his sword casually and expressionlessly.

If Namgung Su set his mind to it, he could probably win in about fifty moves...but it doesn't seem like he wants to finish it quickly.

Namgung Su leisurely parried, countered, and gave guidance like a teacher admonishing their student.

"Your balance is off. Pay a little more attention to your footwork."

"...Thank you."

"Loosen your wrist a little, or you might injure yourself."

"...Ah, yes."

"That was too impatient of you. Don't stare too long at your intended target. I could tell that you were aiming for my head."

"……" After receiving advice several times, Myeong Il'oh's face flushed red with embarrassment.

MUMBLE MUMBLE.

"As expected of Mr. Namgung..."

"He's completely overwhelming that new instructor candidate."

"Isn't his expressionless face just so cool?"

"That candidate must be pretty weak, right?"

"He seems to be trying his best though... Hmm..."

Even as the students admired Namgung Su's overwhelming skill, they expressed their disappointment about Myeong Il'oh, who couldn't even touch Namgung Su's clothes.

This is bad. At this rate, the students won't give Il'oh a good score. Namgung Su, you fucking bastard... I narrowed my eyes and glared daggers at Namgung Su. 

The purpose of this duel was to test the skills of new instructor applicants. Most of the time, the existing instructors were stronger than the new applicants, so it was natural to cut them some slack.

What Namgung Su was doing was bullying, plain and simple. By treating Myeong Il'oh as a student and not a fellow instructor, it was as if he was out to humiliate Myeong Il'oh.

"He's just using Il'oh to improve his own reputation."

"...I can't deny that," Jaegal Soyeong sighed bitterly, then looked at Namgung Su with a complicated expression. "He used to be a good and kind person..."

"You seem to know him very well?"

"I met him often when I was younger, though we weren't very close."

I suppose they met during one of the gatherings of the Five Great Clans. I can't imagine that there was a time when Namgung Su was nice and innocent, but...

"YAAAAH!" Myeong Il'oh, who had been on the back foot all this time, roared with determination and launched an all-out attack. His clothes flapped in the raging qi and cracks were left on the stage as he sped up and created dozens of afterimages from lightning quick strikes at Namgung Su's vitals.

TAKTAKTAKTAKTAK!

Still, Namgung Su calmly blocked each attack.

Suddenly, Myeong Il'oh's eyes lit up, and he unleashed the last trick in his arsenal. But...

"You're too damn impatient," I muttered in frustration, but my words didn't reach him.

SWOOSH!

The last thrust that Myeong Il'oh had hidden in his many illusions was aimed at Namgung Su's side.

Unfortunately, Namgung Su's eyes only widened slightly as he praised, "Not bad."

SLAM!

Myeong Il'oh's attack was once again blocked, and the recoil sent him tumbling backwards. This time, however, Namgung Su was forced to take a few steps back as well, but he dug his feet into the ground to prevent himself from retreating too far.

What the hell? I scratched my head at Namgung Su's unnatural movement. He should have taken a few more steps backward to completely deflect the force from Myeong Il'oh's attack, but he instead chose to force himself to a halt at the cost of an internal injury.

"It's not like retreating a few more steps would hurt his pride, would it?"

"...I think you missed the point. Namgung-oppa seems to have his own set of dueling rules," Jaegal Soyeong sighed bitterly.

"His own rules?"

"Didn't you realize it? Namgung-oppa created an imaginary circle around himself at the beginning of the duel, and he wants to win without stepping outside of it."

Dumbfounded, I asked, "Why would he do such a thing?"

Jaegal Soyeong stared at me in disbelief. "Because yesterday, a certain someone did something similar to the students."

"...You mean me?" I pointed at myself.

Jaegal Soyeong nodded. "Namgung-oppa has always thought quite highly of himself, and whenever he sees someone else do something cool, he'd copy it."

…So Namgung Su is copying what I did to the students during my external arts lecture yesterday? Except with new instructor applicants as his opponents?

"What a weirdo."

"...I think it's that kind of competitiveness that makes him a Star Instructor."

We turned our attention back to the stage where two men stood with contrasting expressions. 

With a faint smile, Namgung Su said, "Your last technique was excellent, but you were too quick to reveal your true intentions behind all the feints. You'll need to gain more experience to improve your judgment in battle."

"...Thank you."

Although Namgung Su's words seemed well-intentioned, to me and Myeong Il'oh, it felt like he was gloating over his superiority. Something like "You can't touch a hair on my head, no matter what you do."

CLAP CLAP CLAP CLAP CLAP!

As if the duel had already ended, the students applauded and the instructors nodded in recognition of Namgung Su's skill, even though both martial artists were still standing and neither had declared defeat.

Myeong Il'oh gritted his teeth and lowered his head to hide his indignation.

He doesn't deserve to be treated like that. I knew how much preparation Myeong Il'oh had done to become an instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy. He had come to this city months in advance, collected information, and researched the characteristics and personalities of many of the students and staff. 

His martial arts skills may be lacking, but his qualities as an instructor were more than adequate. However, Namgung Su had no idea how serious he was, nor did he want to know.

"Would you like to continue? If you have more to show me, I don't mind giving you more tips," Namgung Su politely asked.

"I..." Myeong Il'oh hesitated. He hadn't shown what he was capable of yet…because his opponent hadn't given him the chance to do so.

"I know you're disappointed, but I don't think there's much point in doing more of the same."

"I..." Myeong Il'oh's eyes clouded over. His shoulders slumped, and he loosened his grip on the staff.

Everyone expected him to concede defeat right then and there.

Suddenly, Namgung Su tilted his head slightly and glanced at me. A faint sneer tugged at the corners of his mouth.

SNAP!

The moment I realized the meaning of that laugh, I wanted nothing more than to wipe it off his motherfucking face.

"Hey, just now, you said that you wanted to bet how many exchanges Myeong Il'oh could last before he lost, right?"

"Eh? Oh, yeah, I did, but it's all over now..."

"Still wanna bet?"

"What?" Jaegal Soyeong's eyes went wide, baffled by my unexpected change of mind.

"Fifty exchanges from now, Myeong Il'oh will knock Namgung Su to the ground."

"...No way."

"I'll bet on it."

"……"

"Whoever loses will grant the winner a wish."

"...Okay, I'm in." Jaegal Soyeong agreed without thinking.

I immediately sent a telepathic message to Myeong Il'oh.

[Il'oh, do you want to win?]

[Hyung-nim? What are you saying all of a sudden...]

[Do you want to beat the crap out of that son of a bitch?]

[...Duh.]

[Then would you mind following my instructions from now on, no questions asked?]

Myeong Il'oh hesitated for a moment, then tightened his grip on the wooden staff. His dead eyes burned again with the flame of determination as he replied, [...Yes. I want to win. Please help me teach that arrogant bastard a lesson.]

[Okay, then the real duel begins now.]
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"I'll continue."

The moment those words came out of Myeong Il'oh's mouth, all the instructors and students, including Namgung Su, were shocked speechless.

Myeong Il'oh, who until a moment ago had been wholly dejected, glared fiercely at Namgung Su. "I'm not done yet."

"...I'm surprised." 

Having already made the offer to continue, Namgung Su couldn't back down now even though he was convinced that the outcome had already been decided. I thought that he'd give up at this point... but he's even dumber than I thought.

BOOOOOOOOO!

Boos rained down from the audience. Could Myeong Il'oh not see the clear difference in strength between himself and Namgung Su? What was the point of resuming this farce?

"Bring it on." Myeong Il'oh strode toward Namgung Su, his wooden staff at the ready.

Seeing the stance, which was no different from the first time, Namgung Su discreetly clicked his tongue. He's not bad, but... there are plenty of other instructors like him. Whether he passes or not won't make a difference.

So what if Myeong Il'oh had reignited his resolve? His strength, speed, inner qi, and techniques were still the same. Namgung Su had already figured out his opponent…or so he'd thought.

Hmm? Why am I suddenly feeling chills at the back of my neck?

SWOOSH!

A wooden staff ripped through the air, aiming for Namgung Su's shoulder, and he swung his wooden sword to deflect the thrust and put himself in a position to counterattack just as he had before.

That was probably just me being paranoid. In the end, nothing has changed. I must have been affected by his tenacity…

SWISH!

Suddenly, Myeong Il'oh's staff snaked up and around the wooden sword, aiming for Namgung Su's wrist.

"Huh…?!" Surprised, Namgung Su quickly knocked the wooden staff aside and took a step back.

Myeong Il'oh immediately seized the opportunity to press forward and go on the offensive.

TAKTAKTAKTAKTAK!

The wooden staff and wooden sword clashed time and time again. The instructors' eyes widened, and the hecklers fell silent.

How dare he…!

Namgung Su's mask of composure slipped as he realized that he had been caught off guard. Two more steps and he would be forced out of the imaginary circle in his mind. He braced his legs to maintain his position.

Unfortunately, he could not have made a worse decision.

WHOOSH!

As if he had anticipated Namgung Su's obstinacy, Myeong Il'oh closed in on the Star Instructor.

Namgung Su's eyes widened. It was unprecedented for a staff wielder like Myeong Il'oh to engage in close combat with a swordsman.

Damn it!

Namgung Su hastily thrust his sword in an attempt to force his opponent to retreat, but because the movement was too abrupt, he couldn't put his usual strength and speed into it.

SWOOSH!

For the first time since the beginning of the duel, Namgung Su missed, while Myeong Il'oh, who had changed his grip on the wooden staff to shorten its reach, took advantage of the crack in Namgung Su's defense.

"Here I go."

"!!"

TAKTAKTAKTAKTAK!

The tides had turned.

Under Myeong Il'oh's relentless barrage, Namgung Su's body shook violently, as if he were about to fall over.



Translator's Note: This is not a triple release. I fk'd up and translated chapter 47 before 45 and 46 rofl…


Chapter 46: You Wanna Go At It Now?

Namgung Su was having trouble blocking Myeong Il'oh's flurry of attacks.

What's going on? All of a sudden he…!

It was shocking and confusing. In the blink of an eye, the new instructor candidate who couldn't even touch the hem of his sleeves transformed into a master martial artist capable of pushing him to his limits.

CLACK CLACK CLACK CLACK!

Wooden sword and wooden stick clashed. The instant Namgung Su lost a bit of his balance, Myeong Il'oh unleashed a fierce wave of blows.

Damn it...!

He hadn't broken a sweat in over a hundred exchanges, but barely a dozen exchanges after Myeong Il'oh's change in tactics, his back was drenched.

I can't let things continue like this!

Namgung Su rooted his feet to the ground and brandished his sword, even though he knew that as long as he took a few steps back, he would be able to catch his breath and counterattack.

His pride just wouldn't let him show even the tiniest hint of weakness or break the handicap he had put on himself: The imaginary circle. He hadn't declared the handicap out loud, but before the duels had started, he'd already decided that the moment he left this circle, he would consider himself defeated.

"HAAA!" For the first time, he shouted out loud to reinforce his conviction.

SWISH!

He drew a large, smooth circle with his wooden sword and perfectly deflected all of Myeong Il'oh's attacks, which had been pouring down like rain.

Myeong Il'oh hurriedly stepped backward.

"WOAAAH! As expected of Mr. Namgung!"

"Yeah, you can't let it end like this!"

The instructors and students exclaimed in admiration at Namgung Su's skill. 

However, Namgung Su was not the least bit satisfied with the result. He predicted what I would do and retreated out of my range…

Originally, he had planned to counterattack immediately after blocking Myeong Il'oh's flurry, but Myeong Il'oh's retreat widened the distance between them, forcing him to abandon this strategy.

"Huff... Huff..." Myeong Il'oh coolly steadied his breath for the next round of exchanges.

Seeing this, Namgung Su finally realized that he was trapped by the imaginary circle of his own making.

"One more time!" Myeong Il'oh shouted before lunging forward once again. 

"……" Unfortunately, Namgung Su hadn't yet caught his breath and couldn't reply.

TAKTAKTAKTAKTAK!

Myeong Il'oh's offensive was daring and relentless. Taking advantage of Namgung Su's inability to move out of the imaginary circle, he darted in and out of his opponent's reach.

SWOOSH! WHOOSH!

At first, Myeong Il'oh's distancing wasn't very precise, but as time went on, his attacks became more and more measured, as if he had Namgung Su completely outmaneuvered.

Contrary to Myeong Il'oh's growing confidence, Namgung Su felt as if he was being toyed around with. To make things worse, Myeong Il'oh's weapon of choice was a staff, which had a much longer reach than Namgung Su's sword.

Is this guy really the same person as before? Even if he had a hidden trump card, this is too much! It's as if someone else is controlling his body… Wait, that's it. Someone is helping him!

The more Namgung Su thought about it, the more convinced he became. Unlike before when he hesitated at every step, Myeong Il'oh was now too confident, like he had stopped thinking and was just focusing on his footwork and attacks.

Even though his base strength and skill hasn't changed, he no longer has any wasted movements. That alone is enough to make a huge difference! But who the hell...

WHOOSH!

Without even looking, Myeong Il'oh deftly turned his head to avoid Namgung Su's sword. At that moment, Namgung Su saw a young man about his age in the audience stand.

Baek Suryong?

HEH.

The moment their eyes met, Baek Suryong grinned… and Namgung Su realized what was going on.

CRACKLE CRACKLE!

SO IT'S YOU!!! Namgung Su's body shook with rage and his eyes burned with unbridled fury, but unfortunately for him, that moment of inattention was a costly one.

"Where are you looking in the middle of a duel?"

"!!"

Neither Baek Suryong nor Myeong Il'oh missed the opportunity.

WHIZ!

In an instant, Myeong Il'oh stepped into the imaginary circle, blocked Namgung Su's wooden sword with his staff and kicked his calf, sending him tumbling backward. Facing the panicked Star Instructor, Myeong Il'oh smirked. "This is the end!"

He swung the wooden stick with all his strength and inner qi, even as Namgung Su frantically raised his sword to defend.

SMAAAASH!

Namgung Su fell on his back… or so everyone thought.

Myeong Il'oh's only mistake that day was being too confident in his victory.

"What do you mean, 'the end'?"

Namgung Su was bent over backwards by the force of Myeong Il'oh's final strike, but his back was still several inches off the ground. It was a position that required incredible balance as well as ridiculous lower body and abdominal strength.[1]

"I'm the one who decides…" Namgung Su muttered as he stumbled back two or three steps, then rolled over and scrambled back to his feet.

"S-Shit!"

Myeong Il'oh hurriedly retreated, but Namgung Su had already filled his sword with inner qi.

"...When this duel ends!"

BZZZZT!

A dazzling white sword qi gathered around Namgung Su's sword.
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Not long after we made the wager, a stunned Jaegal Soyeong turned toward me. "...What on earth did you do?" she asked.

"What do you mean?" I answered innocently.

Jaegal Soyeong pointed at the two people fighting on stage. "How on earth is Candidate Myeong Il'oh pressuring Namgung-hyung like that?"

"He must have been hiding his skills." I shrugged and replied nonchalantly even as I gave Myeong Il'oh his next instruction telepathically.

[Take one step left and block the slash coming from the right.]

[Step backward, upper left block. Now, aim for the opponent's thigh.]

[Three steps to the right, then one forward. Thrust!]

[Go all out! He can't reach you from there anyway.]

Although he was sometimes slow to react, Myeong Il'oh dutifully followed my instructions. Namgung Su, on the other hand, was fighting at a huge disadvantage.

I think I've figured out the limits of his imaginary circle. Dumbass, as long as he stays within that circle, he won't be able to unleash even half of his strength.

The reason I was able to fight the academy brats with such a handicap was not only because I had done the same training countless times in the past, but also because I knew that such a stunt was only possible because everyone was restricted to using only external arts.

It was a whole different story when inner arts were involved.

Too bad, you went and dug your own grave, haha.

I could see the panicked Namgung Su getting increasingly desperate and agitated.

WHIZ!

The moment Myeong Il'oh tilted his head to avoid Namgung Su's sword, our gazes met, and I smirked with the intention of dealing him some mental damage.

"!!"

As expected, his face contorted into a grimace.

I immediately sent a message to Myeong Il'oh. It was time to quit playing around and finish this. A few more exchanges, and I would lose the fifty-round bet with Jaegal Soyeong.

[Let's end it with this attack.]

SWOOSH!

In one smooth movement, Myeong Il'oh charged in, knocked Namgung Su off his feet, and unleashed his most powerful downward slam containing all of his remaining qi.

SMAAAASH!

I grinned and concluded, "It's over."

However, just as monkeys sometimes fell from trees, in life, unexpected things often happened.

BOOM!

Namgung Su somehow blocked the staff while bent over backward and bounced back to his feet. Meanwhile, Myeong Il'oh stepped backward in surprise.

Fuck, you should have kept charging at him with the intention of killing him, not back off!

So far, Myeong Il'oh had done much better than I expected with my limited instructions. I would be satisfied even if he lost now, but... what Namgung Su did next was completely unexpected even for me.

ROOOOOOAR!

A pure white sword qi coated Namgung Su's blade even as one of the instructors or students yelled, "The Lightning Sword!"

The Lightning Sword was one of the famed techniques of the Namgung Clan, the strongest among the Five Great Clans.

I immediately jumped on the stage, shouting, "Stop, you crazy bastard!"

However, I was one step too late. Namgung Su's sword qi exploded, dyeing the stage in a blinding white flash. 

"AHHHHHHH!" Myeong Il'oh screamed as he was sent flying. 

I leapt into the air and gently caught him, then landed as lightly as I could.

"H-Hyung-nim... Keuk!" he coughed, spitting out blood.

"Don't talk."

Myeong Il'oh's injuries were severe. Splinters from his shattered wooden staff were embedded in various parts of his body, and his blood was flowing like a river. 

TAP! TAP! TAP!

I quickly sealed his acupoints to stop further blood loss, but this was not an injury that could be cured with a day or two of rest.

"I-Is he okay?" Jaegal Soyeong asked, rushing to my side.

I handed the now unconscious Myeong Il'oh to her, saying, "His life isn't in danger. Can you help me look after him until the physician gets here? I need to have a word with the guy who did this."

Leaving Myeong Il'oh in Jaegal Soyeong's care, I stood up and glared at Namgung Su. He was looking at me, too.

"Were you trying to kill him?"

"...I'm sorry. In the heat of the moment, I unintentionally used Sword Qi," Namgung Su gave me an apologetic look, but I knew it was an act.

"You're sorry?" I laughed as I swaggered onto the stage. Without realizing it, I was slipping back into my old Blood Cult habits. "Do you think a simple 'sorry' is enough? What if Il'oh actually died? Are you still going to say sorry in front of his grave and call it a day? It must be nice, being from a good family."

"...What more do you want from me?"

I stopped a few steps away from Namgung Su. He met my gaze and didn't back down. With the unexpected casualty, the tension between us had reached a maximum.

The eyes of the entire audience were on us.

You wanna go at it now?

I sized up Namgung Su. Certainly, he was stronger than I had predicted, and perhaps he had even more tricks up his sleeve. However, the difference between us wasn't so great that I couldn't overcome it…

"ENOUGH!" A gravelly voice rang out, sending vibrations throughout the entire arena. 

It was Noh Goonsang.

"Candidate Baek Suryong and Mr. Namgung Su, please return to your seats. I will not tolerate any more disturbances."

"……"

"……"

Neither of us moved, to the annoyance of the Thousand-Armed Bodhisattva.

"Have the two of you gone deaf?" Noh Goonsang scolded, then released his aura.

ROOOOOOAR!

"Kkh..."

"Ugh..."

Both I and Namgung Su groaned from the overwhelming pressure, and even those in the audience were not spared from Noh Goonsang's wrath as many faces turned pale.

"This is my last warning. Both of you, please return to your seats," Noh Goonsang said sternly.

Namgung Su spun around, muttering under his breath, "...You got lucky today."

I gave one final glance at the departing Namgung Su, then slowly turned around. 

Somehow, I had a feeling that this was the start of a very, very long rivalry.



Footnotes:

[1] In other words, the limbo dance position.



Chapter 47: You're Up Next!

"Il'oh-hyung? What on earth happened to you?!"

"S-Stop shaking me, it hurts..."

In a state of shock, Ak Yeonho had grabbed hold of Myeong Il'oh, who was lying on a bed covered in bandages from head to toe, and was shaking him violently while looking as if he was about to burst into tears.

"I just left for a little while and you turned into a mummy! Hyung-nim, please tell me who did it! I'll get revenge for you!"

"...Baek-hyung, do you think this fucker is doing this on purpose?"

"Who was the one who kept teasing him about his diarrhea?"

"……"

"By the way, Il'oh-hyung, if you can't get married and die a bachelor because of this..."

"Shut up, bastard! If I die, it'll be because you shook me to death!"

Enraged, Myeong Il'oh scrambled to his feet and flailed his arms, while Ak Yeonho desperately avoided his blows.

Being the only adult left in the room, I shouted, "Sit still, you idiots! Il'oh's wounds have reopened!"

"Sorry..."

"Okay..."

The two overgrown boys finally calmed down. I clicked my tongue and said, "Tsk tsk, you two are so immature..."

Myeong Il'oh lay back on his bed and sighed, "Baek-hyung, you gave me so much help, and yet…"

"It's not your fault. Who would have thought that Namgung Su's martial art was the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique?"

"Still… I went in with some confidence, but I ended up completely disgracing myself."

"No, you did not, and I doubt anyone who watched you would say that." I smirked and patted Myeong Il'oh on the shoulder.

Not to belittle Myeong Il'oh, but he was nothing compared to Namgung Su. The fact that he could even force Namgung Su to use his signature technique, the Namgung Clan's famed Lightning Sword, was more than sufficient to impress everyone and put a huge dent in Namgung Su's pride.

"Kekeke, he must be grinding his teeth in indignation now. Il'oh, looks like you and I might be in for some workplace harassment."

"Pfft!" Myeong Il'oh chuckled. I guess hanging out with us clowns had changed him a bit. "Don't worry, I'm prepared for that."

Seeing the two of us are grinning at each other, Ak Yeonho did his best to imitate a cheesy villain and added, "Muhahaha... Me too."

"Have you fully recovered from your diarrhea?"

"...I can still endure a little longer before I need to go." Ak Yeonho coughed and wiggled his ass.

"YEAHHHHHH!"

Suddenly, we heard the students cheering. The current duel was still ongoing, so they must have hit an exciting moment in the match. 

"It'll be your turn soon, don't you need to warm up or observe potential opponents?" Myeong Il'oh asked.

"Nah, I'll just head there when I'm called," I replied dryly.

As long as my opponent wasn't Namgung Su, I didn't give a shit who it was. It could be the Vice Principal or Grandfather... No, Noh Goonsang wouldn't do something so boring. It's probably 'that guy'. 

I had a good idea who my opponent would be, and considering how he's been glaring at me the entire time, I'm guessing the principal already told him beforehand.

Tsk tsk.

Just then, the clinic door opened and a familiar face walked in. It was Jaegal Soyeong, the woman who went around hugging a large book.

"There you are." She spotted me and approached us. "How's the patient doing?"

"He's fine. What about your exam?" I asked, puzzled that she was so free.

"It just ended."

Huh? Wait, if her duel just ended, then...

"We heard the students cheering loudly... Was it during your turn, Miss Jaegal?"

"Well, yes. I guess I got a little lucky, heehee…" Jaegal Soyeong avoided my gaze as she flicked her hair behind her ears in embarrassment.

I heard that she had only just turned twenty and graduated from the Heavenly Martial Academy, but… I can't help but be interested in her.

…Not the romantic kind of interest, mind you, but interest in how she fights.

No matter how observant or skilled a person was, it was impossible to analyze an opponent's martial arts just by looking at them. Jaegal Soyeong had a well-balanced body and strong fundamentals, as expected of someone from a prestigious family, but other than that, it was difficult to guess what martial arts she excelled in and what weapons she preferred.

Is the judge's pen[1] her only weapon?

Just then, my eyes fell upon the heavy book in her arms. Judging by its tough-looking leather cover and murderous thickness, it was heavier and more durable than most weapons.

She isn't wielding a book like a blunt weapon, is she?

Sensing my gaze, Jaegal Soyeong wrapped her arms around her book even more tightly and asked warily, "Why are you staring so hard at my book?"

"I was wondering if there were any bloodstains on the corners..."

"…What?"

"It's nothing. Anyway, didn't you come here to see the patient?"

"I did, but more importantly..."

Huh? Was Jaegal Soyeong always such an oblivious scatterbrain? How on earth could she say something so insensitive in front of the patient with a smile on her face?

"About the results of our bet."

"...Bet?"

"What bet?"

Myeong Il'oh and Ak Yeonho, who had been in shock at the sudden appearance of a cute young lady, simultaneously snapped their heads around to glare daggers at me.

I felt cold sweat drip down my back. That hadn't happened even when I was facing Namgung Su.

"Wh-What do you mean, bet..." I feigned ignorance while simultaneously sending Jaegal Soyeong a telepathic message, [Look Miss, how about we talk about that later...]

Before I could finish my line, unfortunately, Jaegal Soyeong widened her eyes in disbelief, saying, "Didn't we bet that Candidate Myeong Il'oh would defeat Namgung-oppa[2] within fifty moves? Have you already forgotten?"

"……" The room was bathed in an awkward silence.

Finally, Myeong Il'oh mumbled, "Hyung-nim... Did you only give me all that advice because of a bet?"

"No… That's... I'm sorry..."

Myeong Il'oh looked away, hurt. 

As if to show his support, Ak Yeonho stood beside him and sprinkled salt on the wound, "So while Il'oh-hyung was fighting for his life, Suryong-hyung was happily gambling away?"

"Uhh… He wasn't fighting for his life…"

"Wow, Hyung-nim isn't reflecting on his actions at all..."

"……" I shut my mouth. Anything I said now would only be used against me.

The two bastards grinned victoriously.

Jaegal Soyeong asked timidly, "Did I... say something I shouldn't have? If so, I'm sorry. People have always told me that I'm tactless, especially when I get engrossed in something..."

Jaegal Soyeong's face fell. Ak Yeonho and Myeong Il'oh immediately stopped getting back at me and tried to cheer her up.

"No, you didn't!"

"Please don't blame yourself! Suryong-hyung is the one who's guilty, not you!"

...I can't believe that I actually considered these two as my younger brothers even for a moment.

Anyway, in consideration of Jaegal Soyeong's feelings, they had no choice but to give up making fun of me. Too bad.

"I'll be careful next time, but about that bet..." Jaegal Soyeong said. Aiming to become a more considerate person and collecting her winnings were two separate issues.

She was a rational person like that.

I sighed at her tenacity and admitted, "I understand. Since Il'oh couldn't defeat Namgung Su within fifty moves, I'll acknowledge my..."

"I lost."

"...Huh?" I blinked at Jaegal Soyeong, confused.

Staring straight into my eyes, she explained, "Namgung-oppa went overboard with his final technique. This is merely a test for new instructor applicants, but that technique was one that aimed to cause serious injuries."

She then turned toward the heavily injured Myeong Il'oh and said apologetically, "At that moment, if Namgung-oppa hadn't used the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique, he would have lost his balance and fallen backwards. That's why, I wouldn't be so insensitive as to say that I won this bet."

"Uhm..."

Jaegal Soyeong's reasoning didn't really make sense to me. However Namgung Su did it, it was a fact that he had won, and yet, she declared her loss.

To each their own, I guess. Winning and losing can be subjective.

In any case, I had no reason to argue with her, especially since my prize was…

"Since I've lost, as long as it's within my power, I'll grant you one wish!" Jaegal Soyeong said, her eyes glittering excitedly.

Just as I was about to nod, two busybodies sent me telepathic messages.

[...A wish?]

[You can wish for anything?]

[As long as it's within her power...]

[Anything...]

I glanced at Ak Yeonho and Myeong Il'oh, only to see them blushing and desperately gulping down their saliva before they drooled.

...Fuck these bastards.

[Traitor!]

[You get to be alone with such a pretty girl!]

I sighed at the two delusional perverts. "Get a grip, you two. You're making me so embarrassed in front of Miss Jaegal that I can't even look her in the eyes."

"What? What do you mean, embarrassed?" Jaegal Soyeong asked innocently.

I didn't dare tell her and quickly changed the topic, "Ahem! Anyway, I'll tell you my wish later. I don't have anything in mind right now."

Okay, it wasn't that I didn't want anything of her, but there was no way I could say it in front of those two assholes.

"Oh, okay, well, just let me know when you think of one!"

"Sure. Also, you really didn't have to take the trouble coming here just to say that..."

"Actually, I came here for another reason as well... there's something else I wanted to ask you."

"What else do you want to know?"

Jaegal Soyeong hugged her book tightly and twiddled her fingers together. "I know you're applying to be an external arts instructor, but are you also well-versed in murim history?"

"Murim history?"

"Earlier, when you were comparing the Moyong Clan's and Kunlun Sect's martial arts, you seemed very familiar with their history..."

"Well... I've always been a bit interested in that kind of stuff…"

As a martial arts instructor of the Blood Cult, I needed to study the martial arts and history of the Five Great Families and the Nine Sects One Gang so that we could destroy them.

Jaegal Soyeong smiled. "That's right, everyone just wants to learn martial arts nowadays, but they're not interested in its origins or history! The murim history classes I majored in at the Heavenly Martial Academy were even canceled several times because not enough students signed up, and the only ones who did were either really interested or just needed the credits... Does this make sense? I want to tell them this: Without learning of the past, it is impossible for martial arts to progress forward!"

I nodded, dumbfounded by Jaegal Soyeong's flurry of words that she somehow managed to rattle off without taking a single breath in between.

"Uh... well, yeah…"

"I'm both surprised and glad to hear that you're just as interested in murim history as I am… I really am!" Jaegal Soyeong's face flushed red with excitement.

If I were a woman, I would have clasped my hands together and jumped up and down just to humor her, but unfortunately I'm not.

"Can we talk again next time? Like, you know, we can have a more in-depth discussion..."

Seeing her eager face, I couldn't bring myself to tell her no. "Well, I suppose that's only possible if we both get hired as new instructors, right?"

"Oh, I don't think you have to worry about that at all," Jaegal Soyeong said, relieved that I didn't refuse her outright.

She looked like she wanted to talk to me a bit longer, but when she glanced at Myeong Il'oh and Ak Yeonho, she blushed.

"Oh no, I got all excited and started blabbering again although there's a patient here who needs rest... I'd better get going."

"Take care."

"Okay, I'll see you later." Jaegal Soyeong bowed like a student bowing to a teacher, then left the clinic.

Her steps were so light and cheerful that I couldn't help but smile. "Maybe it's because she just graduated?" I mumbled to myself.

For some reason, whenever I talked to her, I felt like I was talking to a student rather than a colleague. I grinned and shook my head to clear my mind, but suddenly, several eerie voices like ghosts sent a shiver down my spine.

"Hyung-nim…"

"Hyung-niiiiim..."

The two guys who hadn't been able to say a word in Jaegal Soyeong's presence whined.

"Why is it just you? We should all hang out together!"

"When did you get acquainted with such a beautiful lady...?"

"Did you go flirt with girls while I was in the restroom and Il'oh-hyung was getting the shit beaten out of him?"

"We're supposed to be the drunken bachelor trio, but now you're leaving us..."

"Hey, invite us to your meetings with her, too!"

...Man, these two are hopeless. They can't be saved anymore. I clicked my tongue and pushed them away.

"Candidate Baek Suryong, are you here?" shouted one of the Azure Dragon Academy's instructors as he entered the clinic.

When he spotted me, he sighed and said, "There you are. Hurry up and prepare, you're up next!"



Footnotes:

[1] Judge's Pen: A large and sharp writing instrument that also doubles as a camouflaged stabbing weapon. It is used like an awl or stake.


[2] Oppa: Korean honorific (females) for elder brother.



Chapter 48: Reverse Scale

"What do you think about the quality of this year's applicants?"

In front of the seat closest to the stage in the students' area of the spectator stands, there was a signboard that read: [Student Council President]. There, an impressive-looking young man with thick eyebrows was watching the duels on the stage. He was Dokgo Jun, the current student council president.

"Most of them are not up to par, but some of them are quite good," replied Tang Soso, the vice-president of the student council.

The student council members sat around them, sifting through the list of applicants. Starting this year, student evaluations were included in the new instructor examinations at the Azure Dragon Academy, which meant that the applicants would be screened by the students, especially the influential student council.

Dokgo Jun crossed his arms. "Who are the 'some'? Please give me their names."

Tang Soso handed over the highest scoring evaluations to him and said, "So far, the top applicants are Ak Yeonho of the Shandong Ak Clan, Myeong Il'oh of the Myeong Clan, Jaegal Soyeong of the Jaegal Clan, and Kwak Duyong of the Kwak Clan..."

"Kwak Duyong, the vice principal's nephew?" Dokgo Jun asked, bewildered. 

Tang Soso shrugged. "Strangely enough, his evaluation isn't bad, although it's below my standards..."

"The students gave him good ratings?"

"Yes, especially the boys who were thrilled to see him stand up to a clan elder."

The student council had handed out new instructor evaluation sheets to the students in the audience before the start of each duel and collected them back afterwards for score tallying.

Dokgo Jun sighed, "This isn't a popularity contest, it's a new instructor selection exam."

"We can't ignore popularity though. The more popular a teacher is with the students, the more they'll want to learn."

"Good teachers will naturally be popular."

"You aren't wrong, but it's hard to find teachers that good, so we have to consider other factors as well."

If Dokgo Jun was an idealist, then Tang Soso was a realist. It was her personality and role to make rational judgments in any given situation. However, she wasn't always cool-headed…

"Of course, that means that the key person we need to watch out for is..." Tang Soso carelessly tossed aside the stack of papers in her hands and pulled out a long scroll that she kept hidden in her bosom. She unfurled it in one smooth movement, only to reveal… a portrait of a handsome young man in blue robes.

"Him. Mr. Baek Suryong, a man who is the very definition of perfection... Aaaahn..." Tang Soso's icy demeanor melted away as she lovingly rubbed the portrait of Baek Suryong against her cheeks.

RUB RUB, SNIFF SNIFF…

Embarrassed for his vice-president, who had pressed her nose against the painting and was sniffing it, Dokgo Jun used his sleeve to shield her face from the audience.

"Vice-President! I beg you, please come back to your senses!"

"Haaaahn, he's so handsome... and so strong... and from what I heard earlier, he's also an expert in murim history..."

Dokgo Jun sighed, exasperated at the fact that he was getting used to Tang Soso losing her mind every time she saw Baek Suryong or a painting of him.

"Her condition is serious. I think it might be a terminal disease."

"How on earth did our Vice-President end up like this..."

"Why…? Couldn't it be me instead?!"

The student council members mumbled, faces twitching.

Tang Soso glared at them. "Not only is he good-looking, he's also a master of both the pen and the sword. Have you all forgotten the flawless technique he showed us during his demonstration lecture? Could there be a more perfect candidate?"

"……"

"If any of you have objections to my analysis, please say it now, hmph!" Snorting, Tang Soso then turned toward the twins in charge of the student council's discipline committee, the Azure Dragon Twins, and added, "Make a list of the students who gave low scores to Candidate Baek Suryong. They might be spies from another school."

"……"

"……"

The Azure Dragon Twins looked at Dokgo Jun with expressions like they were begging him to revoke Tang Soso's ridiculous orders.

Dokgo Jun placed a hand on his forehead and sighed, "Enough, Vice-President. You sound so serious about this that you're scaring me."

"President, you know that I'm always serious. Have you thought about how much we stand to lose if Mr. Baek Suryong went to another academy?"

"What...?"

Hell froze over once again as Tang Soso coldly said, "Do you really think I'm not being rational about this? With Mr. Baek's skills, he would be welcome at any of the Five Great Academies. The only reason he applied to the Azure Dragon Academy is because he doesn't have enough connections."

"That...."

"If the Vermilion Phoenix Academy, the White Tiger Academy, or the Black Tortoise Academy were to give him an offer, why would he choose us over them?"

"……" Dokgo Jun couldn't say anything in his defense. Tang Soso was right.

Although the Azure Dragon Academy was officially classified as one of the murim's Five Great Academies, it was in decline, having placed dead last in the annual Heavenly Martial Festival for ten consecutive years.


"Tsk tsk, it seems that the Azure Dragon Academy has fallen on hard times."

"Back then, we were top contenders for the Heavenly Martial Festival..."

"The quality of the students and teachers aren't what they used to be."



Every year, they would hear such gossip from the graduates who visited the academy, and this trend had already continued for more than a decade. As a result, many promising young talents and skilled instructors hesitated to choose the Azure Dragon Academy.

No one understood this fact better than the Student Council, and by bringing it up, Tang Soso had touched the dragon's reverse scale.[1]

"Contrary to what you seem to think, I am aware that this isn't the time to play around. That's why, if there is a good instructor, we have to hire them at any cost. After all, isn't our biggest goal to help the Azure Dragon Academy regain its former glory?"

Finally understanding Tang Soso's argument, the student council members nodded, and even Dokgo Jun looked at her in a new light. 

"Still, Vice-President, I think it's a bit much to make a list of people who give Mr. Baek bad scores. Why don't we wait and see what happens first? His duel hasn't even begun yet."

"...Fine," Tang Soso replied darkly.

There was a moment of silence as everyone was absorbed in their own thoughts until finally, Dokgo Jun looked back toward the stage.

"YAAAAAAH!"

There, an unknown new instructor candidate was fighting hard, but Dokgo Jun wasn't interested in him.

Is Baek Suryong the last one in line? His performance in the demonstration lecture was certainly remarkable. He drew a small circle and successfully withstood the attacks of ten students including Peng Sahyuk, Hyonwon Kang, and Tang Soso without moving out of it. Even if they weren't allowed to use their qi, that wasn't something an ordinary martial artist can do. No matter who his duel opponent is, he's already displayed enough skill to pass the exam.

Still, we're talking about the guy who taunted Namgung Su for injuring his friend. If Noh Goonsang hadn't interfered then, they would definitely have clashed. I wonder who the winner would have been?

Dokgo Jun tried to play out the hypothetical confrontation in his head, but it was beyond his skill level.

In any case, having more great teachers can't be a bad thing. With excellent education and hard work...our generation will definitely restore the academy's reputation!

GRIND.

Dokgo Jun gritted his teeth. His eldest brother, who was much older than him, his second brother, who was three years older, and his father were all graduates of the Azure Dragon Academy.

For generations, the Zhejiang Dokgo Clan had been proud to call themselves graduates of the Azure Dragon Academy. However, that pride had since turned to shame.

"You're going to the Azure Dragon Academy? Erm..."

"Why didn't you take the entrance exam for the Vermilion Phoenix Academy or the Black Tortoise Academy?"

"I heard that only kids who are not good enough for the other schools go there..."

Whenever he heard someone ridiculing the Azure Dragon Academy that his father and brothers were so proud of, Dokgo Jun would burn with rage. In the end, with his skills and talent, he could have chosen any other academy, but no, he chose the Azure Dragon Academy.

If they won't change themselves, I'll change them myself!

If they came in last again for the next two or three years, the Azure Dragon Academy would henceforth be excluded from the Heavenly Martial Festival.

This time will be different. I won't allow us to be last again!

While Dokgo Jun was renewing his resolve, the duel ended. The applicant he couldn't be bothered to remember the name of did his best, but realized the gap in skill between him and his opponent and declared his loss.

Noh Goonsang stepped onstage and smiled, saying, "It's time for the final duel of the day, and I think that many of you are very much looking forward to it, am I right?"

"Yes, we've been waiting all day for this!"

"Please hurry up and start already!"

Noh Goonsang chuckled at the students' impatience, then called out the names of the two people who would be competing in the final duel.

"Candidate Baek Suryong and Mr. Yang Yirak, please come on stage."

"Who?"

"Yang Yirak?"

There was a brief murmur from the audience as they objected to Noh Goonsang's choice of Yang Yirak over Namgung Su, but as soon as Baek Suryong entered the stage, there was silence.

TAP TAP.

Baek Suryong relaxed gait captured everyone's attention. When he reached the center of the stage, he turned to face the audience and said, "Greetings, I am Baek Suryong."

Several of the female students swooned and covered their mouths with their hands.

Meanwhile, no one paid attention to Yang Yirak, who climbed up the other side of the stage.

"Yang Yirak. Aren't you the popular one, huh?" Yang Yirak said, glaring daggers at Baek Suryong.

Everyone watching immediately knew that Yang Yirak wasn't interested in testing Baek Suryong's skills, he just wanted to destroy him completely.

RRRRIIIP!

Tearing off his robes, Yang Yirak showed off his muscle-filled body and smirked, "Since we're fellow external arts instructors, shall we put down our weapons and fight like real men?"

Fight like real men? What nonsense... Dokgo Jun thought. Yang Yirak was a ripped giant and one of the most renowned barehanded fighters in the murim. Baek Suryong, on the other hand, was an excellent swordsman. In essence, Yang Yirak was telling a swordsman that he should fight without a sword.

"Don't you dare fall for such a lowly provocation..." Dokgo Jun muttered.

Unfortunately, Baek Suryong did exactly what he feared.

"Very well, let's settle this with only our fists," Baek Suryong said, nodding in agreement.

Yang Yirak's expression immediately brightened. Baek Suryong had taken the bait!

"Hahaha, I wouldn't expect any less of a manly man! Good, good!"

"Can we start now?"

"Let's take our time and enjoy this. We're the last ones, after all..."

"Principal, may we begin?"

"...I think you're both ready, so go ahead."

"Oi! You…!" Yang Yirak growled, the veins on his neck popping out from the rage of Baek Suryong ignoring him and talking directly to Noh Goonsang. He flexed his muscles and stomped toward Baek Suryong, threatening, "Damn punk, I'll knock you off your high horse and show you who's boss..."

Suddenly, as he was talking, Baek Suryong disappeared.

"W-What? Where..."

Yang Yirak looked around in panic, only to hear Baek Suryong's voice from right behind him.

"You know, I was thinking. If my opponent turns out to be trash, then no matter how I win the duel, it won't leave much of an impression."

"Ugh..." Yang Yirak froze, unable to move. Baek Suryong's palm was resting on his back. He had the feeling that if he so much as twitched, the young man would instantly break his spine in half.

"So I'll just make it quick, okay?"

"W-Wait..."

"Ahh, don't worry so much. In my previous job, I would have killed or crippled you, but this is not the time or place for that."

"Phew..." Yang Yirak let out a sigh of relief.

However, Baek Suryong chuckled devilishly and whispered in Yang Yirak's ear, "Why do you look so relieved? I said I wouldn't kill you, but I didn't say I wouldn't beat you up."

"W-What...!"

BAAAAAAAAAAANG!!!!!

With a tremendous boom, Yang Yirak flew offstage and landed right in front of Namgung Su. He convulsed several times, and then went limp.

"...What's the meaning of this?" Namgung Su asked, eyes burning with unbridled fury as he glared at Baek Suryong. He knew that Baek Suryong was avenging what he did to Myeong Il'oh.

Baek Suryong shrugged and nonchalantly replied, "Why are you so surprised? As you can see, he's still alive, and he has a sturdy body, so none of his bones are broken. He might have a few torn muscles, but after a few months of rest, he'll be right as rain."

"A few months? Don't you know that Mr. Yang has an ongoing class..."

"Isn't it fine if I just replace him then?"

"……"

As the two men's eyes met, sparks flew.

Noh Goonsang stepped between them and shouted, "That's enough! Again, the two of you…!"

"There's something I want to say to everyone here." Baek Suryong spun around and looked at the audience. His gaze swept over the students in the stands before finally settling on Dokgo Jun. "As I made my way here, I heard all sorts of stuff about the Azure Dragon Academy."

"……" Dokgo Jun heart pounded. He felt like Baek Suryong's words were targeted at him.

"That it's not what it used to be. That it's in decline. That it should no longer be part of the Five Great Academies."

"……" Each and every one of the students fell silent.

Looking at the students, Baek Suryong clicked his tongue and said coldly, "How in the world are all of you quietly putting up with that bullshit?" 



Footnotes:

[1] Reverse Scale: A scale under a dragon's chin that grows in reverse and causes the dragon to enter a fit of rage when touched. Also refers to triggering someone and pissing them off.



Chapter 49: Declaration of War

"How in the world are all of you quietly putting up with that bullshit?" I said, then observed the students' reactions.

At first, they were all like: What the hell did I just hear? Only the student council president's face immediately contorted with anger. Was his name Dokgo Jun? That's a good reaction.

Eventually, though, the atmosphere heated up as the stunned students came to their senses.

"...What did he just say?"

"He asked us how we put up with that bullshit?"

"Hah, I can't believe it..."

"Does he think he's already hired?"

Many of the students went red with fury, and some were even emitting killing intent. In particular, the girls who had been blushing and winking at me went pale and stiff.

…I was actually relieved about that.

Still, the students shouldn't be the ones most enraged by my statement. I turned to look at the Azure Dragon Academy instructors.

With a puzzled face, Noh Goonsang asked, "What are you talking about?"

"I'm just telling you what I heard on the way here, and what I think about it."

"...Why did you say such a thing at this time and place?"

"For a reason."

I nodded firmly and was about to continue when a voice so icy that the very air froze interrupted, "Get down from there now, before I drag you down myself."

It was Namgung Su, and he was glaring at me with a murderous expression far worse than what he had shown Myeong Il'oh during their match.

"Why? Did I say something wrong?"

"It's not your place to judge the Azure Dragon Academy."

"……"

Out of all the people present, Namgung Su was probably the one most infuriated by what I had just said.

I quietly stared at him, the human held together by pride and competitive drive. For a moment, I thought I was looking at my past self. 

I smiled bitterly and said, "And who are you to say that?"

"...Are you trying to test the limits of my patience?"

"You won't be able to change anything if all you do is run away from reality."

"It's easy for those who know nothing to babble. We're all trying our hardest to keep the Azure Dragon Academy afloat here."

"Really? Because no one here looks like they're on a sinking ship."

"I'm not playing a word game with you..."

Suddenly, in a voice enhanced by qi, Noh Goonsang shouted, "THAT'S ENOUGH, BOTH OF YOU!"

The two of us immediately shut our mouths.

Noh Goonsang looked at me and said, "Candidate Baek Suryong, please finish what you were going to say."

"Principal!"

"Mr. Namgung, please stay silent for now. If I feel that Mr. Baek has crossed the line, I will deal with him myself."

I met Noh Goonsang's gaze. His eyes were not the same as those of the old man who had said, "I hope you will be a good teacher." They were those of a man who was both the principal of the Azure Dragon Academy and one of the world's greatest martial artists.

"If you have something to say, go ahead and say it. However, if your intention is to slander the Azure Dragon Academy and me... I will punish you personally."

ROAAAAAAR!

The terrifying aura Noh Goonsang emitted made the hairs on my body stand on end. He might kill me if I say the wrong thing… but that won't be happening, because everything is happening exactly as I planned.

"Thank you for giving me the opportunity to voice my opinion." I bowed politely to Noh Goonsang, then turned to face the students, most of whom were staring at me with displeasure.

Yeah, this is how it should be.

From now on, they would be evaluating and judging my every word.

"I know what I just said may have sounded offensive to some of you, but I'd like you to listen to me for a moment." 

I paused for a moment to let my words sink in, then mixed some qi into my voice and said, "Observing people is my specialty and hobby. Ever since I was a kid, I've been people watching for the sake of survival, and it's become a habit."

"...?" Confusion appeared on the faces of the students.

"I'm sure you're wondering why I said that out of the blue, right? You see, if you closely observe a person's demeanor and appearance, you can roughly estimate their martial arts prowess and even make a good guess about their personality, profession, and life experiences."

"Hah! So you weren't a martial arts instructor, but a fortune teller?" someone yelled, and a few snickers erupted. Sarcastic and mocking faces filled my field of vision.

Unperturbed, I continued, "On my way here from my hometown, I met quite a few people."

I looked around, searching for a certain person in the crowd. When I found him and our eyes met, Kwak Duyong's eyes widened in shock.

I gave him a toothy grin.

"Someone told me that the Vermilion Phoenix Academy was the best and dismissed the Azure Dragon Academy. He was confident that becoming an instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy was as easy as pie."

GULP.

Kwak Duyong gulped nervously and shook his head desperately, as if begging me to please not tell everyone that he was that person.

Smiling sheepishly, I looked away from Kwak Duyong and turned my attention to the other new instructor applicants around him.

"That wasn't the only incident. A student from a rich family invited me and many other prospective instructors to a party and... well, some of them acted like sycophants."

"...!!" The faces of the applicants who attended the party that day paled.

I glanced over them one by one and scolded, "Have you no self-respect? You are teachers, yet you ingratiate yourselves with a student and even pour him drinks."

"W-What..."

"Since when did we..."

Worried that I would drag them through the mud, the applicants' faces clouded over. A few of them even sent me death threats, pleas, and profanities through telepathy.

[You're not getting away with this!]

[Mr. Baek, as fellow teachers, let's not do this to each other...]

[Fucking son of a bitch, how dare you slander me!]

I brushed off most of them, but there was one person I couldn't ignore: Mae Geuklyom.

[Why are you bringing that up? We've already resolved that incident...]

[Don't worry, Grandpa. Please trust that I'm doing this for the good of the academy.]

My goal wasn't to tell the students how pathetic the new instructor applicants were or to expose their corruption.

"Enough about the instructors, now let's talk about you guys."

I surveyed the students in the audience. Most of them were strangers to me, but I recognized a few familiar faces.

Oh, that punk came, huh. I exchanged gazes with Hyonwon Kang, who was staring down at me from afar.

"By the way, not long after I arrived in Nanchang, I bumped into a very talented little punk. He was drunk and rowdy, and if the rumors I've heard are true, he's the current number one delinquent."

"Fuck...!" Hyonwon Kang cussed as all the students automatically glanced at him. It was immediately obvious who I was talking about, and no matter how brazen he was, there was no way he was okay with being called out as a delinquent in front of the whole school.

I grinned at the snarling boy and said boldly, "Even though I felt that this student had a tremendous amount of talent, he's wasting his life away like an old man who has nothing left to lose.

"Shut up! What do you know about me?!"

"Then if I ask nicely, will you tell me about yourself?"

"GO EAT SHIT!" Hyonwon Kang roared as he stomped out of the audience stands.

"Well, he's not the only talented kid I've seen here." I looked at Dokgo Jun, Tang Soso, and Peng Sahyuk in turn.

Feeling my gaze pause on him, Peng Sahyuk squirmed uncomfortably.

"There's also a student from a good family who invited prospective instructors to a party for no other reason than to display his dominance."

"……"

Peng Sahyuk was trying very hard to maintain a poker face, but I could see that his fists were tightly clenched.

"So I wondered, what would make a person do such a thing? Are some people just assholes from birth? Or does playing childish power games make them feel more adult...? Well, I don't think it's any of those things."

Realizing that he was now the new center of attention, Peng Sahyuk ground his teeth.

I clicked my tongue and continued, "Rather, I suspect it's because they have an inferiority complex."

"How dare you...!"

I ignored Peng Sahyuk's threat and turned back to the numerous students whose names I still didn't know.

"Contrary to what I've heard, however, the Azure Dragon Academy that I'm seeing now is no trash heap, but a pile of unpolished jewels."

"……" The students' faces softened with hopeful anticipation, even though there was still some unhappiness left.

They seem taken aback by my sudden compliment, but they won't like hearing what I have to say next. Regardless, this is something I need to tell them.

"Do you know what you all have in common?" I smiled wryly, then sharpened my tone and continued, "All of you suffer from an inferiority complex. You're so discouraged by the fact that your school is last among the Five Great Academies that you've lost the will to improve yourselves."

The student's hopeful looks shattered in an instant.

"You can't change reality, so you get drunk, bully your instructors, and dream that you're too good to be in this shitty school. You make excuses every day and fool yourselves into thinking that you're better than you really are."

CRASH!

With an earth-shattering boom, Dokgo Jun, the student council president, jumped to his feet and shouted, "You're wrong! This year will be different from the previous ones. We're ready to work to the death, and we'll show you the results of our efforts!"

Oh? I like this kid's ambition and boldness, but unfortunately, guts alone aren't enough to produce results.

"What is the Student Council aiming to achieve this year?" I asked.

"To perform better than we did last year in the Heavenly Martial Festival."

"How much better?"

"Uhm..." Dokgo Jun hesitated.

Tang Soso answered on his behalf, "We're aiming to beat the White Tiger Academy."

Wait, didn't the White Tiger Academy get fourth place at last year's Heavenly Martial Festival? What kind of a goal is "I don't want to be last place"?

I let out a deep sigh.

"...Why are you sighing? You don't think we can do it?" Tang Soso bit her lip so hard that it bled.

I looked at her, Dokgo Jun and the other student council members. Look how anxious they are. Even they don't believe they can achieve the goal they have set for themselves.

I then turned to observe the other students. From the moment they had heard the words " Heavenly Martial Festival", most of the students' faces had clouded over.

How much of a gap is there between us and the other academies for them to be like this?

Ever since arriving in this city, I heard a lot of people discussing the Heavenly Martial Festival.


"Damn it, we've been dead last for ten years in a row now..."

"The student council said that this year would be different."

"They say that every year. If it was ever going to happen, it would have happened by now. Besides, it's not the fact that we came in last that hurts most. It's that we received so few points that the fourth place school had double our score."

"But we have Dokgo Jun this time..."



Since I hadn't seen it with my own eyes, I didn't know the extent of the gap between the Azure Dragon Academy and the other schools. However, it was clear to me that the very mention of the event terrified the students.

Looking at the frightened and intimidated faces in the audience, I said in a gentle tone, "Everyone, I'm here at the Azure Dragon Academy today to become a Star Instructor."

The instructors and students stared at me in disbelief.

"Honestly, I don't think it's that difficult."

My words were met with snorts and sneers, but I was undaunted.

"But then, someone said to me, 'I think you'll eventually become a Star Instructor, but before that, I want you to be a good teacher.'"

"……"

Ever since he said it, I couldn't get Noh Goonsang's words out of my head, and every time I thought about what he said, I remembered the faces of my former trainees.

"Thanks to that person, I spent all of last night thinking about what it means to be a good teacher. It's definitely harder than being a Star Instructor. You see, all a Star Instructor needs to do is train a lot of martial masters, but to do that, one can't exactly be a good teacher..."

If I taught these kids the same way I used to in the Blood Cult, it wouldn't be long before I was promoted to Star Instructor, but that would mean repeating the mistakes of the past.

"As such, I've decided to change my goal. I'm going to become both a Star Instructor and a good teacher."

I smiled at the students. If all went well, we would get to know each other as we learned from each other and hung out together.

"So..."

I wonder what these guys would think of me a year from now?

"First, let me help you get rid of your inferiority complexes. Then, at this year's Heavenly Martial Festival, I will lead the Azure Dragon Academy to victory," I declared casually but sincerely.


Chapter 50: The Aftermath

"Hyung-nim, have you really gone crazy?"

"You gave me the shock of my life."

As soon as I got off the stage, Ak Yeonho used his foot technique to launch himself at me, arms stretched out like he wanted to grab me by the throat and shake me.

WHOOSH!

Unfortunately, I failed to dodge on time, so his face ended up shoved right in front of mine. "How could you make a promise you can't keep like winning the Heavenly Martial Festival?" he said in a heartbreaking tone.

"Why can't I keep it? I meant what I said."

Ak Yeonho's jaw dropped so far, it looked like a whole melon could fit inside.

No, I'm not kidding.

"Oh no, you've really gone mad..."

"By the way, has your diarrhea gotten better?"

"I was about to take a dump, but when I heard your declaration all the poop went back upwards."

"That's good," I said, joking around with Ak Yeonho even as I walked away from the stage.

Suddenly, I saw Jaegal Soyeong running towards us with an indescribable expression on her face. If I absolutely had to describe it though, it would be as if she had just found an interesting person, but this person was so interesting that he was insane, and she was not sure if it was wise to talk to this lunatic.

"...You're going to lead the Azure Dragon Academy to victory in the Heavenly Martial Festival? Are you serious?" After a brief pause, Jaegal Soyeong's curiosity finally won out.

"Oh right, weren't you a graduate of the Heavenly Martial Academy? Do you mind if I ask you some questions later?"

"I'm fine with telling you anything you want to know about the Heavenly Martial Academy... but you'll regret it."

"Why?"

"...Because it's flat out impossible for the Azure Dragon Academy to win the Heavenly Martial Festival," Jaegal Soyeong declared as if she were stating an immutable fact.

I shrugged and replied, "How could you say something is impossible when you haven't even tried?"

"Hyung-nim, have you looked around you?" Ak Yeonho suddenly interrupted.

I did as he suggested, only to realize that countless eyes were focused on the three of us, or more precisely, on me.

"What did he just say?"

"Winning the Heavenly Martial Festival?"

"So he was just a lunatic in the end..."

The faces of the students were a mixture of bewilderment, mockery, and anger.

'He's a lunatic...' Back in the Blood Cult, I also heard this phrase a lot. However, after several months of training, most of the trainees called me something else: Mad dog.

...This time, things were different though. In this life, I was determined to be a Star Instructor and a good teacher, not a demonic instructor of the Blood Cult.

"All the instructors are glaring at us too."

"Because I made a proclamation that none of them dared dream of."

Namgung Su in particular was glaring at me like he had met his father's murderer on a secluded wooden bridge.

I glared right back at him, trying my best to convey a 'What, you want a fight?' look with my eyes.

Noh Goonsang casually stepped between us and said, "You..."

"Principal, I don't think it's easy to be a good teacher."

"Hoho, is this your answer to my question?" Noh Goonsang placed his hands behind his back and looked at the students in the audience with a hint of sadness in his eyes. "...The Azure Dragon Academy has been ranked last in the Heavenly Martial Festival for the past ten years. Do you know that?" he asked.

"Yes."

"And yet you declare that you'll lead them to victory this year. Isn't it only natural to think that you're making an absurd joke?"

"So what, you want me to take my words back?"

"...Will you?"

I grinned. "Of course not, I said what I meant and I meant what I said."

Noh Goonsang chuckled at my cheeky reply, but then turned serious as he said, "Even if you meant what you said, it might not have gotten you a good grade in the student evaluations. For most of the students, the mere mention of the Heavenly Martial Festival is taboo."

"I guess so." Considering the hostility and anger I could feel in the eyes of the students, he was right. Still, although it was true that I had turned most of the teachers and students against me today, I don't regret it.

I already knew this was coming.

"What are you going to do if you fail the exam?"

"I'm sure you've heard this before, but I'm going to open the White Dragon Academy across the street. In ten years, my students will beat the crap out of the Azure Dragon Academy kids."

"Oh dear, I guess I'll have to factor that into your assessment."

"I would be very grateful if you did that."

"Principal, it's time for your closing speech," Vice-Principal Kwak Cheolwoo suddenly interjected.

"...Oh, what a bother. I have to go now, see you later."

"See you."

My duel was the last one before the closing ceremony, but unsurprisingly, none of the students were interested in it. Their attention was mostly on me, and they kept chattering amongst themselves.

"Kids! Pay attention!" Headmaster Mae Geuklyom shouted, but this time, not even he could quiet the unruly students.

"Hyung-nim, all these stares are stressing me out."

"Get used to it. You'll have to deal with it often in the future. By the way, if we both fail, you should teach at my White Dragon Academy."

"Why can't you be the only one who fails? You failing has nothing to do with me!"

"Tsk tsk, please say something that makes sense."

After the closing ceremony, I walked out of the Azure Dragon Academy with Ak Yeonho, who was somehow more concerned about the exam than me.

"The results won't be out for a few days, so let's go grab a drink. Want to join us, Miss Jaegal?" Noticing that Jaegal Soyeong was nearby, I invited her out of politeness while thinking that there was no way she would accept.

She hesitated for a moment, squeezed her book tightly in her arms, then nodded, saying, "...Okay, though I'm not much of a drinker."

The exhaustion on Ak Yeonho's face disappeared in an instant. He smiled coyly and said, "I've researched all the best restaurants around here. Is there anything you'd like to try, Miss Jaegal?"

"Uhm... I'm fine with anything," Jaegal Soyeong replied, clearly uncomfortable with the shameless flirting.

Poor Yeonho, rejected once again.

"Ah, but what about Il'oh?" I asked, suddenly realizing that a certain someone wasn't here.

Ak Yeonho waved his hand and said dismissively, "Sick people need rest. Let's not disturb him and go drinking by ourselves!"

"Shouldn't we at least visit him before we go...?"

"I've already visited him today. Is there any point going there again? Besides, if we delay any longer, we might not be able to get a table at the restaurant."

"Makes sense," I agreed.

Having come to an understanding, we made a beeline for the restaurant and stopped thinking about Myeong Il'oh.
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A few days after the duel exam, during the quiet time after the lunch time rush-hour, the owner and the waiter of the Hidden Dragon Restaurant (潛龍飯店), a popular restaurant located in front of the main entrance of Azure Dragon Academy that served large portions at a cheap price, were enjoying a late lunch and gossiping about recent events.

"Hey, did you hear? There's a lunatic among the new instructor applicants this year."

"Are you referring to the madman who said that he was going to lead the Azure Dragon Academy to victory in the Heavenly Martial Festival?"

"Forget winning, we'll be lucky if we don't finish last again this year."

"Yeah, but we only got half as many points as the forth place White Tiger Academy last year."

"That seriously sucked. Even though our seniors kept insisting that it was going to be different, they came back looking like shit that got rained on and... well, some of them even cried in public?"

"Oh, I remember that. They were so arrogant back here, but the moment they left, they were completely and utterly destroyed."

"Right?"

Even though most of their business came from Azure Dragon Academy students, the two men did not feel guilty about insulting them behind their backs.

"So, the lunatic's been rejected?" the waiter asked, slurping his noodles.

"The results come out tomorrow, so I don't know yet…but there's no way they'll hire such a braggart."

"Well, you never know, maybe they'll treat it as a wild gamble and do it anyway."

"Tsk tsk, if they really hire him, then the Azure Dragon Academy is truly nearing its end."

The restaurant owner finished his meal, pulled out a pipe from his pocket, lit it and blew out a long puff of smoke.

The waiter looked at him and said, "But what if, just what if he said that because he's confident in his teaching skills?"

"People will say anything to get a job, especially since Azure Dragon Academy instructors are quite well-paid... and the kids there aren't very motivated, so it doesn't matter if they teach well or not."

"Speaking of pay, Boss..."

"Ahh… I want to make easy money too." The owner of the Hidden Dragon Restaurant blew a long puff of smoke toward the ceiling and avoided his employee's gaze.

"Boss..." Suddenly, the waiter's face paled.

"Honestly, that Azure Dragon Academy, I wonder how many more years it will last. Sooner or later, I'll have to give up the restaurant and find something else to do... Hmm? What's with you? What, look behind me?"

The waiter desperately tried to convey 'Behind you! Behind you!' with his eyes to his boss, but by the time the owner realized it, it was too late.

"I seem to have come here at a most inopportune time."

"Hic!" The restaurant owner hastily extinguished his pipe, jumped to his feet like he had been struck by a lightning bolt, and looked behind him.

Standing there were several of his regulars, who also happened to be the student council members. When his eyes met Dokgo Jun's cold expression, cold sweat broke out on his forehead. "A-Ah, my dear student council members... when did you arrive?" he stuttered.

"We came in just in time to hear you say that we were unmotivated kids so it didn't matter if we were taught well or not."

Fuck! The restaurant owner immediately bent in half at the waist and began to apologize, "I made a mistake, I've been drinking since noon and wasn't in my right mind... As a way of apologizing, your meals are all on the house today!"

"Do we look like beggars to you?"

"T-That's not what I meant..."

Dokgo Jun clicked his tongue. In the past, he would have just walked out at this point, but the same thing was happening everywhere now and it made no difference.

"Can we sit on the second floor?"

"Of course, of course! Waiter, what are you waiting for? Hurry up and show our honored guests to their table!"

"Yes!"

The waiter quickly scurried up to the second floor and wiped a table with a dishcloth, while the restaurant owner went into the kitchen, cleaned off his sweat, and started cooking.

"Baek Suryong, Baek Suryong, Baek Suryong. No matter where I go these days, he's always the main topic of conversation." Sitting down, Dokgo Jun let out a low sigh. 

The student council members sat around him. The new instructor exam had ended a few days ago, and the final results would be announced tomorrow.

"It was such a shocking declaration of war that it's no wonder the whole city is talking about it."

Everyone nodded in agreement even as the waiter carefully and quietly served their food, trying his best to diminish his presence.

"He actually said that he'd lead us to victory the Heavenly Martial Festival..."

"The rumors have probably spread to the other academies by now."

"Hah..."

The student council members sighed. Ever since Baek Suryong had dropped the bombshell that he was going to lead the Azure Dragon Academy to victory in the Heavenly Martial Festival, the student council was placed in an awkward position.

"If he's going to promise us something, he should at least have made a promise that he can keep. Victory, my ass…"

"He'll definitely lose points in the student evaluation for making such a bold statement..."

"He shouldn't have been so provocative. Even us of the student council are being criticized now."

For a new instructor who hadn't even gotten hired yet, winning the Heavenly Martial Festival was a far-fetched goal. However, it was similar enough to the student council's goal of not placing last that it was affecting them, too. Some students were already mocking the student council by comparing them to Baek Suryong...

Suddenly, Dokgo Jun said, "I don't think we can win the Heavenly Martial Festival."

"……" The atmosphere became somber.

Dokgo Jun ignored them, stared blankly out the window and continued, "...This is my third year participating in it."

Dokgo Jun, who was said to be the greatest genius of a century, had participated in the Heavenly Martial Festival as a representative of the Azure Dragon Academy since his freshman year.

Three times.

The result: an overwhelming last place every year.

I've always felt the gap between us and the other four schools, and I've witnessed many seniors give up hope in front of that unscalable wall. Winning the Heavenly Martial Festival? Even I think that goal is too idealistic. The other three academies are one thing, but... overcoming the Heavenly Martial Academy is impossible.

If the Azure Dragon Academy was the eternal loser, then the eternal champion was the Heavenly Martial Academy. It was the elite school among elite schools where only the chosen geniuses could enter after much hard work, and simply being born into a good family wasn't enough.

Just entering the school was the ultimate goal of all those born in the orthodox sects.

The world's best martial arts school, the Heavenly Martial Academy.

Recalling the geniuses he'd met at the Festival, Dokgo Jun clenched his fists. The disrespect and humiliation he had suffered then was still fresh in his mind.

He looked at his comrades with slightly bloodshot eyes. "I'm sure you feel the same way I do. As long as the Heavenly Martial Academy exists, it's impossible for another school to win the Heavenly Martial Festival. Even if the other four schools join forces... it won't be easy."

The few first years in the Student Council looked disbelieving, but the second and third years who had experienced the Heavenly Martial Festival firsthand nodded gloomily.

"But…" Despite knowing that it was impossible, Dokgo Jun couldn't get Baek Suryong's bold statement out of his mind.


"First, let me help you get rid of your inferiority complexes. Then, at this year's Heavenly Martial Festival, I will lead the Azure Dragon Academy to victory."



Baek Suryong had proclaimed that line out loud with a confidence that bordered on arrogance, as if he could do anything he wanted as long as he set his mind to it.

Who else in the Azure Dragon Academy dared say such a thing with zero hesitation? Certainly not him, not the Principal, not the Headmaster, and not Namgung Su, the academy's one and only Star Instructor.

He can only say that because he doesn't know anything, because he hasn't watched the Heavenly Martial Festival with his own eyes. It's just the typical overconfidence of a newbie instructor. Still…

Do we have anything left to lose? If there is a time for insanity, isn't it now?

"For better or worse, from that day on, there is an energy in the school that has never been there before…"

"...Never before have so many people talked about the Heavenly Martial Festival, because it was a taboo subject," Vice-President Tang Soso finished Dokgo Jun's line for him, and everyone in the student council nodded in agreement.

If this is what Baek Suryong intended... Wait. No way. No. Fucking. Way.

Dokgo Jun shook his head and turned to Tang Soso. "Vice-President, have you delivered the student council's new instructor evaluation sheets to the academy?"

"Not yet, sir. Today is the deadline for submission."

"Then..."

Tang Soso smiled, as if she knew what Dokgo Jun was going to say.

"Formally announce that the student council strongly recommends Baek Suryong's candidacy, and that we will make up for any shortfall in the student evaluation score."

"Yes! Word-for-word."

"...Please don't add any of your own nonsense."

"Ohoho, don't worry, I've already got you covered."

Tang Soso's innocent smile gave Dokgo Jun a bad feeling, but he didn't say anything more.

"Now let's eat."

After militantly finishing his meal, Dokgo Jun stood up from his seat. It was time for afternoon training, and if he was going to prepare for the Heavenly Martial Festival while fulfilling his duties as Student Council President, he couldn't waste any time.

"Vice-President, make sure you pay for all the food we ate and... find us a different place to eat next time."

Tang Soso nodded. "Naturally, especially since this place is probably going to go out of business soon."

"The food doesn't taste very good."

"And the owner and waiter are unfriendly."

"We'll have to make sure no students patronize it in the future."

"Of course."

It was only during times like this that the two proud youngsters got along well.

After that day, the number of customers gradually decreased and the Hidden Dragon Restaurant eventually closed down. It was then bought over by a merchant named Heo Cheon, who renamed and reopened it as the White Dragon Inn.


Chapter 51: Exam Results

"What we are most anticipating is the enhancement of girls' motivation and focus during lessons... Heehee, it seems the Student Council has taken quite a liking to Baek Suryong," Noh Goonsang chuckled, gazing down at the small notebook in his hand. Within its pages lay an extensive list of advantages the Azure Dragon Academy stood to gain by hiring Baek Suryong as a new instructor. 

Unsurprisingly, the author was none other than Tang Soso.

But where there were ardent supporters, there was also fierce opposition. 

"I'm against it. Winning the Heavenly Martial Festival! If we accept such a braggart as a new instructor, our entire academy will become a laughingstock," Vice Principal Kwak Cheolwoo declared with unwavering determination, crossing his arms firmly and locking gazes with Noh Goonsang as if indicating that he wouldn't yield this time, not even to the Principal. 

Noh Goonsang sighed, "Vice Principal, even you think it's impossible for us to win the Heavenly Martial Festival?"

"Whether it's the level of the students, the quality of the training, the differences in the training conditions, the budget constraints, the instructors' competence... Never mind the Heavenly Martial Academy, we lag behind the other four academies in every aspect."

"That's quite sobering."

"I'm just stating facts." Kwak Cheolwoo's expression soured. He didn't like admitting that the Azure Dragon Academy wasn't up to par, but sometimes one had to face reality. "The Azure Dragon Academy's reputation has already hit rock-bottom. We can't afford to hire a braggart and invite further mockery."

"Vice Principal..."

"Principal, I won't make any concessions this time," Kwak Cheolwoo said sternly, showing his resolve. "We will select the final candidates based on their combined interview and practical examination scores. While applicant Baek Suryong's grades are commendable, they are not enough to place him among the top five."

"……" Baek Suryong's abilities were beyond doubt, but his statements about winning the Heavenly Martial Festival had divided both instructors and students in a way that Noh Goonsang found disheartening. 

"Even with the Student Council's endorsement?" he asked.

"Yes, because the Club Union has expressed concerns that selecting Mr. Baek Suryong as a new instructor could lead to conflicts on campus." Kwak Cheolwoo waved a piece of paper before Noh Goonsang.

Noh Goonsang read the contents of the paper and furrowed his brow. "Isn't Peng Sahyuk the Club Union President? I heard that he was humiliated by Candidate Baek Suryong not too long ago. This looks like a personal attack..."

"Mr. Principal." Kwak Cheolwoo rose from his seat, his expression grave. "Not long ago, it was you who advised me not to let personal sentiments interfere with a fair assessment. Have you forgotten?"

Indeed, Noh Goonsang had used that as an excuse to dissuade Kwak Cheolwoo from beating up his own nephew on stage in front of an audience. 

He's so unyielding... What do I do now? 

Noh Goonsang surveyed the other instructors hopefully, but most of them nodded in agreement with the Vice Principal.

Kwak Cheolwoo continued his offensive. "Out of a hundred applicants, we can only select five. If we disregard fairness and choose candidates favored by the Principal, rejected applicants may later suspect that our academy's admission criteria lacks transparency."

"I agree with the Vice Principal."

"Yes, we must judge all candidates fairly."

"I agree too…"

Kwak Cheolwoo smiled. He might be weaker than Noh Goonsang in martial arts, but when it came to influence and decisiveness, there was no competition.

Noh Goonsang sighed again. The vice principal was right. Noh Goonsang had grown fond of Baek Suryong and had unintentionally helped him on many occasions. Supporting him further was crossing a line.

Losing someone who could potentially restore the academy's reputation is regrettable, but perhaps this is fate, he thought.

"Sigh, al-" Noh Goonsang began, but before he could finish his line, he was interrupted.

"All new instructors have to go through a three-month probationary period, during which they are not paid very much."

"Who said that... Mr. Namgung?" Kwak Cheolwoo turned toward the speaker, only to see an expressionless Namgung Su.

Namgung Su continued, "I don't see why we have to limit ourselves to only five candidates."

"What are you suggesting..."

"This year, there are many capable instructor candidates. It might be better to choose a few more and observe them for a while. If they don't meet our expectations, we can simply terminate their contracts after three months."

"No, Mr. Namgung..." Kwak Cheolwoo wavered. Namgung Su was the Azure Dragon Academy's one and only Star Instructor, and the only person whose words he heeded. He wants us to increase our hiring quota? Does that mean that he's also supporting Baek Suryong?

It was just Kwak Cheolwoo, all the other instructors present were also taken aback.

"Oh my! That's a great idea! In that case, why don't we select ten people instead this year?" Noh Goonsang said, slapping his knee in gleeful realization. 

To make matters worse, Mae Geuklyom, who had remained silent throughout the meeting, joined the conversation. "If the budget is tight, I can contribute."

Kwak Cheolwoo argued, "But that's ten people! Our budget…"

"If we still don't have enough money, you can deduct it from my salary, " Namgung Su offered.

"N-No, there's no reason for you to use your own money, Mr. Namgung…" Kwak Cheolwoo stuttered, panicking.

"I don't mind you deducting a portion of my salary, either."

"H-Headmaster?"

"We are currently short on staff, and we are about to admit a large number of new students. I'm not getting any younger, and handling all the work alone is quite exhausting," Mae Geuklyom explained. 

No one believed him, but no one dared to argue with him either. Mae Geuklyom didn't talk much, but his influence exceeded that of anyone present. 

"Hahaha! The Headmaster is right. The more hands we have, the better. It appears our Azure Dragon Academy is going to be very busy this year."

Noh Goonsang, Namgung Su, and Mae Geuklyom. For these three individuals, who rarely saw eye to eye, to be in agreement was so rare that Kwak Cheolwoo was on the brink of tears. 

"Does anyone oppose this?" he asked, glancing around at the other instructors even as his last hopes dwindled away. 

"…Very well, if you all concur, then I will comply."

In the end, because of one irregular applicant, it was decided that the number of new instructors would be increased from five to ten.

"As is tradition, we will post a notice with the results at the main gate," Noh Goonsang said as he wrote down the names of the ten successful applicants, ordered by their exam scores, and displayed the list for everyone to see. "I will announce them as listed. Any objections?"

"No," Namgung Su replied immediately. 

Noh Goonsang looked at him worriedly, wondering if he had more to say. Don't tell me he's looking for trouble now...

Namgung Su reached out and pointed to a name on the list. To no one's surprise, it was Baek Suryong.

"Since you are so confident, why don't you entrust him with a class?"

"A class...for a new instructor?" Noh Goonsang asked nervously.

Namgung Su grinned faintly and said, "Don't we have a really small class that even a new instructor can manage?"

"No way..."

"I propose that our new instructor, Mr. Baek Suryong, be assigned to the Remedial Class."
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The following day, the final list of new instructors was posted at the main gate of Azure Dragon Academy.
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"I got in..."

"Hyung-nim, we all passed!"

"……"

As Myeong Il'oh and Ak Yeonho embraced me from both sides and bounced up and down in joy, I, sandwiched between them, couldn't share in their happiness at all. 

"Hyung-nim...?" The two boys noticed my expression and lowered their arms gently.

"Are you disappointed because you didn't get a high score?" Ak Yeonho asked.

I shook my head. "I don't care about the ranking. It's not like getting a higher rank means a better pay."

Whether I was first or last didn't matter, my goal of gaining admission to Azure Dragon Academy had been achieved. What troubled me was the line scrawled at the bottom of the page.

<In addition, Mr. Baek Suryong has been assigned as homeroom teacher for the Remedial Class.>

"What is the Remedial Class?"

The two boys, who had been rejoicing at their acceptance, finally noticed the extra line and widened their eyes. 

"The Remedial Class? Uhm, how should I say this…"

"I've heard about it, but..."

"It's essentially a class for students who need extra help," a female student answered, walking toward us. It was Tang Soso. "Congratulations to the three of you for passing the exam," she added.

"Thank you!"

"Oh my, as a teacher, you don't have to be so polite to me now, Mr. Baek," Tang Soso said, cooly flipping her hair behind her ear.

"Uhh… yeah… Anyway, can you tell me more about the Remedial Class?"

"Regardless of their year, those who have bad grades are placed in the Remedial Class."

No wonder they hired me so easily… Does this academy have a tradition of new employee hazing?

I sighed and clarified, "So does that mean that the students in the Remedial Class are the weakest in the Azure Dragon Academy?"

Tang Soso shook her head with a somewhat ambiguous expression. "Actually, it's not their skills that are the issue... The Remedial Class is more like a gathering place for problem students."

"Problem students?"

"Individuals like Hyonwon Kang, for example."

My eyes lit up at the mention of Hyonwon Kang. Oh? Looks like it's somewhat different from what I initially thought?

Looking a tad frustrated, Tang Soso continued, "Well, the students in the Remedial Class are known for skipping classes often. If they're not even attending regular classes, why would they show up for homeroom? It's the worst class for a new teacher on probation!"

Maybe something like that would bother someone else, but not me. Little punks playing hooky? Hah, all I have to do is make sure they come to class.

"Soso, didn't you mention earlier that the Remedial Class is open to students of all grades?"

"What? Oh, yes. Nobody opts for it willingly, but..."

"Does that mean that freshmen and seniors can be in the same class? And I'll be in charge of all of them?"

"That's right... but why do you look so pleased about it?"

Oh dear, can she tell that I like challenges? I suppressed a smirk and smiled gently instead. "I'm just excited about the prospect of meeting new students."

Tang Soso flushed red and clapped her hands over her mouth. Her eyes widened abruptly as she squealed, "A-Are you thinking about inappropriate relationships? I'll file a complaint through the Student Council..."

"No, I'm not talking about that stuff. Please don't file a complaint to the Headmaster."

"Then what do you mean?"

"The Remedial Class... I think I'll enjoy teaching them."

It was no secret who had orchestrated my appointment to the Remedial Class. It could only be Namgung Su. 

Too bad, the end result is going to be the complete opposite of what you're hoping for, bastard.

In my mind, I already had a rough plan for securing victory in the Heavenly Martial Festival.


Chapter 52: The First Day of Work (1)

"…And with that, let's give a warm welcome to our new instructors," Noh Goonsang concluded his lengthy welcome ceremony speech. 

The audience erupted in applause as the ten new instructors, including myself, took the stage, the sound of clapping hands echoing throughout the auditorium filled with hundreds of students and existing instructors.

Jaegal Soyeong, the valedictorian, stepped forward. With a polite bow, she thanked everyone, and we all followed suit, expressing our gratitude.

Noh Goonsang smiled. It must have been heartening for him to see that we, the new instructors, felt a sense of pride for becoming a part of the Azure Dragon Academy.

"Now, just one more thing... a piece of advice..." Noh Goonsang continued speaking, but my attention was slipping away.

I suppressed a yawn and muttered, "What's taking so long? Isn't this all just a formality?"

My annoyance must have shown on my face because Ak Yeonho poked me in the side and whispered, "Hyung-nim, control your expression. The students are watching."

I rolled my eyes and let out a huge yawn. "I'm constantly being stared at anyway. Why bother?"

Suddenly, I saw Namgung Su, who was standing in front of me, raise an eyebrow in irritation.

...Oh, I finally found something fun to do: Piss off Namgung Su. Yay! Entertain me some more!

Myeong Il'oh chimed in, "Hang in there, Hyung-nim. Compared to the other academies, the Azure Dragon Academy already keeps the welcome ceremony short."

I looked at Myeong Il'oh, who was all dressed up with nicely oiled hair, and shook my head gloomily. "Sigh, typical orthodox faction. They love their ceremonies," I grumbled.

"Why are you talking like you're not part of the orthodox?" Myeong Il'oh teased.

"What are you implying!? Of course, I'm from the orthodox! Born and bred in it," I replied with a smirk. Well, I was a member of the Blood Cult in my previous life, but that didn't count.

As we chatted away, the ceremony finally wrapped up, and the students were dismissed. Ten of the senior instructors then approached us. Due to the sheer size and disorganized construction of the Azure Dragon Academy campus, losing one's way was a real risk if one didn't have a clue where they were headed. Because of that, it was customary for senior instructors to team up with the newcomers during the first month to help them settle into the academy.

"Miss Jaegal Soyeong," Namgung Su said with his usual cold expression.

"Yes?" Jaegal Soyeong stood up straight and attentive.

"You'll be working with me from now on. Pack your things and follow me."

"Sure thing! I got it!" Jaegal Soyeong replied eagerly as she picked up the large book she had placed to the side and hugged it tightly.

Oof, she's in for some hard work, I thought, and from the sympathetic expression on the other new instructors' faces, it seemed like they shared my sentiment.

After Jaegal Soyeong, the next one called up was Ak Yeonho, who had surprisingly ranked second in the exam.

"Mr. Ak Yeonho."

"Yes!"

"You will be joining me," a middle-aged man with a soldier-like appearance and a square jaw said. It was clear that he was one of the top instructors after Namgung Su.

"Mr. Jin Euihyeop?" 

"Present!"

"Miss Seol Suyeon."

"Here!"

"Mr. Myeong Il'oh!" 

"Me! Me!"

I'd heard that the senior instructors were typically chosen based on matching specialties, but it seems like that's just bullshit. They're picking based on grades.

Finally, only I, Kwak Duyong and two instructors were left. My palms broke out in sweat, and I couldn't help but wonder if this was really happening.

"It can't be..." I murmured, my heart pounding as I gulped and exchanged an uneasy look with Kwak Duyong. What were the chances of such a thing happening randomly? Zero. It was obvious that this academy was putting us through a nerve-wracking ordeal on purpose.

"Mr. Kwak Duyong," Vice Principal Kwak Cheolwoo said.

"Y-Yes, sir?" Kwak Duyong stammered in reply.

Kwak Cheolwoo's looked at his nephew with a complicated expression, hesitated for a moment, then said, "You'll be coming with me."

Kwak Duyong left with a dejected look, and I was left alone, dreading what was about to happen. There was only one senior instructor left.

"No..." I muttered under my breath, my expression sour.

Yes, the last instructor was none other than my maternal grandfather Mae Geuklyom, the Headmaster of the Azure Dragon Academy.

Mae Geuklyom raised an eyebrow. "Is there a problem?"

"Uh, no, not at all. I'm just so thrilled that I can't control my facial expressions, haha…" I replied with a nervous laugh.

Mae Geuklyom clicked his tongue and broke into a brisk walk, while I followed close behind him.

Looks like I've been assigned to work with the Headmaster for the next month. Damn it, I'd rather have gone with Namgung Su!
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"Starting today, you are a member of the Discipline Committee."

"......"

"All instructors should know their way around the academy, but members of the Discipline Committee should be especially familiar with every nook and cranny. Do you know why?"

"So we don't get lost on our way to class?" I hazarded a guess.

Mae Geuklyom sighed disappointedly and shot me a cold, piercing look, like a predator assessing its prey. "That's obvious. The real reason we need to be aware of every dark corner and hiding spot is because there are students who smoke, drink, and/or engage in improper relationships in those places."

My jaw dropped. "Isn't that unrelated to teaching?"

Is he a disciplinary enforcer or a teacher!?

Mae Geuklyom straightened his posture and looked straight at me. "Teaching martial arts is not the only duty of an instructor. Ensuring that your students stay on the right path and redirecting them if they stray away is equally important. Tell me, why did you choose to come to Azure Dragon Academy?"

"To become a Star Instructor," I replied.

"And?"

"…Because I want to be a good teacher."

Mae Geuklyom nodded in approval. "It is my belief that a good teacher guides their students on the right path and corrects them when they go astray."

Wow, those words hit differently when they came from someone who has spent decades teaching.

"That's why I specifically requested that you be assigned to the Discipline Committee."

"...What?" I was taken aback.

Mae Geuklyom sighed and gave me a stern look. "Don't argue and follow me. It will be faster if I show you."

And so, I spent my entire day being led around by Mae Geuklyom and forced to memorize not only the layout of the Azure Dragon Academy, but also every little nook and cranny of it.

"This is the Movement Arts Training Center, where we've built various mock environments for movement arts practice. See that trap hidden over there?"

"Yes," I replied obediently.

"People often hide in traps like that to smoke. Keep your eyes peeled for them."

"......"

"This is the Student Council building. Don't let your guard down just because it's the Student Council. They've abused their positions to sneak alcohol into the academy before."

"......"

"This is the Club Union building. It's a hotspot for illicit activities, and most secret rendezvous happen here. If you catch anyone in the act..."

"Yes…?"

"You should administer physical punishment on the spot."

"......"

"That's the Seclusion Training Wing. It's usually used by senior students for meditation or seclusion training. Occasionally, some students will attempt to sneak drugs or alcohol inside. If they're caught, their punishment is doubling their time in isolation."

"......"

This man is absolutely ruthless! Completely merciless! Utterly heartless!

By the time we completed our tour of the Academy, it was already dusk.

"It's dinner time."

We headed to the cafeteria and sat right smack in the middle. No one dared to approach us, and even the other instructors kept their distance.

"Any questions about what we went through today?" Mae Geuklyom asked, maintaining his stern posture and piercing gaze even at the dinner table.

I knew he wouldn't take no for an answer, so I thought for a moment before responding, "I need some time to digest it all, but I'll ask you when I think of something."

"Make sure you remember to do so."

As we ate, I reflected on the day's events. After spending the entire day together, I felt like I had gotten to know Mae Geuklyom a little better. Despite his icy exterior, which gave the impression that you could stab him and he wouldn't spill a drop of blood, the old man turned out to be quite thorough and kind in giving me a tour of the academy and explaining things.

He never held back, even when it came to the more illicit aspects of the academy, like where the troublemakers usually hid to smoke and drink, their tricks to outsmart the instructors, and what sort of punishments were meted out for different misdeeds.

Despite his perpetually stern demeanor, it seems like Mae Geuklyom's tough exterior is just a façade he puts on as the Headmaster. I wonder if there's a warm-hearted person hiding beneath it?

"You care a lot about the Azure Dragon Academy, don't you, Grandpa?" I remarked.

"Quit talking nonsense and eat," Mae Geuklyom replied curtly.

Well, maybe I was wrong.

We continued to eat in silence, but then Mae Geuklyom suddenly asked, "Why did you mention winning the Heavenly Martial Festival during the exam? Did you think it would give you an advantage?"

I casually played with my chopsticks as I replied, "No, I thought it might actually put me at a disadvantage."

He raised an eyebrow, intrigued. "So why did you do it?"

I picked at my bean side dish. The cafeteria food tasted like shit. I thought about it for a moment, then answered in a nonchalant manner, "Because it's not something I can achieve alone, and I want to give the students and instructors time to prepare."

"......"

"Hmm?"

Wondering why there was no immediate response, I looked up at Mae Geuklyom, only to find that he was wearing an inexplicable expression.

Is that... a smile? He probably hasn't smiled in decades. 

"The way you like to do reckless things is so similar…"

I chuckled. "To my mother?"

"No, to that son of a bitch you call your father."

"......"

Mae Geuklyom's face, which had briefly resembled a smile, hardened again as he glared at me. I tightened my grip on my chopsticks nervously, ready to defend myself if side dishes were hurled at me like projectile weapons.

Fuck you, Dad! Why did I have to inherit your face, damn it!

Not to be rude, but anyone would curse their own father in such a situation. Mae Geuklyom had evidently not forgiven him for eloping with my mom.

After what seemed like forever, Mae Geuklyom let out a heavy sigh and said, "You know, that fucking bastard... I mean your father. Thirty years ago, he was the one who led the Azure Dragon Academy to its best ever showing at the Heavenly Martial Festival."

...Eh?


Chapter 53: The First Day of Work (2)

"...My dad?"

"Yes, it's been thirty years already."

Now that Mae Geuklyom mentioned it, I remembered Go Juyeol saying something similar back at the Baek Academy.


"Not only was Baek the strongest student in our year, he also made it to the semi-finals of the Dragon and Phoenix Tournament at the Heavenly Martial Festival!"



Dad... I used to think you were just another delinquent, but you were more than that, huh?

"That was the heyday of the Azure Dragon Academy. We attracted talents from all corners of the world and trained numerous martial arts masters. We were also consistently top performers at the Heavenly Martial Festival." Mae Geuklyom beamed with pride as he recalled the glorious past.

However, his expression quickly turned somber. "...But that's not the case anymore. Over the years, the academy's results got worse and worse, and for the past decade, we've been ranked last at the Heavenly Martial Festival."

"Is there a particular reason for the decline?"

"Well..." Mae Geuklyom pondered for a moment, then widened his eyes as if he had just realized something. "Come to think of it, it all started after that son of a bitch ran off with my daughter."

"…What?"

Mae Geuklyom's eyes turned bloodshot, and his pupils dilated wildly, seemingly without any external stimulus. "Ever since that fateful day, the Azure Dragon Academy has been cursed. The gods must have been angered by the inappropriate relationship and punished us for it…" 

"G-Grandpa?"

"Baek Muheun...! It's all your fault...!"

Did he mistake me for Dad again? Damn it, I have to do something to calm him down, anything, even change my name… Wait, that's it!

I said through gritted teeth, "Grandpa, I'm not Baek Muheun! I'm Mae Yakbing's son, Mae Suryong! Please disperse the Sword Qi around your chopsticks!"

"Mae Suryong...?"

Why does it always end up like this? 

After a moment, the barely recognizable Mae Geuklyom took a deep breath and said, "Hoo… Anyway, my point is, the Azure Dragon Academy isn't what it used to be. For the students and staff here, your promise was too good to be true."

"......"

The Heavenly Martial Festival was an annual event where students from the Five Great Academies gather to compete in martial arts. Originally, it aimed to foster camaraderie among the students and groom them into future protectors of the murim who would stand united against the unorthodox and demonic sects.

"However, at some point, the students forgot the original purpose of the event and started risking their lives for points and rankings."

The Heavenly Martial Festival included multiple contests such as swordsmanship, bladesmanship, unarmed fighting, projectile weapons, movement arts, group battles, etc. The participants would gain points for doing well in each event, and that contributed to the academy's overall score.

Out of all the events, the one-on-one duel known as the Dragon and Phoenix Tournament was the highlight of the Heavenly Martial Festival, with the highest stakes. It was a true battle to determine the strongest martial artist among all the students of the Five Great Academies. Every year, over a hundred students compete, but only those who reach the top eight are dubbed 'dragons and phoenixes'.

"In the past decade, the Azure Dragon Academy hasn't produced a single dragon or phoenix."

"I'm aware."

"You don't act like you're aware of it." Mae Geuklyom, a living witness to the academy's changes over the decades, stared straight at me. "What needs to change is the general deep-seated sense of inferiority and lack of self-confidence. Can you do it?"

"If I couldn't, I wouldn't have made such a promise."

"Hmph!" Mae Geuklyom snorted at my response, but he didn't seem offended. "Your blatant arrogance reminds me of…"

"...My dad?"

"No, your mom."

"......" Seriously, what the fuck?

"If you're done eating, let's get going."

As we polished off our meal and pushed away from the table, I sensed curious glances darting our way. We hadn't exactly been mumbling throughout our discussion, so it was safe to say anyone within earshot had probably eavesdropped on us.

With a sideways glance at Mae Geuklyom's retreating figure, I smirked in sudden realization. So this is why he took me to the cafeteria and sat right in the middle. What a shrewd man. He intended for our conversation to be overheard by the students all along.

I appreciated the unspoken gesture, but he didn't look like he wanted to acknowledge it, so I played along.

"…Nobody here has the will to win. They'll be extremely grateful to you even if you only help them defeat the White Tiger Academy," Mae Geuklyom said resignedly.

We were already standing at the cafeteria doors. I paused for a moment and said loudly enough for all to hear, "No, I intend to lead the Azure Dragon Academy to victory. I won't settle for anything less."

"You..." Mae Geuklyom gave me an exasperated look.

I grinned at him. "So, who do I resemble more now?"

"...Shut up."
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After leaving the cafeteria, we headed to Mae Geuklyom's residence, which was strategically situated right between the boys' and girls' dorms.

"Have a seat," he offered, gesturing toward a tea table.

Mae Geuklyom's room, much like the man himself, was unadorned and pragmatic. According to him, besides sleeping, he mainly used this room for meditation. His swordsmanship training was done in the backyard, which conveniently also served as an excellent vantage point to watch out for "kittens" climbing over the walls of the opposite sex's dorms.

...Okay, this old man is starting to really freak me out.

"It's school vacation right now, so most of the students have gone home. There's not much going on," he remarked, sitting down across from me and pouring a me a cup of tea that he'd just brewed himself.

The tea's rich aroma tickled my nostrils. I was no tea expert, but it seemed that Mae Geuklyom was quite the connoisseur.

"For the next month, I want you to familiarize yourself with the academy's layout and get to know the other instructors."

"Got it," I nodded. 

"And be on your best behavior. You shouldn't need me to tell you that a scandal with a female student would be..." As his voice trailed off, Mae Geuklyom released his killing intent.

I immediately broke into a cold sweat. "Please trust me, I have no intention of doing such a thing!"

"...Just this once, I'll give you the benefit of the doubt. By the way, have you come up with any questions for me yet? You said you needed time to think about it earlier."

Fortunately, I did have a pressing question in mind. "Grandpa, can you tell me about the Remedial Class?"

"The Remedial Class..." Mae Geuklyom stroked his beard and pondered for a moment before sighing, "It's a class made up of problem children who never listen to me."

There exist kids who dare to defy Headmaster Mae Geuklyom? How many lives do they have left?[1]

"Wow, really? Why have you tolerated them until now?"

"...Are you making fun of me?"

"No sir, most definitely not."

Mae Geuklyom raised an eyebrow, then sighed and continued, "They're considered problem children because they flunked all of their exams, but their grades are not my primary concern. They're good kids who just need a little life guidance, and they're not even the worst troublemakers in the school."

"......"

"Well, Hyonwon Kang sometimes picks a fight or two... but at his age, boys will be boys."

Apparently, the academy frowned upon drinking, smoking, and illicit relationships, but given its focus on martial arts, minor brawls that did not result in serious injury were nothing. Even Mae Geuklyom was surprisingly lenient in this regard.

"From the academy's point of view, it's a real shame. All of the Remedial Class students have talent, but lack motivation... Oh! I nearly forgot. You're in charge of the Remedial Class this year, right?"

"Yes."

"Hmm. It won't be easy to get those kids to cooperate… Anyway, there are three students in the Remedial Class: 


	Geo Sanwoong, a fourth year

	Hyonwon Kang, a third year

	Yeo Min, a second year. 



"Geo Sanwoong and Yeo Min have returned home for the vacation and won't be back for at least a month. Hyonwon Kang is staying in the dormitory."

"Do you know where all the students' rooms are?"

"Not all of them... but I paid special attention to these kids because I'm quite concerned about them."

Lies. I'm sure you know all the room assignments like the back of your hand.

"Can you tell me about them?"

"I don't know much, but..."

For someone who claimed not to know much, he had quite a bit of information about the three students.

"...Based on what you've told me, they really are problematic."

Mae Geuklyom face clouded over. "Quite a few instructors have tried to teach them, only to give up and lose faith in them. Namgung Su didn't assign you the Remedial Class for no reason."

Haha, that just makes me all the more excited.

"When it comes to martial arts, it's much better to have disobedient talented students than normal obedient kids. I can't create talent, but I can make brats listen."

"Do you have any ideas?"

"Yes, but... I'll need to meet the kids in person first, starting with the punk I'm already acquainted with. Grandpa, which room is Hyonwon Kang's?"
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"Ninety-seven..."

Even though his arms were shaking and sweat was dripping down his forehead, Hyonwon Kang did one-finger push-ups over and over again.

"Ninety-eight..."

His dorm room floor was moist from the sweat.

"Ninety-nine... just one more... Alright!"

Having completed a hundred push-ups, Hyonwon Kang switched arms and did another hundred. By the time he finished two hundred push-ups, he was spent. 

He sat on the floor, panting heavily. "Huff… huff…"

Steam wafted from his body as he wiped his sweat with a nearby towel. No one wanted to bunk with a hot-tempered troublemaker, so his dorm, originally meant for four students, had essentially become his private haven once the semester ended.

"Thanks to that bastard, I won't be disturbed for a while, but… FUCK YOU, BAEK SU-RYONG!!"

Hyonwon Kang mentally replayed Baek Suryong's external arts demonstration lecture. 


"You have two minutes. Using only external arts, force me to step out of this circle. If anyone succeeds, I'll give all of you a hundred silver coins."



From the moment they had crossed paths, he had taken an instant dislike to the pretty boy who always wore a wicked smirk on his face. As a result, he had assumed that the slender, weak-looking guy was a pushover and attacked him with the intention of teaching him a lesson...


"I just knew you'd be the first one to charge in!" 



As if he could read his mind, Baek Suryong had grinned annoyingly and slammed him to the ground without even giving him a chance to react.

CRASH!

The pain from the throw was excruciating, enough to blur his vision, but the physical agony was nothing compared to the frustration of the one-sided thrashing that followed. No matter how hard he'd tried, he couldn't make Baek Suryong budge an inch, even with the help of his eternal rival Peng Sahyuk.

Shuffle, shuffle…

When he had caught his breath, Hyonwon Kang stood up, drew an imaginary circle on the floor of his room, and muttered to himself, "Was it... like this?"

He clumsily attempted to mimic Baek Suryong's stance. Since childhood, he had been able to replicate most techniques after just a single glance.

"No, that's not it."

However, what he was doing now felt awkward and uncomfortable, no matter how much he adjusted his posture. Still, Hyonwon Kang wasn't someone who gave up easily. With a level of concentration that would shock all of his previous instructors, he closed his eyes and imagined Baek Suryong's movements.

"That motherfucker... One day, I'll beat him to a pulp and slam his face in the dirt."

Slowly, carefully, he moved his body, attempting to recreate the way Baek Suryong had evaded, blocked, and countered the students' attacks.

After about a minute...

"Why isn't it working?" he shouted in frustration, his eyes wide with disbelief.

"Want me to tell you why?"

"Why... EEEEAAAACK, WHAT THE HELL?!!!"

Hyonwon Kang spun around. There, hanging upside down from the dorm window, was a smirking Baek Suryong.



Fun Fact: I forgot to mention this before, but Mae Geuklyom's title Sword Addict = Geomchi, a term I think anyone who has read The Legendary Moonlight Sculptor will recognize immediately. It means "stupid for swords" or "addicted to swords" and is translated to "Sword Noob" in Moonlight Sculptor, but I think the word "noob" shouldn't appear in a murim novel…



Footnotes:

[1] A reference to the kids being "kittens", i.e. they have 9 lives.



Chapter 54: You're a Genius

"Why... EEEEAAAACK, WHAT THE HELL?!!!" Startled, Hyonwon Kang backed up against the wall, wide-eyed.

I smirked at him and quipped, "Did I walk in on your secret training session?"

"B-Baek Suryong?" he mumbled dumbly, finally recognizing me. "…Are you crazy?"

"I'm here to meet my future student." 

SWOOSH!

With a swift move, I swooped through the half-open dorm window and into the room. A quick scan of the room painted a vivid picture of Hyonwon Kang's daily life. Clothes were strewn about, food scraps were scattered, liquor bottles were poorly hidden, and a sour, unwashed stench filled the air. 

"Tsk tsk..." I shook my head. "It's good to train, but do you really have to do it here when you have a proper training ground? If you're determined to do it here, at least air the place out properly."

"…Get out." Hyonwon Kang had regained his senses and fixed me with a glare like he wanted to devour me, but there was no way a little punk could intimidate me.

"Hmm…" I scratched my chin and leisurely admired Hyonwon Kang's sweaty bare torso. "You're in pretty good shape for a guy who gets drunk every day."

"!!!" Hyonwon Kang covered his chest hastily with a piece of clothing, shouting, "Didn't you hear me, get the hell out of my room! OUT! What kind of teacher sneaks into a student's room through a window?!" 

I ignored his protests, pulled up a chair and sat down. "Mr. Wonkang, this is a home visit from your homeroom teacher. Why don't you sit down?"

"I don't want to sit down! Don't barge into someone else's room and act like it belongs to you! And my name is Kang, not Wonkang! It's a one-word name!"[1]

"...Do you always talk this much?"

"Damn you! Shut the fuck up and get out of my room!"

He's mostly just spewing curses and insults, but he's surprisingly willing to talk. He must be embarrassed to have been caught practicing. I smiled. I had deliberately surprised Hyonwon Kang and provoked him to glimpse the real person behind his bad boy exterior, as humans tend to reveal what they usually keep hidden when they are embarrassed.

"Hey, chatterbox. You were screaming 'kyaaaa!' like a little girl who saw a cockroach earlier and backing into a wall. Are you a scaredy-cat?"

"Shut up! When did I ever scream 'kyaaaa'?"

"Was it 'eeeeeek' instead?"

"I'll kill you...!" Hyonwon Kang's eyes glittered with murderous intent and looked like they were on the verge of rolling back into his head, similar to when he was teased about being related to the Crazy Demon.

Oops, maybe I went a bit too far.

"Whoa there! Take it easy. I'm just here to talk, no need for any violence." I raised my hands to show that I had no intentions of fighting. 

Hyonwon Kang sulked for a moment before plopping down across from me. "Damn it. What the hell are you doing here?" he grumbled.

"I don't know if you've heard, but I'm the homeroom teacher for the Remedial Class this year."

"So?" Hyonwon Kang replied.

"As your homeroom teacher, I'd like to know if you, the only failing student in the third year, is having any trouble keeping up with your classes."

"No, I don't, now get the fuck out and leave me alone!" he snapped.

As expected, there's no way he'd open up about his problems so easily.

"You were trying to mimic my movements just now, right? Don't you want to know why you couldn't do it?"

"I don't need help from someone who just barged in…"

"Allow me to explain. Pay close attention to what I'm doing," I said, standing up and clearing away some clothes. 

I then easily assumed the stance that Hyonwon Kang had struggled to copy and demonstrated several techniques based on the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest in front of him.

"……" Hyonwon Kang watched me closely, his mouth agape.

"Now, do you see the difference between your movements and mine?"

"……"

"First, you're not as flexible as me. You have too many muscles, and they make you too rigid to mimic my movements effectively."

"I already make sure to stretch a lot," Hyonwon Kang grumbled.

"That's not sufficient. Although martial artists don't need extreme flexibility like contortionists, and excessive flexibility can even backfire and lead to muscle injuries, you still need to work on it. Can you do a split?"

"…Sort of," he mumbled.

It's vague, but the fact that Hyonwon Kang even bothered to answer me means something. I nodded and continued, "Okay. Second, did you notice any differences in my stance compared to before?"

"The positions of your arms and legs are slightly different."

Oh, my guess was right. This guy has a good 'eye' for martial arts.

"That's correct," I affirmed. "Just as each person has a unique personality, everyone has a different body shape and natural disposition. That means that no two people can perform the same technique in the exact same way. What I just showed you was a direct imitation of how you copied me. Now that you're seeing it from a different perspective, you can tell that it's awkward, right?"

Hyonwon Kang stared at me, dumbfounded. "You can tell all that just from a quick glance?"

"With a keen eye and practice, it's possible…" I replied.

"……"

…But having a sharp eye doesn't mean you can master it instantly, I finished my sentence in my head. Part of the reason I could instantly mirror Hyonwon Kang's movements was because I'd honed my external arts skills through the Bandit King Maeng Ho'ak's Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest, but Hyonwon Kang didn't need to know that.


"Outer arts encompasses the bones, muscles, and all five organs. It's not just about bulking up."

"You're not persuading anyone when you're flexing those big muscles."

"Crazy Demon, can you zip it while I'm talking?"



Anyway, Master Maeng was a master of the physical body. Even while sitting, he could manipulate his bones and muscles at will without using any special techniques or pills.


"Look, I enlarged my dick and balls! That's the external arts for you! Kahaha!"



...I don't know why I'm remembering this vulgar shit, but whatever.

Even during his imprisonment, Master Maeng had dedicated decades of his life to perfecting the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest. He firmly believed that mastering it would lead to the Vajra Body, with enhanced regenerative abilities, immunity to extreme temperatures, and a body as tough as diamond.

... However, to reach that level of mastery, one would have to devote decades to practicing nothing but the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest. It's enough if I just teach Hyonwon Kang the basics and make him strong enough to win the Heavenly Martial Festival. Considering the boy's talent, he should excel with minimal guidance.

"Alright, stand up and copy me. Start with this pose, and let your arms hang naturally..."

"Like this?" Hyonwon Kang copied my actions, seemingly entranced, but suddenly, he frowned and shot me a fierce glare. "Fuck, why am I playing along with this crap?"

"And here you were learning it so well. Why stop?"

Hyonwon Kang chuckled. "I'm not interested in learning mediocre martial arts from a dickhead like you."

With any other instructor, a heated argument would have broken out right about now, but I'm not just any ordinary instructor. Noticing Hyonwon Kang's restlessness, I looked him in the eye and asked, "Why are you lying? You want to learn, you want to keep up, you're on the edge of your seat. Why back down at the crucial moment?"

"...Bullshit. I'm not interested in any of the martial arts you teach."

"The guy who claims to have no interest in my martial arts was secretly training his body to exhaustion in his room. Yes, that's very convincing."

Blushing, Hyonwon Kang gritted his teeth and shot me an angry look. "...It's none of your business what martial arts I'm practicing. Now get the hell out of my room."

"Are you acting like this because of the Hebei Peng Clan?"

Hyonwon Kang stiffened.

I ignored him and continued, "I know about the relationship between your Hyonwon Clan and the Hebei Peng Clan."

Earlier, Mae Geuklyom had told me what he knew of Hyonwon Kang's history. It all began with the Hyonwon Clan. Several decades ago, there was a massacre in the Hyonwon Clan in which the head of the clan and all its leaders were killed in a single day. 

After that, the Hyonwon Clan's fortunes dwindled, and the first to extend a helping hand was the Hebei Peng Clan. Both clans had been perennial contenders in the blade arts, so when the Hebei Peng Clan offered substantial economic aid to restore the lost martial arts of the Hyonwon Clan, the entire martial arts community applauded them.

Unfortunately, accepting the Peng Clan's aid was the wrong choice.

In the martial world, goodwill rarely came without strings attached. In the current era, the once equal Hyonwon Clan had become subservient to the Hebei Peng Clan.

And as a member of an inferior clan, Hyonwon Kang is inextricably tied to the Peng Clan's whims, stifling his natural talent.

"You think I won't fight you just because you're a teacher?" At the mention of his family, Hyonwon Kang growled like a rabid beast, his voice dripping with unprecedented killing intent. He gripped the dao by his side, threatening to draw it and attack me anytime.

Yet, I pressed on. "Whether you've given up mastering martial arts because you think it's meaningless, or you feel that even if you master it, you'll still end up as a Peng Clan lackey, you're a fool."

"You don't know what you're talking about...!"

"Hyonwon Kang, you're not even that talented."

Hyonwon Kang, who seemed poised to attack me at any moment, froze in place, his wild eyes flickering.

I met his gaze unflinchingly. "Oh, you're definitely a prodigy though. You're talented enough to be accepted into the Azure Dragon Academy despite your family's subpar martial arts training. You're also a genius who can mimic my moves after seeing them once, even though you spend your days drinking, lamenting your fate, and beating people up with your half-baked martial arts."

The carrot and stick method may be simple, but it's undeniably effective.

"S-Stop trying to bait me with that sort of gimmick..." Hyonwon Kang blurted, trying his best to hide his confusion and embarrassment.

"Is Peng Sahyuk the reason why you deliberately degrade yourself and suppress your own talents?"

"!!" Hyonwon Kang's eyes went wide at my unexpected accusation. He inhaled sharply and stuttered, "W-What…? No...!"

Right on the money. I recalled Peng Sahyuk's face when he glared at Hyonwon Kang. On the surface, it was a look of mockery and contempt, but I could sense the jealousy and caution concealed beneath. Given the relationship between their two clans, the two boys of similar ages were probably often compared to each other. It wasn't hard to guess why Hyonwon Kang was struggling, and his fervent denial only confirmed my suspicions.

"If you're stronger than the young master of the Peng Clan, it would be an affront to their reputation. Is that why you held back on your training? Or did Peng Sahyuk threaten you directly?"

"Shut up, that's nonsense..."

"...You managed to hide it well until now, but too bad, you have the misfortune of running into me." I smirked. Who does he think I am? I'm a person who survived decades in the Blood Cult with a cripplied qi center!

"Fuck, you appear out of nowhere and then you spout nonsense... Just get the hell out already!"

"Before that, I have one last thing to say. If you continue living in Peng Sahyuk's shadow, the Hyonwon Clan will always be dogs of the Peng Clan." I sharpened my words into a pointed dart and struck Hyonwon Kang at his core.

"SHUT UP!" Hyonwon Kang yelled, drawing his dao and swinging it like a lightning bolt in the most dazzling move I'd seen from him so far.

Having anticipated the strike though, I easily blocked it with the sheath of my sword.

CLANG!

"But if you come to your senses and learn martial arts from me now…"

"Shut up! Shut up!" Hyonwon Kang lunged at me, his movements infused with the techniques I'd just taught him.

What a genius!

We exchanged a few swift blows, and I threw him to the ground.

CRASH!

"Ugh!"

I grabbed Hyonwon Kang by the collar, brought his face right in front of mine and declared, "Let me teach you, and you'll be able to transform the Hyonwon Clan into the world's best martial family."

You possess that kind of potential. You have the talent to follow in Master Crazy Demon's footsteps.

"Oww… What the fuck are you saying…" Hyonwon Kang, sporting a bloody nose, regarded me carefully. Finally realizing that he couldn't match me in words or skills, he opted for a different path—escape.

"If you won't leave, then I'll go!" he shouted, dashing out of the room and slamming the door shut behind him.

BAM!

I stared at the closed door and clicked my tongue. "Tsk tsk, do you think I'll give up just because you slammed the door on me?"

I opened the door and watched as he ran helter-skelter down the corridor.

…Well, I guess I'll give him some time to sort out his thoughts. At least I've lit a spark in him.



Footnotes:

[1] Hyonwon Kang: Hyonwon is a compound surname, and Kang (强) means "strong". Technically, Hyonwon Kang should be called by the first name "Kang" or "Kang-ah", but Wonkang rolls off the tongue more easily and sounds exactly the same as "stubborn monkey", not sure if Author-nim intended it…



Chapter 55: Impossible!

After parting with Hyonwon Kang, I headed to our favorite restaurant to see Ak Yeonho and Myeong Il'oh, but they looked visibly drained.

"Hyung-nim..."

"You're alive..."

I scratched my head in confusion. "Huh? What the hell happened to you two?"

"Don't even get me started. That bastard is abusing me right from day one."

"Same here. I was totally bossed around... sigh... even though he's only a few years older than me..."

Amateurs. That's how it works in the workplace. I smirked at them and quipped, "Do you want to switch with me then?"

""...No.""

The two senior instructors in charge of them might be demanding, but no one at Azure Dragon Academy could compete with my maternal grandfather, whether it was in brewing tea or martial arts.

"You guys are lucky," I said. "I saw my life flash before my eyes several times today because of my idiot of a father."

"I've never seen anyone as unfilial as you, Hyung-nim."

"It's my dad's fault for being the worst delinquent in the academy back then."

We joked for a while about who had the worst day, until suddenly I heard a raspy woman's voice from behind me, "So you guys... were here..."

"Miss Jaegal?"

THUD!

Jaegal Soyeong slumped down at our table. Her face resembled that of a corpse, and her eyes were lifeless.

"Miss Jaegal, are you okay?"

Jaegal Soyeong waved the waiter over and said, "...Bring me a bottle of Zhuyeqing." 

As soon as the wine arrived, she opened the bottle.

GULP... GULP... GULP... BAM!

In one gulp, she drank the whole thing, then slammed the empty bottle down on the table. 

Taken aback, the three of us immediately sat up straight.

"Namgung-oppa... is a total workaholic! How can one person handle all that work alone? He needs 'some' help, my ass. My room is filled with so many papers I can barely walk, and yet he calls that 'a little' work!"

Despite her nerdy appearance, she's quite the drinker.

We meekly listened to Jaegal Soyeong's complaints, and she concluded several times, "Namgung Su is a messed-up workaholic!!"

"By the way, he said he only let me leave work early today because it's my first day!"

"You've been working hard."

"Tough luck to be targeted by that guy..."

"Here, have another drink."

Between the end of the final practical exam and the announcement of the successful applicants, Jaegal Soyeong often came to chat with me. Our conversations ranged from murim history and foreign martial arts to the downfall of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult centuries ago and its descendant, the Blood Cult, to spirit beasts and elixirs. 

I could tell that she enjoyed our discussions, as few people could engage her in such intelligent conversation, and I likewise had a blast talking to her. As a result, we quickly became close friends.

"...Sorry, I only talked about my own problems, didn't I?" Jaegal Soyeong apologized, feeling a little embarrassed now that she had calmed down.

I grinned cheekily and poured her a drink. "It's okay, it's not your first time doing that."

"So mean..." Jaegal Soyeong sulked and pretended to be angry at me.

[Fuck you two lovebirds! Just get a room already!]

[I'm jelly...]

I brushed off the envious banter of the two idiots.

"By the way, Hyung-nim, any news about the Remedial Class?" Ak Yeonho asked.

"I just met with Hyonwon Kang today."

I recounted the gist of my meeting with the punk.

"...He seemed to think that beating him in martial arts would provoke Peng Sahyuk, and it wouldn't look good for him if he pissed off the future head of the Peng Clan, so he gave up after a certain point."

""......"" Jaegal Soyeong of the Jaegal Clan and Ak Yeonho of the Shandong Ak Clan tensed up.

Myeong Il'oh, on the other hand, was baffled. "No way, why would a young master from a famous family do such a thing...?"

Ak Yeonho, a scion of the Shandong Ak Clan, whose reputation rivaled that of the Five Great Clans, downed the rest of his liquor in one gulp, clenched his teeth, and muttered, "It's quite possible. If only the orthodox sects were as noble as they claim to be, but knowing what they do to protect their positions... Fuck, even the wine tastes bitter now."

Jaegal Soyeong hesitated for a moment, then added, "I hate to admit it, but... Hyonwon Kang, or rather the Hyonwon Clan, has no choice but to yield to the Peng Clan."

"Why is that?"

Avoiding Myeong Il'oh's earnest gaze, Jaegal Soyeong fiddled with her drink. Although she was well-versed in the history and interests of the various murim factions, as a member of the Jaegal Clan, she couldn't help but feel a little guilty. 

"The Hebei Peng Clan and the Hyonwon Clan have been competing for the position of the world's best blade sect for over a century. While the Peng Clan is generally considered more prestigious, the Hyonwon Clan has always been a threat to their position. They used to have a good relationship, helping each other improve their blade arts and strengthening their bond through intermarriage... until... the Crazy Demon of the Hyonwon Clan appeared and strained their relationship," she explained hesitantly.

"...The Crazy Demon?"

"Yes, the Crazy Demon Hyonwon Hu."

The name was all too familiar to me, but I wanted to hear Jaegal Soyeong's perspective, or rather, I wanted to know about the Crazy Demon written in the history books.

"Hyonwon Hu was the greatest genius in the history of the Hyonwon Clan. He mastered the Earth Shattering Blade at the age of sixteen and redefined the Sky Sundering Blade before he was thirty. Many believed that he would be the next Sky Sundering Blade."[1]

Unexpectedly, discovering a man I knew had become a historical figure felt surreal.

"But sadly, things didn't end well for Hyonwon Hu. He embarked on a Hundred Duels Trial to perfect his martial arts, and along the way, he descended into madness, killing numerous masters. Eventually, the Murim Alliance branded him the 'Crazy Demon' and ordered his execution."

"...What happened next?" Ak Yeonho asked impatiently.

Jaegal Soyeong shook her head. "They never found him. The Crazy Demon vanished without a trace."

No, the Crazy Demon didn't disappear. He fell into a trap set by the Blood Cult while fleeing the Murim Alliance and was captured. Still, that doesn't have anything to do with his family, does it?

"How is the Crazy Demon related to the falling out between the Hyonwon Clan and the Hebei Peng Clan?" I asked.

[During the Hundred Duels Trial, the Crazy Demon killed a Young Master from the Hebei Peng Clan,] Jaegal Soyeong communicated via telepathy as if it was taboo to say it out loud.

"""......""" All three of our eyes widened at the same time.

Suddenly, I had a flashback of Master Crazy Demon's frequent grim lamentations. 


"I don't regret what I did. If I could go back in time, I'd do the same thing. My only regret is the shame I brought upon my family…"



Occasionally, however, Master Crazy Demon would break into a cold sweat and have nightmares. 


"I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I never meant to take your life..."

"Damn it, who gave such a timid guy the nickname Crazy Demon!"



Master Maeng always complained irritably whenever that happened, but his worried expression betrayed his true feelings. 

While I was wallowing in my memories, Jaegal Soyeong's voice brought me back to reality. 

"In the end, the relationship between the two families was irreparably damaged by that incident. But... it didn't stop there."

Hmm?

Jaegal Soyeong hesitated, unsure if she should reveal more. Then, she called out, "Waiter! Bring me a bottle of something stronger!" 

She downed the bottle of hard liquor the waiter brought in one gulp and let out a long sigh, "Hoo..."

Her face now flushed from the concentrated alcohol, she said, "It's not exactly a secret... but can we find a more private place to talk?"

We adjourned to a private room, and Jaegal Soyeong continued, "About twenty years after the Crazy Demon's disappearance, the Blood Cult, the arch-nemesis of the orthodox murim, was annihilated, and peace descended upon the murim. This peace has lasted until today, making it the most peaceful era in centuries. However, that wasn't the case for certain sects and clans, especially the Hyonwon Clan, who were almost wiped out in a genocide."

...Wait. Genocide? What genocide?

"Miss Jaegal, did you just say that the Crazy Demon massacred his own family?"

"Didn't the Headmaster tell you about it?"

"...No, he just mentioned a great upheaval in the Hyonwon Clan which resulted in the loss of their most skilled masters. "

Jaegal Soyeong nodded. "It happened a few decades ago, and peace returned to the murim afterward, so I suppose the Headmaster didn't want to delve into the grim details."

"I need to know, so please tell me everything!"

Seeing my desperation, Jaegal Soyeong recounted, "...Ten years after the fall of the Blood Cult, the missing Crazy Demon Hyonwon Hu secretly returned to the Hyonwon Clan."

"......" I temporarily pushed aside the multitude of questions swirling in my mind and forced myself to listen to Jaegal Soyeong.

"At that time, the Clan Head was the Crazy Demon's brother, and he organized a homecoming banquet for his hyung-nim."

I have a bad feeling about this...

"However, at the banquet, the Crazy Demon slaughtered everyone who had gathered to welcome him."

"What a madman…!"

"How could he kill his own family!"

Ak Yeonho and Myeong Il'oh exclaimed, horrified by the tragedy that had befallen the Hyonwon Clan. 

On the contrary, I was speechless, probably because the news affected me much more than it did anyone else.

The shock and dismay on my face must have been evident, because Jaegal Soyeong looked at me worriedly even as she whispered, "I asked for privacy because it's such a tragic incident, but it's not a secret. Anyone with even a passing interest in murim history knows about it."

"...That's not all there is to the story, right?" I croaked.

"The Crazy Demon also found the manuals for the Earth Shattering Blade and the Sky Sundering Blade, the Hyonwon Clan's prized martial arts, and set them on fire along with the clan's compound. The only survivors at that time were those who were lucky enough to be out of town and the students enrolled in the academy."

"......"

"Afterward, the Peng Clan extended a helping hand to the Hyonwon Clan, and... Mr. Baek, are you alright!?"

I closed my eyes. Jaegal Soyeong's voice was growing increasingly distant. I wasn't intoxicated, but I felt nauseated and light-headed.

The Crazy Demon returned to the Hyonwon Clan and wiped them out? That's impossible!


"If I ever get the chance to return to my family... I would beg them for forgiveness…"



The Crazy Demon definitely died alongside me that fateful day.



Footnotes:

[1] Sky Sundering Blade: A title belonging to the Hyonwon Clan Head of every generation.



Chapter 56: Memories

The vivid image of a man coughing up blood and collapsing replayed itself over and over in my mind.


"Keuk..."

The man's wounds were fatal. The gaping hole in his chest meant that not even the gods could save him now, but nonetheless, the man struggled to rise to his feet using a broken dao as support.

It was Master Crazy Demon.

"I won't let it end like this... Keuk!" he coughed, throwing up blood yet again.

Seeing this, the Bandit King approached, shouting, "Hold still, dumbass, I'll close that wound!"

The Crazy Demon glanced down at the hole in his chest, and smiled bitterly. "...Don't, I'm fine."

"How the fuck are you okay?"

"Move out of the way," the Crazy Demon suddenly said, kneeling on the ground.

Startled, the Bandit King stepped aside.

Slowly, the Crazy Demon bowed his head, facing the direction of the Hyonwon Clan. "Father. Mother. Hyung-nim. My siblings. My relatives… In this life, I don't think I can repay the favor you have bestowed upon me," he mumbled in a hoarse, cracked voice.

He then raised his head and gazed at the cloudy night sky, tears of blood streaming from his eyes. "If I could be reborn... I would repay the favor I couldn't repay in this life."

"You son of a bitch! Don't leave me a stupid will! You're not dead yet!"

"Hey, bandit."

"What, you crazy bladesman!"

The Crazy Demon's eyes shifted from the Bandit King to me. "Thank you for your help."

"You're so... Hey, wake up! Wake up! Wake up!"

The Crazy Demon's eyes, which had gradually clouded over the past few minutes, became completely lifeless, and his body fell helplessly to the side.

I shuddered.

"AHHHHH! You fucking Blood Cult bastards, I'll kill you all!" The Bandit King's wails echoed across the battlefield.



"Hyung-nim… Hyung-nim?"

"......" I opened my eyes to find three concerned faces looking down at me. The present felt unreal, like a blurry mix of past and present.

Ak Yeonho studied my expression carefully and asked, "Are you okay?"

"...I'm fine, I just got drunk faster than usual today."

That day, Master Crazy Demon, Master Maeng, Master Sword Saint, and Master Eun had all died right in front of my eyes. I was the only person in the world who knew their fate, their sacrifices, and the role they played in the Blood Cult's downfall.

"I'm sorry, but I think I've had enough partying for today. You guys continue without me," I said, rising from my seat.

Ak Yeonho nodded. "Yeah, you should go inside and get some rest."

"It's your first day on the job, so you must be exhausted," Myeong Il'oh added.

As I walked out of the inn, Jaegal Soyeong followed me, a look of concern on her face. "Did I say something unnecessary...?" she asked.

"No, it's not your fault. I just suddenly felt sick."

"A-Are you really unwell? Do you want me to escort you home?"

Her obliviousness is endearing, but if I want to get my message across, it seems that I'll have to speak bluntly. I smiled weakly at her and firmly said, "Thank you, but no. I just need a minute to myself."

"I-I'm sorry, I didn't catch the hint again..."

"No, I'm the one who should be sorry for causing you distress. See you later." I waved Jaegal Soyeong goodbye.

As I wandered alone through the night streets, I organized my jumbled thoughts.

The decades-old enmity between the Hyonwon Clan and Hebei Peng Clan which began with the Crazy Demon, and the fake Crazy Demon who single-handedly destroyed the Hyonwon Clan.

Even if by some miracle, Master Crazy Demon came back from the dead, there is no way he would do such a thing. So who could it be? An impostor who resembles Master so much that the Hyonwon Clan Head mistook him for his own brother…

It was probably easy to mimic Master Crazy Demon's physical appearance using masks or bone manipulation, especially since he hadn't been seen for decades. No one would notice a small discrepancy, not even his closest relatives.

The problem is his martial arts. The Crazy Demon's martial arts are too powerful and unique to imitate. Not only would the imposter have to be a martial master, he'd also have to be familiar with the martial arts of the Hyonwon Clan... No, but even then, the Asura Blood Heaven Blade is…

All of a sudden, the realization hit me like a hammer blow.

"No way..."

There's only one organization in the world capable of such deception. The one that made Cheong Cheon learn the Blood Rain Demonic Art and gave Wiji Cheon the fake Unlimited Sword. The one that imprisoned Master Crazy Demon for over a decade and stole his martial arts!

"The Blood Cult…!"

Had they been in hiding all these years, plotting their comeback? If so, the annihilation of the Hyonwon Clan must have been payback for what we did to them that day.

If I'm right, Master Crazy Demon won't be able to close his eyes in death. 

"Haa..." I sighed. Fate was a cruel mistress.

Maybe I'm wrong. Maybe it was just someone with a personal grudge against the Hyonwon Clan. Regardless, it doesn't change how I feel.


"I don't regret what I did, but if I could reincarnate... I would return the favors I could not repay in this life."



By the standards of the orthodox sects, Master Crazy Demon, who had shed a lot of blood for no reason other than to perfect his martial arts, was clearly evil. Even so, that doesn't mean he should be punished for sins he didn't commit.

Should he go down in history as one of the greatest evildoers of all time? Isn't being locked up in a prison with no light and having nightmares for decades enough to make up for it?

Suddenly, I recalled my first meeting with Hyonwon Kang. The moment I saw him, I thought that Master Crazy Demon had reincarnated. They were just so similar!


"Hey! Did you just call me the Crazy Demon?"



He was a raw gemstone with immense potential, yet unable to polish himself due to circumstance. 


"Get the fuck out and leave me alone!"



As I walked back to my new lodgings in the Azure Dragon Academy, my thoughts revolved around these the man and the boy from the Hyonwon Clan.

[image: sep]

"Mmm… Water..."

Hyonwon Kang woke up with a hangover. His head was pounding, his vision was spinning, and his limbs felt like jelly. He knew that a quick breakfast would cure his hangover, but he didn't feel like getting up. 

GULP GULP GULP.

After downing a pitcher of cold water, he lay back down and stared blankly at the ceiling.

"Crazy."

The ceiling seemed to warp, transforming into the face of a somewhat deranged pretty boy new instructor who'd declared him a genius.


"I know about the relationship between your Hyonwon Clan and the Hebei Peng Clan."



"So what if you know about it?"

If Baek Suryong truly understood how much the Hyonwon Clan relied on the Peng Clan, how a word from a mere Peng Clan elder could make the head of the Hyonwon Clan tremble in his boots, then he should know that something like that should not be talked about so casually.


"Whether you've given up mastering martial arts because you think it's meaningless, or you feel that even if you master it, you'll still end up as a Peng Clan lackey, you're a fool."



"Shut up."


"You're not even that talented."



"Shut up."

For as long as he could remember, all of his martial arts teachers had called him a genius. He was used to it. Yet, no matter how strong he became, he would always be a pawn of the Peng Clan, a tool to be wielded by someone like Peng Sahyuk.


"Our martial arts is incomplete. No matter how hard we train, the peak level is our limit."



Hyonwon Kang recalled his father's face—a face that had aged prematurely, worn by constant deference to the Peng Clan.


"If only the Sky Sundering Blade or the Earth Shattering Blade could be fully restored..."



His father often sighed as he drank alone late at night. Once, when he got found out, his father had looked at him with guilt and fervently apologized, "I'm sorry, son, there's not much I can do for you..."

"You don't need to do anything."


"Are you enjoying yourself at the Azure Dragon Academy? Are you... getting along with the Peng Clan's Young Master?"

"Yes. We get along just fine," Hyonwon Kang replied, smiling.

His father's worried expression faded.



"Dad, I have no intention of becoming a loyal dog of the Peng Clan."

Better to be a wretch so pathetic, they won't even look at me. 

Just then, Baek Suryong's annoying face resurfaced in his mind. 


"If you continue living in Peng Sahyuk's shadow, the Hyonwon Clan will always be dogs of the Peng Clan."



"Shut up! Shut up!"

Hyonwon Kang leapt to his feet. He felt that if he remained in his room, Baek Suryong would keep coming to haunt him.

I'm going drinking.

He changed out of his pajamas and left the dormitory. Today, he would go to a cheap bar and drink until he was delirious. 

However, as he tried to exit the academy, something flew toward him from behind.

SPLAT!

He dodged, only to see a ball made from a pig's bladder fly past him and land in the mud.

"Sorry!"

Who the fuck is playing soccer at this hour… Shit, it's them. Hyonwon Kang scowled.

"Hey, delinquent from the Hyonwon Clan," Peng Sahyuk shouted.

Hyonwon Kang ignored him and tried to walk away.

"Pick up the ball next to you and bring it to me."

"......"

"Are you deaf, or is the Hyonwon Clan making a killing these days?"

"…Haa." Hyonwon Kang sighed and kicked the ball toward Peng Sahyuk. 

The ball landed neatly at Peng Sahyuk's feet, but instead of thanking him, Peng Sahyuk frowned disdainfully, "Oi, what is this attitude? Are you fucking kidding me?"

He kicked the ball hard.

BOOM!

The ball flew out of the academy.

"When your master orders you to fetch him the ball, you should politely bring it back with both hands. Now, do it properly this time." Peng Sahyuk smirked.

"......" Hyonwon Kang hesitated. Normally, he would have ignored Peng Sahyuk or started swearing at him. After three years of doing the same thing, it should have been easy… Yeah, right. No way it was ever easy. The simple fact that I've endured this shit quietly for three years, Three. Whole. Years. is so funny that I want to laugh. No, maybe I should do exactly that.

"HAHAHAHAHAHA!!!"

"What's wrong with him?"

"I think he's still drunk."

Hyonwon Kang wiped a tear from the corner of his eye and turned toward Peng Sahyuk, saying, "Hey, Peng Sahyuk."

"...What?" Peng Sahyuk was bewildered.

Hyonwon Kang drew his dao. "Let's fight for the first time in a long while."

"...What!?"

"We haven't sparred since we were kids, right?" Hyonwon Kang grinned maniacally.

"Have you finally gone nuts...?"

"What, are you afraid you'll lose to me and cry like a baby?"

"...Bring it on, asshole."

Moments later, two dao-wielding students clashed in the training grounds.


Chapter 57: A Series of Unfortunate Events

Once upon a time, Hyonwon Kang and Peng Sahyuk were the best of friends.

"How are you...?"

"Hi!"

Not only were the two boys the same age, they were also fellow sons of Clan Heads who had been playing with wooden blades since they could walk.

"Would you like to play with me?"

"Yes!"

Back in those days, Hyonwon Kang's father often visited the Peng Clan, and young Hyonwon Kang was thrilled to have a friend his age. However, he remained oblivious to the secrets surrounding the relationship between the Hyonwon Clan and the Hebei Peng Clan. He didn't understand why his father frequently visited the Peng Clan and why he sighed deeply every time they went there.

"Sahyuk! I'm here!"

"Kang!"

Hyonwon Kang was happy just to see, play and spar with his friend.

"Ahaha! I won again!"

"Damn it! I'll win next time!"

Their duels consistently ended in Hyonwon Kang's favor. Peng Sahyuk would clench his teeth after each loss, vowing to win next time, but Hyonwon Kang could easily see through his friend's attacks.

"I'll come back next time! Let's play again then!"

"Make it soon!"

"Okay!"

However, as they grew older, Hyonwon Kang began to sense that something was amiss. The members of the Peng Clan wore finer clothes and enjoyed better food and wine than the Hyonwon Clan, but at his young age, he couldn't quite grasp the significance of these differences.

That ended one day, when they were both eleven years old.

"Kang! Let's duel! I'll win this time!"

"Okay, go for it!"

Their duel after almost half a year was particularly intense. By then, Peng Sahyuk had begun to learn the family's specialty, the Five Tiger Demolition Blade, and his inner qi had increased severalfold. Hyonwon Kang had also begun to practice the Earth Shattering Blade, but because it was incomplete, his skill and qi were no match for the Five Tiger Demolition Blade.

Even so, I won't lose!

Despite the shortcomings of his technique, Hyonwon Kang's inborn talent more than made up for it. Dodging dangerous attacks and improvising moves, he targeted a weakness in Peng Sahyuk's defense and swung his blade with determination. 

However, Peng Sahyuk wasn't going to give up that easily. He skillfully evaded the attack and launched his own counterattack, determined to defeat Hyonwon Kang.

As their blades clashed and their attacks intermingled...

"OWW!"

Hyonwon Kang's blade accidentally struck Peng Sahyuk's head. Blood flowed from the wound as Peng Sahyuk lost consciousness, causing the Peng Clan's vassals to rush to the scene in a panic.

"Young Master!"

"Young Master!"

Both boys were novices in martial arts, so minor injuries were commonplace. However, seeing their Young Master bleeding from the head, the Peng Clan's vassals were infuriated.

"How dare you use a lethal technique on Young Master!?"

"Have you no mercy?"

"If anything happens to Young Master, your life is forfeit!"

"Hyonwon! It's them again!"

"Hurry, get Young Master to the physician!"

In the face of the martial artists' overwhelming anger, Hyonwon Kang was left speechless and trembling. The injured Peng Sahyuk was rushed to the clinic, and the Clan Heads of the Hebei Peng Clan and the Hyonwon Clan were alerted.

"...Did you use a lethal technique on my son?" the Peng Clan Head asked in a low voice. 

In spite of his calm demeanor, Hyonwon Kang found the head of the Peng clan to be far more terrifying than the previous vassals.

"I-I..." Young Hyonwon Kang trembled in sheer terror, as if facing a colossal tiger. One wrong word, and he feared he'd be torn apart.

At that moment...

"Clan Head!" Hyonwon Kang's father squeezed between him and the Peng Clan Head, and knelt down without hesitation. "I apologize on behalf of my son. Please forgive him just this once. My son did this without knowing anything."

The Peng Clan Head was taken aback. He hadn't expected a head of a family to get down on his knees for the sake of his son.

"Clan Head, you know these two children have been close since childhood."

"...Just because I let them play together, you think my son is the same as yours?"

"No, of course not. They're not the same. It's all my son's fault."

The Clan Head of the Peng Clan clicked his tongue. Just then, a messenger brought them news that Peng Sahyuk was safe. However, the Peng Clan's Clan Head remained displeased with the situation.

"Leave. I'll forgive you just this once."

"Thank you very much. The mercy of the Peng Clan is greatly appreciated."

"Don't bring him here again."

"Yes. I won't let him near the Young Master again."

That day, on their way home, Hyonwon Kang noticed that his father's face seemed to have aged a decade.

"Dad..."

"Don't say anything. I want to rest today."

"...Okay."

From then on, Hyonwon Kang never visited the Hebei Peng Clan again. Although he received many letters from Peng Sahyuk, he never answered any of them and tore them up. 

The next time they met, they were both fifteen years old and had just enrolled in the Azure Dragon Academy.
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"Is that all?" Peng Sahyuk regarded Hyonwon Kang with disappointment.

Before him, Hyonwon Kang knelt on the ground, his clothes torn, lips bleeding, and his body battered. In stark contrast, Peng Sahyuk's sleeve was only slightly torn, and he wasn't even out of breath.

Onlookers gasped at this lopsided outcome.

"That Hyonwon Kang was beaten to a pulp..."

"Peng Sahyuk is that powerful?"

"That's one of the Five Great Clans' Young Masters for you! He's in a league of his own."

"Then why isn't he participating in the Heavenly Martial Festival...?"

"Shut up!" Peng Sahyuk silenced the chattering students. He was in no mood to celebrate. Although he had defeated Hyonwon Kang for the first time, it didn't bring him any joy.

CRUNCH, CRUNCH.

Peng Sahyuk ground his teeth and shot Hyonwon Kang a piercing look. "Did you really think it would be the same as when we were kids?" he asked.

"......"

"While you were drowning in alcohol, I was training relentlessly. While you wallowed in self-pity, I pushed myself to the limit to get stronger."

"Hahaha... Of course," Hyonwon Kang chuckled, his eyes burning with sarcasm. "I'm sure you've been guzzling those expensive elixirs your clan provides, learning from the best instructors, and mastering secret martial arts passed down through generations. If you're still weaker than me after all that, then you're truly a worthless good-for-nothing."

Peng Sahyuk's eyes flared with anger, but he merely snorted in response. "Did you spend your entire life honing your tongue instead of your martial arts?"

"Well, I don't need elixirs, secret techniques, or a prestigious family to sharpen my tongue."

"So what if you don't have those?"

"...What?"

Peng Sahyuk regarded Hyonwon Kang with a pitiable expression. "What does my family background have to do with you?"

"Are you seriously saying that...!" Hyonwon Kang tried to rise, but at that very moment, Peng Sahyuk delivered a swift kick to his abdomen.

THWACK!

"Fuck you!" Hyonwon Kang grunted, clutching his stomach.

Standing above him, Peng Sahyuk leaned in closer. "Let me ask you something."

"Go to hell, you motherf..."

"Do you honestly believe that if you surpassed me in strength, I would use my clan's influence to oppress the Hyonwon Clan?"

"......" Hyonwon Kang couldn't respond.

"Do I seem like that kind of person to you?"

"......" Hyonwon Kang had never shared this story with anyone, but he remembered the humiliation and grief his father endured at the Peng Clan on that fateful day. The scornful looks of the Hebei Peng Clan vassals and the cold indifference of the Clan Head. Over time, he had come to expect Peng Sahyuk to be no different from them.

"Answer me. You've got nowhere to run," Peng Sahyuk growled, reaching out and grabbing a handful of Hyonwon Kang's disheveled hair.

They were so close that Hyonwon Kang could feel Peng Sahyuk's breath on his skin.

"Do I really look like the kind of asshole who would do that?!"

"...You never know."

SLAP!

Hyonwon Kang's body recoiled from the blow to his face.

"Listen up, Hyonwon Kang. As an old friend, I'll give you one last piece of advice." Peng Sahyuk's eyes blazed with rage. For a moment, when Hyonwon Kang had asked him for a duel, he'd actually hoped that they could repair their relationship.

Oh how wrong he was. Hyonwon Kang's inferiority complex was likely the worst in the school.

"Don't ever cross paths with me again. If you spot me from a hundred paces away, steer clear, because if I ever see your face again... I'll crush you like an insect," Peng Sahyuk threatened.

"......"

"Pathetic wretch." Peng Sahyuk spat on the ground, spun on his heel, and stomped out of the training grounds.

One by one, the watching students departed as well. Hyonwon Kang was left alone, sprawled on the floor.

"Damn it..."

He had lost. Well, he never expected to win. As Peng Sahyuk had said, while he was idling away his time, Peng Sahyuk had worked tirelessly to be worthy of being the heir of one of the Five Great Clans.

Why did he even come to the Azure Dragon Academy?

All the other heirs of the Five Great Clans were training at the Heavenly Martial Academy, yet Peng Sahyuk had opted for the Azure Dragon Academy. That choice had turned heads, enough that nobody cared that the heir of the fallen Hyonwon Clan had also enrolled.


"Hyonwon Kang! Long time no see!"



Suddenly, he recalled the freshman welcome ceremony three years ago. Before the event commenced, Peng Sahyuk had spotted him from afar and approached him.


"What have you been up to all these years? I sent you numerous letters, did you receive them? I wanted to visit your house, but my father wouldn't allow it..."

"...Get lost."

"...What?"

"Fuck off, I said."



He turned and walked away, ignoring Peng Sahyuk... then avoided him like the plague for the next three years.

Gradually, Peng Sahyuk attitude toward him changed.


"Oi, Hyonwon. What crap have you been drinking today? You reek of alcohol."



"...Mind your own business."

"Pathetic loser. Are you going to live like this forever?"

While Hyonwon Kang spiraled into delinquency, Peng Sahyuk rose to prominence, seizing power within the Club Union. Alongside Student Council President Dokgo Jun, he quickly became one of Azure Dragon Academy's most prodigious students.

The only difference was that, unlike Dokgo Jun, who participated in the Heavenly Martial Festival every year, Peng Sahyuk had never taken part in it.

Why doesn't he participate? Is he scared of losing?

If he enters the Heavenly Martial Festival, his incompetence will be revealed.

Here, he's a king. In the Heavenly Martial Festival, he might not even make it past the first round of the Dragon Pheonix Tournament.

Students gossiped behind Peng Sahyuk's back, criticizing him for abstaining from the Heavenly Martial Festival. They viewed him as someone who had chosen to be a big fish in a small pond rather than face the competitive environment of the Heavenly Martial Academy.

However, Hyonwon Kang thought differently. That can't be true. There's no way he enrolled in the Azure Dragon Academy just to avoid competition. Even as a child, he constantly challenged himself, saying he would win one day even if he lost every time. With such a competitive spirit, he couldn't have chosen the Azure Dragon Academy over the Heavenly Martial Academy out of fear. So why... why did Peng Sahyuk come here?

Suddenly, a thought struck him.


"Do I seem like that kind of person to you?"



Was it because of me? That's absurd. He followed me to Azure Dragon Academy because of a fleeting childhood friendship?


"Do I really look like the kind of asshole who would do that?!"



Impossible.

"Hah, that's ridiculous..." Hyonwon Kang gazed at the overcast sky with a dazed expression.

PITTER-PATTER...

Raindrops began to fall, gradually intensifying into a downpour.

SHWAAA...

"It's just one misfortune after another. Is this what they call 'getting beaten to a pulp in the rain'? Fuck... This is turning out to be one shitty day." Hyonwon Kang grumbled, using his arm to shield his face from the pouring rain. The rain seeped into his wounds, causing a burning sensation, but he didn't feel like getting up.


"Hi!"

"Do you want to fight me?"

"Damn it! I'll win next time!"

"Bring it on!"

"OWW!"



Standing in the rain, memories of their childhood resurfaced. Hyonwon Kang wished they could all be washed away by the rain, dissolving into oblivion.

Suddenly, the rain ceased falling on his face.

SHWAAA...

He could still hear the rain, but the raindrops no longer reached him.

"What are you doing here?" a familiar voice asked.

Hyonwon Kang lowered the arm that covered his face. A man with an umbrella stood over him, peering down.


Chapter 58: The Asura Blood Heaven Blade

The man with the umbrella peered down at Hyonwon Kang, who was soaked to the bone, and asked, "Hyonwon Kang, what are you doing right now?'"

His face remained as expressionless as a brick wall, despite the downpour. He was a man of precision, impeccable grooming, and unyielding demeanor, as was natural for the one and only Star Instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy.

"Namgung Su..."

"'That's Mr. Namgung for you.'"

"......"

Namgung Su furrowed his brow as he scrutinized Hyonwon Kang's battered condition. "Looks like you've seen better days... A brawl, perhaps? But not many students can rough you up like this. Did you have multiple opponents?"

"Quit pestering me and scram," Hyonwon Kang retorted bluntly. He remembered a time when Namgung Su had shown genuine interest in him during his early days at the academy, but those days were long over now.


"You're talented, so why aren't you training harder?"

"Because I don't feel like it."

"Why?"

"Hey teacher, what do you say when someone asks you why you don't feel like doing something?"

"......"



Hyonwon Kang's journey at the academy had gotten off to a rocky start when he resisted Namgung Su's initial attempts to motivate him, which eventually led to him being labeled as an unruly problem child. When that happened, Namgung Su, being the rational man that he was, had moved on and concentrated on other students, leaving Hyonwon Kang to fend for himself.

"Just pretend you didn't see me. You're too busy to waste your time on someone like me."

Namgung Su narrowed his eyes, annoyed. "Hyonwon Kang, seventeen years old, third year student."

"......"

"Don't you think that seventeen is an age where a martial artist should take responsibility for his words and actions?"

"......"

"Why did you enroll in the Azure Dragon Academy? Did your parents force you? Are you just after a graduation certificate? Or did you just follow the crowd?"

"......" Hyonwon Kang glared at Namgung Su, clenching his teeth.

Undeterred, Namgung Su continued his tirade, "For three years now, you've let down not only me, but all the instructors. Even though you're talented, you're lazy, and you keep getting involved in violent incidents. And yet, we've always looked the other way. Why do you think that is? It's because we believed that you would grow up and come to your senses."

"......"

"But even our patience has its limits." Namgung Su, shielding Hyonwon Kang from the rain with his umbrella, coldly said the words he knew would hurt Hyonwon Kang the most, "Please drop out."

"......"

"I will no longer allow you to dishonor the Azure Dragon Academy. If you're going to act like this in the future, I suggest you drop out before you get expelled."

"Who are you to tell me to drop out...!"

"Hyonwon Kang."

For a moment, Hyonwon Kang felt a suffocating killing intent tighten around his throat.

Namgung Su stared down at the disheveled Hyonwon Kang with a contemptuous glint in his eyes. "Do you think the world's a cakewalk? If you want to achieve something, you've got to fight tooth and nail. You can't achieve anything if you laze around and then whine when you lose."

He extended his hand. "I'll give you one last chance to turn your life around. Take my hand and join my class starting tomorrow."

Had anyone else witnessed this, they'd have been astounded. Namgung Su rarely extended such opportunities to individual students, no matter how talented they were.

That look in his eyes is exactly the same as the Peng Clan Head back then. He can't be trusted. Hyonwon Kang gritted his teeth, stared defiantly at him, and said, "I don't need it, you hypocrite."

"As expected," Namgung Su said in a mocking tone. "Then, right now, I've decided that you won't graduate."

As the Azure Dragon Academy's sole Star Instructor, Namgung Su held influence second only to Principal Noh Goonsang. When he set his mind on something, very few at the academy could oppose him.

"Enjoy your remaining time before expulsion."

"...Whatever."

"As a parting gift, I'll leave my umbrella here." Namgung Su placed the umbrella beside Hyonwon Kang.

He then pulled out a second umbrella and opened it. "I always carry a spare," he explained.

"...I didn't say anything."

Namgung Su strode away into the rain. 

As he left, Hyonwon Kang swore under his breath, "Son of a bitch..."

The contempt in Namgung Su's eyes infuriated him, but at the same time, regret gnawed away at him. Should I have taken that offer? Should I have accepted that last chance and given it my all?

…No, it's pointless.

Although Namgung Su excelled in many types of martial arts, earning him the title of Star Instructor, but in the end, his specialty was swordsmanship. On the other hand, the Hyonwon Clan's martial arts revolved around the dao.

The biggest problem lies in our defective martial arts.


"With our current martial arts... No matter how hard we try, we can only reach the peak level."



When his father had first told him the truth about their martial arts, the young Hyonwon Kang had been left frustrated. His father, the Clan Head of Hyonwon Clan, was only comparable in strength to a Hall Leader in the Peng Clan. 


"If only the Sky Sundering Blade, or even the Earth Shattering Blade, could be completely restored..."



"…Damn it! I need to stop making excuses."

I'm the one who has never tried pushing past the limits before. If I had... maybe I could have shattered them.

SHWAAA...

The rain showed no sign of relenting. Namgung Su's umbrella shielded Hyonwon Kang's face, but his body was soaked through and his mind was a mess.


"Do I seem like that kind of person to you?"

"I'm so sorry, I can't do anything for you..."

"...Did you use a lethal technique on my son?"

"You're talented, so why aren't you training harder?"



Peng Sahyuk, his father, the Peng Clan Head, and Namgung Su's words echoed relentlessly in his mind.

Please, stop!

Hyonwon Kang closed his eyes. An inexplicable fatigue washed over him, his wounds from Peng Sahyuk's beating ached, and the cold rainwater made his body stiff.

"Hah..." He exhaled, and a frosty plume escaped his lips. His strength was slowly draining away.

I might freeze to death... An apt end for a wretch.

"Oi, punk, why are you sprawled out like that? Is it comfortable?"

Am I hearing things at my deathbed?

"Wake up, dumbass. What the fuck are you doing in the middle of the training grounds?"

Shit, this is the last voice I wanted to hear in my final moments.

"Are you seriously sleeping in a place like this?"

Namgung Su is overbearing, but at least he's prim and proper, like a teacher should be. This guy? He's more vulgar than a thug!

"I know you can hear me, and don't think I'll just leave if you keep ignoring me. Nuh uh, not a chance~"

"Fuck..." Hyonwon Kang opened his eyes to glare at the irritating bastard who couldn't even let him rest in peace.

SWOOSH!

Namgung Su's umbrella went flying, drenching him.

"Ahh, damn it!" Hyonwon Kang sat bolt upright and bellowed, "BAEK SU-RYONG!!!"

"That's Mr. Baek for you," Baek Suryong sneered, squatting down in front of Hyonwon Kang.
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"Ugh..." Hyonwon Kang shivered. Even though he was wrapped in a warm blanket, lying in the winter rain for hours had taken its toll.

"Drink this. It'll warm you up." I handed Hyonwon Kang a cup of hot tea.

Trembling, he took the cup and sipped some tea. Then, in a hoarse voice, he mumbled, "I was never a genius."

I stared at him incredulously. Oh no, did Peng Sahyuk damage his brain?

"...Why the sudden confession?" I asked. The whole school already knows what happened, but I guess I should act stupid just this once for his sake…

Hyonwon Kang bit his lip and began recounting the events that led him to this sorry state. "...So, I ended up in a brawl with Peng Sahyuk and couldn't do anything against him..."

"Tsk tsk, so what if you're a genius? You think you can just coast through life without putting in any effort? And don't underestimate that Peng Clan Young Master, he's no pushover." I clicked my tongue in annoyance.

"......"

Woah, his eyes look dead. It seems that he hasn't fully recovered from the shock of his humiliating defeat. I sighed and continued, "It'd be great if you could gain inner qi just by eating and become a master bladesman by randomly flailing your limbs, but even geniuses need to work hard to reach their goals. The only difference is the speed of improvement."

"There's no future for me here…" Hyonwon Kang began.

He looks like he just made up his mind about something, but in my experience, he's about to make a grave mistake…

"… So I'm dropping out of the Azure Dragon Academy."

THWACK!

I promptly smacked him on the head.

"Oww! Why did you hit me?" Hyonwon Kang whined.

Annoyed, I raised my hand, and he flinched. If I keep going, he might break…

I lowered my arm and said nicely, "Because you needed a wake-up call. Your father bent over backwards for the Peng Clan to feed and clothe you and send you to the Azure Dragon Academy, but now you want to drop out?"

"It's not like that!" Hyonwon Kang protested. "I won't be a burden, and I won't live like trash. I'm going to become a freelancer."

Freelancer? What kind of newfangled bullshit is this? I had plenty more to say, but Hyonwon Kang appeared quite determined, so I decided to hear him out first.

"I thought about a lot of things as I lay there in the rain. Where I went wrong, why I've been wasting my life away... Fuck, I don't know why I'm telling you all this, but it all comes back to martial arts."

"What about martial arts?"

Hyonwon Kang smiled bitterly. "How much do you know about the Hyonwon Clan's martial arts?"

"I know they're famous for Blade Arts, especially the Earth Shattering Blade and the Sky Sundering Blade."

…It's probably better to keep the other blade art to myself for now.

Hyonwon Kang nodded somberly. "That's right, but because of the... Crazy Demon's massacre, all that's left in my family is a defective Earth Shattering Blade."

"What does that have to do with becoming a freelancer? Wait, are you thinking of…"

Hyonwon Kang nodded again, his eyes glittering with tenacity. "You guessed right. Through real combat, I'll develop my own martial art based on the Earth Shattering Blade and revive the Hyonwon Clan."

Holy shit… I thought, barely managing to maintain a poker face.

"Namgung Su has already told me that he won't let me graduate. All right then, I'm not going to waste any more time. I'll become a freelancer, travel around the world and gain practical experience..."

WHAM!

I smacked Hyonwon Kang again, this time with purpose.

"Damn it, why'd you hit me again?" Hyonwon Kang rolled on the floor, tears welling up.

"You asked for it," I sighed. It's good that he's finally seeing the light, but deciding to be a freelancer really...


"...I don't regret it. I did it to perfect my martial arts."



...Sounds like something Master Crazy Demon would do.

Back then, in order to perfect his martial arts, Master Crazy Demon had embarked on the Hundred Duels Trial, a self-inflicted ordeal which involved dueling masters to the death a hundred times over. It did not end well for him.

I sighed. "Stop thinking about this and go back to school."

"I told you, there's nothing more I can learn there. If I want to perfect my martial arts..."

"Hold it right there and finish listening to me before you continue. First of all, your idea of perfecting martial arts by risking your life is outdated. What you need is a good training environment and a skilled instructor."

Of course, for a master martial artist, there was nothing better than life-and-death combat, but Hyonwon Kang was far from that level.

"Second, you don't need to create your own martial arts. You already have plenty to learn."

"...What the hell are you talking about?" Hyonwon Kang made a skeptical face.

A wave of nostalgia suddenly swept over me, as if I were transported back decades into the past. For a moment, Hyonwon Kang and Master Crazy Demon's faces overlapped.

"I'm going to teach you a new blade art, one that belonged to a deceased master. It's the only one of its kind in the world, and I promise you, it's on par with the Earth Shattering Blade, if not the Sky Sundering Blade of the Hyonwon Clan."

Hyonwon Kang's eyes widened. In the murim, teaching a martial art without the permission of the original faction or martial artist was considered a serious offense, so much so that even the Five Great Academies, including the Azure Dragon Academy, focused on teaching students when and how to use a martial art they already learned rather than teaching them brand new martial arts.

"Y-You're going to teach me a master's martial art?" Hyonwon Kang stuttered.

"Yes."

"Why?"

Because I believe that this is what the creator of this technique would want. 

Well, I couldn't exactly tell him that, so I came up with another reason. "Because I need to win the Heavenly Martial Festival."

"AHAHAHAHAHA!" Hyonwon Kang burst into uncontrollable laughter.

When he finally sobered up, he said, " Still, it is never easy to learn a new martial art, let alone master it well enough in a year to put it into practice..."

"Is that your excuse for not learning?"

"...As long as I can get stronger, I'm willing to try, no matter how difficult it is."

Good. It seems that his encounter with Peng Sahyuk has jolted him back to reality. I smirked and said, "Adapting won't be as hard as you think."

Because the martial art I'm going to teach you has its roots in the Hyonwon Clan.

I remembered a conversation I had with Master Crazy Demon long ago.


"By the way, Master Crazy Demon, what's the name of your martial art?"

"...The Asura Blood Heaven Blade."



The Asura Blood Heaven Blade (修羅血天刀) – a martial art perfected by the Crazy Demon Hyonwon Hu through his Hundred Duels Trial.

This was the technique that I decided to pass down to his descendant, Hyonwon Kang.

Hyonwon Kang, I'll make you the world's greatest blademaster.


Chapter 59: See You at the Heavenly Martial Festival

"Are you serious about changing schools?" Noh Goonsang asked.

Peng Sahyuk nodded. "Yes."

"Why the sudden decision?"

Peng Sahyuk fidgeted uncomfortably. He needed a recommendation letter from the academy's principal, Noh Goonsang, to facilitate his transfer, but actually asking for it was nerve-wracking.

Bowing politely, Peng Sahyuk explained, "I apologize, but I believe I've learned all I can at the Azure Dragon Academy. I want to challenge myself alongside exceptional students in a more conducive environment."

Noh Goonsang fell silent for a moment, then sighed. "Haa... Which academy are you considering?"

"The Heavenly Martial Academy."

"Well, that's a relief. At least it's not the White Tiger Academy."

The Azure Dragon Academy and the White Tiger Academy had been rivals for years, their fierce competition extending even to the Heavenly Martial Festival.

...Although, in recent times, the Azure Dragon Academy's ten-year run as the lowest-ranked institution had rendered their rivalry somewhat pointless.

"I haven't even considered any other options apart from the Heavenly Martial Academy."

"Are you prepared for the challenges you'll face? It won't be easy."

"Just grant me the recommendation letter, and I'll handle the rest."

Transferring was notoriously arduous. It required excelling at your current academy and passing an entrance exam significantly tougher than the standard one. For an Azure Dragon Academy student, the lowest of the Five Great Academies, aiming for the Heavenly Martial Academy meant even more stringent criteria.

"The instructors and students there won't go easy on you."

Peng Sahyuk grinned, brushing it off as if it were child's play. "Let them try."

"I see. With your spirit, I believe you'll adapt just fine."

No matter how competitive it is at the Heavenly Martial Academy, Peng Sahyuk is bound to shine there. In fact, with his bold personality, he might even stir things up, Noh Goonsang thought, chuckling to himself.

"By the way, I'm not quite sure what to mention in your recommendation letter about your character. Three years of dominating the Club Union, gathering followers, bullying your classmates, and nearly landing in prison this year for attempting to bribe new instructors."

"P-Principal..." Peng Sahyuk stammered, panicking.

Noh Goonsang playfully grinned. "Well, you've certainly been quite the troublemaker. I can only imagine what the Heavenly Martial Academy Principal might think if they found out."

"Principal..." Peng Sahyuk deflated. If Noh Goonsang decided to highlight "character issues" in his recommendation letter, transferring might become impossible.

So this is the Thousand-Armed Bodhisattva Noh Goonsang, one of the world's top hundred… Not even the Hebei Peng Clan's reputation can intimidate him.

Seeing Peng Sahyuk's unease, Noh Goonsang laughed, "Just kidding. I won't include the character part in your letter of recommendation. While your pranks may have occasionally crossed the line, you've generally performed well academically."

"...Thank you," Peng Sahyuk sighed with relief.

However, Noh Goonsang wasn't done yet. "Although… can you take another day to think about it?"

"Why...?"

Noh Goonsang fixed Peng Sahyuk with a meaningful stare. Feeling as though those eyes could penetrate his innermost thoughts, Peng Sahyuk quickly looked away.

"You've given me many reasons, but I suspect the primary one for your transfer isn't among them, is it?"

"...Why do you say that?"

"Whether you like it or not, living a long life makes you perceptive. The twinkle in your eye gave you away."

"......"

"If you wish to attend the Heavenly Martial Academy, I'm willing to support you. But before you go, tie up any loose ends here, before they become inner demons that haunt you."

I'm done here. I have no more regrets, Peng Sahyuk thought, but he wisely refrained from voicing his thoughts to the school principal. "...Alright," he finally replied.

"I'll have the recommendation letter ready by tomorrow afternoon. Come pick it up then."

"Thank you." Peng Sahyuk rose from his seat, bowed to Noh Goonsang, and turned to leave.

Suddenly, in a hushed tone, Noh Goonsang spoke, "Three years ago, when you joined the Azure Dragon Academy, your teachers and I had high hopes for you."

Peng Sahyuk slowly turned back. "...I'm sorry I didn't meet your expectations."

Noh Goonsang smiled warmly. "No apologies necessary. We are the ones who are sorry for not teaching you properly, and...I still hold high hopes for you." 

"Are you suggesting I stay at the Azure Dragon Academy?" Peng Sahyuk asked, his expression hardening.

Noh Goonsang shook his head. "That's not what I mean... I simply hope that whether you stay here or go to the Heavenly Martial Academy, you'll always give it your all and achieve your goals. That's all."

"......"

"Of course, it's a pity. This year's Azure Dragon Academy looks like it's going to be a lot of fun. Can you guess why?" Noh Goonsang smiled with the innocence of a child.

That smile prompted Peng Sahyuk to laugh without realizing it. "Yeah."

At that moment, a certain person's face flashed through both their minds.


"Then, at this year's Heavenly Martial Festival, I will lead the Azure Dragon Academy to victory."



Baek Suryong had confidently spoken of winning the Heavenly Martial Festival. It was an impossible task, but he was determined to give it his all.

"It'd be a shame if you missed out on the fun."

"It would be, but I can't change anything by myself," Peng Sahyuk sadly concluded. "I'm sorry, but I don't think I can stay."

With that, Peng Sahyuk bowed, turned, and exited the Principal's office, softly muttering, "...Because I no longer have any regrets."

As he stepped out of the building and wandered the academy's grounds, Peng Sahyuk reflected on his three years at the Azure Dragon Academy. He had never been a model student, and most of his classes bored him due to their lack of challenge. His classmates, too, failed to captivate him.

Except for Dokgo Jun, everyone else is mediocre.

With no competition within the academy, Peng Sahyuk had strayed down a different path.

I indulged in power to the point of tedium.

As the Young Master of the Hebei Peng Clan, he easily amassed followers within the academy, securing control over the Club Union and gaining influence over some instructors. He knew they referred to him as the snake head behind his back, but he cared little for the opinions of the weak.

It's all so boring.

At the Azure Dragon Academy, he could act as arrogantly as he pleased, but he was self-aware enough to realize that he was the true rotten delinquent, not Hyonwon Kang like he always said.


"I'm sure you've been guzzling those expensive elixirs your clan provides, learning from the best instructors, and mastering secret martial arts passed down through generations. If you're still weaker than me after all that, then you're truly a worthless good-for-nothing."



"You're the worthless good-for-nothing, damn it."

A pitiable face with swollen, bruised lips. Eyes brimming with venom. A life wasted, but with an envy-inducing talent. Once friends, now nothing.

Thinking of Hyonwon Kang, Peng Sahyuk snorted. "You'll remain stuck here for the rest of your life."

Regardless of how he thought about it, there was nothing more to gain at the Azure Dragon Academy. He had no reason to stay, and from now on, he needed to aim higher. Therefore, he would transfer to the Heavenly Martial Academy, surpass those who underestimated him, and dominate yet another academy.

I should return and request the recommendation letter right away. Peng Sahyuk started heading back to Noh Goonsang's office.

"PENG SA-HYUKKKKK!"

WHOOSH!

What…? Movement arts? Who...? Peng Sahyuk turned toward the direction of the shout.

Hyonwon Kang was racing toward him, his face a colorful canvas of bruises.

At first, Peng Sahyuk was astonished by Hyonwon Kang's audacity, but when he saw Hyonwon Kang's battered face, he brushed it aside and burst out laughing, "Puhahaha! Y-You look like a panda with those black eyes... Wait, I don't remember hitting you in the face, though...? Who the hell did that to you?"

Hyonwon Kang skidded to a stop before Peng Sahyuk, panting heavily. "Huff, huff... there you are. Fuck, I've been looking for you everywhere."

"You've been looking for me?" For a moment, Peng Sahyuk's expression darkened, and he exuded a chilling aura. "Hyonwon Kang, I warned you. Stay at least a hundred steps away from me, or I'll..."

"Hey, let's have another match."

"What?"

"Another match."

Peng Sahyuk was dumbfounded for a moment, before he regained his composure and said incredulously, "You've really gone mad, that's good. There's no cure for insanity but death. Come on, you asshole."

"Wait!" As Peng Sahyuk drew his sword, Hyonwon Kang stumbled backward. "Not today, but next time! That's what I came here to tell you."

"...Are you kidding me?" Peng Sahyuk exclaimed, but the look on Hyonwon Kang's face told him that he was not joking.

"Starting today, I'm going to learn a new blade art," Hyonwon Kang proudly declared.

"A new blade art?"

"From now on, no more drinking, no more slacking off. I'll train to the brink of exhaustion."

"...What for?"

Hyonwon Kang grinned widely. "So that next time, I'll win."

For a moment, Peng Sahyuk felt like he had traveled back in time. Hyonwon Kang's smile was one he hadn't seen in three years.


"Next time, I'll win!"



He had said that to Hyonwon Kang countless times when they were kids, but ironically, it was Hyonwon Kang who was saying it to him now.

Oh how the tables have turned. Peng Sahyuk erupted in laughter. "You're insane... Ahahahahaha!"

"What? You think I'm joking? Go ahead, laugh all you want now. Let's see if you'll still be laughing in a few months..."

WHAM!

Hyonwon Kang dropped to his knees, caught off guard by a sudden punch to the stomach. Tears welled up in his eyes as he glared at Peng Sahyuk. "Damned bastard, why'd you hit me! I said next time, didn't I? Next time!"

Peng Sahyuk sneered, "Hah, in a few months? You'll never defeat me, you damned bastard."

"Fuck you... We'll see."

Watching Hyonwon Kang grit his teeth, Peng Sahyuk snorted, a hint of genuine amusement in his laughter. "Kukuku, excellent. Please try harder next time. I'll eagerly anticipate the pleasure of defeating you," he declared with a smirk.
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A few days later, armed with Noh Goonsang's recommendation letter, Peng Sahyuk made his way to the Heavenly Martial Academy. He aced the transfer exam and became a student at the prestigious institution.

He then penned a letter to Hyonwon Kang: "See you at the Heavenly Martial Festival. We'll settle our match there."



Translator's Note: I am off on a business + vacation trip to Fukuoka and Busan. Updates will resume on Oct 25th. Now you know why there have been triple releases lately XD


Chapter 60: Two Prodigies

"Fucking asshole," Hyonwon Kang muttered as he glared at the letter he had pinned to his bedroom wall. 

Four days ago, he had received a letter from Peng Sahyuk, who had left for the Heavenly Martial Academy. It read: "See you at the Heavenly Martial Festival. We'll settle our match there."

Hyonwon Kang had immediately put the letter up so he could see it every morning, in moments of training fatigue, and before bed. It was a constant reminder to himself.

"So you win and run off to the Heavenly Martial Academy, huh?"

If stares could pierce, the letter would be in shreds by now.

"Fine. We'll meet at the Heavenly Martial Festival, and I'll crush you in front of everyone."

Gritting his teeth, Hyonwon Kang tore the letter from the wall. He was moving out today, and the letter was the last of his meager belongings after three years of living in the dorm with hardly any personal items.

At the main gates of the Azure Dragon Academy, he found Baek Suryong chatting with Mae Geuklyom.

"Is that all you've got?" Baek Suryong asked, noticing his approach.

"Yes… Sir," Hyonwon Kang replied, still using the formal language he wasn't used to. He had decided to shed his pride and commit entirely to his training under Baek Suryong's tutelage. Speaking formally to his teacher was only natural, and he had even impulsively cut his messy long hair to signify his determination to change.

Scratching his still awkwardly short hair, Hyonwon Kang said, "I have everything I need."

Baek Suryong nodded. "Good, I've also taken care of all the necessary paperwork. Grandpa, may I take this punk with me?"

"Come here for a moment," Mae Geuklyom called Hyonwon Kang over to evaluate his attitude. "Is it true that you're going to dedicate yourself to martial arts from now on?"

"Yes. From today onward, I'll be staying with Mr. Baek and concentrating on martial arts."

Except for special circumstances, students who remained at the academy over the vacation period were required to stay in the dorms. However, Baek Suryong had arranged for Hyonwon Kang to move out under the pretext of remedial training.

How the hell did Baek Suryong persuade the Headmaster? Hyonwon Kang wondered.

"You have a good look in your eyes now," Mae Geuklyom noted, nodding in satisfaction. He had seen countless students in his years at the Azure Dragon Academy, including delinquents worse than Hyonwon Kang, like the one who had kidnapped his daughter…

"Baek Muheun, that son of a bitch..." he grumbled.

"G-Grandpa? Please take a deep breath and calm down!"

"Phew... I was just reminded of that bastard for a moment."

After calming down, Mae Geuklyom turned his attention back to Hyonwon Kang. The boy's eyes had told him all that he needed to know. He placed a hand on Hyonwon Kang's shoulder and said, "I believe you. There aren't many days left until the end of school vacation, so learn as much as you can from Mr. Baek and return ready for the new semester."

"I'm sorry for the trouble I've caused in the past. I'll show you that I've changed." Hyonwon Kang bowed deeply.

Mae Geuklyom's lips curled slightly, acknowledging Hyonwon Kang's desire to change for the better. Thus, he decided to offer the boy some final words of advice, "Quit drinking."

"…I'll never touch it again."

"And stay away from women."

"I will."

"If I hear you've been to a brothel..."

A shiver ran down Hyonwon Kang's spine. Holy shit, is that killing intent!?

"…I'll cut off both you and your teacher's jewels."

"G-Grandpa? Why me too?" Baek Suryong yelled, bewildered.

Mae Geuklyom replied expressionlessly, "A teacher is also responsible for their student's mistakes. Always remember that."

"Yes..."

"Okay..."

Baek Suryong and Hyonwon Kang nodded obediently, their faces pale from terror.

With that, it was time to leave.

"Are you prepared to go through hell?" Baek Suryong asked as they walked.

"Yes, I am," Hyonwon Kang replied determinedly. For three years now, he had strayed from the path of martial arts, so if he wanted to make up for the lost time, he had to put in the effort.

He would face Peng Sahyuk and avenge his previous loss at the Heavenly Martial Festival. He would also say what he couldn't say to him before he left.

Seeing Hyonwon Kang grinning to himself, Baek Suryong smirked and commented, "Relax, or someone might mistake you for a debt collector."

"F… Okay."

Their destination wasn't far. After leaving the Azure Dragon Academy, they arrived at a mansion.

"This is where you'll be staying," Baek Suryong said.

"...Here?" Hyonwon Kang gaped at Baek Suryong in disbelief. "Teacher, are you... wealthy?"

Baek Suryong smiled proudly. "This isn't my house. It belongs to my buddy Heo Cheon, an up-and-coming local businessman."

Why does he sound like he's boasting about himself rather than his friend? They must be really close, Hyonwon Kang wondered.

Noticing Hyonwon Kang's unspoken question, Baek Suryong answered, "He's like a brother to me, so don't worry and make yourself comfortable. I have already informed him that you're moving in."

With that said, Baek Suryong entered the mansion through a gate wide enough for a horse-drawn carriage. Although the mansion was huge and even had a training field, it felt strangely empty.

"He bought this place recently, so there aren't many people here. I planned to establish the White Dragon Academy here if I failed the instructor exam..."

"Eh?"

"Oops. Anyway, don't worry about it," Baek Suryong shrugged. Suddenly, he noticed a presence approaching them and added, "Oh, by the way, you're not the only one training here."

"Who is it?"

"Our secret weapon for the Heavenly Martial Festival..."

"What?"

"...And someone who will soon be your junior." Baek Suryong grinned.

Just then, a boy of about fourteen or fifteen came out of the mansion. His stature was a little smaller than his peers, but he wore a bright smile on his innocent but somewhat pale face. "Suryong-hyung!" he greeted.

"I told you to call me Mr. Baek. Anyway, are you feeling better now, Cheon?"

"Yes!"

Baek Suryong ruffled the boy's hair as he ran toward him like an eager puppy greeting its master.

"Why did you take so long? Grandpa and I waited forever!"

"I was busy for a while, but now we can see each other every day. I'll be working here starting tomorrow."

"Really?" The boy's smile widened, genuinely pleased. 

Meanwhile, Hyonwon Kang, the academy's number one delinquent, squirmed uncomfortably. Such a kind and fragile-looking kid...

Sensing his awkwardness, the boy turned toward him. "Hi, who are you?"

Baek Suryong introduced, "This is Hyonwon Kang, a third-year student at the Azure Dragon Academy. He'll be staying here from now on."

"I'm Hyonwon Kang. As of today, I'll be under your care." Hyonwon Kang nodded stiffly, obviously not used to being polite.

The boy greeted him with a bow, "I'm Wiji Cheon! I'll turn fifteen this year! Please feel free to talk to me informally, Sunbae!"

"Sunbae?" Hyonwon Kang looked suspiciously at Baek Suryong.

"Cheon will be taking this year's entrance exam. Soon, he'll be your hoobae," Baek Suryong clarified.

"Do you really think the Academy would accept just anyone? Oh, sorry, I didn't mean..." Hyonwon Kang began before suddenly realizing his slip of the tongue and apologizing to Wiji Cheon.

With a broad smile as if nothing had happened, Wiji Cheon giggled, "Hehe, it's fine. I heard that the entrance exam for the Azure Dragon Academy is quite challenging, so I'm working hard!"

"O-Okay, do your best." Hyonwon Kang stuttered, thrown off by Wiji Cheon's easygoing manner.

Baek Suryong watched the two boys, who were like oil and water. It's like a cat and a dog meeting for the first time. If Hyonwon Kang is a grumpy cat, then Wiji Cheon is an affectionate dog. It's quite the reassuring sight.

"From now on, you will train together and spar frequently," he said.

"Please guide me, Sunbae!"

"Yeah, sure…" Hyonwon Kang reluctantly replied. Not only is he two years younger than me, he also looks kind of sickly… I guess this is going be a chore.

"Why don't you two warm up with a spar? Just remember, no internal arts allowed," Baek Suryong suggested.

Thinking this was his chance to show his skills, Hyonwon Kang confidently picked up a wooden blade.
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"Keuk!" Hyonwon Kang doubled over like a cooked shrimp as a wooden sword struck his stomach. 

Wiji Cheon rushed to his side and asked worriedly, "Sunbae, are you okay?"

"I'm fine... Bleargh!" Having emptied his stomach earlier, Hyonwon Kang now vomited only bile. Wiping his mouth with his hand, he groaned, "One… One more round."

"Again?" Wiji Cheon looked as if he wanted to stop.

"Again." Hyonwon Kang scrambled to his feet using his wooden blade as support, his eyes burning with determination. He had underestimated Wiji Cheon at first, but not any more. He raised his wooden blade toward Wiji Cheon as if it were a life-or-death battle.

"Haven't we already sparred nine rounds? Sunbae, maybe we should stop now..." Wiji Cheon mumbled, on the verge of tears.

"Just one more time," Hyonwon Kang said firmly.

I decided to mediate, "This will be the last round."

"...Okay."

"Yes..."

Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon raised their wooden weapons. Their blades clashed once more, and I watched the show with a fan in hand.

"As expected, Wiji Cheon is stronger."

Although Wiji Cheon had lost most of his inner qi after recovering from qi deviation, his skill remained, and in terms of pure skill he was far superior to Hyonwon Kang despite their age difference.

SMACK!

"Oww!"

In the end, Hyonwon Kang was struck in the stomach again and collapsed.

"Um, S-Sunbae..."

"Don't talk to me."

"...Okay."

Hyonwon Kang, the prodigious delinquent who had become a punching bag, lay on the ground, gazing up at the stars. "I want to bury my head in the sink and fucking drown myself right now…" he mumbled hopelessly.

He looks pitiful. Very pitiful. I turned to Wiji Cheon and asked quietly, "Cheon, could you help him wash up and then take him to his room?"

"O-Okay!"

Hyonwon Kang got up with Wiji Cheon's assistance, and they hobbled to the bathroom.

Even then, Hyonwon Kang remained irritable. "Let go. I can manage..."

"I think you'll fall if I let go..."

"I won't say it again. Let go."

"Really?"

"Yeah..."

"Okay, I'll let go."

Wiji Cheon released Hyonwon Kang.

Immediately, Hyonwon Kang's legs gave way, and he crumpled to the ground. To add insult to injury, his face collided with a rock on the ground.

CRACK!

"I let go because you told me to, but... are you okay?"

After a moment, Hyonwon Kang looked at Wiji Cheon and smiled as if he'd never been healthier. "Hah, this is nothing."

But you're bleeding from both nostrils… Wiji Cheon thought.


Chapter 61: I Thought I Was Rich, But…

"Zzz... Zzz..." Hyonwon Kang's loud snores echoed through the room as he sprawled on his bed. His puffy, swollen face and double nosebleeds were a sight to behold. 

Well, at least he hasn't broken anything.

One of Hyonwon Kang's standout qualities was his natural strength. Every day, he subjected himself to grueling workouts that would leave most people sore for days, yet he'd wake up the next morning feeling fine. It was safe to say that he possessed phenomenal physical prowess.

"Mnya... Peng Sahyuk... you bastard... just a bit more..." he mumbled in his sleep.

"A bit? It's a lot more, idiot," I scolded.

After checking up on Hyonwon Kang, I moved on to the next room. There, Wiji Cheon lay fast asleep, curled up like a shrimp.

Despite being fifteen, Wiji Cheon's sleeping visage resembled that of a ten-year-old boy. When I first met him, he was an insane sword demon, but now, he exuded a much more innocent aura compared to his peers.

Well, he was a pure kid even when he was in the middle of qi deviation.

Pure as in he tore apart mountain birds and sliced up rabbits while harboring no evil in his heart.

"Mommy..." Wiji Cheon murmured, clutching the sword tightly to his chest.

I stared at him, assessing his talents and weaknesses. Unlike Hyonwon Kang, Wiji Cheon had a slight build with thin limbs. He was still in the midst of his growth spurt, so there was room for him to grow taller, but for now, he looked like he would have an average physique as an adult. Decent for a swordsman, but not exceptional.

Still, Wiji Cheon's true talent lay not in his physique, but in his insight - the kind of insight and focus that allowed him to independently master the intricate Unlimited Sword to a fairly high level, even though it was a fake.

Above all, this boy loved the sword.


"A swordsman should love swords."

"Isn't that obvious?"

"Most swordsmen see the sword as a mere tool, a weapon for killing. They use it, but they don't really love it."

"What do you mean by 'love the sword'? Is it a matter of mindset?"

"A sword is a sword."

"Master Sword Saint, I'm not trying to preach here, but..."

"A sword is a sword. If you want to understand the sword, you have to look at it every day."

"No..."



I couldn't help but remember Master Sword Saint caressing his beloved sword after mercilessly killing a human without hesitation. That sword that Master Sword Saint had cherished so dearly had shattered immediately upon his death.

"Mommy... Daddy..." As if trapped in a nightmare, Wiji Cheon shuddered and clung tightly to his sword, cold sweat forming on his pale forehead.

He's still dealing with the aftermath of his qi deviation.

Despite his cheerful facade, Wiji Cheon had only recovered from his qi deviation episode less than a month ago. While his physical health was nearly restored, the mental scars would take much longer to heal.

"Nooo… I'm scared..."

I placed my hand on Wiji Cheon's pale forehead and channeled some inner qi to warm him up. "It's okay, it's okay," I comforted.

Wiji Cheon's expression eased slightly. "Daddy... please don't go..."

"Don't worry, Daddy isn't going anywhere." 

As I gently stroked Wiji Cheon's head, he gradually drifted into a deep slumber.

Wow, I feel like I'm raising my own child.

After ensuring that Wiji Cheon was sound asleep, I rose from my seat and stepped outside. The moonlit night enveloped me, and as I roamed the manor's grounds, I thought about various things.

Master Crazy Demon and Master Sword Saint. Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon.

Both possessed remarkable talents, yet upon closer inspection, they were entirely different types of prodigies. Hyonwon Kang had been blessed with extraordinary physical abilities, nerves of steel, and keen eyesight that allowed him to replicate most techniques after a single glimpse.

In contrast, Wiji Cheon possessed insight, focus, and a profound connection with the sword that enabled him to comprehend and master intricate martial arts forms. It was this affinity that made the enigmatic yet profound Unlimited Sword a perfect fit for Wiji Cheon.

At the moment, Wiji Cheon was ahead of Hyonwon Kang. However, with Kang's unwavering dedication, stamina, and foundation in the Earth Shattering Blade, the gap would surely close as he learned the Asura Blood Heaven Blade.

Most importantly, having a rival would help both of them grow.

I can only imagine how formidable they'll become...

I smiled with satisfaction. The thought of my hand-picked disciples making waves at the Heavenly Martial Festival was exhilarating. 

In the end, I guess I'm a teacher through and through. However, if I want to get what I want, I have to first become stronger myself.

In order to properly guide these two prodigies, I had to first get stronger myself. Lost in thought, I continued my leisurely stroll.

"With regards to external arts, I practice the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest daily, so that's not an issue. The real challenge is increasing my proficiency in the Heaven Defying Divine Art..."

The Heaven Defying Divine Art was classified into minor mastery, intermediate mastery, and complete mastery, based on one's level of achievement. Presently, I had achieved full minor mastery, having reached the three-star milestone of the Heaven Defying Divine Art, and was on the cusp of entering intermediate mastery.

"...I need more elixirs."

Once the Heaven Defying Divine Art surpassed four stars and ventured into intermediate mastery, the demand for elixirs increased exponentially. That meant that at least until the culmination of intermediate mastery, the Art would continue to drain my reserves.

"This is going to cost quite a bit. It seems I'll have to meet with Bok Manchun sooner rather than later."

It was time to formulate my future plans.

Suddenly, I felt a gentle touch on my back. "Old man, you're late," I said.

"Hoho, I intended to surprise you from behind... but I guess I was caught." Wiji Yeol, the head of one of the Eight Great Clans of the extinct Blood Cult, grinned and scratched the back of his head.

"I presume you came from the smithy?"

"Yes. I've practically taken up residence there lately. It's been ages since I've worked in a genuine smithy, so pardon me if I can't help myself."

Ever since he adopted a false identity arranged by Cheong Cheon to enter the city, Wiji Yeol had been laboring at a smithy I owned.

"Take it easy, you're not a spring chicken anymore."

"I'll try. Anyway, how's Cheon?"

"He's exhausted and turned in early. He spent the entire day sparring with the Azure Dragon Academy senior I brought."

"Ah, so today was the day the new kid was moving in. I hope they didn't clash too fiercely..."

"Don't worry. Until this morning, Cheon stuck to me like glue, but once he laid eyes on his senior, he switched loyalties disgustingly fast."

We shared a laugh and exchanged pleasantries for a while. It had been a while since I last saw Wiji Yeol, and his countenance radiated joy.

"These days, I'm really content. It's all thanks to you."

Ever since I healed Wiji Cheon's qi deviation, Wiji Yeol had regarded me as a lifelong benefactor.

"You not only saved my only grandchild, but you also provided us with new identities. You've even fulfilled my lifelong wish... I'll never be able to repay you in this lifetime."

"Then you'll have to live a long life, so you'll have plenty of time to repay the favor, right?" I quipped playfully.

Wiji Yeol burst into laughter and patted my shoulder. "Hehehe, indeed, I'll need to live a very long life for your sake!"

"That's the spirit."

"Hehehehe!"

SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

Ouch! My shoulder is stinging... This old man's hand is like a pot lid...

Realizing that I needed to change the subject swiftly before my shoulder was injured, I deftly sidestepped Wiji Yeol and changed the topic, asking, "By the way, any progress on crafting a sword superior to the Blood Demon Sword?"

Wiji Yeol froze. "Hmm… Well, I do have something to report in that regard," he said hesitantly.

Previously, I had entrusted Meteor Iron to Wiji Yeol, the Blood Cult's premier blacksmith, with the task of creating a sword that would surpass the Blood Demon Sword, and he had begun to work on it.

"Are you okay? Is something amiss?"

Wiji Yeol, who had been jovial just moments earlier, slowly met my gaze and apologized, "I'm sorry to say this, but... uhm… It's going to cost a substantial sum."

I heaved a sigh of relief, relieved that the situation wasn't as dire as I had feared. "How much are we talking about?"

"Well, I've itemized everything I need and compiled it for you. This is the list of equipment and materials."

Wiji Yeol delved into his bag, producing a long list of items along with their prices. 

...It's not as exorbitant as I thought.

"Do we really need all this? Some of this stuff seems pretty expensive."

"To begin with, Meteor Iron alone is not enough to forge the sword. It's in short supply, and the sword's strength comes primarily from an alloy of Meteor Iron and several other metals. In addition, we'll need a variety of equipment to work with different types of iron..."

"Hey, aren't you the top blacksmith of the Blood Cult? A craftsman who can create exquisite swords even in a humble forge..."

Wiji Yeol blinked in confusion. "What do you mean? Do you think a blacksmith makes swords using only his bare hands? It's only natural that superior swords require first-class materials and conditions. In fact, the more skilled the craftsman, the more particular he is about his equipment!"

"......"

"Trust me, if you can secure these items, I will forge a masterpiece that will undoubtedly surpass the Blood Demon Sword..."

"......"

Wiji Yeol's expression turned sour. "This is way too much, huh... I understand. In that case, I'll cut back on a few things... and just leave the essentials..."

"No, don't skimp on your craft." I shook my head. To produce the finest work, one needed the finest materials and environment. "Leave the list as it is. I'll procure everything you need."

"Thank you. And I apologize..."

"No need to apologize, I have the means," I replied, grinning sheepishly.

Well, at least, until this point, I believed I had the means.
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The next day, I put on my Heo Cheon disguise and went to meet Bok Manchun.

"Greetings, Young Master."

"Long time no see, Mr. Bok."

During this absence, Bok Manchun seemed to have gained weight. Where he had once been rugged and exuded a rough demeanor, he now resembled an older man with a bulging belly.

Noticing my scrutiny, Bok Manchun coughed and apologized, hastily covering his stomach with his hand. "I've been busy lately, so I haven't had time to train..."

For a martial artist, admitting that one hadn't trained was a big problem. I briefly entertained the thought, but Bok Manchun wasn't my bodyguard; he was my business administrator, overseeing my various companies and collecting the profits.

I handed him the list of items I'd received from Wiji Yeol. "I would like to purchase these items."

Bok Manchun scanned the list and looked at the prices. His face quickly darkened. "These items are quite expensive."

"I plan to expand the forge a bit this time. You know the new old man upstairs, right? He's a very skilled blacksmith."

"Ah, yes... Would you mind if it takes some time?"

"The sooner, the better."

Bok Manchun's expression didn't brighten, but I wasn't too worried. I brought up the next issue. "Additionally, I need you to acquire some elixirs, similar to what you did in the past, but this time I need a lot more..."

"I have to be honest with you, Young Master." Bok Manchun suddenly pulled out a ledger and handed it to me. 

"Why are you giving me this now..."

"We have no money."

"What do you mean?" Haven't I only recently inherited the wealth of Old Man Heo, one of the top ten loan sharks in Nanchang?

"To put it simply, we're broke." Bok Manchun said, unfolding the ledger in front of me.


Chapter 62: Apply Now!

Is this even real? My eyes trembled as I opened the account ledger and a chaotic swarm of numbers spewed out. I deciphered what I could and ignored the rest.

"Anyway, to sum it up... We only have just enough money to scrape by right now..." Bok Manchun started, watching my expression carefully.

BAM!

I slammed my hand onto the table in disbelief. "How the hell is this possible? I inherited a fortune, not a mountain of debt! Where did all that money go?"

Originally, Old Man Heo's inheritance didn't belong to me, but Cheong Cheon transferred the will and its rights to me, making it my personal fortune. Yet, here Bok Manchun was claiming that my precious wealth had vanished into thin air.

Could this middleman have embezzled the money... I squinted at Bok Manchun.

Bok Manchun, his senses sharpened by years of freelancing, twitched in protest, "I swear I didn't do what you think I did! Weren't you the one who told me to invest in various businesses, Young Master!"

"I did say that, but this still doesn't add up."

"Young Master, think about it," Bok Manchun pleaded, exasperation creeping into his voice. "You gave up on the loan shark business, Old Man Heo's primary source of income. Not only that, you ditched the brothels, and all the other shady businesses too. Where's the money supposed to come from now?"

"......"

"We're only left with legit businesses like inns, restaurants, bars, and smithies. I'm planning to register us as a trading company and an escort agency to cut our taxes, but these were never our main moneymakers. We'll have to expand them all. Can we agree on that?"

"Well, yeah." I nodded, folding my arms. It made sense.

Bok Manchun brandished some papers, waving them before me. "Now look at this. You recently bought a store in a prime location called the Hidden Dragon Restaurant, splurged on a mansion in front of the Azure Dragon Academy, and poured a fortune into its renovation. Plus, that old geezer you recommended may be a master craftsman, but he only fancies the priciest equipment!"

Recalling Wiji Yeol's insistence on top-notch equipment for top-notch craftsmen, I sighed inwardly, "...He did mention something along those lines."

"See? Spare cash in this scenario? You might've started with a fortune, but at the same time, you also need to invest heaps to ensure our long-term financial security."

"Still..."

"Fear not, though. I'm not the kind of man who would let the businesses go into debt without letting you know beforehand," Bok Manchun shamelessly reassured me.

I sighed and stared at him, asking, "But emptying the coffers, isn't that a tad excessive?"

"I swear to my wife and kids, I have not made a single bad investment," Bok Manchun declared solemnly. "Your inheritance is a hefty responsibility, but I'm confident I've made the right financial decisions. Once your businesses are firmly established, we can hire people to manage them for us, and the steady profits will guarantee that we'll be able to live comfortably for the rest of our lives. Of course, I won't work in that direction if you're not willing, Young Master."

"......" I locked eyes with Bok Manchun. The man possessed the temperament and foresight of a true merchant. He invested generously in the present, not for small short-term profits, but for grand long-term gains.

He's an honest man, and after our trip to the Freelancer's Bazaar, I know that I can trust him with my money. I do feel a bit guilty about hiding my identity and fooling him, but... I can't confess when he's burning with ambition like that.

After a brief silence, I collected my thoughts and asked, "How long till the business turns a profit?"

Bok Manchun beamed. "We'll break even in a year, and then it's smooth sailing all the way!"

One year. A pain in the neck right now, but a small price to pay for substantial future gains. I nodded and said, "Alright, go for it. I entrust everything to you, Administrator Bok."

"Thank you. You won't regret it!"

"As for the trading company and the escort agency…"

"Yes?"

"Let's name them while we're at it."

"What names do you have in mind?"

"How about the White Dragon Conglomerate and the White Dragon Escort Agency?" I said, grinning. Establishing the White Dragon Academy was out of the question now, but I'd grown fond of the name.

"The White Dragon Conglomerate... I like it. Sounds like it'll become the biggest and richest in the Central Plains one day," Bok Manchun chuckled.
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"Anyway, due to certain personal circumstances... I'm dead broke right now."

"...Huh?" Ak Yeonho's ears perked up, eager to hear my story.

"Wait... Does that mean..." Myeong Il'oh, who believed I was treating them to food and drinks, tensed up.

Too late, fellas.

"So..." I smirked, gripping their shoulders to prevent them from running away. "You boys got any cash on you?"

Ak Yeonho choked on his drink. "Cough! Cough! Are you a thug?"

"I wondered why you suddenly offered to treat us...was it a scheme to make us feel indebted so we'd lend you money?" Myeong Il'oh's jaw dropped in horror, causing the food in his mouth to fall out.

"Please~ I'll pay you back as soon as I get paid next month."

"No, where would I get that kind of money?"

"M-Money has been tight lately..."

The two Young Masters tried to wriggle out of my grasp and escape, but I clamped down and eyed their plump wallets. After all the time we'd spent together, I knew how loaded these two clowns really were. "What's the deal, you two? One's a scion of the Shandong Ak Clan, one of the Five Great Clans; and the other's the heir to the Myeong Clan which owns an escort agency. You can't fool me."

A while later, their pockets felt lighter than feathers.

"Sob, your heart's as black as coal. You're a monster..."

"I'm going to starve... Why do new instructors get paid so little...?"

I patted my now-bulging wallet and grinned at them. "Relax, dinner's on me tonight. Wanna order more food and drinks?"

"How's it on you when it was our money in the first place!"

"I should've listened to my old man about making bad friends..."

After griping about their predicament, the two despondent rich kids eventually ordered more food and drinks to lift their spirits.

Huh? Are their heads screwed on right? They spend money to cheer themselves up because they're upset about being broke? Baffled, I asked cautiously, "...Guys, you do know that we have to work tomorrow, right?"

However, either they pretended not to hear me or they were too far gone to care.

"Ahh, who cares, who cares~"

"Work? What work? Let's enjoy life!"

"Hahahaha! Let's party till we drop!"

"Hyung-nim, let's invite Miss Jaegal too!"

These two greedy bastards never learn from their mistakes. They'll be hungover all day tomorrow, cursing tonight's binge while their senior instructor works them to the bone, but in the evening they'll throw yet another party to drown their sorrows. It's a never-ending vicious cycle. 

I stared blankly at the hopeless drunks. "Sigh... Why am I hanging out with these morons..."

A while later, Jaegal Soyeong joined us. As usual, she sipped her wine quietly at first, then suddenly started chugging it by the bottle. With a red face, she launched into a tirade against her senior instructor, Namgung Su.

"THAT CRAZY WORKAHOLIC BASTARDDDDDD!"

...Guess they all have work troubles and need to vent.

Anyway, I managed to get Jaegal Soyeong to chip in financially.

"So, because of this and that..."

"You don't... have money...? I don't have much either... but here!" Jaegal Soyeong welled up with sympathy and handed over her entire war chest.

Being a person of conscience, I didn't rob a drunkard of her entire fortune… Just half of it.

"Dear Miss, please take this back and safeguard it properly," I said solemnly, returning Jaegal Soyeong's wallet.

"...Money? Wow, are you giving me pocket money? Hehe! Thank you..." The flushed girl graciously accepted the bag with both hands, bowing her head.

My conscience pricked me as I cleared my throat, "...Ahem. You won't remember this, but I'll definitely repay you first."

"Hehe! Thank you!"

"What about my money?"

"Let's not sweat the small stuff."

"Hahahaha! Bottoms up!"

The sloshed trio got even worse, and for some reason, my wallet grew fatter as a result. Still, sadly, I couldn't join in on the revelry.

This isn't enough. It's a significant sum, but nowhere near enough to buy elixirs or the stuff Wiji Yeol needs. Like Bok Manchun said, long-term investment is the way to go, but for now, I'm penniless, and payday's a ways off.

All I've got is a big house, myself, and two freeloading students.

"Sigh…"

"Why the long face?"

"Money is so easy to spend but so hard to earn."

Suddenly, Myeong Il'oh, his face puffed up with alcohol, scratched his chin. "Hyung-nim, if you're that strapped for cash, how about doing some private tutoring? I know it's time-consuming, but..."

"Private tutoring?"

Myeong Il'oh blinked incredulously. "You know, one-on-one martial arts instruction for a fee. You're an Azure Dragon Academy instructor, so there must be loads of folks eager to learn from you."

"Huh? Oh yeah, the Azure Dragon Academy entrance exam is just a month away. Now's the perfect time to offer exam prep classes," Ak Yeonho, half-slumped on the table, chimed in.

"Bingo! That's it!" Why didn't I think of that sooner?

I pressed Myeong Il'oh, "Have you tutored before? How do you go about it?"

Before Myeong Il'oh could open his mouth though, Jaegal Soyeong answered, her speech slightly slurred from alcohol, "I usually do it a couple times a week, about an hour each. Sometimes I get paid per lesson, sometimes monthly. I wouldn't recommend it, but..."

"Why not?"

Jaegal Soyeong pouted. "Private tutoring is mostly for rich kids, so they can be..."

"Spoiled?"

"Yeah. I did it a few times at the Heavenly Martial Academy..."

I contemplated Jaegal Soyeong's words. If it was just dealing with spoiled kids, then tutoring didn't seem too hard. The real question is, can it pay the bills?

I asked bluntly, "What's the tutoring rate?"

"It varies... In this field, every tutor's different, so averages don't mean much..."

"I'm not concerned with averages. I want to know the top dogs' rates. What does Namgung Su charge?"

Jaegal Soyeong's eyes widened. Namgung Su wasn't just her senior instructor, he was also the sole Star Instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy. Naturally, his tutoring fees would be sky-high.

"Namgung-oppa... should be able to get at least three hundred silvers a month per student?"

"...Three hundred silvers?" I gaped. A hundred silver coins could sustain an average family for a year. Three hundred silvers were three times that.

He rakes in that much cash just tutoring martial arts twice a week for a month?

I clicked my tongue, remembering Namgung Su's aloof demeanor. "Hmph, so he was a money-grubber after all."

In any case, it was promising. I grinned absentmindedly, lost in my fantasies. "With that kind of money, I can do whatever I please, heheh~"

"Uhm, Hyung-nim. You must've missed it, but Miss Jaegal said that new instructors don't make much..."

"What do you mean? If it's me, I should be earning more than Namgung Su." I looked at the three of them in confusion.

"What?"

"How does that make any sense...?"

"Who'd pay that much for a rookie instructor!"

They looked at me in disbelief.

I smirked at them. "Don't worry, my lessons are well worth every cent."

The next day, my two students and I scoured the city, posting flyers everywhere.
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Translator's Note: This is the 200th chapter on northbladetl.com! Yay! (I know I'm slow)


Chapter 63: What if I Paid You Ten Times as Much?

CLACK!

An old man threw open the window, inviting the crisp morning air into his lungs. Gradually, the fog in his mind dissipated, leaving clarity in its wake.

"Hoo..." Taking deep, deliberate breaths, the old man fixed his gaze on the landscape outside. His vision was blurred from presbyopia, but he could still see well enough to appreciate the sunrise.

"Good." A broad smile graced his lips as he watched the townspeople embark on their daily journeys. Men and women left their homes, venturing out early to earn a living. The streets echoed with the chatter of children on their way to schools and martial arts academies.

In the few weeks since his return to his hometown, this had quickly become a habit for the old man, and one of his few pleasures.

Suddenly, the window slammed shut of its own accord.

"Old man, it's not wise to be out in the cold so early," a voice called from behind him.

The old man clicked his tongue in annoyance and turned around, only to see a stern woman dressed in a black martial arts outfit approaching him. "Don't you think you're being rather rude to the elderly by bursting into my room and interrupting me?"

"Your health is more important than your amusement," the woman replied, her voice surprisingly soft in spite of her severe appearance.

She helped the old man into his robes and placed a steaming decoction on the table beside the bed.

"Open the window, please."

"I'll open it as soon as you've taken your medicine."

"Eh..." The old man grudgingly took a sip of the bitter brew.

Only then did the woman relent and open the window. 

"When I get back, I'm going to tell everyone how disobedient you were," the old man grumbled.

"And I'll tell them you refused to take your medicine."

"Ugh..." The old man groaned, on the verge of an outburst, but he stopped himself. The woman's words may have been harsh, but her concern for him was undeniable. After all, not only had she accompanied him on this journey, but she had also carried all of his luggage for him, all the while maintaining her stoic facade.

"When I return, I'll see to it that you're given more important duties."

The woman's face paled. "...I apologize, so please don't say that." 

The old man chuckled at the sight. The woman had remained impassive even when he threatened her, but when he offered to reward her, she panicked.

He turned back to the window and looked out at the street.

"I lived here until I overstayed my welcome. Then, after decades, I returned. It's almost funny... how much things have changed."

"Yes."

"I thought this was home, but now that I think about it, it never really was. Both my parents passed away when I was a child, and I don't have many fond memories of this city."

"Then why did you decide to come here?"

The old man fell silent, a mixture of emotions in his eyes. After a while, he said, "…Because regardless, this is my hometown and the first place that came to mind when they told me I needed to recuperate."

"I'm sure you'll recover soon and return to office."

"You know, Shadow. I really don't want to go back to that den of vipers."

"......" Shadow held her tongue and studied the old man's back. This was not the time for her to speak. Her job was to ease his mind, look after his health and protect him from danger.

"I'll go get you something to eat." Shadow moved to leave the old man's room.

"Hmm? What's going on?" the old man suddenly exclaimed.

Shadow stopped in her tracks and turned around. The old man was leaning halfway out of the window, peering intently at a boisterous crowd gathering below.

"Puhahaha, check this out!"

"Tsk tsk, I guess there are all kinds of weirdos in the world..."

"The Azure Dragon Academy's Future Star Instructor? Who the hell is Baek Suryong?"

"Haven't you heard the rumors? He's one of the new instructors..."

"Ah, you mean that braggart who said he'd lead the Azure Dragon Academy to victory in the Heavenly Martial Festival?"

"Guaranteed acceptance? What a fraud!"

"The Azure Dragon Academy must have really fallen from grace for them to hire such a person..."

"What a disgrace to martial artists...!"

The spectacle caught the old man's attention. "What's all the fuss about? Some kind of murim conspiracy?"

Shadow enhanced her hearing with inner qi. "Looks like someone put up a flyer. A martial arts instructor named Baek Suryong is looking for students," she replied.

"Does this kind of thing usually cause such a commotion?"

"Not really. It's just not common to see a flyer advertising private martial arts lessons. Most parents prefer to entrust their children to proven and reputable instructors through personal connections."

Well, if we're talking about an Azure Dragon Academy instructor, then his skills should be guaranteed, but... this Baek Suryong seems to be quite the attention seeker. Anyway, this has nothing to do with us…

"I wonder what he wrote? Bring me a copy of the flyer," the old man ordered.

Unfortunately, he seems to think differently...and what's that strange look in his eyes? Shadow felt a little uneasy, but she had no choice but to obey. 

"...Yes," she said resignedly, before walking out of the room.

A few minutes later, she returned, holding a crumpled piece of paper. "I read through it on the way here, but it's really nothing worth..."

"Give it to me." The old man snatched the flyer from Shadow's grasp and unfolded it.

[image: baekad]

"......" Silence hung in the air. The old man read and reread the message, rubbing his eyes with the back of his hand to make sure his eyes weren't playing tricks on him.

"Hehe..." he suddenly broke into laughter. The frivolous tone and exaggerated claims on the flyer were amusing, like the work of someone desperate, broke, and willing to do anything. "This fellow must be pretty hard up, don't you think? It can't have been easy for a martial artist to put up such a flyer."

"......"

Many children fantasized about becoming martial artists, and in his younger days, the old man had been no exception. Every time he walked past the Azure Dragon Academy students on his way to school, he would look at them with envy. The confidence they exuded made him unconsciously bow his head, feeling like he was beneath them.

Even now, when the most accomplished martial masters had to bow before him, that feeling never went away.

"Martial arts lessons... Teehee. Sounds intriguing."

"Old man, you can't be serious..." Shadow persuaded. Once he made up his mind, it was difficult to dissuade him, so it was now or never.

The old man smiled kindly, sending shivers down Shadow's spine.

"I'm going out for a change, so get ready."

"What?" Shadow's eyes wandered to the flyer in the old man's hand. There was an address on it: the White Dragon Manor, a large estate near the Azure Dragon Academy.

"Don't worry, I'm just going to check it out," The old man said, his eyes sparkling with childlike excitement.

Shadow was horrified.
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<White Dragon Manor (白龍莊)>

The manor's sign boasted bold, warrior-like handwriting. The gate stood wide open, inviting anyone who had seen the flyer and sought instruction. However, despite the fact that the sun was beginning to sink below the horizon, no one had shown up all day.

"The only things passing through the gate are flies."

THWACK!

I smacked Hyonwon Kang's cheek with the hilt of my sword like I was swatting a fly.

"Ack! Why did you hit me?"

"Stop yapping and straighten up. Your form is slipping," I said, poking Hyonwon Kang with the scabbard and correcting his stance. He was practicing the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest, which he had learned surprisingly quickly.

"Hey, did you really put the fliers up like I told you to?" I asked, eyeing Hyonwon Kang suspiciously.

Hyonwon Kang fumed and jumped in frustration. "What the hell? I ran around like a stray cat at the crack of dawn just to put up a hundred of those embarrassing flyers, and yet you're accusing me of not doing my job!"

"Me too, I posted them too," Wiji Cheon added. He was practicing the Unlimited Sword next to Hyonwon Kang and was already drenched in sweat.

I adjusted Wiji Cheon's posture and nodded. "Okay. I don't trust this delinquent, but I trust you, Cheon."

"Why are you discriminating against me…?"

"Are you asking me because you really don't know? Anyway, I'll be satisfied as long as you don't smuggle alcohol into my house."

"I've quit drinking!"

SMACK!

"Did I say you could turn around?"

With a swollen nose, Hyonwon Kang went back to practicing the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest, and Wiji Cheon methodically went through the moves of the Unlimited Sword. 

As I criticized their stances, I looked at the wide-open gate and sighed, "Even though I've already applied for time off..."

My colleagues were appalled that I would be taking a leave of absence less than a month after I started working, but it was more important for me to secure a job as a private tutor, as I needed money for elixirs to improve my Heaven Defying Divine Art and to forge my sword.

"I should be able to get at least three students... so why hasn't anyone come yet? Did I not advertise enough? Maybe I should have added more oomph..."

"If you did that, you'd be reported to the authorities for false advertising."

"Suryong-hyung, I mean, Mr. Baek, you're good at teaching, but not at self-promotion..."

"Since the two of you are criticizing me, does that mean that you're the experts? Should I leave it to you then, huh?"

"Excuse me, is anyone home?" Suddenly, an elderly man and a woman clad in a black martial arts outfit stepped through the gate. 

I instinctively appraised both of them. The old man's back was straight and his voice authoritative, but his complexion was less than stellar. Someone in a high position. A court official, perhaps?

The woman exuded a powerful presence, was guarded and ready to spring into action at a moment's notice. An extraordinary warrior, stronger than most martial artists. Must be a bodyguard.

Put these two together and they're not your average folks. Wait, is that the flyer he's holding?

The old man looked at me and asked, "Is this the White Dragon Manor?"

"Yes, sir! Welcome! Please have a seat over there." I put on my best salesman smile.

"I saw your flyer and thought I'd ask..."

"Are you enrolling your grandchildren? It's too bad they're not with you today. How old are they?"

The old man grinned playfully. "No, I'm not here for my grandchildren. I'm the one applying for the class."

"Pardon?"

"Old man!" The woman in black gawked at the old man in disbelief. For some reason, she was even more surprised than I was. 

However, the old man ignored her and asked me, "Mr. Baek, do you think it's possible for an old man like me to pass the Azure Dragon Academy Entrance Examination under your tutelage?"

"Are you serious?"

"Do I look like I'm joking?"

I stared into his unwavering eyes. "No, you're not."

"Hoho. Anyway, I hear there's no upper age limit for the Azure Dragon Academy."

He was right. You had to be fifteen to apply to the Academy, but there was no upper age limit. Still, they rarely accepted students in their twenties, let alone the elderly.

"Forgive me for asking this, but how old are you, sir?" I asked.

"Sixty-five."

You've been eligible for admission for fifty years, why are you only applying now? I gave him a skeptical look. 

He chuckled and tapped his cane on the floor, "As the saying goes, it's never too late to learn, right?"

True, age shouldn't be a barrier to learning, but it matters for results. At his age, it'll be impossible to reach a high level no matter how hard he trains. 

Martial arts required youthful flexibility and an untainted body. Innate talents or a special constitution might make up for a late start, but not for the elderly.

Also, that bodyguard is glaring at me with beady eyes, as if urging me to hurry up and reject the old man.

"…I'm sorry, sir, but it'll be difficult," I squeezed out.

Disappointment immediately clouded the old man's face, while the woman in black clasped her hands in gratitude. 

"What if I paid you ten times as much?"

"What?"

"If you can get me into the Azure Dragon Academy, I'll pay you ten times more than the amount stated here."

I hesitated. The standard fee is three hundred silvers. Ten times that is three thousand. If I take him in, then I won't need another student, but…

"Please give me your hand," I asked.

When he held it out, I touched his wrist, feeling his pulse and sensing his qi.

After a minute, I opened my eyes. "I'm sorry, but even with ten times the fee, I can't do it."

The old man's face darkened. "I see..." he sighed.

"Also, I don't want to discourage you, but if I can't do it, no one else can."

"Hehe. Arrogant, but believable. I knew it, it's ridiculous... Thanks for the advice though." The old man stood up, his shoulders slumped more than when he entered the White Dragon Manor. 

I followed him outside and apologized, "I'm sorry I couldn't help."

"No need to apologize. I asked for too much."

"Ten times... It's a considerable sum, but with just that amount, it's impossible."

"Of course. With just that amount, it's... Wait. What did you just say?" The old man looked back, noticing my odd phrasing. "If I heard you correctly, then..."

I grinned and nodded. "Give me twenty times and I'll make you the oldest student at the Azure Dragon Academy."

The old man's eyes flickered wildly with joy.


Chapter 64: What in the World is This?

"Twenty times?" the old man asked, raising an eyebrow.

Sometimes one has to be bold to get what one wants. A little nervous, I replied, "I deserve at least that much, sir."

The old man stared at me with an expression that said, "This is daylight robbery."

"If I'm going to be your tutor, I'll focus only on you," I explained.

"It's not like there are any other applicants anyway?"

Fuck, he found out… But I didn't hear anything… I ignored the old man's words and continued, "Normally, tutoring involves one hour of martial arts training every three days. However, considering your age, it's clear that that won't be enough. From what I can see, you're skilled in the inner arts but lacking in the external arts, am I right?"

He nodded. "I do some Qigong exercises every day to maintain my health."

As expected. I sighed, "You wish to enter the Azure Dragon Academy knowing only Qigong? That's out of the question, and you know it. Moreover, to help you pass, not only do I have to train both your internal and external arts, I'll also need to continually monitor your health and adjust your diet accordingly."

I paused for a moment, then looked him straight in the eye to show my commitment. "I'm talking about twenty times the time and attention, so I don't think it's an unreasonable sum at all."

"I see," the old man said, stroking his beard thoughtfully. "So how much does this twentyfold service cost? You didn't put the regular price on the flyer."

"Six thousand silver."

"What a rip-off." The old man complained, though he didn't seem angry or dismissive.

He's filthy rich. Just who is he? Six thousand silver is beyond the reach of most commoners and a considerable sum even for wealthy families, but when he heard the amount, he barely flinched.

"So six thousand pieces of silver will guarantee my admission into the Azure Dragon Academy?"

"As long as you faithfully follow my instructions..."

"Elder!" The woman in the black martial arts outfit suddenly shouted, squeezing between me and the old man. She glared at me, her eyes glittering with fury, and added, "You don't need to listen to this fraud any longer!"

"Shadow, I wasn't finished..."

"There's nothing more to hear!" Shadow interrupted again, her hand hovering over her sword as if to draw it. "Don't you think it's crazy for an old man to learn martial arts?" she snapped at me.

"No, I don't. What's wrong with it?"

"Elder isn't just old, he's sick. He returned here to his hometown because he needs to rest and recuperate."

"Don't worry, I'll adjust the teaching to his physical condition. He'll be much healthier within a month."

"How dare you...!" Shadow's face twisted in anger. "Who do you think you're fooling?"

In an instant, her sword was drawn and pointed at me, her eyes filled with the intent to kill.

"Are you threatening me?" I asked calmly.

"Shadow!" The old man shouted. 

At the same time, Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon rushed over with drawn weapons, ready to confront Shadow.

""Teacher!"" they exclaimed in unison.

I narrowed my eyes at the woman called Shadow, noticing that the tip of her blade never wavered. She's more skilled than I thought. Not someone who would normally willingly serve another.

Shadow paid no attention to the kids, her gaze fixed on me. "This is your last warning. If you dare to deceive the old man again, I'll cut you down."

"I haven't lied to him."

"Looks like you won't confess until I..."

CLACK!

The sound of a cane striking the floor echoed throughout the room. It was soft, and there was no use of the inner arts, but for some reason, the irritated tap carried an aura of absolute authority.

"Shadow," the old man said firmly. 

Shadow froze. The old man was the one person she could never disobey.

"That's enough, you're embarrassing me. Mr. Baek did not do anything wrong. Can you not even trust my judgment?"

A shiver ran down Shadow's spine. There was a gravelly quality to the old man's voice that she had never heard before. "O-Old man, I mean… Sir, I apologize. Please forgive me..." Shadow stammered, trembling.

"Put away your sword and step aside."

There was no need for martial prowess. Just the intense presence emanating from the old man's diminutive frame pressured Shadow into lowering her sword.

She knelt before him and begged, "Please forgive me..."

The old man strode past Shadow and said to me, "I apologize for my subordinate's unseemly behavior."

"No worries, rather, I envy you for having such a loyal bodyguard."

"Hehe, I'm glad you think so," he chuckled. At the same time, the intimidating aura he had just exuded vanished like a mirage.

"Let's get back to what we were discussing. If I receive martial arts instruction from you, can I truly gain admission to the Azure Dragon Academy and become a martial arts master?" The old man asked, his gaze both gentle and probing, as if trying to discern my true intentions.

I replied sincerely, "Truth be told, because of your age, you're not likely to reach the peak-level. However, if you're lucky, you might become a second-rate, or even a first-rate expert."

"Lies...!" Shadow muttered under her breath, wincing in frustration, but when the old man shot her a stern look, she fell silent.

The old man regarded me with a wistful expression. "If I'm lucky, huh... I've never been a particularly lucky person, though."

"Well, luck seems to have favored you this time," I remarked.

"Hmm? What do you mean?"

I smirked and pointed at myself. "You were lucky to meet me."

The old man's eyes widened. "Fuhahaha, you're really brave for saying that even after Shadow had her sword at your throat!" he burst out laughing.

"Uhm, I didn't really see her as that much of a threat."

"Is that right? Puhahahaha!" The old man roared, laughing so hard that he dropped his cane. 

"……" Shadow continued to glare at me, her frustration palpable.

After a few minutes, the old man wiped a tear from the corner of his eye. "You know what? I'll pay you thirty times the amount," he offered, a genuine smile on his face.

"What!?" Did I hear him wrongly?

"Nine thousand silver coins. No, I'll round it up to ten thousand. Half up front, and the other half when I pass the entrance exam."

I have no reason to decline. With my guidance, he'll definitely pass. Most importantly, the higher the pay, the more motivated I get!

"I'll make sure you pass," I declared confidently.

"You'd better." The old man's lips curled into a gentle smile, but his words carried a subtle edge. "Because if I fail, I will be very disappointed in you, perhaps even angry."

This is blackmail. I wonder what he does to those he doesn't like… Nah, I don't think I want to find out.

"I assure you, I won't let you down."

"I look forward to it. So when does the training begin?"

"Let's strike while the iron is hot and start today."

"...Today?"

"Yes. Please follow me inside."

The old man's eyes widened, genuinely puzzled. Before he could voice his surprise, however, I led him inside White Dragon Manor, with Shadow reluctantly trailing behind us.

"Also, I might not have made myself clear earlier, but you have to stay here for the next month."

"Is that really necessary?" the old man asked, looking a little troubled.

I firmly repeated myself, "Unfortunately, yes."

Admitting a sixty-five-year-old into the Azure Dragon Academy was no small task. Extreme measures were needed.

"We will begin classes this evening. Meanwhile, there are plenty of vacant rooms in the manor for you to choose from."

"Hmm, I see."

And so began the training camp for the oldest applicant in the history of the Azure Dragon Academy.
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That evening I had Elder Gong (he refused to divulge anything more than his last name) show me his daily Qigong routine in the training hall. Impressed, I complimented him, "You're in better shape than I thought."

"Huff… Didn't I tell you? I've been practicing Qigong for a long time, huff…" Elder Gong replied proudly. 

But you're gasping for breath... I decided not to say that out loud and instead remarked, "It wasn't just Qigong, was it? There were Taichi movements mixed in."

The old man's eyes sparkled. "Oho, you have a keen eye, Instructor. You're right. Although I've never formally studied martial arts, I've been practicing this form of exercise for over thirty years. I'm confident that my physical strength is on par with that of young people... Cough! Cough!"

"Old man!" Shadow shouted, rushing to Elder Gong's side.

"I'm fine, I just got a little carried away and overexerted myself. Hoo..."

"Slowly, take a deep breath. Nice and easy now..."

As Shadow helped the pale-faced old man regain his composure, I picked up the cane that he had put aside. 'Physical strength on par with young people' my ass… Hmm?

The cane didn't feel balanced. I pressed a button on the cane's handle and a two-inch awl slid out of the end.

"I was wondering why you used a cane when you can walk independently. So this is why..." I handed him the cane, amused.

He chuckled wryly, "Hehe. As you can see, it's for self-defense. I've never had to use it, though."

"As long as I'm around, you will never need to use it," I assured him.

Determined to make her presence known, Shadow added, "You don't have to worry as long as I'm here."

Elder Gong giggled at her desperation and looked at me expectantly. "What do you think? Despite my age, isn't my body in pretty good shape?"

"No, not at all." You should look at your pale face in the mirror before you say that...

"Hmph!" Elder Gong pouted.

There's a saying that old people become like children... Anyway, even though I said he wasn't in good shape, his stamina wasn't as bad as I thought.

The old man had the minimum physical ability required for martial arts training. His body was more flexible than I expected, and he was eager to learn.

I'll make up for his lack of stamina by teaching him the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest. Now that I've finished the initial physical assessment, it's time to go deeper.

"Elder Gong, do you mind if I examine you with my inner qi?"

"Didn't you check my pulse earlier?"

"That was a cursory inspection. I'd like to do a more in-depth examination by circulating my qi through your body..." I said carefully. It was taboo to infuse someone's body with inner qi without their consent, as it could cause serious damage or even permanent injury.

Shadow's expression hardened and she shook her head vigorously, indicating her disapproval. 

However, the final decision rested with Elder Gong. He looked at me for a moment before nodding, "It would be silly of me to refuse now that I've already come this far. Go ahead."

"Please take a seat over there."

As the old man sat down, I positioned myself behind him and placed my palms on his back. 

Shadow continued to stare at me, her eyes radiating killing intent. "If you so much as hurt a hair on the old man's head, I'll lop off your head," she growled.

I dismissed her concerns and said, "Understood, now please behave yourself."

With that, I let my qi flow into Elder Gong's body.

Huh? What in the world is this? I furrowed my brows in confusion.


Chapter 65: Did I Just… Hit the Jackpot?

What in the world is this? I couldn't help but marvel at the staggering amount of qi coursing through Elder Gong's body as I ran my Heaven Defying Divine Art through the elderly man's meridians. The stagnant medicinal qi in his bloodstream surged in response to the technique, as if an abundance of untapped spiritual medicines had taken residence within him.

Has he been eating elixirs with every meal? Just by looking at his qi, one would think he's a peak master!

I already had some inkling that Elder Gong was somewhat proficient in both external and internal martial arts. His gait and subtle aura were dead giveaways. But this? This was beyond my wildest imagination. No, it was downright unbelievable. I sharpened my focus and meticulously examined his physique. 

He has an abundance of qi, but only a fraction of it has been cultivated through proper inner arts techniques.

Even if one consumed numerous elixirs, not all of them would naturally transform into inner qi. Only through regular training and skillful manipulation could these medicines be guided to the qi centers and converted into one's own inner qi. However, Elder Gong's training had been far from ideal. 

Well, it's not terrible, but it's only slightly better than someone without martial arts training. The problem stems from the fact that not only is the amount of medicinal energy in his body overwhelming, but so is the amount of impure qi he has accumulated. The fact that they both exist at the same time feels like an enormous waste. 

Suddenly, Elder Gong shuddered as my Heaven Defying Divine Art traveled within him. Shadow seemed like she wanted to stop me, but as long as I was channeling inner qi into Elder Gong's body, her intervention would only place Elder Gong in more danger. 

Worried, she shot me a resentful glare, shuffled her feet and mumbled worriedly, "Old Man..."

I brushed her off. I needed to concentrate here.

Wait, something doesn't add up. 

A typical martial artist would expel some impurities while practicing external arts, but the amount in Elder Gong's body was over tenfold that of an ordinary person. This was far from normal. 

His condition isn't as bad as my Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians, but… isn't he still relatively active? How is this possible?

Poor dietary habits, excessive drinking and smoking, environmental factors, and psychological stress all contributed to the accumulation of impurities in the body. The more impurities accumulated, the weaker one's health would become. Elder Gong's body contained significantly higher levels of impurities than other individuals of his age. However, he was surprisingly healthy. 

…Could it be? Is the medicinal qi in his body suppressing the impurities?

A second examination of Elder Gong's body confirmed this. The impurities, akin to a corrosive poison, had been kept in check by the accumulated medicinal qi from elixirs, creating a delicate equilibrium. Thanks to this, Elder Gong had not only stayed healthy but had managed to stay alive. 

Just who in the world is this man?

With that question lingering in my thoughts, I cautiously withdrew my qi and removed my hand from Elder Gong's back. I didn't believe his stamina would hold up for much longer. "You can open your eyes now," I said.

"Hoo..." Elder Gong slowly opened his eyes, sweat forming on his brow. He then smiled meaningfully and asked, "What do you think now that you've examined me more closely?"

This damn old man knew everything all along but deliberately kept me in the dark. He was testing me! In that case, I can't hold back. 

"Now I understand why you offered me ten thousand silver without hesitation. Compared to what's inside you, that isn't much, is it? Anyway, it's a miracle you're still alive. Did the Divine Physician help you stabilize your condition?"

"!!" Elder Gong's eyes widened, and he burst into laughter. Even though I was jesting about his life, he didn't appear to be in a bad mood at all. "You figured it out already? Even the most renowned masters couldn't diagnose my condition in one try!"

"That's because I'm not just any ordinary master."

"Of course not. I'm starting to trust you more and more," Elder Gong retorted, smirking at my unabashed response. 

Shadow, standing by, clicked her tongue in distaste.

Elder Gong leaned in and whispered, "So, apart from what you've disclosed, what else have you discovered? How talented am I in martial arts?"

Under his expectant gaze, I responded with a grave, serious countenance. "You're neither a genius nor a dunce. I'd say you're average."

Elder Gong's expression soured. "Can't you just compliment someone for once?"

"What if I did, and it went to your head?"

"Tsk, youngsters these days..."

"Okay, enough with the banter. Let's get serious." I straightened my posture and locked eyes with Elder Gong. 

The smile faded from his face. "...Go ahead."

"When my inner qi coursed through your body earlier, did you experience any discomfort? Do you feel any pain when you exercise and where is that pain? What medicines do you usually take? Give me all the details, so I can structure our training accordingly."

"Alright…" Elder Gong provided a comprehensive account of his physical condition. After he finished, he chuckled bitterly, "I used to be quite robust in my youth. Over the decades, my health has gradually deteriorated."

"Well, at least you haven't had any major health crises."

"The physician said it was just age-related fatigue. Nothing to do but rest. At any rate, I'm lucky to be able to go back to my hometown to recuperate, right?" Elder Gong laughed hollowly. "So, Mr. Baek, what's the next step?"

"As you're aware, your body harbors a considerable amount of impurities."

"I know, but I can't help it..."

"I'm going to attempt to purge them."

"What?" Elder Gong blinked several times as if he'd misheard. 

Shadow, eavesdropping from the sidelines, displayed a similar reaction.

"I said I'm going to eliminate the impurities in your body."

"I don't understand... Is that even possible?" Elder Gong's eyes widened in shock. To remove impurities from my body... Even the Divine Physician who tended to me deemed it impossible.

"You're being nonsensical again..."

Needless to say, their astonishment was justified. Although accumulating impurities in the body was a natural part of life, eliminating them was difficult. Throughout history, masters had practiced meditation, controlled their diet, and honed their martial arts skills to prevent the accumulation of impurities and gradually expel them from their bodies.

However, Elder Gong was neither a devout ascetic nor a particularly skilled martial artist, so it was obvious that he couldn't do it himself. Therefore, someone else would have to do it for him. However, if it was challenging to remove impurities with one's own abilities, it was even harder to extract it from someone else's body.

The Divine Physician could probably do it, but the elderly man's physical stamina likely wouldn't have endured the process, I thought, but I refrained from vocalizing it. If the Divine Physician thought he could succeed, Elder Gong wouldn't be here right now.

Anyway, the point was that only I, a person who had defied conventional wisdom by learning the Heavenly Divine Art while suffering from the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians, could do what the Divine Physician couldn't.

"Didn't I mention something like this yesterday?"

"You did...?"

"I told you that you were lucky to meet me, right?"

Dumbfounded, Elder Gong stared blankly at me for a moment, then broke into laughter.
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"Close your eyes and take a deep breath." 

Elder Gong complied, lying down on the bed and closing his eyes. 

Shadow gnawed her fingernails anxiously, her eyes darting between Elder Gong and me. "If anything happens to him..."

"If I make a mistake because you stressed me out, will you take responsibility?"

"What...?!"

"Shadow, you're a nervous wreck, so kindly step outside."

"S-Sir, please, I implore you to reconsider. How can you entrust your life to such a man..."

"Are you going to make me repeat myself?"

"...I'm sorry," Shadow apologized. She then meekly left the room, although she couldn't resist giving me a scrutinizing once-over before closing the door. 

I chuckled, "Your bodyguard seems to dislike me quite a bit, wouldn't you say?"

"Well, you don't exactly have a very pleasant personality."

"Are you sure you want to place your life in the hands of an unpleasant individual like me then? What if I fail and undo the Divine Physician's work?"

"Well… how much longer do you think I have to live in my current state? If I was lucky to meet you like you said, then I'll gladly take a gamble with my life."

"Still, I could be an assassin, for all you know?"

Elder Gong laughed dryly. "I've encountered many life-threatening situations, and I can confidently say that you're far too talkative to be an assassin."

"…By the way, the treatment is going to hurt a little."

"Are you doing this on..."

"…No, I didn't say that because you hurt my feelings." 

I placed my hands on Elder Gong's qi center and forehead and activated the Heaven Defying Divine Art.

This is somewhat reminiscent of Wiji Cheon's case, except Elder Gong's mind is clear. 

I had previously removed contaminated qi from Wiji Cheon, who had experienced qi deviation while practicing the fake Unlimited Sword. The circumstances differed, but the technique of using the Heaven Defying Divine Art to funnel impure qi into my qi center was similar.

Perhaps it's because I've done it before, but it seems easier this time.

Elder Gong's body was rife with impurities. Decades of accumulation had hampered his progress in mastering martial arts. Consequently, he could only focus on basic exercises and meditation. 

This is why it is recommended to start learning martial arts at a young age. If I want to ensure that this sixty-five year old man passes the Azure Dragon Academy entrance exam, I'll have to first purify his insides and prepare a clean slate for learning martial arts.

"Ugh..." Elder Gong groaned, breaking out in a cold sweat. He shivered, a chill coursing down his spine as the accumulated impurities slowly left his body. 

"Old man!" Shadow shouted, barging through the door. As I was still in the middle of the treatment, however, she could not intervene. 

I suppose this is enough for today. Elder Gong's stamina is likely nearing its limit, too. I ceased employing the inner arts of the Heaven Defying Divine Art, intending to withdraw. 

ROAAAAAAR!

Huh? What's happening? 

Suddenly, the medicinal qi that had been suppressing the impure qi within Elder Gong's body unexpectedly began gravitating toward me, along with the impurities. 

Since when could I absorb qi? The Heaven Defying Divine Art doesn't have such a technique… Wait, is this possible because it's not Elder Gong's inner qi, but an extraneous energy?

For the longest time, the medicinal qi in Elder Gong's body had stayed dormant, doing nothing except suppressing the impurities. In other words, since Elder Gong hadn't digested it properly, it wasn't really his, per se.

Still, even though the medicinal qi was beneficial, it was inextricably intertwined with the poisonous impure qi. The combination would only harm an ordinary martial artist.

However, I'm not an ordinary martial artist, am I? To me, isn't this the equivalent of a potent elixir?

Did I just… hit the jackpot?



Proofreader's Note: Happy New Year! Double release to celebrate. Hope all of you have a great year ahead!


Chapter 66: Misunderstandings

I dubbed Elder Gong's unique constitution "The Medicinal Body Constitution". 

Within him, a vast reservoir of impurities coexisted with an equal amount of medicinal qi. Over time, these two opposing forces had fused into an inseparable union. This intricate balance was disrupted when I employed the Heaven Defying Divine Art to extract impurities from his body, inadvertently causing me to absorb the medicinal qi as well.

For regular martial artists, this amalgam was nothing but poison, but as a practitioner of the Heaven Defying Divine Art, it was akin to receiving a divine elixir.

Why was I tutoring for money, you ask? It was all to procure the elixirs essential for refining my Heaven Defying Divine Art. However, it seemed the elixir had found its way to me on its own.

It seems that Elder Gong isn't the only the only one who lucked out!

"Hoo..."I slowly opened my eyes and exhaled deeply, exhausted by the procedure. An unpleasant odor emanated from my mouth, a result of absorbing the impurities.

Elder Gong also regained consciousness and gazed up at the ceiling in a daze.

Shadow immediately rushed over. Meticulously inspecting every inch of Elder Gong's body, she asked, "Old Man, are you all right?"

"...Hoho."

"O-Old Man?"

"Hohohohoho!"

"He's gone senile...! You! This is your fault!" Shadow shouted, sword in hand.

As she advanced towards me, a soft sigh came from behind her. "I'm fine, so stop making such a fuss. You're embarrassing me again."

"O-Old man, are you really all right?"

"You would know it by looking at me," Elder Gong said, pushing himself up from the bed. True to his word, his skin looked rosier than ever. "I feel amazingly refreshed. You really did it, hoho. You managed to draw out the impurities... But are you okay?"

"...What? Ah, I'm fine." I replied hazily, not understanding why Elder Gong was asking such a question. I then looked at myself in the mirror nearby and…

Woah! I look as pale as a corpse! Is this because I haven't digested half of what I absorbed yet… Eh?

Suddenly, my vision swam, and I realized that I was breathless. I hadn't experienced something like this ever since learning the Heaven Defying Divine Art, so it took me by surprise. However, despite breaking out in a cold sweat, I felt exhilarated and grinned to myself.

I should quickly convert the remaining absorbed qi into my own qi in order to get rid of the symptoms.

I turned back to Elder Gong and Shadow, who were looking at me worriedly, and gave them a cursory explanation, since there was no way I could tell them about the Heaven Defying Divine Art, "This is a side effect of Elder Gong's impurity purge. I'll be fine soon... Also, I'll have to repeat today's cleansing process a few more times, but since the impure qi has merged with your medicinal qi, that will be removed as well. It's not a bad thing for your overall health... but are you comfortable with it?"

"Of course I am, but... are you sure you're okay?"

"Haha, don't worry, I'm fine, I just need some rest... Huh?" Suddenly, I swayed to the side and lost my balance. 

Shadow reached out and supported me, then peered at me with trembling eyes, asking, "A-Are you really alright?"

"I'm just a little dizzy," I nodded, barely managing to steady myself. Sweat was beading on my forehead and I was feverish. Still, the thought of absorbing all that delicious qi I had just ingested brought a smile to my face.

"…Why are you smiling like that?"

"What?"

"What you just did might kill you... No, it's your choice and I won't interfere."

What is she talking about? I glared at her, and she averted her gaze.

After a moment of silence, she mumbled in a barely audible voice, "Thank...you."

"Oh, you know how to say that. I thought you were going to go off on me again," I said half-jokingly, but she hung her head as if overwhelmed with guilt.

Come on, you're making this awkward... Coughing, I turned my head to look at Elder Gong, but he was looking at me with an expression as complex as Shadow's.

"You..."

"What?"

"You have a nosebleed."

"Oh?" I dabbed at my nose with the back of my hand, revealing a thin line of blood. I chuckled awkwardly, blushing with embarrassment. "I didn't even know I had a nosebleed."

"I don't know what to say."

Just say it. What the hell? I was exhausted and my mind wasn't as sharp as usual, so I couldn't fathom their sudden solemnity. "Anyway, you two can rest now. We'll start our lessons tomorrow. In the meantime, I'm going to take a nice bath and sleep," I said.

"I see."

"Okay..."

I turned and left the room, ignoring the grave expressions on their faces.

Eheheheheh... I'm looking forward to assimilating all those nutritious impurities and medicinal energy! If I can absorb all the turbid and medicinal qi accumulated in Elder Gong's body... My mastery of the Heaven Defying Divine Art will be increase by leaps and bounds.

Suddenly, a thought struck me. Should I quit being an instructor and become a physician? The income would be pretty good.

For a fleeting moment, I seriously considered it.

[image: sep]

After Baek Suryong left the room, Gongson Su said incredulously, "I'm still in shock. If I hadn't experienced it myself, I wouldn't have believed it was possible. Not even the Divine Physician could do anything about my condition..." 

Gongson Su hadn't felt so invigorated in a long time. 

Over a decade ago, he had collapsed from exhaustion in the wilderness and was found by the Divine Physician. Although the Divine Physician couldn't cure him, he had prescribed a special medicine that relieved his symptoms.


"If you continue to live like this, you'll only have five years left at the most. If you want to live a long life, you should retire from the front lines and recuperate."

"Forget it, just give me some medicine."



At that time, the Divine Physician had advised him to retire, but Gongson Su had scoffed at the advice and instead chose to maintain his health by consuming an abundance of elixirs and medicinal herbs and revisiting the basic martial arts he had neglected since childhood.

It was only recently when the Emperor, in an act of genuine concern, ordered Gongson Su to return to his hometown to recuperate, that he looked back on his decisions.

I thought that I would die surrounded by the familiar sights and sounds of my childhood, but... 

On a whim, he had applied for martial arts tutoring for the Azure Dragon Academy entrance exam. He never expected Baek Suryong to take his request seriously, as even he thought it was just a fun way to waste time.

But... he said that it was possible. He even cleansed my body thoroughly, leaving me feeling refreshed and much younger. Perhaps... I can finally learn martial arts?

"Hoho... I'm not dreaming right now, am I?"

"Elder," Shadow bowed before him.

Gongson Su looked at her. His mind was filled with burning questions, and right now, she was the only martial master he could comfortably talk to, so he asked, "Is it possible for any martial arts master to do what Mr. Baek did?"

"No, that is impossible," Shadow shook her head vehemently. "What he did has nothing to do with martial arts prowess. Martial arts are based on absorbing qi from nature and expelling impurities, but he did the exact opposite by absorbing the impurities instead. It's completely unheard of."

"...Wasn't there a martial art called the Cosmic Absorption Technique?"[1]

"The Cosmic Absorption Technique involves stealing an opponent's qi and forcibly merging it with your own. However, over time, the foreign qi becomes unstable, causing one's blood vessels to burst. For that reason, it is now considered a demonic art."

"A demonic art?"

"Yes, and that's why I doubt the technique Baek Suryong used is related to it. He may be arrogant and thuggish, but he has no bloodlust and his eyes are clear. Those are not the traits of a demonic practitioner. Most importantly, even masters of the Cosmic Absorption Technique wouldn't consider absorbing impurities. It's suicidal."

"Poisons can be neutralized, but impurities must be gradually expelled over time. While there are special techniques that can help mitigate the side effects, it's still lethal. Right now, Baek Suryong is likely engrossed in deep meditation…" Shadow bit her lip grimly. "No, but even then... he might have lost a good chunk of his lifespan today."

"What?!" Gongson Su's eyes widened in astonishment. Baek Suryong sacrificed part of his life for me? Why? Over a mere ten thousand silver?

While ten thousand silver was a considerable sum, far beyond the reach of most commoners, Baek Suryong didn't appear to be in dire need of money.


"This is a side effect of Elder Gong's impurity purge. I'll be fine soon..."



Gongson Su recalled Baek Suryong's demeanor as he wiped his nose and grinned smugly, his body drenched in sweat. 

"Why on earth would he do that for me..."

"I think... he might have done it out of a sense of responsibility."

"Sense of responsibility?" Gongson Su was perplexed. Why would the word "responsibility" come into play here?

Shadow calmly explained, "Mr. Baek pledged to get you admitted to the Azure Dragon Academy, but it was only afterward that he learned of your condition and understood that it would be challenging for you to even sit for the entrance exam."

"So?"

"The only solution was to somehow restore your health, even if it... even if it meant sacrificing his own lifespan," Shadow sighed deeply.

"You can't mean...!"

Shadow had spent her life following orders, even if it meant endangering her life. Her worldview was colored by this mindset… and Gongson Su shared a similar perspective. 

Hence, he understood the meaning of her words instantly. "I've been misjudging him all this time...!" he exclaimed, feeling as he had been struck by a hammer.

"The same goes for me."

Both of them had misjudged Baek Suryong, one overestimating his abilities and the other his malevolence.

Shadow, in particular, felt terrible about herself. She had verbally threatened Baek Suryong and even brandished her sword at him. I assumed that he was a swindler based on his casual demeanor, but...

When the realization dawned that Baek Suryong had selflessly sacrificed part of his life to keep his promise (at least that's how Shadow perceived it), she was overwhelmed by a deep sense of shame.

"Heh... I owe him a considerable debt..."

"Yes..."

Thus, their misunderstanding of Baek Suryong deepened.

Undoubtedly, this misunderstanding worked in Baek Suryong's favor, thought he didn't know it yet.



Footnotes:

[1] Cosmic Absorption Technique (吸星大法): A martial art from the classic wuxia novel, "The Smiling, Proud Wanderer". It is the ultimate martial art of Ren Woxing, the former Cult Leader of the Sun Moon Demonic Cult. Using the technique, one can absorb qi from others, but the recoil from absorbing foreign qi will eventually result in exploding from the inside. FYI: Author-nim seems to really like this novel as Dokgo Jun's Nine Swords of Dokgo also came from this work.



Chapter 67: Your Student Will Be the Top Entrant?

"Elder, what brings you here at the crack of dawn?" I asked, surprised to find Elder Gong up and about before me. Judging by the pleasant scent emanating from his body, he had already taken a morning bath. What an early bird...

"I spent all of last night in contemplation." Elder Gong sat upright and stared at me with an imposing gaze, enhanced by his impeccable white martial arts outfit and neatly slicked back hair.

I squirmed and asked nervously, "What were you thinking about?"

"Your kindness and dedication to your craft, Mr. Baek. At first, I only came here to tease you for my own amusement. After all, a frail old man like me learning martial arts with youngsters who could be my grandchildren is a ridiculous notion. Yet you took my joke seriously, even to the point of endangering your own well-being."

"My well-being...?" What the hell is he talking about? Wait, his choice of words... he can't be thinking about...

Before I could inquire further, Elder Gong shot me a determined look and declared, "I deeply apologize for mocking your sincerity. From now on, I will dedicate myself to learning and earnestly follow your guidance!

"...Ah, yes. Thank you." I was at a loss for words in front of Elder Gong's determined gaze.

"Since it would be rude of me not to reveal my name to my teacher, allow me to reintroduce myself. I am Gongson Su, and I would like to apply for one month's tuition from you."

"...Huh?"

"Please accept me, Master." Gongson Su stood, ready to bow. 

I hastily stopped him. "No, seriously, why are you being like this? Elder!"

"Since you are my master, please use casual speech with me..."

"You're not making any sense!" Speaking casually would be rude to a sixty-five-year-old man. If other people found out about this, Gongson Su risked being ridiculed by his peers.

"I feel uncomfortable if I don't show proper respect to a senior. How about we both stick to what we're comfortable with? Also, you over there, why aren't you stopping him?!" I offered Elder Gong a compromise as I glanced at Shadow, who was standing in a dark corner and pretending to be invisible. 

"I will respect both your wishes," Shadow said meekly and politely, in stark contrast to the person who had exuded murderous intent just the day before.

"…I think I'm losing my mind. Are you all right in the head?" I shook my head and turned back to Gongson Su. "Just because I'm teaching you martial arts doesn't mean I should disrespect an elder. Are you comfortable talking like we did before?"

"Are you certain about that?" Gongson Su smirked, as if he had already anticipated this result.

This crafty old geezer… I rolled my eyes at him.

"Hoho, I simply wanted to demonstrate my commitment. You have free rein to boss me around for a month."

"Uh huh…" I said hesitantly, but I understood why Gongson Su was being overly deferential. After all, I had removed decades of impurities from his body. It was only natural that he felt indebted to me. 

However, it was also thanks to his impure energy that my mastery of the Heaven Defying Divine Art was now at the four star level. Well, he doesn't need to know that I also benefited greatly from helping him, and throwing away a favor by saying that it was actually a fair trade is pure stupidity.

"It's time for the morning workout. Shall we head to the training yard?"

"Yes, Master!" Gongson Su replied enthusiastically as if announcing his victory.

Seriously, this geezer…!

"Start by going through the qigong exercises that you showed me yesterday."

SWOOSH! WHOOSH!

"HOHOHO! My body feels as light as a feather!" Gongson Su laughed as he did the exercises twice as fast as before.

Concerned, I cautioned, "Elder! Please slow down, you'll hurt your back..."

CRACK!

Unfortunately, I was too late. As an ominous sound rang out across the manor, Gongson Su collapsed.

"OWW, MY BAAACK!"

"E-Elder!" Shadow shouted, rushing to Gongson Su's side.

"I told you to slow down…" I mumbled, also stepping forward to check Gongson Su's condition. Fortunately, he had only pulled a muscle.

"Haa..." I sighed, doing a facepalm. It seemed like we still had a long way to go.

[sep]

"Elder, please listen carefully: you were very lucky today. If you try pushing yourself without guidance again, you could get seriously injured."

Gongson Su nodded solemnly, "My apologies..."

"......" For a moment, I considered scolding him further, but eventually I figured the pain was punishment enough for him to learn his lesson.

We moved indoors, and I summoned Wiji Cheon over as well. Since Gongson Su needed to rest, I might as well use the opportunity to brief the two about the Azure Dragon Academy entrance exam.

By the way, Hyonwon Kang wanted to rest too, but I sent him outside to train alone since he was already a student at the academy.

"Could you bring me my writing instruments and some paper, Shadow?"

"As you're injured, please allow me to write the notes on your behalf…"

"Don't bother taking written notes. We're not discussing the Imperial Examination[1] here," I groaned, pressing a finger to my throbbing temple. "In any case, the entrance exam is made up of a written test and a practical skills assessment."

"I'm very confident in written exams. I'll breeze through it!"

"The written portion holds less weight. It's just to check that you're literate and have common sense. No need to stress over it."

"What? Are the examiners a bunch of ignorant fools?! To accomplish great things, one must be a master of both the brush and the sword. How can they place less importance on the written exam? One day, I'll question the Azure Dragon Academy Principal..."

"Interrupt me again, and I really will dismiss you. Understood?" I shot Gongson Su a stern look like a teacher warning their mischievous student.

"I'm sorry." Gongson Su shrunk back like an intimidated child.

Just what was up with this geezer? One moment he's stately and imposing, and the next he's playing along with me...

I continued my explanation, "The practical test is divided into four parts: physical fitness, external arts, inner arts, and a duel. If you flunk any of the first three sections, you will automatically fail, and you won't be allowed to participate in the duel. Any questions so far?"

Wiji Cheon raised his hand like a diligent student. "Who are we dueling against?"

"You'll be paired with a senior from the Student Council, decided by lottery on the day itself," I replied. 

…Although I pity the Student Council member who has to fight Wiji Cheon. He's a guy who can go toe-to-toe with Hyonwon Kang, one of the strongest third year students, despite suffering lingering side effects after recovering from qi deviation. With time, he will only grow stronger.

Gongson Su hesitated for a moment, then raised his hand and asked, "May I inquire about the duels? Must I defeat a senior to pass?"

"No, that would be too challenging for a freshman. What you need to do during the duel is make a strong impression on the examiners."

"And how should I go about doing that?"

"You need to showcase your martial arts competency, fighting sense, desire to win, and talent."

"……"

They pondered my words. There was no need to win, but the truth was, beating a senior in the practical exam essentially guaranteed a pass. After all, the Student Council was made up some of the most excellent students in the academy.

"We can discuss the specifics later. Shall we resume training?"

"Okay!"

"I understand."

I taught the two trainees for an hour, and then it was time for me to go to work at the Azure Dragon Academy.

I waved Wiji Cheon over and whispered into his ear, "Help me watch the old man. You're fellow trainees taking the entrance exam together, after all."

"I'll keep an eye on him, don't worry!" Wiji Cheon whispered back.

Gongson Su pouted. "I can hear everything, you know. I'm not a child who needs to be taken care of..."

"Elder, please train the way I taught you. Don't overexert yourself, or you may become permanently disabled."

"You don't need to nag... but I suppose I deserve it after what I did earlier. Ahem! Regardless, I wish you a pleasant day at work."

Dragging my feet, I reluctantly left for the Azure Dragon Academy, my heart filled with worry.

[sep]

"You've started tutoring?" Mae Geuklyom frowned as we patrolled the school premises together. There were no breaks for the Student Welfare Department even during vacation. Rather, because most other teachers had let their guard down, now was the best time for students to drink, smoke, and engage in illicit relationships without getting caught.

"I won't stop you, but don't let it affect your work at the academy. That would be placing the cart before the horse."

"Yes, I'll make sure it doesn't happen…"

SHIIING!

Mae Geuklyom drew his sword and thrust it in front of him. To my relief, it wasn't pointed at me, but at two students engaging in an intimate act behind the cafeteria.

"S-Save me..."

"Teacher, please..."

The couple hugged each other tightly in terror, their messy clothes indicating that they had been in the middle of undressing. For some reason I could not fathom, they had decided to make love outdoors with only a rudimentary illusion formation to protect them. 

Well, unfortunately for them, Mae Geuklyom had sensed their presence and destroyed the formation with one strike.

SHIVER, SHIVER.

"Don't be scared, I'm not going to kill you," he said, smiling.

""KYAAAAAAAAAAH!""

Several minutes later, I emerged from the dorms after carrying two unconscious kids back to their bedrooms.

Mae Geuklyom, who was cleaning his sword, asked, "Where were we just now?"

"…I absolutely won't let tutoring compromise my teaching responsibilities."

"Good."

We resumed our patrol, disciplining all rule-breakers we found along the way. Those caught smoking had to finish smoking with their pipes shoved into their noses, and those caught drinking were hung upside down on trees until they threw up everything in their stomachs.

As for those who were caught engaging in intimate acts, well, let's just say their fate was too horrifying for me to go into detail about.

During this whole time, Mae Geuklyom remained perfectly composed and unflappable. He even had the luxury to casually converse with me about my tutees.

"Sixty-five, huh? He's around the same age as me," Mae Geuklyom exclaimed, surprised by Gongson Su's determination.

"He's in good shape, with a strong will."

"If he passes the exam, he'll be the oldest student in history."

"There's also Wiji Cheon, a very talented kid. I'm confident he'll be the top entrant this year."

" Your student will be the top entrant? What a joke." A third voice suddenly interrupted.

"There's only one person around here with such an annoying voice…" I grumbled, turning around.

As expected, it was Namgung Su. What was unusual, however, was that he was followed by a group of young children.

Mae Geuklyom asked, "Mr. Namgung, who are those kids? They aren't students of the academy."

"They're kids that I've been tutoring in preparation for this year's entrance exam. I'm taking them on an advance tour of the school grounds," Namgung Su replied.

"An advance tour?"

"Yes." Namgung Su grinned arrogantly at me. "After all, I'm confident that this year's top entrant will be one of these kids."

I glanced at the kids beaming with pride behind him. *As the saying goes, like teacher, like student…



Footnotes:

[1] The imperial examination was a civil service examination system in Imperial China administered for the purpose of selecting state officials. It played a significant role in tempering the power of hereditary aristocracy and military authority, and contributed to the rise of a gentry class of scholar-bureaucrats.



Chapter 68: Do You Want To Make A Bet With Me?

Three students stood behind Namgung Su: two boys and a girl, all roughly the same age as Wiji Cheon. Judging by their steady breathing and good posture, they seemed to have a solid foundation, typical of those who have trained in martial arts since they could walk.

"Master, who is Wiji Cheon?" The boy in the middle asked Namgung Su.

He bore such a resemblance to Namgung Su that I couldn't help but wonder if he was a miniature clone of the man. Could he be Namgung Su's son?

The boy shook his head, mumbling, "Wiji Cheon... I thought I had memorized the names of all the prodigies I should pay attention to among this year's examinees, but I don't remember that name..."

Namgung Su patted the boy on the shoulder and smiled sheepishly. "I don't know who he is either, but there's no point finding out more. Even a hedgehog favors its own children, so it's only fair that Mr. Baek should be free to think that the students he teaches are brilliant."

"Ohh, I get it."

I was appalled. What the fuck? How are these two so adept at "comforting" me? 

Mae Geuklyom, who seemed to share my confusion, changed the subject with a slight frown. "Mr. Namgung, why don't you introduce me to the kids behind you? Since they're going to be freshmen this year, it wouldn't hurt for me to get to know them beforehand."

The boy resembling Namgung Su stepped forward and greeted Mae Geuklyom with clasped hands. It was a respectful gesture, indicating that he was from a prestigious family. "Greetings, sir. My name is Namgung Seok. I am honored to meet the legendary Sword Addict."

"...There's no need to be overly polite. Are you of the Namgung Clan?"

"Yes. My father..." 

Namgung Seok launched into a lengthy explanation, tracing his lineage from his father to his great uncle twice removed, all of whom seemed to express the deepest respect for the Sword Addict.

Sigh... Why are orthodox sect people always so long-winded?

Looking slightly annoyed, Mae Geuklyom raised a hand to halt Namgung Seok's rambling. "Enough, that's too much information for me to remember."

"...My apologies, sir." Namgung Seok bowed his head, then quickly stole a glance at me. Unlike when he faced Mae Geuklyom, his eyes were cold and the corners of his mouth slightly upturned in a subtle smirk.

Wow, he's already such a cheeky punk? I shot Namgung Seok a threatening look. 

His expression changed instantly as he offered me a conciliatory greeting as well. "Please forgive this foolish newcomer for not knowing your great name and title."

"......" Though outwardly polite, I sensed a subtle undercurrent of disregard and mockery from him. Sneaky little bastard.

With a smirk, I introduced myself, "I am Baek Suryong."

"Baek Suryong..." Namgung Seok muttered, still puzzled. My anonymity was unsurprising; I was neither a renowned murim master nor a scion of a prestigious clan.

"Baek Suryong? Ah, that braggart!" The skinny boy on Namgung Su's left giggled, covering his mouth. He was slightly taller than Namgung Seok, and had the fiercest eyes of the three.

"Watch your mouth, Cho Maksaeng. There's a chance he could be our teacher this year," the girl to Namgung Su's right scolded the boy.

How on earth did Namgung Su get such a normal student…?

"…Well, he'll probably be gone after three months though," the girl added, snorting.

Never mind, scratch that. They're all mini clones of Namgung Su.

"Kukuku, aren't you being a little too harsh on Mr. Baek, Jinjin? Look at his stern expression."

"Shut up. I told you not to call me by that name, it's disgusting."

"Why the fuss? It's not like I'm interested in you."

"What did you just say..."

"Stop it, both of you," Namgung Seok interrupted.

""......"" The bickering ceased immediately, highlighting the Namgung boy's authority.

Namgung Seok then bowed to me and apologized, "Please forgive them. Come on, you guys, apologize!"

"I'm sorry."

"Sorry..."

All their heads were bowed, but their cocky eyes and bad attitudes remained unchanged.

Whoever taught them did a thorough job. It's obvious that they think of me as a nobody who will be fired in three months. Oh wait, their teacher is Namgung Su. No wonder.

Namgung Su stepped forward, looking like he had thoroughly enjoyed my little exchange with the kids. "I hope you don't take what they said to heart, Mr. Baek, they're just children. I will make sure to punish them when we return."

"Haha, of course I won't. I trust in your impressive methods for character education, Mr. Namgung," I replied, my tone dripping with sarcasm.

In truth, I really wanted to smack him, but thanks to the intervention of Noh Goonsang, the Principal of the Azure Dragon Academy, the two of us had to hide our animosity towards each other and maintain the appearance of getting along, leaving us only the option of playing word games with each other.

Mae Geuklyom sighed, "Do you two really have to be like this?"

Dear Grandpa, I'd love to call it quits, but that bastard doesn't want to budge.

Namgung Su fixed me with a frosty glare. "I heard you had Hyonwon Kang move out of the dormitory recently."

"He's got potential, so I'm considering mentoring him."

"He is indeed talented," Namgung Su conceded, his tone laced with mockery. "But he's lazy and weak-willed by nature. For three years, he's done nothing but lament his fate."

"So you suggested he drop out and threatened to prevent him from graduating?"

Namgung Su nodded. "I took into consideration the fact that he also tarnished the academy's reputation multiple times without a hint of remorse."

"…Hey, why did you suddenly bring his name up? Are you that upset that he rejected your offer? Do you bear a grudge against him?" 

Not long ago, Hyonwon Kang told me what had happened between him and Namgung Su on that rainy day.


"I'll give you one last chance to turn your life around. Take my hand and join my class starting tomorrow."

"I don't need it, you hypocrite."



Namgung Su had extended a hand to Hyonwon Kang, but the punk chose to shrug it off. That rejection must have wounded Namgung Su's pride.

"No, this isn't personal. I simply believe it's best for him to leave the academy without further delay, and I stand by that decision even now," Namgung Su clarified.

"You're not at all upset?"

Namgung Su snorted, his gaze unwavering. "Of course not. If anything, I'm disappointed he chose you over me."

I smirked. "Well, he couldn't have found a better mentor. If you haven't noticed, he has quite a good eye for people."

"He found a mentor suited to his capabilities. They call that birds of a feather," Namgung Su retorted.

"Is that so? Then I guess your students…"

"ENOUGH! Will you two cease this incessant bickering?" Mae Geuklyom yelled.

We immediately shut our mouths, but instead locked gazes in a silent battle of wills.

In the end, Namgung Su was the first to turn away. However, he couldn't help but squeeze in the last line, "Hyonwon Kang is a failure. Do you really think you can win the Heavenly Martial Festival with a guy like that? We'll see how many days you last. Let's go, kids."

"Yes, Master!"

Namgung Su walked away, seeming to believe he had said his piece.

Unfortunately, I wasn't quite finished with him.

"Namgung Su, do you want to make a bet with me?" I called out.

"...A bet?" Namgung Su sneered. "You seem to enjoy bets, Mr. Baek, even though you can't afford to lose."

"Don't hide behind lame excuses. If you're scared of losing, just admit it."

"...I'll at least listen to your proposal. What do you want to bet on?"

"Baek Suryong!!!" Mae Geuklyom's shout rang out from beside me, but I ignored him.

Hyonwon Kang is a failure? No one talks about my student like that. I'm the only one allowed to insult Hyonwon Kang.

"Shall we bet on whether your student or my student will do better on this year's entrance exam?"

"…Pfft!" Namgung Su burst into laughter. 

"What nonsense..."

"Puhahaha!"

"Kahaha..."

His students joined him.

Namgung Su looked at me incredulously. "You can't call something with impossible odds a bet."

"If you're afraid, admit it."

Namgung Su smirked. "Let's say I accept. What are the stakes?"

"If I win, I'll substitute for one of your classes this semester."

His expression turned stern. "How dare you... And if I win?"

"I haven't thought about it, but if you have a wish, say it."

Namgung Su smiled slyly. "If I win… you'll clean my room every morning and night."

"......" This motherfucker sure knows exactly what to say to piss me off to the max! I clenched my teeth and replied, "Fine. You sure that's what you want?"

"Just don't go back on your word when you lose."

"That's my line. Still, to make sure that doesn't happen, we need a witness..."

We turned to Mae Geuklyom.

"Mr. Headmaster..."

"Mr. Mae..."

Mae Geuklyom's expression changed from anger to resignation. "And you call yourselves adults... Whatever, have it your way."

With the bet settled, we parted ways.

The Azure Dragon Academy entrance exam was one month away.

I was determined to flatten Namgung Su's stuck up nose.


Chapter 69: Demon Instructor

On my way back from work, I stopped by the market street to pick up a few items that I had pre-ordered. Once I had everything, I headed back to the White Dragon Manor and gathered the students.

"What's in the bags, Mr. Baek?" Gongson Su asked, eyeing my haul with interest.

Instead of answering, I threw one bag in front of each student. 

They stared at me nervously, sensing that something was amiss.

"Students, you have two minutes to change into your new martial arts gear and report back here," I said, putting some steel in my tone.

"...Huh?"

"The fuck is this all of a sudden?"

"Would you mind explaining..."

I ignored the barrage of questions, instead pulling out a red headband and securing it around my forehead. Emblazoned in the center were the words "Success or Death (必死)".

This reminds me of the good old days.

Back in the Blood Cult, this red headband was my trademark.


"If I win... you'll clean my room every morning and night."



Determined to smash Namgung Su's stuck up nose, I'd ordered a new red headband.

"I said two minutes, folks. Looks like you all have time to spare." A smirk danced on my lips as I surveyed the clueless little lambs. "…Do I look like I'm joking?"

"Go! Move it!" Gongson Su, always the quickest on the uptake, darted off to his room with his bag in tow.

Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon followed suit, vanishing into their rooms.

I hollered at the slowpokes, "Anyone who shows up late can kiss dinner goodbye tonight."

"Oof!"

"You scoundrel!"

"Nooooooo!"

Like mice with their tails on fire, they sprinted to their rooms.

I leaned back, arms crossed, and watched the chaos unfold with lazy amusement.

"One month..."

For one month, I was going to return to being a demon instructor.

[image: sep]

"Student Hyonwon Kang. Is that all you can do?"

"I can still... keep going…" Hyonwon Kang wheezed from underneath my butt.

For the past hour, I'd been sitting on Hyonwon Kang's back, riding him across the training yard while pointing out his every flaw.

"Martial artists have drawn inspiration from animal movements since time immemorial. Tigers, monkeys, wolves, snakes, dogs, and even birds."

"Ugh..." Hyonwon Kang let out a groan as if he was about to drop dead.  

Not surprising, considering I was using inner arts to gradually increase my weight as he crawled.

"Hyonwon Kang. Are you going to do this properly or not?"

"Am I not doing it already... OWW!" 

Hyonwon Kang yelped as I smacked him with my sword's hilt. His limbs twitched, and sweat streamed down his body.

"How many times do I have to say it? Picture yourself as a tiger and move like a tiger. If you can't do that, then pretend to be a monkey, a snake, an eagle, or a fish in the water."

"If only you weren't on my back...!"

"I never said you couldn't try to shake me off."

"AAAHHH!" Hyonwon Kang screamed, thrashing violently, but unfortunately for him, I managed to keep my balance. 

This training method is turning out to be a better idea than I expected. I also get to work on my balance, killing two birds with one stone.

"F$&@#%^*!"

"Hyonwon Kang. Did you just curse your teacher? Do you have a character defect?"

"No!" Hyonwon Kang screamed, frustrated. 

In response, I increased my weight even further.

After a while, Hyonwon Kang crumpled to the ground.

"Haa... I... can't... go on..."

"That's apparent." I dismounted and kneaded his muscles with my sword's hilt to ease the tension. Man, I'm such a generous teacher! Who else gives their students a post-workout massage? 

Judging by Hyonwon Kang's glare though, he didn't share my sentiment.

I squatted down in front of him. "I've said it time and again. Ancient martial artists devised techniques mimicking animal movements, then tweaked them for human use."

"Haah... Ugh… I've got a question."

"Yes?"

"Why do I have to mimic animal movements on all fours? Why not just learn the human-adapted versions?"

Though he looked drained, Hyonwon Kang's eyes sparkled with curiosity. Oh? He's not shunning the exercises, he's genuinely intrigued.

"That's because as techniques get passed down through subsequent generations, people weed out the tough and painful movements, leaving the easy stuff," I explained, massaging his muscles as I spoke.

"Hmm..." Hyonwon Kang seemed to grasp the concept.

That'd do for now.

"Some claim it's progress, but I beg to differ. Comfortable and easy to learn isn't bad, but it dilutes the martial arts' essence."

"Oh, I see... YOWCH!"

I bonked him on the head. "Don't pretend to understand what you don't. Even if you don't gain any inspiration from it, crawling strengthens muscles you don't typically use, tones your whole body, and amps up your martial arts prowess. It'll serve you well in what you'll learn next."

"......"

I wasn't lying, the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest that I would soon teach him was inspired by the movements of the animals I mentioned earlier. Of course, I only planned to teach him the basics of this martial art and toughen his body to the point where he could safely learn Master Crazy Demon's Asura Blood Heaven Blade.

"Quit complaining and train hard. This is all so that you can master the Asura Blood Heaven Blade."

"...Yes, Teacher." Hyonwon Kang nodded resolutely.

Though not quite Wiji Cheon's caliber, Hyonwon Kang possessed a keen martial arts intuition. He should grasp my intent.

This punk has zero connection to the entrance exam bet, but I refuse to skimp on his training. No, should I say, the reason I made a bet with Namgung Su was for his sake?


"Hyonwon Kang is a failure. Do you really think you can win the Heavenly Martial Festival with a guy like that?"

"He is indeed talented, but he's lazy and weak-willed by nature."



Recalling that jerk ignited my anger once more.

SMACK!

"Ouch! What was that for?"

"Just remembered something that ticked me off."

"Am I your punching bag...?"

"Hyonwon Kang!" I snapped, pulling the startled boy's face close to mine.

He flinched under my gaze.

"Namgung Su called you a failure. He said you're lazy, weak-willed, and untalented. He said that even if you tried hard all your life, you would never be able to catch up to Peng Sahyuk."

…Okay, I made up the last bit, but it's not like Hyonwon Kang would ever know unless he checked with Namgung Su.

"That bastard...!"

"Are you going to take that lying down?"

"Absolutely not!" The veins on Hyonwon Kang's forehead bulged as he clenched his teeth tightly.

I slung an arm around him, whispering, "Good. Prove him wrong in your midterms, alright?"

"Yeah!"

"From now on, say 'Yes', not 'Yeah'. You need to learn to speak properly."

"YES!" Hyonwon Kang bellowed.

I grinned, giving his cheek a pat before stepping back. "That's it for today's guidance. Train by yourself till the end of the session."

Leaving Hyonwon Kang grunting and staggering to his feet, I walked over to Wiji Cheon, who was meditating nearby.

"Student Wiji Cheon, are you recovering well?"

Wiji Cheon slowly emerged from meditation, his eyes flickering open. He bowed his head timidly, voice trembling as he replied, "Uhm... I'm not sure…"

"You too must learn to speak properly. Don't mumble. Answer clearly and with confidence!"

"I-I'm sorry!" Wiji Cheon squeaked, his forehead glistening with sweat.

I observed him closely. Wait, he's not sweating from fear or nervousness.

"Hold out your hand, let me examine you," I requested, reaching out to feel his pulse and assess his physical state with my qi.

On the surface, he seems fine... but the effects of the qi deviation are lasting longer than expected. Although his qi centers and meridians have healed, he is still struggling with inner arts. Could the problem be psychological?

While suffering from qi deviation, Wiji Cheon had transformed into a bloodthirsty sword demon. He claimed to have no memory of that time, but traces of it must remain in his subconscious.

"What symptoms do you experience during inner arts training?"

"Cold sweats, trembling, heart palpitations, dizziness…"

Just as I thought. Subconscious memories of martial arts-fueled violence are triggering his fear of using qi.

"I'm sorry…" Wiji Cheon murmured in a mosquito-like voice, head bowed deeply.

I gently stroked his head. "No apologies needed. I'm sure you've given your all."

"Teacher…"

Unlike Hyonwon Kang, who is more savage beast than civilized boy, Wiji Cheon's a delicate and tender-hearted genius. If I push him too hard, he might break and fall back into qi deviation. I'm quite sure he can pass the Azure Dragon Academy entrance exam as he is right now, but he won't be able to crush that mini Namgung Su. 

As a scion of the Namgung Clan, that brat Namgung Seok's been trained well since childhood, and if Namgung Su is confident that he'll be this year's valedictorian, he's probably right…except for the fact that he remains unaware of Wiji Cheon's existence.

Therefore, I need to fix Wiji Cheon's mental issues and restore his inner arts as soon as possible.

"Student Wiji Cheon, I trust in your talent and dedication. Let's find a way to overcome these hurdles together."

"Teacher…!"

My faith seemed to move him almost to tears.

What? Just because I'm a demon instructor doesn't always mean I'm only going to torture the kids!

I offered Wiji Cheon a compassionate smile and patted his head. "No need to feel pressured."

"Yes!"

"Should you fail to recover, worst case, I will be humiliated by Namgung Su and fired from the Azure Dragon Academy."

"Eh?"

"Without a job, I'll fall into debt, the White Dragon Manor will have to be sold for a pittance, and I might die hounded by debt collectors..."

"T-Teacher?" Wiji Cheon paled.

Nope, I'm not coercing him. I'm just encouraging him kindly, to make sure he would do his very best.

"So, no pressure, just do your best," I assured.

Through gritted teeth, Wiji Cheon vowed, "I'll do my best!"

"I believe you."

Having strengthened Wiji Cheon's resolve, I turned toward the real challenge of the day. Man, I'm the one who's nervous now.

I took a deep breath, then asked, "...Student Gongson Su, how are you feeling?"


Chapter 70: Thank You

"Huff, huff, huff, puff… T-Teacher, I can s-still...g-go on…" Gongson Su panted after swinging a wooden sword a few times. His skin glistened with cold sweat, and his complexion was as pale as a someone about to cross the Sanzu River.[1]

Shadow, observing from the sidelines, asked concernedly, "Are you sure you're okay?"

"Huff, huff… Yes, I'm f-fine. Teacher, please treat me the same the other students!" Gongson Su forced out.

I assessed the old man's condition. Gongson Su's spirit was commendable, yet his wobbly legs and the wooden sword he was leaning on for support undermined his conviction.

I glanced at Shadow, who shook her head, conveying telepathically, [He's at his limit.]

Yeah, I can tell. With a sigh, I said firmly, "Student Gongson Su, you need to take a break now."

"What? I can still…do more…"

"Go look in the mirror. You need rest."

"I'm really fine, I can overcome this much with willpower..." Gongson Su protested, frustration clearly visible in his eyes.

Looks like just words won't be enough. Closing the distance, I sent a wave of killing intent at him. "Student Gongson Su, are you ignoring my instructions?"

Gongson Su flinched, and Shadow eyes widened in surprise. Even Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon diverted their attention from training to witness the exchange.

"That's not it..."

"This isn't training. All you're doing is abusing your body. Are you trying to commit suicide?"

Gongson Su's face flushed with discontent, even as the sweat constantly dripping down his face and his puffy, bloodshot eyes betrayed his worn-out state. It was evident that his untrained body had reached its limit.

Still, I noticed a flicker of envy in his gaze as he sneaked a glance at Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon.

"Student Gongson Su." I softened my tone, placing a hand on his shoulder.

"...Yes."

"I know you're upset that your body won't cooperate, but this is reality. It's not just your age; you can't expect to do the same training as the other students if you've only been doing simple Taichi exercises until now."

"...I know," he admitted, resignation coloring his voice.

I sighed. Unlike Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon, Gongson Su was neither young nor a martial arts genius. He did not have the resilience of youth nor an instinctual understanding of his physical limits. 

The old man can never train like those two. If a sparrow tries to keep up with a hawk, it will only meet its death. I need to take a different approach with him.

"Regardless, please don't be impatient and trust me. I've tailored an "Azure Dragon Academy Entrance Exam" training regime just for you. You'll definitely be accepted."

…And that's also when I'll squash that bastard Namgung Su's stuck-up nose flat.

"...Yes. I guess I'm being overly ambitious." Gongson Su lowered his wooden sword, finally relenting.

Guiding him to a nearby pavilion, I instructed, "I want you to report your current physical condition accurately."

"My back, shoulders, knees, wrists, and ankles ache."

"……" What the hell?

"My fingers are sore from holding the sword for so long, my neck is kinked... my eyes seem to be a little sunken in... hohoho..."

"……" The corners of my mouth twitched.

Seeing my stiff expression, Gongson Su hastily tried to justify himself, "Well, it's still bearable. With some bandages and acupuncture, I'll get better in no time, and I have some quality medicine on me..."

"Student Gongson Su, lie down right now."

"What?" Panic flashed across Gongson Su's face.

Shadow looked equally puzzled but before she could speak, I clarified, "Lie down so that I can loosen your strained muscles for you."

"...Ah, okay." Gongson Su visibly relaxed and complied.

I began to massage his tense muscles, applying pressure methodically as I had done for Hyonwon Kang. Gradually, his initial tension melted away, replaced by a contented sigh.

"Ohhh, that's good, yeah, there, just a little further down... fufu. Heheheh, this is paradise…"

...Am I supposed to be a martial arts instructor or a professional masseuse?

Suppressing my doubts, I finished massaging his back and gently urged him to turn over.

"Hoho..." Gongson Su groaned in pleasure, sincere admiration gleaming in his eyes. "Teacher, I've had many massages at the Imperial Palace... but even there I don't think I've ever met anyone as good as you. If you are ever in need of a new job, would you like me to introduce you to the Imperial Palace as a masseuse?"

"...No need." 

Although he didn't know it, I had quite a bit of job experience, having been a demon instructor in the Blood Cult. Still, even at that time, I had never taught a sixty-five year old trainee. 

Wait, did he just mention the Imperial Palace? I knew he wasn't a regular old man...!

What kind of person had a powerful presence that could intimidate another despite never learning martial arts? What kind of rich and powerful individual could casually offer to pay ten thousand silvers and have a martial master of Shadow's caliber as his personal bodyguard?

No, why someone with so much wealth and power would want to learn martial arts is beyond me, but... some things are better left unknown. My job is to get Gongson Su into the Azure Dragon Academy, that's all.

I massaged Gongson Su's stiff thighs and asked, "Is the training hard?"

"It's hard, but it's a lot of fun." Gongson Su replied with a wide smile. Although his body was old, his eyes still shone with the sparkle of a child. "Teacher, did you know? When I was younger, I was smaller and weaker than others, and would catch a cold every few days."

Oh? So he was born with a weak constitution. That explains why his body accumulated so much more impure qi than others.

"Fortunately, I'm very intelligent, so I was good at studying. As my mother was a single parent, however, she had no money to hire a private tutor and could only afford to send me to school. My nose bled every day from the exertion of going there, but I studied hard... and eventually rose to prominence and enjoyed wealth and power. Unfortunately, my mother was already dead by then... if only she could have lived just a few more years to see it." The old man's wistful eyes filled with melancholy. "But even as I worked toward academic success, I never stopped envying the other kids."

"What did you envy about them?"

"Whenever I walked to school carrying heavy books, I would always see boys my age going to martial arts academies with swords at their waists, white martial arts uniforms, and headbands on their foreheads. Because they were big and strong, while I was short and frail... I would stare at them jealously, but whenever they made eye contact with me, I needed to quickly look away. Well, just once, I was too slow and got beaten up pretty badly for annoying them with my staring."

Shadow bit her lip hard.

Gongson Su chuckled, "Hoho, that's all in the past now. Anyway, even though my schoolbag was already heavy, I never failed to carry a martial arts novel with me at all times. I read it whenever I was free. A nameless swordsman wandering the world with a single sword, slashing through countless demonic practitioners of the evil sects, and finally barging into the Blood Cult all by himself to plunge his sword into the heart of the Blood Demon... but no one knew about it, and he died in loneliness."

"What a third-rate novel."

Gongson Su laughed wryly, "Everyone likes such stories when they're young, right? In fact, back then, there was a lot of talk about why the Blood Cult suddenly became weaker, and I wrote a lot of novels imagining the reason."

"Were there such rumors? I've never heard them before."

"Hoho, that's because it's an old story." 

An old story, huh… I wonder what Gongson Su's face would look like if he knew that he was learning martial arts from the same instructor who raised the Blood Cult's martial masters. And if he knew the real reason for the Blood Cult's demise... I fantasized about his reaction for a moment, then shook my head. Thinking about such hypothetical situations was pointless.

"Now that I'm old and back in my hometown, I often find myself reminiscing those days. To think that I'm going to attend a martial arts academy past my sixtieth birthday, hoho... everyone will look at me and say I'm senile."

"......" I listened to Gongson Su's story without saying anything.

He stood up and smiled cheekily at me. "But what can I do? I'm really enjoying learning martial arts right now."

"......"

"Although my body is sixty-five, I feel like I'm back to being fifteen." Gongson Su looked at me with clear eyes. A slight, childlike smile of innocence crossed his lips. "Thank you," he suddenly said with a tone of respect.

"Eh?"

"Thank you for making me feel this way. Thank you for giving meaning to the life of an old man who was just waiting to die."

"What..." I couldn't help blushing.

"I promise you now, I won't blame you even if I fail the entrance exam, and I'll pay you in full. No matter how this crazy endeavor turns out in the end, I am already greatly indebted to you."

"......" Gongson Su's unexpected declaration left me speechless for a moment. However, I soon forced a smile and said. "...I thought I told you to show respect to your teacher."

"Hoho, I understand, I'll be careful in the future, Teacher!"

What a shrewd old man. I was ashamed that I had revealed my embarrassment before him. 

Hmm…?

"What. Do. You. Two. Think. You're. Doing?" I looked at Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon, who had gathered around us. They must have heard all of Gongson Su's story, because their faces were grim.

Wiji Cheon held Gongson Su's hand, sobbing, "Grandpa... I'll be by your side cheering for you all the way!"

"Hoho, thank you, let's pass together."

Hyonwon Kang thumped his chest and confidently said, "Grandpa, feel free to ask me anything. As an Azure Dragon Academy senior, I can give you some advice."

"Hoho, thank you, senior."

I sighed and smacked both of them on the head. "Go back to your training, you punks. How about solving your own problems before you get involved in someone else's?"

"That's too much..."

"You cold-blooded bastard, how can you listen to this and feel nothing!"

"Ohoho, don't be so hard on the kids."

"Hey. I thought I told all of you to show me proper respect."

"Hohohoho!"

As I bantered with the students, I suddenly realized that I was smiling. I raised my hand to cover my mouth awkwardly, but somehow, I didn't hate this feeling.

I swore I would return to being the Blood Cult's Demon Instructor... but it seems like it's impossible to go back to those days now.



Footnotes:

[1] Sanzu River: The East Asian version of the River Styx.



Chapter 71: Take the Day Off

One month had passed. For some, it flew by in the blink of an eye; for others, it seemed painfully long. Time was fair to all, but what it brought to different people was anything but fair.

Gongson Su's eyes lit up as he gazed at the imposing signboard of the Azure Dragon Academy (靑龍學館), its serpentine calligraphy seeming to dance before him. He clenched his fists, bubbling with excitement. "So this is the Azure Dragon Academy...!"

Beside him, Hyonwon Kang grumbled, "Please calm down. If anyone hears you, they'll think you've already been accepted. You only came to apply for admission and already you're making a big fuss about it."

However, Gongson Su's excitement remained undimmed. "Hohoho, they say that just applying is half the battle!"

For the past month, he had worked tirelessly. As proof of that, his martial arts uniform was now torn and tattered, and his hands badly callused. Still, standing before the academy gates, gratitude for his teacher's treatment and harsh training surged within him.

"By the way, the line is really long, even though we left early," Wiji Cheon noted.

Like Gongson Su, he had changed too. Compared to a month ago when he was basically skin and bones, his physique was noticeably bulkier. 

"Last year, there weren't this many..." Hyonwon Kang added. 

In contrast to his Wiji Cheon, his frame was now leaner than before. He had lost some muscle mass, but in exchange, he had grown stronger and more flexible.

"Hohoho, as expected of the murim's Five Great Academies. There are so many eager youngsters!"

Is this old man unaware that the Azure Dragon Academy is the worst among the Five Great Academies, or does he simply not care? Hyonwon Kang pondered, but he refrained from voicing his thoughts.

Gongson Su's excitement was palpable. He constantly looked around, eyes wide with wonder, like a little kid at a festival. People around him stared, but he didn't care. 

Seeing his embarrassed young companions, though, he said, "You guys, do you know what's good about getting older? You get more thick-skinned!"

"Our skin is not that thick yet, please stop doing that..."

"Grandpa..."

"Hohoho!" Gongson Su chuckled and patted the young men's backs. Then, gazing at his callused hands, he muttered, "...Time really flies. I can't believe there are only three days left until the entrance exam."

The city buzzed with entrance exam applicants from across the country. The Azure Dragon Academy entrance exam registration began today, with the exam itself in three days.

"Entrance exam applicants, please prepare your identification cards and letters of recommendation before entering the academy!" a gate guard announced.

To qualify for the Azure Dragon Academy entrance exam, one needed proof of good standing, such as a letter of recommendation from a martial arts academy, sect, clan, or a trusted guarantor.

"Hmph. They say it's to prevent unorthodox sect disciples from joining, but... there aren't even any prominent unorthodox sects these days, so the whole thing is just a pretentious farce for the rich and famous," Hyonwon Kang commented cynically.

Wiji Cheon shuddered. He wasn't a member of an unorthodox sect, but he was a descendant of the Eight Great Families of the Blood Cult.

Although the Blood Cult was destroyed before I was born... I'd be lying if I said I wasn't the least bit worried that my identity might be discovered.

He used to believe he'd have to conceal his identity forever, but Baek Suryong and his grandfather, Wiji Yeol, both supported his attendance at the Azure Dragon Academy.

Last night, he even had a heart-to-heart talk with his grandfather, Wiji Yeol.


"Cheon, forget about the Blood Cult. From now on, live your life as an orthodox martial artist, got it?"



Similarly, Baek Suryong had advised him.


"You can't hide for the rest of your life, so you have to blend in. If you enter the Azure Dragon Academy as the top freshman and graduate as the valedictorian, no one will suspect you."



Wiji Cheon clutched the letter of recommendation in his hands tightly. Baek Suryong had penned it specially for him, leveraging his position as an Azure Dragon Academy instructor to bolster his application.

I owe Mr. Baek a debt that I will never be able to repay. I don't think I can be top student with my skills, but… I have to do my best for the people who believe in me.

Wiji Cheon watched anxiously as the line dwindled. Despite the encouragement from others, he lacked the confidence to secure the top spot; his personal goal was simply to pass.

"Is Teacher inside? He left for work really early today..."

"Probably, but you won't see him. The Discipline Committee teachers are pretty busy, especially since they will be invigilating the entrance exam. Anyway, relax, the exam's pretty easy," Hyonwon Kang replied, a hint of smugness in his expression. As a current student, he could have entered the academy right away, but after getting beaten up by Wiji Cheon every time they sparred, he relished this rare chance to act as a respectable elder brother and senior.

"If you have any questions, feel free to ask me," he added confidently.

"Yes, Senior!"

"Hoho, it's good to have you around."

As the line slowly shortened, a commotion suddenly broke out within the Azure Dragon Academy. An instructor appeared from within and amplified his voice with inner arts, declaring, "Due to the large number of applicants, the Azure Dragon Academy grounds are now overcrowded! From now on, only applicants will be allowed to enter the academy. All family members and acquaintances, please wait outside!"

Instantly, complaints erupted.

"This is so sudden!"

"We came from so far away!"

Parents, friends (who had come to spectate), and spectators (who were conveniently also cheering on their friends) lamented the abrupt change in policy, but the academy's stance remained firm. Only applicants who had passed the document inspection were permitted beyond the gates.

Wiji Cheon's group was affected as well.

"It seems that you'll have to wait outside, Shadow."

"...Sir, I can't do that." Shadow, who had remained silent until now, protested. Her duty was to accompany Gongson Su and protect him at all costs. "If I'm not by your side, I won't be able to deal with any unexpected situations."

"But those are the Azure Dragon Academy rules. Besides, what danger could I be in there?"

"Just in case..." Shadow hesitated, not daring to finish her sentence.

Gongson Su understood her worries. He chuckled, "You're such a worrywart. If something was going to happen, it would have already happened. Moreover, my young friends here are no pushovers." He reached out and clasped Wiji Cheon and Hyonwon Kang's hands. 

Hyonwon Kang grumbled about being called a "young friend" and not "senior", but no one cared.

Those two are pretty strong, but... Still, Shadow remained unsettled. She sent a telepathic message to Gongson Su: [I can follow you with my stealth arts.]

Gongson Su gestured toward an academy staff member. His message was clear: "There are several martial masters inside. Are you sure you can fool them all?"

[I'll follow you as carefully as I can, it should be fine as long as I don't go too near the instructors' offices...] Shadow insisted. Her expertise lay in stealth, disguise, and assassination, and her instructor considered her the best trainee he'd ever had. 

Gongson Su interrupted her mid-sentence with a shake of his head. It was too risky. If Shadow, a master of stealth arts, were caught infiltrating the Azure Dragon Academy, both she and Gongson Su would have to reveal their true identities to clear their names.

And if Gongson Su's identity was revealed... it would cause panic throughout the Azure Dragon Academy. Most importantly, it would eliminate any possibility of him taking the entrance exam normally.

Gongson Su gazed at Shadow determinedly, silently conveying, "I want to pass the exam purely on my own merits, without any bias or trouble!"

"......" Shadow paused, deep in thought. Since Gongson Su began training at White Dragon Manor, his transformation had been remarkable. His once frail body now brimmed with vitality, and he was no longer reliant on daily medication.

The most notable change, however, was his newfound cheerfulness. Despite grappling with muscle soreness daily, Gongson Su always sported a satisfied smile after training.

"Hohoho, my days have never been more fulfilling," he had confided to her.

Shadow was genuinely happy for him, yet her duty was to protect him at any cost. Devoted to obeying orders, she needed to find a solution.

After a moment of contemplation, she devised a plan. 

[If I get caught, I'll keep quiet about you until the end. I've been trained to resist torture, so don't worry. I'll even bite my own tongue if necessary...]

Her telepathy trailed off as Gongson Su's previously bright expression twisted into a grim visage. It was a level of anger she had never seen in him.

"Are you trying to make me angry?" he said aloud.

His tone caught Shadow off guard. "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to..."

Gongson Su marched toward Shadow, raising his hand. Anticipating a slap, Shadow braced herself.

But instead of striking her, Gongson Su grasped her shoulders, turning her to face him. "Shadow, I don't know what you think of me, but I see you as a daughter."

"......"

"How do you think it makes me feel to hear such words from you?"

"I'm sorry..." Shadow was at a loss for words or expressions. She hadn't been trained for this.

After a sigh, Gongson Su patted her shoulder and said, "Shadow, if you feel uncomfortable, I'll give you an order. Take the day off today."

"What...?" Panic flickered in Shadow's widened eyes.

Gongson Su chuckled. "Go eat anything you want, buy some pretty clothes and accessories, and go tour any places you've been wanting to visit."

"E-Elder?"

"Again, that's an order. If you disobey me, you're fired."

"......" Under Gongson Su's unwavering gaze, Shadow couldn't hide her bewilderment.

A day off? It could have been taken as a joke, but Gongson Su's serious demeanor left her no choice but to comply.

"Understood."

"We'll register for the exam and return by evening, so enjoy your day off to your heart's content."

"...Yes."

"Go now."

With her back to Gongson Su, Shadow hesitated, unsure where to go, before eventually making her way toward the marketplace.
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"...By the way, what did you say to Shadow-noona earlier?" Hyonwon Kang feigned disinterest, but his lingering glance at Shadow betrayed his curiosity.

"You heard me," Gongson Su replied, "I gave Shadow a day off and asked her to go enjoy herself."

"She doesn't seem happy about getting a day off though… When she left, she had a face like an abandoned puppy..."

"Senior, you don't need to worry about her," Gongson Su said firmly, choosing not to elaborate any further. He wasn't privy to all aspects of Shadow's life, and discussing what he didn't fully understand would be presumptuous and impolite.

"Tsk..." Hyonwon Kang grumbled. As curious as he was, it would be too presumptuous and impolite of him to question Gongson Su any more than this.

Instead, he said, "Isn't that Noona really weird? At her age, she should be looking for a relationship, but she's working as an old man's bodyguard..."

"...Senior Wonkang, are you perhaps interested in Shadow?"

"What...?"

"Thank goodness. She's like a daughter to me."

"...Wait. What's that sigh of relief supposed to mean?"

"Hohoho..."

"No, since when did I say that I'm interested in her? Damn old man..."

"Hohohoho!"

"I said I'm not interested! Hey, Wiji Cheon, why are you smiling so slyly too!"

"Senior, so that's your kind of girl..."

Just as Hyonwon Kang was about to retort to their teasing, the queue ahead vanished, and the guard at the main gate called out, "Next applicant, please enter!"

The trio shuffled forward, sorting through their papers.

"......" Unbeknownst to them, someone was observing them from afar.



Translator's Note: Did you get the "thick-skinned" pun? I tried to translate it while keeping as close to the original as possible. The original line was "The skin on your face grows thicker," which implies that he's more resistant to "losing face".


Chapter 72: Would You Like to Engage in a Friendly Spar?

After verifying their identity and admission documents at the main gate, the trio finally set foot into the Azure Dragon Academy.

"Oh! I'm really entering the Azure Dragon Academy...!"

"How long is this geezer going to be so touched?"

"Hahaha."

The enrollment process took place at the main building of the Azure Dragon Academy. With their papers already inspected, registration proceeded swiftly.

The examiner, after checking and re-checking Gongson Su's age, asked with a bewildered expression, "Are you truly here to apply? You're not representing your child or disciple?"

Though the examiner's words were impolite, Gongson Su merely chuckled in amusement, "Hohoho. Indeed, I'm here to apply!"

He then flexed his arm, displaying his muscles to the examiner. "You're never too old to learn. Feel it. I endured hellish training for this day!"

"Ah, yes..."

"Just out of curiosity, has there ever been an applicant older than me?"

"...In my ten years working here, you're the oldest."

"Hohoho! See? I knew it! By the way, how old are you?"

"I'm forty-four, but..."

"You're young. If you set your mind to it, you can achieve anything you dream of!"

"Oh, uh..."

"Young man, you need to learn to articulate more clearly..."

After surmounting a few hurdles and leaving the examiner speechless, they concluded the enrollment process and departed from the main building.

"Now that you're done with registration, you two should explore the campus a bit more before leaving," Hyonwon Kang suggested, his expression akin to a sheep being led to the slaughter. He hadn't just accompanied the two as their guide to the Azure Dragon Academy; he had other business to attend to afterward.

"Fuck. Why on earth would the Headmaster demand such a thing..." he grumbled.

As a condition for moving out of the dormitory, Hyonwon Kang had to provide regular updates to Mae Geuklyom about his progress. Despite his efforts over the past month to appear confident in front of Mae Geuklyom, it still felt like an impossible task.

"Anyway, I'll see you guys later."

"See you at the White Dragon Manor tonight, Senior!"

"Stay safe."

With a dejected face, Hyonwon Kang reluctantly shuffled toward the dormitory. 

Meanwhile, Wiji Cheon and Gongson Su had their sights set on exploring the Azure Dragon Academy.

"Shall we begin with the training grounds?"

"We probably can't access the library until we're officially enrolled, right?"

Excitement fueled their pace as they hurried along.

"Wiji Cheon?" An unfamiliar voice suddenly asked.

Wiji Cheon turned to face the speaker. He was a tall, slender boy with narrow, slanted eyes and thin lips that made him seem shifty.

The boy grinned. "Looks like I guessed right."

Confused, Wiji Cheon tilted his head. "I don't think we've met before… Who are you?"

"You're Baek Suryong, no, Mr. Baek Suryong's student, aren't you?"

"……"

"Pleasure to meet you. I'm Cho Maksaeng. I receive martial arts tutoring from Mr. Namgung Su." Cho Maksaeng beamed, extending his hand.

Surprised, Wiji Cheon clumsily shook it.

Hah, what a clueless bumpkin. He's nothing. Cho Maksaeng's eyes flickered coldly for a moment before he casually resumed his smile and nodded towards an expressionless boy and a bored-looking girl standing nearby. "Those two over there are my classmates."

"Oh, uh... I'm Wiji Cheon. Nice to meet you." Wiji Cheon felt oddly uncomfortable, but since the three had started their introductions with smiles, he couldn't just ignore them.

"I heard about you from Mr. Baek Suryong," Cho Maksaeng remarked.

"Me? Why...?"

"What? You really don't know?"

"No?"

With a chuckle, Cho Maksaeng turned to Namgung Seok and Jin Jin beside him. "It seems Mr. Baek didn't inform him about the bet."

"Hmph, he was probably too embarrassed to admit that he had made a losing bet. We'll be lucky if he doesn't flee," Namgung Seok snorted, even as he silently observed Wiji Cheon.

"……" Jin Jin looked away in apparent disdain.

"Huh? What bet are you talking about?" Wiji Cheon asked.

How is this kid so dopey and naive? Cho Maksaeng felt a mischievous urge rising in him. That was his nature. When he saw happy faces, he wanted to make them scream in pain, and when he saw innocent faces, he couldn't help but want to defile them.

"Hey, I heard you're quite formidable. Mr. Baek Suryong was boasting about you, saying you'll definitely be this year's top applicant."

"M-Me? N-No, I'm not... Why would Teacher say something like that..." Wiji Cheon stuttered, waving his hands in genuine panic.

Cho Maksaeng's eyes narrowed, his smirk deepening. How should I toy with this small, feeble animal? Make him piss his pants in front of everyone? Provoke him just enough to elicit a response, then beat him up in "self-defense"? Although with the exam merely three days away, blatant provocation would be unwise... Well, there are plenty of tactics left.

"Don't be modest. Your teacher must have seen something in you, right?" he said with feigned concern, his smile tinged with sadistic glee.

"Haha... Thank you."

"Hoho, now I remember. Namgung Su is the Star Instructor of the Azure Dragon Academy, right?" Gongson Su, who had been quietly observing the kids, suddenly chuckled and joined the conversation.

Seeing the unfamiliar old man, Cho Maksaeng eyed him with a hint of wariness. "Who might you be, Elder?"

"Hohoho, no need to be so polite. I'm an examinee like yourselves."

"…Huh? Sorry, could you repeat what you just said?" Thinking he misheard, Cho Maksaeng asked again. 

Gongson Su burst into laughter and extended a hand to Cho Maksaeng. "Since we might soon be classmates, let's get to know each other in advance. I'm Gongson Su."

"Eh..." Cho Maksaeng dazedly shook hands with Gongson Su in a manner reminiscent of how Wiji Cheon had acted toward him.  "Are you really an applicant like us?" he asked hesitantly.

Gongson Su chuckled and patted Wiji Cheon on the shoulder. "I've been learning martial arts with this young friend at Mr. Baek Suryong's place."

"I'm sorry, but how old are you...?"

"I'm sixty-five this year. Still in the prime of my life!" Gongson Su winked and flexed his muscles. 

Caught off guard, Cho Maksaeng burst into laughter, "Hahaha… Oh, sorry. I didn't mean to laugh..."

"It's okay. Aren't you at an age when you can laugh at anything and everything trivial?" Gongson Su smiled kindly. 

Cho Maksaeng awkwardly returned the smile, but inside, he was disgusted. What? This old man is a fellow applicant? I heard many rumors about it, but the fact that the Azure Dragon Academy has sunk so low never really struck me until now. I can't believe they've stooped to the level of accepting an old man who wouldn't be out of place in a coffin anytime soon. Ah, whatever, he'll fail the test in three days anyway...

"Hohoho!" Gongson Su chuckled as if nothing was amiss.

Cho Maksaeng narrowed his eyes. I changed my mind. Torturing this old man will be more entertaining. An old man who, despite his advanced age, is shamelessly eager to learn martial arts. Just the thought of it is pitiful.

"Elder, it seems fate has brought us together. Would you like to engage in a friendly spar to foster camaraderie between future classmates?" he suggested with a friendly smile, though his eyes gleamed like a serpent. There's no way the geezer will refuse, he's just another clueless old fogey. These types always gladly accept an invitation to play with the youngsters.

As expected, the old man's eyes lit up. 

"Oho, a spar? Sure, is there a suitable place for a spar here?" Gongson Su agreed. Having sparred only with Wiji Cheon, Hyonwon Kang, and Shadow thus far, a match with a new opponent was indeed intriguing. Though, my reasons for accepting are not just because of that, hoho...

"I know one. I've been here a few times before. Wiji Cheon, care to join us?"

"Uhm..." Wiji Cheon hesitated. 

Gongson Su grabbed the boy's sleeve and pulled him closer. "It should be fun. Why not come along?"

"!!!" In that moment, Wiji Cheon noticed it. The smile Gongson Su directed at him. Unlike the warm and gentle smiles he'd seen before, this one felt like a sharp blade against his throat.

Wiji Cheon gulped in terror. One thing was certain: Gongson Su had something up his sleeve. Something sinister and scary.

"O-Okay…" he said meekly.

Cho Maksaeng laughed, "Hohoho! Excellent! Then let me guide you to the arena! Are you two coming too?" 

"Are you crazy? Why would I go there?" Jin Jin retorted bluntly.

With a shrug, as if expecting such a response, Cho Maksaeng departed with Wiji Cheon and Gongson Su.

Watching their retreating figures, Jin Jin grumbled in annoyance, "What's gotten into him all of a sudden? Even though he's the weakest among us... Hey, Seok-orabeoni. Do you want to go watch them?"

"......" Namgung Seok ignored Jin Jin. After a brief moment of contemplation, he silently followed after the others, his gaze fixed on Wiji Cheon.

"Eh? W-Wait for me!" Jin Jin hurriedly chased after him.
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"Why is such a beautiful Miss drinking here alone? Did something bad happen to you?"

"......" This must be the fifth time, Shadow sighed as a sleazy-looking man approached her.

"Looks like you've had your heart broken. Tell me, who's the idiot who made this beauty cry?"

"......"

Without waiting for permission, the man plopped down next to Shadow. Then, glancing at the people outside the window, he started rambling, "...So, I defeated those five villains and saved the kids. See this scar on my arm? It's from that time..."

As the Azure Dragon Academy entrance exam approached, the city buzzed with visitors. Some came for the exam, some to find temporary work, and some to scam or flirt.

"I'm tired, please leave," Shadow coldly replied and resumed drinking.

However, the man was persistent. Snatching Shadow's bottle, he spoke earnestly, "Trying to drown your sorrows in alcohol is like drinking poison. Why don't you share your worries with me instead? I'll listen to everything..."

Subtly, he wrapped his arm around Shadow's shoulders. Then, seeing that Shadow didn't resist, he slowly slid a hand down to her buttocks.

"Haa…" With lightning speed, Shadow broke the man's wrist and slammed his head down on the table.

THUNK!

Before the man could even scream, he was silenced by a bottle to the back of his head.

Leaving the man foaming at the mouth, Shadow stood up and strode out of the tavern. Why do these pests keep bothering me when I just want to think quietly? Was it a mistake to buy new clothes from the market? The merchant strongly recommended this red dress, saying that it suits me, but...maybe it's a little too flashy? Sigh, I miss my black martial arts uniform already.

As a special agent, Shadow was trained to perfectly disguise herself as anything from peasants to courtesans. However, since becoming Gongson Su's guard, she had worn only the black martial arts uniform for years and had become accustomed to her daily routine.


"Shadow, if you feel uncomfortable, I'll give you an order. Take the day off today."



It was her first-ever day off. She had no idea what to do.


"Go eat anything you want, buy some pretty clothes and accessories, and go tour any places you've been wanting to visit."



She did as she was told. She ate snacks, bought clothes, dressed up, and drank alcohol she hadn't touched in years. Still, she didn't feel like she was enjoying herself, more like she was being abandoned.

Ever since he started learning martial arts at the White Dragon Manor, he relies on me less and less... No, thinking like this is disrespectful. I need to go back to his side.


"If you disobey me, you're fired."



So be it. If I get caught by a master from the Azure Dragon Academy... I'll commit suicide to avoid causing trouble for him.

Her decision made, she turned a corner, only to bump into the person she least wanted to see right now.

"Shadow?" Baek Suryong stared at her in shock. As if he had just finished shopping, he had bags on his shoulders and in his hands. "Where's the elder? And you... What's with the clothes?"

"......" Shadow suddenly wished she could just disappear.


Chapter 73: Counseling Time!

Why am I even doing this... Shadow shot a glare at Baek Suryong, who was now walking beside her. His hands were still filled with various shopping bags, but the number had halved since they first met...because she was now carrying the other half.

Baek Suryong had asked her what she was doing when they met a moment ago, and since she wasn't doing anything in particular, she couldn't answer.

Then, Baek Suryong suddenly handed her several bags, saying, "If you have nothing to do, help me out. I'm really busy preparing for the entrance exams."

"Me?"

"I'll buy you lunch later. For now, just help me carry these."

"What's this all of a sudden..."

"I need to deliver all these to the Azure Dragon Academy."

"…Fine, I'll help you," Shadow replied. If I'm with this guy, I'll be able to enter the Azure Dragon Academy without arousing suspicion.

And that was how things had ended up this way.

"…So, the Headmaster forced me to personally purchase the supplies needed for the entrance exam."

"I see."

"The thing is, why do I have to run errands like this? I came here to teach martial arts, not to do odd jobs for kids, you know?"

"Well..."

"It's unbelievable how much they expect from me while paying me peanuts... sigh. Maybe things will change when the semester starts…or maybe not. Regardless of our job, life is exhausting. Don't you agree?"

"......"

Baek Suryong complained on and on, and Shadow reluctantly chimed in with simple replies, but the conversation could not remain one-sided forever.

"Anyway, why were you there? What happened?"

"Well..." Eventually, Shadow found herself explaining why she was alone. 

"Aha. To sum it up, you got fired from guard duty and am now homeless?" Baek Suryong summarized.

Immediately regretting her actions, Shadow retorted, "Since when did I say I got fired?! It's a day off, a day off!"

"If you weren't fired, why did you look like you were? If you got a day off, you should enjoy it properly."

"I don't need day offs," Shadow said firmly. 

Wait… Why am I saying this to him? He's someone who doesn't know anything about me, who wouldn't understand even if I explained. Is it because we've been seeing each other every day in the same house for a month? Because he's the one who helped Gongson Su recover his health? Or...because of his peculiar gaze that's sometimes profound but mostly inscrutable?

Baek Suryong turned and stared directly at Shadow.

Feeling like her inner thoughts were exposed, she held her breath.

"We've been walking for a while, aren't your legs hurting? Shall we take a break at a nearby tea house?"

"...I'm fine. And didn't you say you were busy earlier? Shouldn't you hurry back to the Azure Dragon Academy..."

"Even if I finish this quickly, that geezer will just give me another task. Ah, let's go there."

"...As you wish." Shadow nodded reluctantly.

The two of them entered a tea house and put down their heavy bags. As they ordered tea and stared out the window, people began to whisper around them.

With Shadow's keen hearing, it wasn't hard to make out what they were saying.

"Ooh, look over there..."

"Oh my, what a good-looking couple."

"I'd strike up a conversation with them if this guy wasn't right next to me..."

"Oh, come on. You think you could blend in with that face of yours?"

"...But honestly, isn't the guy much better looking?"

"Y-You… Did you always swing that way?"

If there was one good thing about being with Baek Suryong, it was that she no longer had to deal with annoying pests. Hearing that her looks were inferior to his, however, wasn't exactly pleasant.

She studied Baek Suryong's face as he sipped his tea. With his fair complexion, sharp jawline, and deep, mesmerizing eyes, it was hard to believe that he was a martial artist. Even his fingers, delicately wrapped around the teacup, were longer and more refined than those of most women.

I don't usually pay much attention to men's looks, but he's remarkably handsome. Although... he doesn't seem to realize it himself.

She kept quiet about it, but in the past month, she had to chase away many women who lingered around the outside of the White Dragon Manor, hoping to catch a glimpse of Baek Suryong.

"Hmm? Is there something on my face?"

"...No, nothing," Shadow denied, looking away.

To be honest, in order to ensure Gongson Su's safety, she had done a background check on Baek Suryong to ensure that his past was clean. Her investigations revealed that before joining the Azure Dragon Academy, he had lived in the countryside. His father, a completely unknown person in the murim, ran a martial arts academy there, while his mother died shortly after his birth. He had been frail and sickly since childhood, but after a narrow escape from death, he gained enlightenment and was now healthy.

Most importantly, since his arrival at the Azure Dragon Academy, he had done some outrageous things like proclaiming he would lead the academy to victory at the Heavenly Martial Festival and betting over whether his student or Namgung Su's would secure top grades for the admission exam.

Of course, she had reported all her findings to Gongson Su. However, the outcome of her report was not what she had in mind.

"Hehe! Is that so? I guess I have to work even harder for Mr. Baek!" Gongson Su laughed, even after hearing about the bet.

Shadow couldn't understand why he was so nonchalant, but since he was fine with it, there was no need for her to be concerned.

"It's your first day off, why don't you enjoy it a bit more? Don't make that grim face," Baek Suryong said leisurely, sipping his tea.

Seeing his gentle smile, several women in the teahouse giggled.

"I don't feel the need to rest," Shadow replied gruffly, a little irritated.

"...Hmm. Seems like you could use some counseling after all."

"Counseling?"

Baek Suryong sighed and pointed to Shadow's expressionless face. "You know, whenever I see you, I get the feeling that you're Elder Gong's shadow, just like your name says."

"Good, that's exactly my role," Shadow replied proudly.

Baek Suryong shook his head in disappointment at her answer. Gently placing his teacup on the table, he asked, "Then why were you standing on the street just now, looking all lost like a discarded shadow?"

Shadow slammed her teacup down on the table and gave Baek Suryong a threatening glare. "Please refrain from making such presumptuous remarks."

"Struck a nerve, did I?" Baek Suryong taunted, unfazed. "Anyway, hypothetically, if Elder Gong commanded you to commit suicide, would you do it?"

"Yes, I would."

"What if he ordered you to kill me?"

Shadow grinned ominously. "I wouldn't hesitate."

To her annoyance, however, Baek Suryong wasn't the least bit intimidated. Instead, he made a face as if he had predicted all of her replies. 

"One last question. How would you feel if one day Elder Gong suddenly passed away?"

"……" Shadow fell silent. She had never entertained such a notion. Though she thought she was prepared for Elder Gong's eventual demise, imagining it left her mind blank.

Lowering his voice, Baek Suryong asked gravely, "Do you still not get why Elder Gong granted you this day off?"

"……" Shadow couldn't answer. Until now, nothing about Gongson Su's command had struck her as odd.

It's as I suspected. Baek Suryong clicked his tongue. After a month of observation, he realized that the relationship between Gongson Su and Shadow was very different from the usual protector-protected dynamic. Thankfully, it wasn't the inappropriate kind of relationship, but something warmer.

"You might think you're protecting Elder Gong, but from my perspective, you're the one who's more dependent on him."

"How dare...!" Shadow snapped, but immediately fell silent at Baek Suryong's next words.

"Elder Gong sees you as a daughter."

"!!"


"Shadow, I don't know what you think of me, but I see you as a daughter."



She couldn't forget the words Gongson Su had said earlier. Yet, how did this man know a fact she had just learned?

"Of course, you also think of Elder Gong as a father."

"H-How..." Shadow stammered, flustered.

Baek Suryong chuckled, lifting his teacup. "I'm quite perceptive, while you're kind of oblivious. I can easily tell you're brooding over being granted a day off, thinking you've been discarded."

Shadow grit her teeth. Baek Suryong was right. She was an orphan, and while serving Gongson Su, thoughts like 'If I had a father, I'd want someone like him' often crossed her mind.

Baek Suryong glanced at Shadow's trembling fingers. I'm not surprised she's this shaken; such emotions must be very foreign to her. All assassins are trained to kill their emotions from a young age, but over time, those feelings tend to resurface, especially if she has spent a lot of time outside that world. How long has she been Gongson Su's personal bodyguard? Several years? 

Well, even if she's recovered a bit, emotionally she's still like a child. Her body may be that of an adult, but mentally she's still dependent on her father figure.

For a while, silence hung between the two.

"I... I...am I doing something wrong?" Shadow finally asked, confused. She looked at Baek Suryong, then at her reflection in the teacup, then back at him again.

"No," Baek Suryong said firmly. Once, he would've deemed human emotions a disqualification for an assassin, but now, he didn't want to say that. "If Elder Gong didn't think you were doing the right thing, he would've fired you long ago."

Once again, silence lingered.

"Think about why Elder Gong gave you a day off, why he forced you to spend some time alone," Baek Suryong declared with finality, finishing his tea and rising from his seat. He had given enough advice. The rest was up to Shadow. "Let's go. If I return too late, the headmaster will scold me."

"…Okay."

They left the teahouse, with Baek Suryong walking ahead and Shadow quietly following behind like a puppy.

…This is fucking awkward. Did I do something unnecessary? Baek Suryong wondered, but seeing Shadow's lost expression when she was alone, he couldn't help but talk to her.


"In the future, you'll often see kids who have lost their way or gone astray. As a teacher, you must never ignore them."



Mae Geuklyom's words echoed in his mind. 

She may not be my student, but since Gongson Su paid me well, I'll treat it as a bonus service.

"You…" Shadow suddenly spoke, breaking the silence. "Do you know who Elder Gong and I truly are?"

"I can make an educated guess," Baek Suryong replied. He had heard enough mentions of 'the Imperial Palace' and 'the Emperor' over the past month to deduce that Gongson Su was a powerful politician. In fact, Gongson Su let slip so often that it would be weirder if he hadn't noticed.

"I can't reveal Elder Gong's identity, but... I used to be a Royal Guardsman."

"Mmhmm," Baek Suryong nodded. The Royal Guard served as both the Emperor's personal bodyguards and the Empire's secret police, and its leader was one of the top ten martial artists in the world. Given Shadow's skills, he wasn't surprised that she came from there.

"The Royal Guard recruited many war orphans like me and trained us from a young age. They taught me martial arts and sent me on various missions, including infiltration, assassination, and espionage. Then, a few years ago, the Emperor suddenly gave me to Elder Gong," Shadow explained. It wasn't a story she would normally tell, but she felt compelled to do so now.

"He 'gave you' to Elder Gong?"

Shadow nodded. "I'm no longer officially part of the Royal Guard, and my name was erased from their records. Right now, I'm only Elder Gong's personal bodyguard. Thus, when Elder Gong passes away... I'll be free."

"…That's quite an outrageous story."

"You don't seem very outraged, though."

"…Were you trying to make a joke? You're not very good at it," Baek Suryong chuckled. "Oh, we're almost there!"

Without realizing it, they were already approaching the main gates of the Azure Dragon Academy. They entered the grounds, laden with baggage.

"KEUAAAAAAK!!"

Suddenly, a loud shriek erupted from the direction of the training grounds.

"Uhm, do you think he'll be okay here?" Shadow asked worriedly.

"What?"

"If the other students bully Elder Gong because of his age…"

"Bullying? Him? Are you serious?" Baek Suryong burst into laughter. "Don't worry, I've taught him well enough."

He looked toward the source of the screams. For some reason, I just know that my disciples are over there.

[image: sep]

POW!

Struck in the solar plexus, Cho Maksaeng slumped over like a cooked shrimp. For a while, he struggled to breathe, and the world around him blurred into a chaotic kaleidoscope.

"Ugh...!" When his vision finally cleared, Cho Maksaeng stared blankly at his opponent, dumbfounded by the ease with which they had incapacitated him.

Without a trace of remorse, Gongson Su looked down at Cho Maksaeng. "Oh my, I'm so sorry. I never imagined that you wouldn't even see that coming..."



Translator's Note: The transition to third person here is very awkward. I tried my best.


Chapter 74: Looks Like It's My Win

Shit... For some reason, I'm getting a bad feeling about this. Cho Maksaeng broke into a cold sweat, feeling so restless that even the pain in his stomach was forgotten.

At first, everything had gone according to plan. He'd led the old man and the boy named Wiji Cheon to the training hall, gathered a crowd of onlookers, and persuaded the eager old man to accept a duel. All that remained was to embarrass the old man in front of the crowd.

"Old man, let's play it safe and duel with wooden swords. It would be bad if you got injured before the entrance exam."

"Hoho, I agree. Safety first."

Cho Maksaeng sneered. Does this geezer not know that even wooden swords can break bones? But that's not enough. Should I spice things up further?

"In deference to your seniority, how about I concede the first three strikes?"

"Hoho, I accept," Gongson Su replied, raising his sword so lethargically that he nearly lulled the audience to sleep.

Though Cho Maksaeng remained wary, his confidence surged. I could block this blindfolded, he thought, lazily raising his sword. 

However, Gongson Su's sword unexpectedly accelerated partway through his swing.

CLACK!

Caught off guard, Cho Maksaeng barely managed to block. Normally, he wouldn't have been surprised by an attack at that speed, but the change in tempo threw him off.

Agitated, he instinctively retaliated.

"Oh my!" Gongson Su chuckled, dodging with ease. "I thought you were going to give me three free strikes, but it seems like deceit is also part of martial arts… Thank you, I have learned a very valuable lesson."

"No..." Realizing his folly, Cho Maksaeng's face flushed. He glanced at the peanut gallery, only to see the cold, judging eyes of his tutoring classmates, the Azure Dragon Academy seniors, and even the instructors.

Fuck! I can't let myself be dishonored like this!

He immediately lowered his head and apologized, "...I'm sorry, that was my mistake. As compensation, you may have the two remaining… No, you can have another three free strikes."

"Hmm, I wonder if I can trust you this time..." Gongson Su mumbled, eyeing Cho Maksaeng suspiciously.

Sly old man! Cursing under his breath, Cho Maksaeng strived to maintain his composure as he reaffirmed, "I swear it on my honor."

"I see. Okay, I'll give you the benefit of the doubt," Gongson Su conceded.

The duel resumed. In a repeat of the last time, Gongson Su approached Cho Maksaeng slowly and cautiously.

Unlike before, Cho Maksaeng concentrated on blocking the incoming blows, but unfortunately, Gongson Su's tactics exceeded his wildest imagination. While Cho Maksaeng's eyes were focused on Gongson Su's sword, the old man instead shortened the distance and punched him in the stomach.

POW!

"Ugh!" Cho Maksaeng groaned, stumbling backwards from the impact of being struck in the same place twice.

Gongson Su immediately apologized, "Oops! I'm sorry, it seems that I overestimated your defenses... Can you continue?"

"Keuk... Yes," Cho Maksaeng replied, scrambling to regain his balance.

Gongson Su, however, stood still as if he had no intention of continuing with the duel. "Hmm, are you feeling unwell today? If so, how about we call it a draw?" he suggested worriedly.

"A draw…?" Cho Maksaeng's eyes flashed with unbridled fury. Everything about Gongson Su, from his demeanor to his tone to his 'concern', irked him. As if that wasn't enough, his fellow students Jin Jin and Namgung Seok were looking at him with contempt and indifference, respectively.

He spat on the ground, saying, "Don't talk to me like you've already won, old man. I haven't even gotten started yet."

"Hoho, I was just worried about you..."

"Just shut up and fight!" Cho Maksaeng shouted. No more games. I'll repay you tenfold, starting with shattering every bone in your decrepit body!

Cho Maksaeng charged at Gongson Su, determined to strike back with a vengeance. Then, with a thunderous crack, he rent the air with his wooden sword.

Some of the spectators frowned. 

"Hey, isn't that a killing technique?"

"Shouldn't someone intervene?"

Before anyone could step in, however, Gongson Su responded to the onslaught with poise even as he mumbled to himself, "Hoho, I was skeptical, but it looks like Mr. Baek was right after all."

He recalled a conversation he'd had with Baek Suryong about his strengths and weaknesses some time ago.


"Student Gongson Su, what do you think your strengths are?"

"I'm quite muscular for my age? Or maybe, I'm actually a genius?"

Baek Suryong rolled his eyes. "Your first strength is your nerves of steel. Perhaps because you've been through so much, you never close your eyes or look away in the face of danger."

WHIZ!

Gongson Su's eyes widened in shock as Baek Suryong's sudden attack narrowly missed him.

"You weren't intimidated just now, were you?" Baek Suryong asked.

"So what? Even if I could see it, I couldn't react in time."

"That's only because the gap between us is like a bottomless chasm."

"A bottomless... chasm? I see..."

"Anyway, your second strength is your outward appearance. You're older than the other applicants, you started learning martial arts late, and you don't look very fit."

"Shadow, is he insulting me?"

"Should I beat him up, Elder?"

"...How about the two of you let me finish talking first before you make any rash judgments? What I mean is that your looks are deceptive, so the little kids you'll meet will naturally look down on you. Take advantage of that." 

"Huh…"

"Your third strength is an extension of the second. I know you're good at psychological warfare, so use it to gain an advantage in combat."

"Are you saying I should provoke my opponent into making a mistake?"

"Yep. Taunt them, trash talk them, make them careless and then finish them off."

"You know, you sound a lot like one of those unscrupulous villains in martial arts novels right now... If it weren't for your handsome face, I would have mistaken you for an unorthodox sect master."

"Ufufu, I'm just a very open-minded person. So, to sum it up, just by playing dirty and torturing them mentally, you can toy with the little bastards at the Azure Dragon Academy to your heart's content."

"Oh my…"

"Also, if you learn Thought Transmission, no one will know what you told your opponents, heheheh…"



Recalling Baek Suryong's evil laughter, Gongson Su smiled. Hoho, I'm pretty good at laughing like that myself...

"AAAAARGH!" Cho Maksaeng roared, swinging his blade wildly like a crazed animal.

"I assure you, child, my hearing is not so bad that you need to scream," Gongson Su commented, even as he deftly dodged all of Cho Maksaeng's blows.

"SHUT UP!"

"Huh? Was I talking that loudly? But you're louder than me…"

"Damn geezer!"

"Hohoho!" Gongson Su laughed. Having traversed the treacherous intrigues of the devil's nest known as the Imperial Palace, as soon as Cho Maksaeng had begun speaking with Wiji Cheon, he'd immediately recognized the boy for the trash he was.

He's the quintessential bully, preying on the weak and sucking up to the strong. The type I hate the most.

He would enjoy punishing this punk.

"Honestly, I was skeptical, but... Mr. Baek was right about everything."

"What the fuck are you talking about?"

"I wasn't talking to you, kid," Gongson Su grinned. I can see right through him. I can read his mind so clearly, I can tell where he's aiming, what he's thinking, and how he's going to move next. Hoho, I feel like I've made a breakthrough.

Basking in the thrill of his successful strategy, Gongson Su's sword drew graceful arcs in the air, slowly but surely pushing Cho Maksaeng backward and eliciting gasps of admiration from the onlookers.

"Isn't that the Wudang Sect's martial arts?"

"No, but it's definitely Taoist in essence..."

"Indeed, it's remarkably refined."

They're all wrong, Gongson Su thought. I haven't learned any sophisticated martial arts. I'm just demonstrating the principle that Mr. Baek keeps stressing to me, the principle that gentleness can overcome strength.


"The stiffest tree is most easily cracked, while the bamboo or willow survives by bending with the wind."[1]



It was a simple principle, but it wasn't easy to do. Over the past month, Gongson Su had to summon up the courage to stand up to overwhelming brute force that would break his bones if he took it head on even once.

"Fuck! Even though you're just a useless geezer!" Cho Maksaeng seethed with frustration as he felt his sharp and forceful slashes being sucked into a swirling vortex, as if drained away. What the hell is going on? The old man is neither fast nor strong, so I should be able to defeat him easily! Then why? Why isn't he going down!?

"AAAAAAAAH!" Desperate and agitated, he poured all his qi into his wooden sword. I'll end this with the next blow!

"The winner has been decided," a chilling voice in the audience declared.

Namgung Seok and Jin Jin froze, then slowly turned around, trembling.

"M-Master…" Namgung Seok stuttered.

Namgung Su, who had suddenly appeared behind his students, said sternly, "I'll hear your excuses later. For now, carefully observe how this duel ends. Witness the consequences of ignorance and arrogance, and never make the same mistake."

"...Understood," Namgung Seok replied, even as he felt a chill run down his spine at the harsh criticism. Namgung Su was merciless and unforgiving even toward his own students.

He turned his attention back to the ongoing match.

WHIZZ!

Cho Maksaeng's onslaught crashed down on Gongson Su like a tidal wave.

TAP! TAP!

However, Gongson Su swiftly exploited a slight opening in Cho Maksaeng's defenses, delivering precise strikes to the boy's wrist and thigh. Though not powerful, these blows were enough to force Cho Maksaeng to drop his sword and fall to his knees in defeat.

"Looks like it's my win," Gongson Su said, smiling gleefully as he pointed his sword at Cho Maksaeng's throat.

"Grr..." Cho Maksaeng glared at Gongson Su.

Gongson Su's gentle smile morphed into a vicious sneer. "Child, don't think I don't know that you were trying to humiliate me in front of everyone."

"N-No, I…"

"Reality isn't as forgiving as you think it is. If you choose to scheme, you need to be aware that actions have consequences."

"Ugh…" Cho Maksaeng grimaced. Not only had he lost the duel, but his opponent had known his intentions all along.

"Please think carefully before you act in the future," Gongson Su lectured, before turning to leave the dueling ring.

Well, I said that, but it takes more than words to change someone's behavior. Still, was I this tired? I didn't notice at all... As soon as Gongson Su relaxed, he was overcome with fatigue. Mentally, however, he felt remarkably refreshed. When I return to the White Dragon Manor, I'll brag to Shadow about my victory today.

""WHOAAAAA!""

As Gongson Su walked into the crowd, a chorus of cheers and applause broke out.

"Huh?" Gongson Su blinked in confusion. Looking around, he saw countless admiring faces.

"Old man, you're seriously awesome!"

"That was great!"

"I heard earlier, aren't you the oldest applicant ever?"

"That's amazing, to be able to take on such a challenge at that age..."

A realization dawned on him. The young martial artists he had once idolized as a child were now cheering him on with all their hearts. Immediately, an indescribable joy coursed through him and tears threatened to fall from his eyes. "Hoho, hohoho..."

"Elder!"

A familiar voice called out to him, waving from the back of the crowd. It was Wiji Cheon.

What a good child. Is he even more touched by this than I am? He's bawling his eyes out…

"Hohoho... Thank you. Thank you all!" With hands clasped in gratitude, Gongson Su acknowledged the crowd.

"Aaaaaaaaah!"

Suddenly, Cho Maksaeng screamed, eyes ablaze, and lunged at Gongson Su from behind.



Footnotes:

[1] This is Bruce Lee's translation of a quote by Laozi, a legendary ancient Chinese philosopher who is said to have written the Tao Te Ching, the foundational book of Taoism. What Author-nim wrote was the Korean translation of this quote.



Chapter 75: Prodigious Talent

Gongson Su sighed with relief at the duel's conclusion, and the spectators shared his sentiment. No one anticipated Cho Maksaeng's refusal to accept defeat and his subsequent treacherous attack.

"AHHHHHHH!"

"Ugh!" Gongson Su spun around and quickly raised his sword to block, but Cho Maksaeng's ferocity easily overwhelmed his hastily erected defenses.

CRACK!

Gongson Su's wooden blade shattered, and he spat out blood as he staggered backwards.

Yet, Cho Maksaeng's assault continued. With bloodshot eyes consumed by irrationality, he drew a dagger he'd hidden in his chest pocket and lunged at the choking Gongson Su. "You crafty old fart! I'll kill you! Die!"

The spectators screamed in horror.

"What madness!"

"Someone stop them!"

Two figures immediately leapt into the dueling ring, and the one who got there first deflected Cho Maksaeng's blade.

THUNK!

Pushed back, Cho Maksaeng faced his new adversary. 

Wiji Cheon glared at him. "What do you think you're doing?" he snapped through clenched teeth.

Cho Maksaeng smirked. He could see Wiji Cheon's sword hand trembling, unmistakably from fear. "Hah, so it's you. How dare you obstruct me? Step aside or suffer the same fate!"

With a furious roar, Cho Maksaeng charged like a wild beast.

"Unforgivable..." Raising his sword to block, Wiji Cheon gritted his teeth. His hands, which had been trembling a moment before, became steady.

Cho Maksaeng's assumption was wrong. Wiji Cheon was not quivering from fear, but from rage.

SWISH!

Wiji Cheon casually swung his sword once, yet, the impact of that one slash was devastating.

"Keuaaak!" Dozens of gashes mangled Cho Maksaeng's flesh, turning him into a bloody spectacle. His clothes were torn, blood oozing from every wound. However, Cho Maksaeng's wrath only intensified. "Damn you, you son of a bitch!"

Jin Jin and Namgung Seok exchanged a look of concern. Despite Cho Maksaeng's martial prowess, the boy's volatile temperament and bullying tendencies often got him into trouble.

"What a lunatic..."

"In the end, he went back to his old ways."

Under Namgung Su's strict supervision, they'd believed that Cho Maksaeng's troublesome behavior had been corrected. In reality, however, the boy was only suppressing himself out of fear of his teacher.

"Fuck! Both you and the old man! I'll kill you all!" Cho Maksaeng's eyes blazed with insanity as he instinctively poured qi into his dagger.

SIZZLE!

A greyish aura began to emanate from it.

"Is that s-sword qi?"

"It's amateurish, but..."

"To think he could do that at such a young age..."

Everyone in the audience was taken aback.

No one, however, was more shocked than Namgung Su. I never taught that punk to do that…is he a dark horse after all?

When Cho Maksaeng ambushed Gongson Su earlier, Namgung Su had immediately moved to intervene, but Wiji Cheon got there first, causing Namgung Su to stop in his tracks.

"Wiji Cheon... Just from that one sword stroke, I can tell how outstanding he is. I think I shall observe him a bit more before stopping the fight," Namgung Su muttered to himself, his curiosity getting the better of him.

"Die! Die! Die!" Cho Maksaeng roared like a ravenous beast.

In contrast, Wiji Cheon remained composed. A faint smirk graced his typically innocent, somewhat timid visage. "…Are you saying you want to kill me? Hey, have you actually killed anyone before?"

"You're just a piece of shit… Huh?"

In an instant, Wiji Cheon disappeared from Cho Maksaeng's sight. Cho Maksaeng frantically searched his surroundings, but to no avail.

"If you decide to kill someone, you must be prepared to die," a cold voice behind him said.

"UAAAAAH!" Taken aback, Cho Maksaeng swung his dagger wildly.

SWISH, SWISH, SWISH, SWISH!

The sword qi covered dagger sliced through the air, leaving dozens of afterimages in its wake, but Wiji Cheon evaded them all. He then jumped and performed a mid-air somersault, timing it perfectly to meet Cho Maksaeng's eyes while he was upside down.

Smiling innocently, he asked, "Is it my turn now?"

"D-Damn it..." Cho Maksaeng swore, seeing his own frightened face reflected in Wiji Cheon's clear eyes.

WHOOSH!

The metallic stench of blood permeated the air as a crimson streak appeared across Cho Maksaeng's left arm. 

"Aaah! My arm! My aaarm!" Cho Maksaeng cried in anguish, realizing that his left arm had been severed.

With slow, deliberate strides, Wiji Cheon approached Cho Maksaeng. "I've left your right arm intact. You can still fight, right?" he chuckled darkly.

"Gack! H-Hiiiiiiek!" Cho Maksaeng wailed. Only now did it occur to him that Wiji Cheon was no pushover.

THUD!

Cho Maksaeng fell on his butt, tears and mucus staining his face, his pants drenched with piss. 

"……" Despite the pitiful scene, the bystanders remained unmoved, devoid of sympathy for the dishonored bully.

He's seriously going to kill me. Cho Maksaeng's heart pounded with dread. Paralyzed by fear, he could only bow his head and plead for mercy from the death god in front of him. "Please… spare me..."

"No," Wiji Cheon instantly dismissed Cho Maksaeng's plea. A voice in his head told him to do so.

Kill him. 

Cho Maksaeng had harmed someone dear to him. That was enough to justify killing him.

Kill him. 

It wasn't his first time committing murder anyway. His hands were already stained with lots of blood, one more person wouldn't matter.

Kill him. 

Wiji Cheon yielded to the voice's temptation. "Die," he declared, delivering the fatal blow with single-minded determination.

"Stop!"

CLANG!

Wiji Cheon recoiled. Someone had intervened and blocked his blade. At the same time, the fog in his mind cleared and he came back to his senses.

"I told you to stop. Did you not hear me?" Namgung Su scolded, hiding his shock at the force behind Wiji Cheon's blow. My palms are tingling even though I'm using a real sword… Where on earth did such a monster come from?

A shiver ran down Namgung Su's spine. Even though he hadn't used his full strength to avoid hurting a child, Wiji Cheon had almost made him drop his sword.

Nevertheless, an unpolished jewel was just a rock. Wiji Cheon still needed a lot of guidance before he could truly shine.

Guidance from a capable teacher.

Alright, I've made up my mind, Namgung Su thought even as he said, "A warrior has lost an arm. Shouldn't that be sufficient punishment?"

"Huh? Why did I..."

"Who taught you how to use the sword? Would you be interested in joining my cl..."

"Ahh! Elder!"

"......?"

Completely ignoring Namgung Su, Wiji Cheon ran towards Gongson Su, who was just regaining consciousness. "Elder! Are you alright? Are you in pain?" he asked worriedly.

Phew, it seems he's back to his usual self. Grimacing through the pain, Gongson Su forced a smile despite the blood trickling down his lips. "Hoho... I'll be fine. I also learned a lot from watching you. Cheon, you are... really strong, aren't you?"

"Please lean on me. Let's get you to a physician," Wiji Cheon said, helping Gongson Su up and assisting with his descent from the dueling ring. "Excuse us! Coming through!"

The spectators hastily cleared a path for the duo. After witnessing Wiji Cheon's astonishing swordplay moments ago, they weren't about to get in his way now. They only knew that after today, the name Wiji Cheon would be known throughout the Azure Dragon Academy.

"Wiji Cheon..."

"You said his name was Wiji Cheon, right?"

"A guy like that is taking the entrance exam with us?"

"He's a monster..."

Lost in thought, Namgung Su, who was still standing in the ring, murmured, "Wiji Cheon..."

"T-Teacher..." Cho Maksaeng cried out to Namgung Su, clutching his severed arm. "I-I'm sorry. I got carried away and tarnished your reputation..."

SLAP!

Cho Maksaeng fell to the ground, a look of disbelief on his face. The loud slap drew the crowd's attention, but Namgung Su paid them no mind.

"You're a disgrace," Namgung Su said.

"Ugh..." Trembling, Cho Maksaeng lowered his head in shame. No one felt sorry for him. While some looked as if they pitied him for being slapped while missing an arm, most looked at him with colder gazes than Namgung Su's.

"You refused to accept the result of the duel and ambushed your opponent. If this happened within the sects, your meridians would be severed and your qi center destroyed."

" I-I'm sorry!" Cho Maksaeng prostrated himself, finally realizing the gravity of his actions.

However, Namgung Su's cold expression did not falter. "Consider yourself lucky that you're still young and immature. If you were an adult, this wouldn't have ended with you losing only one arm."

"Y-Yes..." Cho Maksaeng stuttered.

Namgung Su frowned. Despite Cho Maksaeng's apology, he could still see the flames of rebellion in the boy's eyes. Sigh, I wanted to nurture him because he seemed talented, but it turns out he's just another failure...

Losing interest in Cho Maksaeng, Namgung Su turned his attention to Namgung Seok and Jin Jin. "Take him to the physician. We'll discuss your punishment later."

"Yes, Teacher." Bowing, the two dragged Cho Maksaeng away.

"Tsk..." Namgung Su clicked his tongue in dissatisfaction. The image of Wiji Cheon's swordplay kept flashing in his mind, accompanied by Baek Suryong's irritating laughing face.

My students are indeed extremely talented, but compared to Wiji Cheon... Damn it, for the first time, I envy Baek Suryong.


"If I win, I'll substitute for one of your classes this semester."



"Fuck," Namgung Su cursed uncharacteristically as he stormed out of the training ground.


Chapter 76: Let's Not Waste Time, Shall We?

(Translator's Note: Back to Baek Suryong's perspective)

"Elder!" Shadow dropped the bags she was holding and hurried to Gongson Su's side.

"Hoho, you're here?" Gongson Su laughed.

"How are you feeling? Does it hurt anywhere?"

With a pale face, Shadow quickly grabbed Gongson Su's wrist and checked his pulse. At the same time, she took out medicine and golden needles from her breast pocket. "Please eat this and take off your clothes. I'm going to start treating you with acupuncture now!"

"W-What are you doing?" Gongson Su pushed Shadow's hand away, refusing the medicine and her attempt to undress him. "For heaven's sake, don't make such a fuss. It's just a minor injury."

"You were ambushed! You can't call that trivial!"

"Look, I'm fine, aren't I? Besides, even though I wasn't the one who did it, that kid lost an arm. In the end, I was the one who came out victorious..." Gongson Su boasted.

You don't look like a victor with all those bandages though... I swallowed my retort.

Shadow's eyes flashed with rage. "So he hurt you, but all he lost in return was an arm? I'll go and skin him alive right now..." she muttered, reaching for her sword.

Gongson Su grabbed her arm. "Mr. Baek! Don't just stand there, help me restrain her! I have a feeling that something really bad will happen if we let her go like this," he shouted.

I resigned myself to doing as Gongson Su asked. "Calm down, Shadow! Didn't Elder already tell you that he's fine!"

"No! Unhand me! That damn Cho Jin-Saeng or Cho Mak-Sang bastard must die! Let me go this instant!! "

Several minutes later, we finally managed to stop Shadow from committing murder. Sighing, I asked Wiji Cheon, "I got the gist of the story on my way here, but I want to hear your version of events. What exactly happened, Cheon? Spare no detail."

"Well..." Wiji Cheon explained everything that happened during the duel. "...Suddenly, Cho Maksaeng screamed and rushed at me out of nowhere. His eyes turned bright red and gray sword qi coated his dagger..."

"Wait. What color sword qi?" I interjected sharply.

Shocked by the intensity of my voice, Wiji Cheon widened his eyes. "H-Huh? It was gray..."

Gray? The color of sword qi varies greatly depending on the practitioner's inner art technique, so gray or black sword qi isn't unheard of, but for a child taught by Namgung Su to have qi of that color...? Is that possible? I turned to Gongson Su and asked, "Elder, according to Cheon, that boy was determined to kill you. Did you provoke him to such an extent?"

Gongson Su shook his head. "I highly doubt it. During my time in the Imperial Palace, I have pressured several misbehaving youngsters into depression, but... that child wasn't such a meek or sensitive person."

Then, Cho Maksaeng's sudden outburst probably stems from his impulsiveness. No, that's not enough to explain it. The boy doesn't seem to be a complete idiot. Would he really lose control and attempt murder in broad daylight just because he lost a duel? Even among demonic arts practitioners, such recklessness and thoughtlessness is...

"No way..." I mumbled to myself.

"Teacher? Did I say something wrong?" Wiji Cheon asked anxiously.

Gongson Su, on the other hand, noticed my agitation and solemnity. "Is something bothering you?" 

I faked a smile. "Nah, it's nothing."

Since I didn't see it with my own eyes, I can't be sure. The signs are there, but... I should meet that kid in person soon.

BAM!

Suddenly, the door slammed open and Hyonwon Kang burst in looking like a disheveled wreck. "Elder! Elder, are you here? Oh, thank goodness..."

Relief visibly washed over him at the sight of Gongson Su. "Elder, are you okay? I heard that you were injured in the duel! Which bastard did this to you? Just wait, I'll teach him a lesson..."

BONK!

Hyonwon Kang winced and held his head in his hands. "Ouch! Why'd you hit me?"

"The matter has already been settled. Don't go and cause more problems now."

"Ugh, even though I rushed here out of worry..."

"Excuse me, there are other patients here. Please keep it down," a passing physician interjected, scolding us sternly.

"Oh yeah, got it," I acknowledged.

"I'm sorry!" Wiji Cheon apologized.

"......" Hyonwon Kang shut his mouth.

Only Gongson Su, the sole patient among us, chuckled, "Hohoho, to think there'd come a day when so many people would worry about me, even though I only got a few scratches... My luck seems to have improved with age."

[image: sep]

The next night, at Namgung Su's mansion.

"M-Master, please don't abandon me. Forgive me just this once..." Cho Maksaeng, his left shoulder tightly bandaged, kowtowed to Namgung Su and begged.

Namgung Su, however, remained unmoved as he fixed his icy gaze upon Cho Maksaeng. "I already told you, you no longer have the right to be my student."

Cho Maksaeng raised his head to meet Namgung Su's gaze. "It really was an honest mistake! Please give me one more chance. I will definitely take revenge on those people..."

"Revenge? You still haven't come to your senses." A hint of wrath flickered across Namgung Su's furrowed brow. 

Cho Maksaeng froze, realizing his mistake, but it was too late. 

"Throw him out," Namgung Su commanded.

"Yes, Master." Namgung Seok and Jin Jin, who were quietly watching from the side, seized Cho Maksaeng and dragged him away.

"Master, Master!" Cho Maksaeng cried out, struggling to free himself, but it was futile. Even before he lost an arm, he stood no chance against the two.

"What an ungrateful orphan," Jin Jin snorted as she dumped him in front of Namgung Su's mansion. With an expression of disgust, she pulled out a handkerchief to clean her hands. "You should be thankful that it ended this way. Master could have chosen to destroy your qi center and meridians, but he was kind," she spat, then promptly turned around and returned to the mansion.

Desperate, Cho Maksaeng crawled over to Namgung Seok. "S-Seok! Can you put in a good word for me? After all, you and Master are from the Namgung Clan... I'll do whatever you ask from now on. Please?"

Namgung Seok crouched down in front of Cho Maksaeng, grabbed his hair roughly, and pulled the unkempt boy close to him. "Don't you dare go around telling people that you were Master's, no, Namgung Su's pupil. If I ever get wind of such a rumor, I'll come and kill you myself," he warned, his eyes burning with murderous intent.

"Ugh..."

Namgung Seok loosened his grip on Cho Maksaeng, slipped a few silver coins into the trembling boy's pocket, and sneered, "Well, as a former classmate, I sincerely hope it never comes to that."

"I-I understand..." Cho Maksaeng nodded desperately, frozen with fear.

"Now get out of my sight."

With wobbly legs, Cho Maksaeng staggered away from Namgung Su's mansion. Afraid that Namgung Seok might be watching, he dared not look back.

Fuck, fuck, fuck! Why me? This isn't fair! I hate it! This shitty world and everything in it should just crash and burn! Cho Maksaeng cursed, his eyes bloodshot.

"Oh, I know. It's all because I'm an orphan, that's why," he muttered to himself.

Abandoned at the tender age of five and raised in an orphanage, Cho Maksaeng had no memory of his parents. Yet fortune favored him. The orphanage was sponsored by the Namgung Clan, and every child there was taught the basics of martial arts. Those with talent were given the opportunity to serve a member of the Namgung Clan, paving their way to a bright future.

It was with this goal in mind that he had trained tirelessly and had finally caught the eye of Namgung Su.


"You're quite talented. Join my class and take the Azure Dragon Academy entrance exam this year."



While others paid large sums of money for martial arts lessons, Cho Maksaeng received them for free. Namgung Su had even written the letter of recommendation for his application.


"This is Namgung Seok, and this is Jin Jin. Both of them are much more skilled than you, so watch and learn."

"I'm Namgung Seok. Nice to meet you."

"You're an orphan? Cherish your good luck and work hard.



Despite the head start his peers had, it mattered little. All he needed to do was to get accepted into the Azure Dragon Academy, and his bright future would be assured. At least, that was the way it should have been...

"All because of a stinking old man and a stupid brat! Yeah… none of it is my fault. Losing my arm, being cast aside by Namgung Su, getting expelled from tutoring… The world just hates orphans like me. If Namgung Seok was the one who had lost his arm, would Namgung Su have treated him the same way he treated me? No fucking way. So this isn't my fault. It's that old man, that kid, Namgung Seok, Jin Jin, and Namgung Su's fault...!"

Feeling like a victim of the world, an uncontrollable rage burned within him like a volcano on the verge of eruption. 

"Ufufu..." he chuckled, wandering aimlessly through the streets. When he finally stumbled upon a dark alley, he slipped into the shadows and leaned against the wall. "Fufu... I'll kill them all. That punk Wiji Cheon, the old man, Jin Jin, Namgung Seok and Namgung Su. One day, they'll all die at my hands.

But first, I must vent. Anyone will do, a drunk relieving himself, a merchant taking a shortcut, a lost child seeking refuge...

"Fufufu, I'll tear them apart..."

"Well well, lucky me. If you're like this, I won't feel a shred of guilt," a man's voice suddenly cut through the air.

"!!" Cho Maksaeng jumped, "W-Who..."

Slowly, a figure emerged from the darkness of the alley. Fortunately, it wasn't Namgung Seok or Namgung Su, but it was still someone he recognized.

"...Baek Suryong?"

"Show some respect, you insolent brat. Wait, on second thought, never mind. Call me whatever you want," Baek Suryong smiled, approaching Cho Maksaeng.

"W-Why are you here..."

"Let's not waste time, shall we?" Baek Suryong added, swiftly seizing Cho Maksaeng by the throat. 

"Cough, cough!" Dangling in Baek Suryong's grasp, Cho Maksaeng's eyes widened. Despite being on guard, Baek Suryong had still moved too quickly for him to react. Why is he doing this? Is it because I tried to kill the old man? Because of Wiji Cheon? Did Namgung Su tell him something? Or... is it because I'm an unwanted orphan? Whatever it is... I don't want to die here!

"P-Please spare me..." Cho Maksaeng begged, feeling as if his neck would snap at any moment.

"I'll decide after hearing your answer," Baek Suryong replied emotionlessly, as if murder was nothing more than a routine chore to him. 

Cho Maksaeng shivered. The Baek Suryong he had met in the Azure Dragon Academy was nothing like this. Compared to the insane monster in front of him, Wiji Cheon's killing intent was child's play!

"Are you a spy for the Blood Cult?"

Cho Maksaeng's eyes turned completely red.


Chapter 77: Soul Alteration

"AAAAHH!"

The moment I mentioned the Blood Cult, Cho Maksaeng let out a sudden, guttural scream and lunged at me. I had kept a firm hold on his neck to prevent any reckless moves like this, but he thrashed about violently as if he cared little about the consequences.

I can't let him die just yet. I quickly released him to prevent his neck from snapping and stepped back. 

"Grr…" Finally freed, Cho Maksaeng dropped to all fours like a wild animal, emitting low, menacing growls. The whites of his eyes were bathed in crimson, grotesque veins bulged across his face, saliva dribbled down from his gaping mouth, and his nails grew longer and sharpened into claws.

Narrowing my eyes, I carefully observed the gray qi swirling around his fingertips. "Hey... What's the name of the martial art you're using?" I asked.

Unfortunately, he was in no condition to answer me.

"Grr…GRAAAARGH!" he roared, pouncing on me like a tiger. His long nails rent gray streaks across the night sky, and the force of his attacks shattered a nearby alley wall, sending debris tumbling.

I deftly evaded his attacks, then perched on top of the rubble and looked down at him. "I'm pretty sure that's the Black Blood Demonic Art. Do you know why people call it a demonic art?"

"GUAAAAH! SHUT UP!" Cho Maksaeng yelled, launching into another wave of wild slashes. 

"It's because the Black Blood Demonic Art causes a drastic change in temperament. At first, the practitioner will only become more irritable, but as time goes by, they will eventually be robbed of their sanity," I continued, dodging his blows over and over again.

"Shut up! I'll kill you!"

If I stop talking, he'll succumb to his madness and won't be able to give me any answers. For now, I'll just keep pressuring him and see whether he reveals anything useful.

"If that isn't bad enough, the Black Blood Demonic Art also consumes the user's life force instead of inner qi. You might think you're using sword qi, but that's not true sword qi..."

SWISH!

I narrowly evaded the claws aimed at my neck, then leaned close to his ear and whispered, "The more you use it, the more your life force dwindles. Eventually, black blood will ooze out of your every pore until you shrivel up like a mummy and die. That's why it's called the Black Blood Demonic Art. Did your teacher inform you of this?"

For a moment, Cho Maksaeng hesitated, but his madness soon returned as he flailed around wildly and screamed, "Shut the hell up! Don't try to confuse me!"

"You should look at yourself in the mirror right now."

"AAARGH!"

"You know, you're a terrible spy. What kind of spy is as reckless and thoughtless as you?"

"Keuaaak! Shut up! Get out of my head!"

Hmm? 'Get out of my head'? What a strange choice of words… Anyway, it's time I subdued him. He's been making a lot of noise, and I wouldn't be surprised if someone heard the commotion and alerted the authorities.

With the precision of a surgeon, I swiftly jabbed his pressure points with my fingers and paralyzed him.

Muscles convulsing, he collapsed to the ground like a felled tree.

I stood over him, saying, "Don't make me repeat myself. Tell me everything you know about the Black Blood Demonic Art, starting with who taught it to you…"

CRACK, CRACK!

To my horror, Cho Maksaeng's joints suddenly bent unnaturally and he sprang to his feet with uncanny agility. 

"What a lunatic... Did you break the paralysis by force?" I asked, stunned by the eerie sight.

"Hehehe..." he giggled, even as several of the bulging veins on his face ruptured and painted a macabre tapestry of blood upon his visage. Like a puppet with disjointed limbs, he contorted his body grotesquely to meet my gaze.

My jaw dropped in shock and revulsion. "If you keep this up, you're really going to die."

"Hehe… HAHAHA! POWER, OVERFLOWING POWER! With this strength, I'll kill them all! Those bastards who dared to ignore me because I'm an orphan! I'll tear them apart and feed them to the dogs!" Cho Maksaeng shrieked. 

In an instant, his black hair faded to white, his already thin frame grew even more gaunt, and the gray qi over his nails lengthened as he poured every last ounce of his life force into the Black Blood Demonic Art.

His whole existence is being consumed and he's morphing into a ghoul. What on earth is this? This isn't the Black Blood Demonic Art I'm familiar with!

"Hahaha! I'll rip your heart out and eat it right in front of you!" Cho Maksaeng laughed, reaching for my chest with lightning speed.

I immediately leaned backward, but his claws still shredded the front of my clothes. I had barely escaped by a hair. It seemed the time for holding back was over. 

Quickly unsheathing Moon Shadow, I aimed a slash infused with sword qi at his outstretched arm. However, contrary to my expectations, not only did I fail to sever it, leaving only a deep gash, my hands were also trembling from the recoil.

"Hahaha! DIE!" Ignoring the black blood oozing from his arm, Cho Maksaeng lunged at me again, demonic qi swirling around him.

Tsk. There's no fear in those crazed eyes. I stomped hard on the ground and launched myself into the air. 

Cho Maksaeng mirrored my move, and we clashed briefly under the moonlight, him aiming for my heart and neck while I targeted his lower body to neutralize him.

SPLURT!

My sword pierced holes in both his thighs, and he landed and staggered forward. However, what appeared to be a clumsy stumble turned out to be a tactic for closing in on me. 

"Hehehe!" he laughed, raising his claws yet again.

Seeing him, I was seriously amazed. Wow! If he had displayed this level of skill and strategy on stage, not even Cheon could have defeated him. Isn't his strength around peak-level right now? He's using 'sword qi' freely and his body is like steel. Moreover, as expected of a ghoul, he's devoid of fear even in the face of a stronger opponent. Soon, however, he's going to run out of life force to burn…

Noticing an opportunity, I aimed for the injury I'd inflicted earlier and successfully severed his one remaining arm. Nevertheless, undeterred, he launched himself at me headfirst, attempting to bite me.

In response, I smacked him in the face with Moon Shadow's hilt, then hammered his back with my fist, sending him crashing face-first into the ground.

He writhed around like a worm, trying to stand back up.

Sighing, I broke some more of his bones, until finally, he lay still. 

"Phew..." I panted, sweating profusely. Killing him would have been much less effort, but I needed to subdue him to question him. Pressing my foot against his neck, I said coldly, "Speak. Who taught you the Black Blood Demonic Art?"

"Kihihihi! Kill me, or I'll kill them all. The bastards who looked down on me just because I'm an orphan...!"

"Tsk, it seems you've completely lost your mind," I groaned as I placed my hand on the crazy punk's head and infused him with the qi of the Heaven Defying Divine Art. Demonic qi had seeped into every fiber of his being, and until it was removed, it didn't seem like we were going to be able to have any kind of meaningful conversation.

Huh, the more I do this, the easier it gets, I thought, extracting the demonic qi in Cho Maksaeng's brain. Unlike when I treated Wiji Cheon and Gongson Su though, I didn't absorb it. Although impure qi and demonic qi were similar, the latter was useless to me and would only harm my body. As such, I expelled it to the outside and incinerated it.

Finally, when his body was completely cleansed, Cho Maksaeng regained consciousness. "Why... am I... Ahh! It hurts, it hurts so much...!" he cried.

He's doomed, I thought. The boy's body was emaciated, resembling a mummy, with bones protruding and black blood flowing from every orifice. Like a candle in the wind, it was clear that his life was about to be extinguished.

Such is the fate of most who dabble in the demonic arts, I lamented. Although I'd seen this scene countless times, it was no less gut-wrenching.

"I... I don't want to die like this..." Cho Maksaeng begged, tears streaming down his face at the grim realization of his impending mortality.

"Tell me who taught you the Black Blood Demonic Art, and I'll grant you a quick death," I offered, sensing his desperation.

Confusion clouded Cho Maksaeng's face. "Demonic art? I-I don't know, I don't know anything..." he stuttered.

"Are you going to remain loyal to the Blood Cult even after they did this to you?" I pressed, hoping to unearth some useful information before the kid died.

"Cough! I really don't know, I don't know anything! B-Blood Cult? I'm an orphan... Cough! Martial arts, I learned them at the orphanage, then… Cough! From the Namgung Clan..."

Cho Maksaeng's speech was extremely fragmented, but I pieced together his story. Abandoned at five, he learned martial arts at an orphanage sponsored by the Namgung Clan, until finally he caught the eye of Namgung Su.

"So you're telling me that you knew a martial art without being taught? Do you think that makes sense?" I asked skeptically.

"I-I didn't know it was... Cough! A demonic art..." Cho Maksaeng's voice trailed off weakly.

"Why didn't you tell Namgung Su about it?" I probed further, trying to unravel the mystery.

"B-because, like you, he would ask me where I learned it..."

Hmm… No one, especially not a spy, would make such a foolish claim. Does this mean that he's telling the truth?

Suddenly, a certain memory resurfaced in my mind. It was a conversation I had with the Demonic Strategist in my previous life.


"Kukuku, this? This is the secret weapon that will enable us to conquer the world."



Within the Blood Cult, there was no one I hated more than the Demonic Strategist. Even now, I felt like I could hear his sinister laughter as he proudly showed off his latest inventions.


"Look, isn't it beautiful?" 



The Demonic Strategist's voice echoed, chillingly detached, amidst what could only be described as hell on earth. Countless children lay on stone beds, their skulls cruelly split open to reveal their brains, yet they were still alive.


"It's a miracle. Through ancient techniques and the power of artifacts passed down through generations, we've implanted the teachings and martial arts of our Cult directly into their minds."



No, no… It can't be… I seized Cho Maksaeng by the hair and swiftly shaved it off with sword qi.

"W-What are you doing…?" he protested.

"Stay still. I need to check... Fuck."

Traces of surgery, barely visible, marred the skin of his head.


"The children who survive the procedure will lose all of their memories. Thus, even if we send them to the orthodox sects, they'll just innocently work hard and rise through the ranks on their own volition. However…"



The depraved grin on the Demonic Strategist's face whenever he boasted about his work still haunted me.


"As the years pass, they'll eventually remember their true roots. Do you get it now? These young ghouls are the seeds that we will plant in the hearts of the orthodox sects! Kukuku! …Oh, right. I still haven't told you the name of this procedure. I'm thinking of calling it Soul Alteration, and the modified children the Soulless. Doesn't that sound just perfect?"



Soul Alteration. Just recalling the name of the technique sent shivers down my spine.


"The day the Four Great Demons you're raising are completed and the Soulless are awakened, our Cult will turn the murim into a sea of blood. Kukuku… KAHAHAHAHAHAHA!"



At least that monster who abandoned his humanity died by my hands…or did he?

"I remember destroying his qi center and cutting off all his limbs, but the Blood Demon arrived before I could deliver the finishing blow…"

Doubt gnawed at me as I considered the possibility of the Demonic Strategist's survival. What if he didn't die that day? What if someone inherited his twisted legacy?

"Ugh, ugh, so cold...! S-Save me, please..." 

While I was lost in my thoughts, suddenly, Cho Maksaeng's body began to convulse and swell up like a pufferfish. Cracks appeared all over his skin, and a faint light shone out from within. It's over, I thought, instinctively stepping back and bracing myself for the inevitable.

BOOM!

With a blinding flash, Cho Maksaeng exploded, leaving only the echoes of his torment in its wake.



Translator's Note: The manhwa had to tone this scene down significantly to get it past the censors, but for some reason, I got all excited and ended up going all out on the vocabulary...

Also, comments keep me going, even if it's just a simple "ty". A reminder that I enabled anonymous comments, just tick the guest comment checkbox and fill in a fake name/email address.


Chapter 78: 10,000 Taels? That's Too Little

I returned to the scene of the explosion, scouring the area for any trace of the creature that had once been Cho Maksaeng.

"Holy shit..."

There was nothing left of the boy but a gruesome amalgam of flesh, bone, and blood. 

So this is what Soul Alteration does to a person.

As if implanting demonic arts into children's minds and gradually turning them into mindless ghouls wasn't bad enough, these people were even programmed to explode when they died. It was a cruel strategy that could even bring down a martial arts master if they were caught unawares.


"Elder Lee, how do you control the Soulless?"

"Kukuku, are you curious?" The Demonic Strategist sneered.
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I longed to wipe that grin off his face, but now was not the time to reveal my murderous intent. Struggling to keep a poker face, I asked innocuously, "Wouldn't it be too risky if we couldn't control them? They'll rampage indiscriminately as soon as they turn into ghouls."

"Fear not. Our Lord rules over all demons, so even the Soulless will kneel and worship Him."

Our Lord... So the Blood Demon has a means to suppress the Soulless? Even then... Hoping for more information, I pressed, "But he can't always be present, and in a conflict, the frontline commanders will need a means to control the ghouls..."

"Aren't you unusually chatty today? Why are you asking so many unnecessary questions? Are you planning to sell my secrets to the Murim Alliance?"

"Of course not." I averted my gaze.

"Kukuku, I was only kidding, but curiosity killed the cat. Your only concern should be completing the Four Demons."

"I know."

"Come, help me identify the gifted children. I'll personally teach some of them as an experiment."



A chill ran down my spine. Of all the horrifying encounters I had encountered in my previous life, this conversation with the Demonic Strategist about Soul Alteration was undoubtedly one of the most harrowing.

"Demonic Strategist, are you really still alive, or are the remnants of the Blood Cult just carrying on your legacy and stirring up this mess?"

Gritting my teeth, I tried to erase the memory of Cho Maksaeng's tortured, tear-stained face from my mind, but I failed. Still, I felt no guilt for killing him. The boy was a scoundrel through and through. Even if he hadn't undergone Soul Alteration, there was a good chance that he would still have gone down the path of a serial killer, leaving a trail of shattered innocent lives in his wake.

But was his evil innate? Or did he suffer some kind of brain damage when his head was cut open and tampered with?


"Kihihihi! Kill me, or I'll kill them all. The bastards who looked down on me just because I'm an orphan...!"



Had his life taken a different turn, he might have lived a mundane, unremarkable existence. 

"...Although it's useless to dwell on what-ifs now." 

I set to work cleaning up Cho Maksaeng's remains as best I could. I even collected the tattered shreds of clothing and burned them, erasing any evidence that the constables could use to identify him. By the time the first rays of dawn began to streak the sky, the job was done. 

Although I had worn a black outfit to hide the bloodstains, there was nothing I could do about the metallic stench of blood. 

"Hoo... I'll have to change as soon as I get home," I sighed, taking my time walking home to collect my jumbled thoughts.

The mysterious man who gave Cheong Cheon the Blood Rain Demonic Art and Wiji Cheon the counterfeit Unlimited Sword, the massacre at the Hyonwon estate, and now Soul Alteration… All these reek of an organization working behind the scenes, likely for decades, concealing their existence even as they amass power.

Only a fool would fail to recognize the looming threat. 

"Fuck, I'm going crazy…" 

I knew more about the machinations of the Blood Cult than anyone else. More than the Murim Alliance, who were still chasing shadows, more than even the descendants of the Blood Cult like the Wiji Clan. Armed with this knowledge, I instantly recognized Cheong Cheon's demonic art, saw through Wiji Yeol's facade at the Freelancer's Bazaar, identified the masterminds behind the Hyonwon Clan massacre, and searched for traces of Soul Alteration on Cho Maksaeng.

Much to my frustration, however, none of this was information I could share with others.

Still, of all the things the Blood Cult had done lately, Soul Alteration was by far the most absurd. 

Where did the Blood Cult get the financial resources and highly skilled personnel to carry out Soul Alteration? These things are difficult enough to obtain individually, but both at the same time? Only the most prestigious sects, such as the Nine Great Sects or the Five Great Clans, can afford such luxuries...


"Cough! I really don't know, I don't know anything! B-Blood Cult? I'm an orphan... Cough! Martial arts, I learned them at the orphanage, then… Cough! From the Namgung Clan..."



Wait, the Namgung Clan? Was it really just a coincidence that Cho Maksaeng grew up in an orphanage sponsored by the Namgung Clan? ...No, that seems too far-fetched. With the greatest swordsmen in the Five Great Clans, the Namgung Clan is a formidable force that rivals the Nine Sects One Gang. Infiltrating them unnoticed is impossible. Still, just to make sure... I should go visit that orphanage sometime.

I made a mental note to take a vacation sometime in the future. If I left now, my sudden departure would raise eyebrows, particularly those of Namgung Su, as I had to help facilitate the Azure Dragon Academy entrance exams. Most importantly, my current martial arts skills were nowhere near enough to face the Blood Cult.

I'm no righteous hero, I just want to eradicate the Blood Cult. It's okay if I take my time, I reassured myself.

"Demonic Strategist, if you still draw breath... This time, I'll finish you off once and for all." 

I squeezed the hilt of my sword. 

Fortunately, the brisk air of dawn tempered my fervent resolve.
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"Hoo..." After finishing his morning exercises, Gongson Su slowly opened his eyes.

The first rays of sunlight tickled the earth, but the White Dragon Manor still slumbered, shrouded in the hush of early morning. The only people awake at this hour were himself and his bodyguard, Shadow.

"Elder, don't you think you should sleep a little longer?" Shadow complained, her voice carrying a hint of morning grouchiness.

"Hohoho, it's hard to sleep much at my age. Aren't you the one who wants to sleep in?" Gongson Su smirked playfully.

"It's okay, it's not like I'm waking up early for the first time..." Shadow pouted.

It's only been a few days since I forced her to take a day off, and already she's much more expressive. All this is thanks to Mr. Baek, Gongson Su thought. He told her everything that I, the person concerned, cannot.

Standing up, Gongson Su declared, "Today is a very important day, so I'm going to take a warm bath to purify myself.

"I suspected as much, so I prepared some warm water beforehand," Shadow replied.

"Hohoho, I'm going to be very sad when you get married."

"What? Why are you talking about marriage all of a sudden..."

"Don't you want to get married?"

"I've never thought about it."

Gongson Su smiled wryly. "From now on, you need to start looking for a partner. You're a capable lady with a good personality, so there should be plenty of good men lining up to date you. Well, if you really can't find anyone, how about I do the matchmaking for you?"

"S-Stop teasing me! Go get washed up!" 

"Hohoho!" Grinning cheekily, Gongson Su let himself be pushed into the bathroom.

SPLASH!

While he cleaned himself, Shadow kept watch outside, the minutes ticking by in companionable silence.

"How time flies. The promised month has already passed," Gongson Su suddenly remarked from within the steam-filled room.

"...Yes," Shadow replied quietly.

Today was the day Gongson Su would tackle the Azure Dragon Academy entrance exam. Originally, he had dismissed it as a ludicrous dream, but now he was brimming with confidence, all thanks to the guidance of one man.

"Has Mr. Baek returned yet?"

"No, I haven't seen him since he left last night."

"Hmm..." Gongson Su mused aloud, "He's a decent guy, but there's something shady about him. I wonder what kept him out all night?"

"Should I investigate him?"

"No, forget it, I have no reason to pry into a grown man's affairs. You, on the other hand, aren't you curious?"

"W-What...?"

"Oho!" A veteran of the art of speech and politics, Gongson Su couldn't help but notice the subtle restlessness in Shadow's tone. "No way~ Are you...?"

"Absolutely not," Shadow said firmly.

"Hoho, I haven't even finished asking my question..."

"...It's not what you think!"

"HOHOHO!"

"I already said it's a misunderstanding!"

Gongson Su chuckled. He had a feeling that if he hadn't been in the bath, Shadow might have smacked him out of embarrassment. 

"Ugh... Think what you want. You're going to make fun of me no matter what I say," Shadow groaned.

Gongson Su smiled wryly. "Hohoho, it really is the springtime of youth!" he laughed, but suddenly, his tone darkened as he said, "By the way, the secret missive has arrived."

Shadow narrowed her eyes. "Have you read it?" 

"Yes. Fortunately, it seems I can leave as soon as the exam ends."

"I'll make the arrangements," Shadow acknowledged.

Gongson Su emerged from his refreshing bath, dressed in fresh new clothing. Today, instead of his usual gray training outfit, he sported a pristine white martial arts uniform, topped off with a matching headband. As a final touch, he fastened a sword to his waist, then stole a moment to study his reflection in the mirror.

"Yawn... Grandpa, you're up early."

"Gooood morninggggg..."

Wiji Cheon and Hyonwon Kang staggered dazedly past Gongson Su on their way to the bathroom. Instead of following them, Gongson Su remained in the corridor, staring at the main gates of the White Dragon Manor.

Soon, Baek Suryong, returning from his nighttime adventure, swung open the gate and stepped inside.

"Mr. Baek, are you just now coming home?"

"...Elder. You're up early."

A cursory glance was all Gongson Su needed to discern that Baek Suryong was not only unusually tired, but also bore the unmistakable metallic scent of blood on his clothes. I'm curious, but I've already decided not to poke my nose into his affairs, he thought as he asked worriedly, "You don't look well. Is something bothering you?"

"Is it that obvious?"

"Not really. At least, a normal person wouldn't notice it."

"I see," Baek Suryong replied. So he noticed it because he's not an ordinary person. He may not be a martial arts master, but his intuition and insight are equal to, if not greater than, most masters. I should be honest with him as much as I can.

"If you have a problem, tell me. I'll see what I can do to help," Gongson Su offered.

Baek Suryong shrugged his shoulders and gave a weak smile, "I'm sorry, but this is not something that I can tell anyone about."

"Okay, if you don't want to talk about it, I won't pry. Instead..." Gongson Su rose from his seat and approached Baek Suryong. This young man, who had always seemed so calm and unflappable, was now clearly in distress, and it was both surprising and heartening to realize that Baek Suryong was, after all, a vulnerable human being just like any other.

10,000 taels? That's too little. What Baek Suryong did for me is worth so much more. Gongson Su marveled at his unexpected windfall. This was his chance to repay Baek Suryong. 

"I will grant you one favor with no strings attached. You can ask me for anything you want, and I won't say no as long as it's within my means. This is a promise I will keep until my last breath," he said.

"Eh?" Baek Suryong's eyes widened in surprise.

"Elder!" Shadow, who was standing nearby, immediately exclaimed in surprise, but quickly followed up with a heavy sigh and a resigned shake of her head.

"Listen, Elder," Baek Suryong began hesitantly, " Have you thought about what would happen if I asked you for a very difficult or troublesome favor?"

Giving Baek Suryong a reassuring pat on the shoulder, Gongson Su replied with a hint of amusement, "Hoho, you may not know this, but there aren't many things that could trouble me. You'll see." 

With a grin, Gongson Su then turned to Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon, who had just emerged from their morning bath. "Shall we have breakfast? I've been up since dawn and my stomach is rumbling like thunder, hohoho!" he suggested eagerly.

Just like that, the five of them enjoyed a hearty breakfast, then departed from the White Dragon Manor. Unbeknownst to them, this was the last meal they would ever share as a group.


Chapter 79: Why is That Person Here!?

On the morning of the entrance exam, a massive crowd gathered around the Azure Dragon Academy. In keeping with the festive atmosphere, a large number of pop-up stalls had also been set up.

"Rice cakes! Get your rice cakes! Freshly made rice cakes for good luck!"

"Good luck charms for the exam! Small enough to carry in your pocket!"

"Attention, young warriors! Come and have a hearty bowl of soup before taking your test!"

Needless to say, the shrewd merchants would never pass up such an opportunity to profit from the applicants, even if it meant that they had to start work much earlier than usual.

"Look over there! It's Shaolin!"

"Idiot, just because he's bald doesn't mean he's from Shaolin."

"Whatever... never mind."

"Sir! Are you from Wudang Sect?"

"Ahem, I'm just a lay disciple..."

All over the city, bright-eyed children could be heard squealing excitedly, eager to see young martial artists only a few years older than themselves. Normally, the martial artists would frown at such rude questions, but today they just smiled and let it go. After all, these kids didn't know anything about the murim, and it wouldn't do them any good to raise their voices in front of the Azure Dragon Academy on such an important day.

The gates of Azure Dragon Academy had not yet opened. In front of the gate, the applicants who were waiting to take the exam, along with their families, friends, and acquaintances, were saying their farewells. There were solemn, tearful, and even embarrassing scenes everywhere.

"My son, you must pass the exam!"

"Father, I will pass and bring back the Azure Dragon Emblem!"

"Yes, you must pass! Think of all the money we spent sending you to a martial arts academy... Oww! Honey!"

"What are you thinking mentioning such things in front of our child?!"

Parents warmly hugged their children.

"Orabeoni,[1] what will I do if you leave for the Azure Dragon Academy...?"

"Don't cry, Yeon-Mae. It's not like we're parting forever."

"I'm worried you'll fall for a female student at the Azure Dragon Academy..."

"Why would you worry about such a thing? I already have you, my dear..."

"If you ever cheat on me, I'll personally come and tear you apart."

"Ahem, that's one of the reasons I fell for you, Yeon-Mae."

Naive lovers declared their eternal love for each other.

"Disciple, don't be nervous and just show half your skills. You won't be able to fail even if you tried."

"Yes! I'll be back, Master!"

Masters patted their disciples on the shoulder in encouragement. 

At an inn known for its exorbitant rates, a young man looked down at the Azure Dragon Academy from the top floor. "Hoho, what a nice atmosphere," he remarked.

Another young man sitting across from him asked, "What's so nice about it?"

"Isn't it heartwarming to see the faces of young martial artists chasing their dreams? I wonder what kind of talented kids will show up this year?" the young man replied like an elder, despite his youthful appearance.

If there were others in the inn, they would have found this scene strange, but since the two men had rented out the entire floor, no one was around to notice.

The second man said matter-of-factly, "Half of them will have to pack up today, and the other half will go home tomorrow. In the end, only a handful will be left."

"You've always lacked romanticism. Isn't it too early to talk about hard truths?"

"We have more applicants this year than ever before. However, the only reason this is happening is because we have lowered the application requirements to an unbelievably low level, to the point where anyone can take the exam."

"Mmhmm."

"But this year will be different. I am going to change the Azure Dragon Academy."

"Yes, you should." The young man who had been looking out of the window smiled faintly and turned to look at the man sitting across from him. For a moment, his gaze was cold as ice. "Or rather... you must."

"...Yes." Namgung Su lowered his head, not daring to meet the young man's eyes directly.

RUMBLE!

Finally, the gates of Azure Dragon Academy opened wide. Mae Geuklyom, the gatekeeper for the day, demanded that the applicants remain calm and orderly as they entered.

The young man stood up. "Let's go. If we're late, that annoying geezer Noh Goonsang will nag me."

"Yes, Uncle."[2]

The young man left the inn with his hands behind his back, and Namgung Su politely followed one step behind him.

"By the way, aren't those kids under your tutelage also taking part in the entrance exam? One of them is a member of the main family, if memory serves."

"Yes, you won't be disappointed."

"Hoho, I hope you're right."

Namgung Su looked at the sword swinging at the young man's waist and bowed his head. On the sheath of the sword, the characters "Blue Sky" (蒼天) were clearly engraved. 

Only one martial artist in the murim could possess this sword.
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"First and foremost, I would like to thank all of you for applying to our academy." Noh Goonsang, standing on the podium, surveyed the applicants filling the school's arena. Their eyes sparkled with excitement, fear, the desire to become stronger, and dreams for the future. The sight filled him with satisfaction, but he did not intend to ignore reality.

"Our critics often claim that the Azure Dragon Academy is the worst of the Five Great Academies. Indeed, we haven't risen above the bottom ranks of the Heavenly Martial Festival in ten years."

[P-Principal! What are you saying?] The Vice Principal sent a telepathic message to Noh Goonsang, urging him to stop before he demoralized the applicants. 

True enough, the applicants were already beginning to look shaken.

Nevertheless, Noh Goonsang continued. "Well, this is our current situation. I'm sure some of you had your sights on the White Tiger Academy or the Vermilion Phoenix Academy, but applied here for practical reasons."

Noh Goonsang scanned the crowd. There were more applicants this year than ever before, but it wasn't because the academy was popular or prestigious. People just thought it was easier to pass their exams than those of the other academies. 

"But...this year will be different."

BOOM!

Suddenly, a powerful wave of energy spread out from Noh Goonsang as he stamped his foot. The hairs on the backs of the applicants' necks immediately stood on end, and they swallowed nervously.

"The Azure Dragon Academy is not a fallback for those who can't get into the White Tiger Academy or the Vermilion Phoenix Academy. If you came here with such a complacent attitude, you'll regret it."

Noh Goonsang looked fiercely at the applicants in the grandstand. Most of them couldn't meet his gaze and looked away, but a few stared right back at him. 

Oh my, this year might be worth looking forward to. I guess having more applicants has its advantages. I wonder how many raw gems there are among them? Noh Goonsang smiled, then turned toward the instructors and locked eyes with Baek Suryong.

"In the name of the Thousand-Armed Bodhisattva, Noh Goonsang, I swear thus: This year, we will achieve much better results at the Heavenly Martial Festival!"

"W-What?"

"Why is he saying that all of a sudden?"

All but one of the instructors were stunned. Why on earth did the principal make such a bold declaration? He was even swearing by his alias, the Thousand-Armed Bodhisattva of the murim's Hundred Grandmasters! 

Only Baek Suryong grinned and gave Noh Goonsang a thumbs up as if to say 'well done'.

Noh Goonsang chuckled. Hoho, even though I didn't dare say that we would win for fear that no one would believe me. Well, I have no particular attachment to the alias 'Thousand-Armed Bodhisattva' anyway. As long as I can inspire the students and instructors, I don't mind being embarrassed later.

Noh Goonsang looked around again. "I hope that everyone here will do their best. Anyone who underestimates the Azure Dragon Academy entrance exam will soon have to pack their bags!"

"Yes!"

"Understood."

"Got it!"

Noh Goonsang smiled. Fortunately, his message seemed to have gotten through. The faces of the applicants now burned with determination. 

There was still one last part to his speech, though.

"Ahem! Before we begin the Azure Dragon Academy entrance exam, allow me to introduce a distinguished guest. He will serve as a special examiner today."

A special examiner? Puzzled, the applicants exchanged glances with each other.

Their confusion did not last long. Noh Goonsang stepped back from the podium, and a young man who had been sitting in the back stepped forward with his hands behind his back. "I really enjoyed the Thousand-Armed Bodhisattva's speech. I haven't seen him so lively in a long time," he said.

"???"

The young man appeared to be in his mid-twenties at most. Given the huge age difference between him and Noh Goonsang, it was unthinkable for him to talk to the septuagenarian as an equal.

No, there was only one way such a thing was possible.

"Could it be...?"

"That person is..."

Those who caught on quickly stared at the young man and then at Namgung Su, who stood respectfully behind him, in shock. Although their facial features were different, their auras were very similar.

Such a thing was only possible if both men were masters of the same martial arts school. 

"My name is Namgung Jaehak, otherwise known as the 'Blue Sky Sword King (蒼天劍王)'," the young man introduced himself.

The arena immediately erupted into chaos.

"The Blue Sky Sword King!"

"It's the Ten Supremes!"

"My goodness..."

The Blue Sky Sword King, Namgung Jaehak, was one of the Ten Supremes (十尊), the ten strongest martial artists in the murim. Not only was he famous for his swordsmanship, he was also a hero who played a major role in overthrowing the Blood Cult fifty years ago. 

That Blue Sky Sword King had come to the Azure Dragon Academy as a special examiner!

"Hoho, I'm not sure how to handle such a warm welcome. However, I didn't come here to cause a ruckus, so please calm down a little," Namgung Jaehak said softly, though his voice carried a compelling charisma that made it hard to oppose him.

The chattering youths quickly fell silent and straightened their backs. The Namgung Clan, the finest family of swordsmen in the world, had produced many instructors for the Five Great Academies over the generations, and Namgung Jaehak stood at the pinnacle of that legacy. Currently, as an honorary instructor at the Heavenly Martial Academy, his lectures were so popular that students would duel just for the chance to attend.

He was the Star Instructor of Star Instructors. They needed to listen closely to his every word.

"Today, I have come here at the Azure Dragon Academy's behest to serve as a special examiner. I wish you all the best of luck. Give it everything you've got and leave with no regrets," Namgung Jaehak concluded with a gentle smile.

The arena erupted in applause as the applicants' spirits soared to unprecedented heights.

[image: sep]

"You're astonishingly popular. If I had known that earlier, I would have made you come forward right at the very beginning," Noh Goonsang remarked, shooting envious stares at Namgung Jaehak.

"Hoho, they're just kids. I think they're more excited because I'm one of the Ten Supremes than because of my personal fame," Namgung Jaehak replied with a hearty laugh. 

The two martial artists had been friends since their youth, often meeting for duels and drinks. Although they couldn't meet as often now, their bond remained strong.

"Even though I invited you, I didn't really expect you to come. Aren't you busy with things at the Heavenly Martial Academy?" Noh Goonsang asked.

Namgung Jaehak waved away Noh Goonsang's concern. "Not at all, the younger generation is in charge of everything now. Anyway, I've long wanted to visit the Azure Dragon Academy, so everything worked out perfectly."

"Thank you. Because of you, those kids are more motivated than ever." 

The two old men turned toward the arena. The first round of selections was underway.

"Haaap!"

"Urachacha!"

After being divided into twelve groups, the applicants were now being tested in the external arts, the inner arts, and physical fitness under the watchful eye of the instructors. 

Hearing the vigorous shouts echoing from all around, Noh Goonsang smiled contentedly. "This year's Azure Dragon Academy will be different. You'll be surprised."

"Oho! I certainly hope so," Namgung Jaehak replied leisurely, raising an eyebrow.

"You look skeptical. Want to make a bet? I bet you'll be surprised," Noh Goonsang suggested.

"I don't know what makes you so confident, but sure. What's the stake?"

"At our age, what else but a drink?" 

Namgung Jaehak laughed heartily and nodded. Having gotten used to the high standards of the Heavenly Martial Academy, he found the skills of the Azure Dragon Academy's applicants painfully lacking. 

Judging by the level of these applicants, I highly doubt that the Azure Dragon Academy's performance at the Heavenly Martial Festival will be any better than before. Even the top applicant here would be mediocre there, he thought, but he kept his opinion to himself so as not to hurt Noh Goonsang's pride. 

"Group 12, number 85!" an examiner called.

"Yes! I'm here!" an old man replied, stepping forward confidently. Wearing a snow-white martial arts uniform and a headband tied tightly around his forehead, he stood out strikingly from the crowd of young children. 

Hmm...? Have I seen him somewhere before? Namgung Jaehak wondered.

"I am Gongson Su, a pioneer graduate of the White Dragon Manor. I look forward to your guidance!"

"W-WHY IS THAT PERSON HERE!?" Namgung Jaehak shouted, jumping to his feet.

It was the first time the Blue Sky Sword King had lost a bet before it even commenced.



Footnotes:

[1] Orabeoni: Female honorific for elder brother, the archaic/extra-respectful form of "Oppa". A quick reminder, for males: "elder brother" = "hyung", "elder sister" = "noona/noonim", and for females: "elder brother" = "oppa/orabeoni", elder sister = "unnie".


[2] Uncle: 백부(伯父) is an archaic term referring specifically to one's eldest uncle.



Chapter 80: Who on Earth Is Their Teacher?

"Hmm? Do you know the old man in the white martial arts uniform?" Noh Goonsang asked, taken aback.

"H-He's..." Namgung Jaehak started, but suddenly realized his mistake. If he's hiding his identity on purpose... I shouldn't reveal it carelessly and risk upsetting him. Fortunately, or perhaps unfortunately, Noh Goonsang doesn't recognize him.

Clearing his throat, Namgung Jaehak quickly corrected himself, "Ahem, I made a mistake. He looked so much like my late grandfather that I was shocked."

"Your late grandfather?" Noh Goonsang narrowed his eyes at Namgung Jaehak's hasty excuse. "I've known you for over fifty years, but this is the first time you've mentioned your grandfather."

"That's because he passed away about sixty years ago, hohoho! My grandfather was very fond of me..."

"Do you expect me to believe that? Tsk. Fine. You seem to be trying very hard to keep a secret, so I'll pretend I didn't hear anything."

"Thank you." Namgung Jaehak breathed a sigh of relief. 

However, Noh Goonsang wasn't done talking. Smiling mischievously, he patted Namgung Jaehak's shoulder and said, "Anyway, since I won the bet, I'm going to reserve a table at the most expensive bar in Nanchang. Be prepared."

"Ugh... Alright." Namgung Jaehak nodded reluctantly. It wasn't the money that bothered him, but the fact that he had lost the bet.

Yet, this was only the first of many surprises for the famed Blue Sky Sword King.
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The Azure Dragon Academy entrance exam was divided into a morning and an afternoon session. In the morning, the applicants demonstrated their basic physical strength, inner arts, and external arts. In the afternoon, they took written exams and sparred with senior members of the Student Council.

"Haap!" Gongson Su shouted as he took off from the ground. 

SWOOSH, SWOOSH, SWOOSH, SWOOSH! 

He thrust his sword four times in different directions, then landed as gracefully as a crane and slowly sheathed his sword, completing his martial arts demonstration.

"Hoo..." After taking a deep breath, Gongson Su stood up straight and bowed respectfully to the judges, saying, "...That's all."

"Thank you for your efforts," one of the judges said as the other judges quickly scribbled notes and whispered to each other with inscrutable expressions.

With a slightly worried expression, Gongson Su added, "Excuse me, judges. I forgot to perform a technique earlier. If you give me a chance, I can do it now..."

"That won't be necessary. Next applicant, please!"

"......"

Stepping down from the stage, Gongson Su wiped the sweat from his forehead with his sleeve and sighed deeply, "Hoo... This is tough."

He had passed the physical fitness test by a hair's breadth, but he was confident in his inner arts, having consumed medicinal herbs daily for many years. Even Baek Suryong had praised him.


"You probably have the most inner qi among the candidates."



The inner arts exam involved making a water jug overflow using qi, and Gongson Su had easily made the water overflow several times more than the average student. The problem, however, was the external arts test he had just taken. 

If only I had a little more time... I guess I became arrogant after winning the duel. A month was too short a time to perfect various techniques unless one was exceptionally talented, but Gongson Su was no genius. He had recently won a duel against Cho Maksaeng by using the principle of "gentleness overcomes brute force," but it was not just because his martial arts were excellent. Psychological tactics had played a large part in his victory.

It didn't help that the sword technique Baek Suryong taught him emphasized flexibility in different situations, which made it look bland in a demonstration compared to the flashy techniques of other students.

"I confidently declared that I would pass, so if I failed, it would be embarrassing... No, I shouldn't think like that." Gongson Su slapped his cheeks to shake off his anxiety. 

For now, he was alone. The morning exam wasn't over yet, so Baek Suryong was busy and Wiji Cheon was in another group.

With some time to spare, he watched the other applicants take their exams.

"Haap!"

"Taah!"

The glistening sweat on the supple muscles of the young martial artists, the flexibility of their joints, and their general health and fitness... For a moment, he was overcome with envy for the blessings of youth.

"If only I were thirty years younger..." he muttered.

Time flew, and soon Mae Geuklyom, who was overseeing the entrance exam, announced, "This concludes the morning exam! Applicants, take a two-hour break and reconvene here!"

Immediately, most of the applicants rushed outside to meet their waiting families and friends. Gongson Su did the same, having promised to have lunch and discuss the exam with his fellows from the White Dragon Manor.

[Excuse me, Esteemed Sir.]

However, as soon as he stepped through the academy's gates, he received a telepathic message. His expression hardened, and he stopped in his tracks. "Who are you...?" he asked aloud, hoping it would prompt the sender to reveal himself. 

Although he had learned the basics of Thought Transmission, he still couldn't guess which direction the message was coming from. This could only mean that the sender was a master who could hide their presence perfectly.

[May we have a word? Please enter the alleyway to your left. Rest assured, I mean you no harm.]

Gongson Su hesitated for a moment, then did as he was told. He could sense some nervousness in the person's voice, which made it quite unlikely that they had any nefarious intentions.

As he entered the alley, the Blue Sky Sword King Namgung Jaehak emerged from the shadows. "Forgive me for disturbing you, but I am Namgung Jaehak. We have already met once before, do you remember?"

If an ordinary martial artist had witnessed this scene, they would have been shocked speechless. After all, less than five people in the entire murim were worthy of receiving the Blue Sky Sword King's deference.

"Of course I remember you, Master Namgung. I recognized you earlier in the grand arena... Hoho. Please forgive me for not acknowledging you at the time," Gongson Su replied calmly, as if Namgung Jaehak's respectful attitude was no big deal. Rather, if Namgung Jaehak was aware of his true identity, then such behavior was only to be expected.

Blood drained from Namgung Jaehak's face. "Ah! You really are that esteemed sir. Why are you here? I had heard that you were recuperating in your hometown due to poor health..."

Normally, the murim and the government adhered to the rule of non-interference, but with their overwhelming martial power and financial resources, the Namgung Clan maintained close relationships with many powerful politicians in the Imperial Palace. 

Still, even to the Namgung Clan, Gongson Su was untouchable.

The Emperor's mentor...and the Iron-Fisted Prime Minister.

Although Gongson Su had retired from the front lines, he had once held the position of Prime Minister, second only to the Emperor. In addition, he had served as the current Emperor's mentor in both academics and diplomacy for over twenty years.


"I would like you all to understand that Mr. Gongson is like a father to me, having raised me after the death of the previous emperor."



Once, the Emperor had even publicly declared his trust in Gongson Su and triggered several assassination attempts on him by his political enemies, but he always survived and decimated those who opposed him.

I heard that he was recuperating due to ill health...but his radiant face suggests that he could live another twenty years in perfect condition.

Gongson Su laughed heartily, "Hohoho! Returning to my hometown of Nanchang brought peace to my mind and body, so my health improved unexpectedly quickly."

"Hoho..." Namgung Jaehak laughed along. Although he found the statement hard to believe, it was not his place to question Gongson Su. Instead, he changed the subject and asked, "By the way, when did you start learning martial arts? If you had informed me, the Namgung Clan would have..."

"I had the good fortune to meet and learn from a wonderful teacher," Gongson Su interrupted, his eyes twinkling.

Namgung Jaehak's eyebrows twitched. "Really? May I know the name of this teacher..."

"I told you, the old man went into this alley!"

"Really?"

Before Namgung Jaehak could finish speaking, several young men began shouting in a nearby alley. Both men immediately turned their heads toward the source of the sound. 

Looking troubled, Gongson Su quickly whispered, "Master Namgung, could you please hide yourself for a moment? These children don't know who I am."

"Children?" Namgung Jaehak asked in confusion.

"Hoho, they are my peers who learned from the same martial arts instructor," Gongson Su explained.

"What?"

"Grandpa!" a boy shouted. This time the voice was much closer than before.

Gongson Su urged, "Let us meet again next time, Master Namgung. Please keep it a secret that you saw me today, okay?"

"Oh, of course. Don't worry about it." Namgung Jaehak nodded blankly and then disappeared with a flourish.

"Hoho, take care then," Gongson Su said to the empty space where Namgung Jaehak had just stood, as if he knew that he wouldn't be leaving so soon.

Indeed, Namgung Jaehak was curious about the children whom Gongson Su had called his peers and hid around the corner.

Shortly after, a teenage boy ran into the alley.

"Gramps! I knew you were here!" Hyonwon Kang exclaimed, grinning.

Gongson Su pretended to casually adjust his pants. "Hoho, I urgently needed to answer the call of nature, so I rushed into a deserted alley. I was just about to leave."

"What? You came to pee? To think I got all worried when you suddenly disappeared..."

"You were worried about me?"

"W-What if there's another thug like Cho Maksaeng around?" Hyonwon Kang argued stubbornly.

Gongson Su patted Hyonwon Kang's back and smiled, "Thank you, Senior Wonkang. I feel reassured."

Hyonwon Kang immediately protested, "Fuck. How many times do I have to tell you, it's not Wonkang, it's Kang! Just Kang!" 

From his hiding place, Namgung Jaehak's eyes widened in disbelief. What insolence! Does he want to bring three generations of his family to ruin? If not, how dare he speak so rudely to the esteemed sir... Hmm? 

Just then, he noticed Hyonwon Kang's solid physique and his eyes widened even more. Woah. In terms of talent alone, he's a rare find even in the Heavenly Martial Academy... Ehh?

When a kind-faced boy entered the alley, his astonishment grew.

"Grandpa, are you okay?" Wiji Cheon asked.

I-Impossible...! The moment I saw him, I got the impression of a sword... Does he already have the heart's sword? Namgung Jaehak felt like he'd been struck by lightning. No, not even a real lightning strike could have shocked him, one of the Ten Supremes, as much as this. So eager was he to see Wiji Cheon wield a sword, he had almost blown his cover.

"Oh my, you're here too, Cheon. Did you come for me as well?" Gongson Su asked.

"Um, Senior Wonkang suddenly ran ahead..."

"Kang! Just Kang! Not Wonkang!"

"Hoho, I'm sorry for worrying you. You must be hungry. Let's go quickly."

"But why are you all alone? Where's Shadow-noona?"

"I sent her to meet someone. She'll be back before the afternoon exam. Come on, let's go," Gongson Su hurriedly pushed the two boys out of the alley.

SWISH!

When the three had left, Namgung Jaehak dispelled his invisibility and mumbled with a blank expression, "These three are students under the same teacher?"

The former prime minister, a highly talented bladesman, and a boy with the heart's sword.

"Who on earth is their teacher?" Namgung Jaehak cried out, vowing to uncover their master's identity.

"Achoo!" Baek Suryong sneezed and turned back to his work with a heavy sigh. He was so busy that he didn't even have time to eat...


Chapter 81: Prelude

After causing a huge ruckus at an inn, two boys of about the same age stood facing each other, shouting. Judging by their torn clothes, split lips, and bruised faces, they must have been brawling before we got there.

"He started it first!"

"Don't be ridiculous! He glared at me first!"

"How old are you to talk to me like that? Use the proper honorifics!"

"Don't be stupid, I'm eleven! What about you?"

"Do you know who my father is?"

"I don't care! My dad is stronger! Just wait, he'll be here soon!"

"Not a chance! My dad will be here first! And I'll bring my brother right after his exam!"

"My sister is stronger than your brother!"

Their childish bickering escalated to the point of involving their entire families. 

Embarrassed by the onlookers who started to gather and stare at me, I decided to intervene and said, "Hey, you two. Calm down and let's talk this over..."

"Stay out of this, old man!"

"This is a matter of pride between men! Let's take it outside! I challenge you to a duel to the death!"

"Fine! Just don't blame me if there's an accident. My sword knows no mercy!"

I really tried to be reasonable, but these kids weren't satisfied with just destroying the inn, they were even willing to draw weapons in public. At this point, even a saint would lose patience, right?

"Hyung-nim, they're just kids..."

Seeing my expression, Ak Yeonho tried to restrain me, but I shrugged him off and strode toward the boys. A duel to the death? His sword knows no mercy? How funny. Hahaha.

"You've drawn your swords, right? According to Article 3, Section 5 of the Murim Alliance Constitution, any person found brandishing a weapon in public may be forcibly subdued and turned over to the authorities by a licensed enforcer. Therefore, I, an instructor of the Azure Dragon Academy, will subdue you and turn you in. Is that understood?"

"What the..."

"Wait, what?"

I was joking, they didn't need to understand, especially after giving me the perfect excuse to teach them a lesson.

THWACK! THWACK! THWACK!

The sound of sharp, resounding smacks, along with the cries of young boys, "Ow! Ah! Ouch!" echoed through the restaurant. 

By the time I finished the brief but intense disciplinary session, the two were kneeling on the floor, hands raised in surrender, tears streaming down their faces.

"We're sorry..."

"Please forgive us just this once..."

Then suddenly, their fathers burst into the inn.

"How dare you touch my son!"

"What have you done to my precious child?"

Without even assessing the situation, two middle-aged men charged at me, eyes blazing with wrath. I sighed and pushed Ak Yeonho forward, saying, "Yeonho, you take care of them.

Ak Yeonho eagerly stepped forward, cracking his neck. "Look at how you raised your kids... According to Article 3, Section 5 of the Murim Alliance Constitution, you've drawn weapons... So you're dead!"

He conveniently forgot the rest and began to beat the men senseless.

POW! WHACK! WHAM! BAM!

Is this really the guy who tried to hold me back just now? It seems that he too badly needs to vent his pent-up frustration. 

A few minutes later, we tied up the two father-son pairs and dragged them to the courthouse. Cheong Cheon, looking disgruntled, took the four offenders into custody even as he complained, "I'm seeing a lot of you today. How many times does this make?"

"Three. With so many hot-headed idiots around, it's only natural that fights will break out all the time. Good luck. We'll probably see you again soon."

As we turned to leave, Ak Yeonho nudged me and asked, "Hyung-nim, is there really such a law?"

"What law?"

"Article 3, Section 5 of the Murim Alliance Constitution, about drawing weapons in public..."

I stared at him, half amused, half exasperated. "Of course not. I made it up."

"What? Then why did you lie about it?"

"How would the kids know it was a lie? I just did it to scare them a little. Besides, it serves as an effective deterrent to other potential troublemakers in the vicinity."

"Wow, you really are cunning..." Ak Yeonho looked at me in awe. 

It's really no big deal, I thought, but before I could say anything, someone nearby started yelling again.

"What are you looking at?"

"You picking a fight with me? Huh?"

"Enough talk! Draw your sword!"

Not again... I massaged my throbbing temples and groaned, "Haah..."

"This is driving me nuts," Ak Yeonho whined.

It seemed like we'd be going in and out of the courthouse all day. With a collective sigh, we ran to the source of the commotion, ready for another round of conflict management.
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Wherever people congregate, disputes are inevitable, especially when many of them are armed martial artists prepared to spill blood at any moment.

To maintain order in the city during the Azure Dragon Academy entrance exams, the government and the Murim Alliance had deployed many forces around the city, and even temporary instructors like Ak Yeonho and me were called upon to help patrol the streets.

"I never thought it would be this bad."

"Not only the applicants, but also their parents, siblings and friends... What a disaster."

At first, we tried to mediate peacefully, but it wasn't long before we realized how wrong we were.

"The best way to deal with uncivilized barbarians is a good beating!"

"Let's make examples of the next brawling idiots who dare cross our path!"

With stern faces, we patrolled until noon, when we grew hungry and exhausted.

"Let's get some food. Why should we starve because of work?"

"Right. We work to eat and eat to live..."

Unfortunately, it wasn't easy to find a restaurant that wasn't completely full in the crowded city. Only after a long search did we find a shabby inn on the outskirts of the city. We hastily devoured a meal of noodles and dumplings, but the usual portion wasn't quite enough, so we ordered more food. While waiting for seconds, we finally had a moment to relax and catch our breath.

"Ahh, I'm alive again."

"By the way, Hyung-nim, how do you think the students you taught will do? You said you'd get ten thousand silver taels if the old man passes," Ak Yeonho asked with sparkling eyes. 

Come to think of it, since Shadow had requested a ban on outside visitors for a month to ensure the elder's safety, neither he nor any of my fellow teachers had ever visited the White Dragon Manor.

"Well..."

I thought of Gongson Su, who was probably just finishing his morning exam. Over the past month, I had done my utmost to help him, but the most effective things were the removal of accumulated toxins from his body, the digestion of the medicinal herbs he had ingested over the years, and most importantly, his innate talent and diligent effort.

Though he had never practiced martial arts before meeting me, he now looked quite proper in his martial arts uniform.

If he had trained systematically from a young age, he might have become quite the master.

Despite his frail body, Gongson Su possessed the insight and determination to overcome all odds. Had he been born into a wealthy family or a prestigious clan, he might have become a renowned martial artist. 


"I'll definitely pass and bring back the Azure Dragon Emblem."



Remembering how Gongson Su had gripped his sword with calloused hands this morning, I smiled and said, "By my standards, he's already passed."

"...So he could still fail the exam?"

I gave Ak Yeonho an incredulous look. "What are you talking about? My standards are very high... Oh, the food's here!"

I eagerly grabbed the new dish the waiter brought out, and Ak Yeonho followed suit.

"What about the other one? Wiji Cheon? The rumors about him are unbelievable."

"Cheon? Don't worry about him. With his abilities, he'll definitely be the top student."

...Although he's still emotionally unstable, that will improve with time. Still, I can't help but be a little worried.

The inner demons created by Wiji Cheon's encounter with qi deviation were a double-edged sword. In the process of overcoming his trauma, he could either fall back into qi deviation and turn into a mad demon, or achieve enlightenment and transform his heart's sword into a divine blade.

"...And he'll become the best swordsman in the world one day," I added smugly.

"Yeah, yeah. Your love for your students is something else." Ak Yeonho shook his head, thinking I was exaggerating. 

Just you wait, one day, you'll be begging him for an autograph.

After we finished eating, we got up to leave.

"If we're lucky, we can still watch the late afternoon spars. I think we're supposed to change shifts soon."

"Only if we're lucky... Hmm?" Suddenly, I spotted a familiar face outside the window. 

Shadow? What's she doing over there? Gongson Su, Wiji Cheon, or Hyonwon Kang weren't with her. Instead, a middle-aged man with an ordinary appearance but an unusual gait and a stiff right arm walked silently beside her.

I habitually analyzed the stranger and observed his surroundings. He's a master assassin trained in the same martial arts as Shadow, and his right arm is a prosthetic.

"Hyung-nim? What are you staring at? Did you spot a pretty girl? Is it the one in black?" Ak Yeonho pointed at Shadow. 

Did this kid always have such shockingly good instincts? Not wanting him to get involved, I said, "Yeonho, go patrol by yourself for a bit."

"What?"

"I need to check something."

"Where are you going all of a sudden?"

Shadow and the stranger were disappearing into the crowd. I quickly stood up and patted Ak Yeonho's shoulder, saying, "I'll be quick. Just checking something."

"If the Headmaster catches you slacking... Hyung-nim? Hyung-nim!"

I waved goodbye to Ak Yeonho and hurried after Shadow and the stranger, following them from a distance.

I have a bad feeling about this.

Fortunately or unfortunately, my instincts were never wrong in these situations, and unsurprisingly, the suspicious duo entered a building connected to an underground passage. 

SWOOSH!

Just as I wondered how I would keep following them, ten top-class assassins appeared out of nowhere and quickly surrounded the building.

Damn it, are they having a secret meeting in there? From the looks of it though... I don't think they're Shadow's friends.
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"It's been a while."

"Yes, Master," Shadow replied respectfully. The man sitting opposite her had taught her martial arts and was once her direct superior. Nobody knew his real name, and he was usually referred to by the codename "Shadowless".

"Has the Prime Minister informed you of the contents of the secret letter?"

"Yes, I heard that the Skyshadows will be responsible for escorting the Elder back to the Imperial Palace."

The Skyshadows were an intelligence organization within the Royal Guard. They were responsible for infiltration, assassinations, VIP protection, and all the dirty work that couldn't be documented. Until a few years ago, Shadow had been a part of it.

"We move tomorrow. Are you ready?"

"Yes."

"With your skills, I'm sure you've done everything perfectly. I won't need to check." Shadowless smiled faintly. "You know, your face has become much more expressive now."

"That's thanks to the Elder," Shadow said, lowering her head, a little embarrassed. 

"Hahaha!" Reminiscing about his former protégé, Shadowless laughed. She possessed talent that surpassed her master's, and had successfully completed countless difficult missions. 

That's why I had to spend so much time and effort planning for this day.

"You were the best assassin I ever trained, but right now, you are a failure as an assassin. However, since you are no longer part of the Skyshadows, I won't hold that against you," he said.

"Thank you."

"But I never expected you to become so dull."

"...What?" Sensing that something was amiss, Shadow tensed up.

Wearing a huge grin that did not reach his eyes, Shadowless whispered, "We have decided to kill the Prime Minister."


Chapter 82: Actually, Just Close Your Eyes

Poison! Shadow held her breath the moment she felt the poisonous gas filling the room, but it was too late. Some of it had already seeped into her body. Despite her resistance to most poisons, beads of cold sweat formed on her forehead and her fingers began to tremble. 

Shadowless watched her coolly. "Quite potent, isn't it? Even you won't last long without the antidote."

"Why...?" Shadow forced out a whisper.

Shadowless grinned. "As I said, you've become careless. The old you would have noticed and acted before the poison spread. Were you that glad to see me?"

"......" Shadow struggled to regain her composure. As Shadowless had once taught her, an assassin must never show emotion. First, I need time to assess the situation and purge the poison from my body. Luckily, since he hasn't killed me yet, he must want to negotiate.

"Treason... is it?" she asked.

It's so obvious that she's trying to stall for time. Shadowless laughed, "Treason? Why use such a blasphemous word? Murdering the Prime Minister is not treason."

"Elder Gongson is His Majesty's mentor, and His Majesty considers him akin to a father," Shadow argued.

"That is precisely the problem," Shadowless said, sipping his tea leisurely. 

His relaxed demeanor seemed full of openings, but Shadow knew better than to attack him recklessly. 

"Prime Minister Gongson has wielded immense power since His Majesty's childhood, serving as his eyes and ears. He's even killed countless virtuous officials to secure his own power," he continued.

"Why are you spouting such nonsense?" Shadow shot back. Gongson Su had dedicated his life to the country and the Emperor. If he were truly power hungry, he wouldn't have chosen to retire to his hometown after years of dominating the Imperial Palace.

"Nonsense?"

"Elder Gongson has never ordered the execution of an innocent person! You of all people should know that!" Shadow shouted. 

The Royal Guard's intelligence network, Skyshadow, knew all of the palace's dirty secrets, including the power struggles and unspeakable incidents that were never brought to light. There was no way Shadowless didn't know the truth.


"Shadow, the Prime Minister may be fearsome, but he deserves respect."



Years ago, Shadowless had expressed his admiration for Gongson Su, but now he was portraying the Prime Minister as a corrupt official. 

Shadow couldn't make any sense of it.

"Hahahaha!" Shadowless burst out laughing. "Well, if he had just spent his last days in peace and quiet, none of this would be happening."

A shiver ran down Shadow's spine. This was the first time she had ever seen her former master laugh for real. "What do you mean...?" she blurted out.

Shadowless set down his teacup with a decisive clink. "When Prime Minister Gongson retired due to illness, His Majesty finally came to his senses. However, as soon as the news of the Prime Minister's recovery spread, His Majesty acted quickly to recall him, alarming his most loyal subjects."

"No way..." Shadow's eyes widened, sensing the intense lust for power in Shadowless's gaze. 

Shadowless narrowed his eyes and a wicked smile formed on his lips. "Fearing that His Majesty would once again become the Prime Minister's puppet, the royalists begged me to take action."

"As the Emperor's shadow, how dare you ally yourself with traitors to seize power? If that's not treason, then what is?" Shadow growled through gritted teeth as she secretly concentrated the poison in her body. It was a temporary solution, but at least she could move more freely now.

Shadowless grinned wickedly. "I've been a puppet of power all my life. Why shouldn't I enjoy that power?"

He's gone mad, Shadow shuddered. She had always thought of Shadowless as the perfect, emotionless assassin. Now she realized how wrong she had been.

Suddenly, a frightening thought crossed her mind. Wait, if the entire Royal Guard is involved in this... 

She chose her words carefully, trying to extract the information she needed. "Did Sir Skysword approve?"

Shadowless' smile faltered slightly, and a wave of killing intent swept over her.

"Approve? Do you think Skysword is above me?" he snarled.

Shadow inwardly heaved a sigh of relief. Phew, so Skysword doesn't know about this. The Royal Guard hasn't been compromised.

Skysword was the captain and the strongest member of the Royal Guard. Ten years ago, two notorious villains, the sworn brothers known as the Illusion Demon and the One-Eyed Demon, wreaked havoc throughout the world, repeatedly raiding government facilities and leaving messages mocking the Emperor. The Murim Alliance was called upon to eliminate them, but the two villains were too powerful and ended up slaughtering all the masters of the orthodox sects.

One day, a man dressed in the robes of an imperial official appeared in front of the two villains and said, "By imperial decree, I shall execute you here and now."

Ten seconds later, both the Illusion Demon and the One-Eyed Demon were beheaded, and their heads were taken to the imperial capital and put on public display for a month.

From then on, the man called Skysword was recognized as one of the Ten Supremes of the murim.

I must inform Sir Skysword. He can turn this situation around, Shadow decided, quietly gathering her inner qi. She had to escape this place, even if it meant losing a limb or two.

Before she could move, however, Shadowless pulled a small wooden box from his robes and opened it, revealing medicinal herbs with a subtle scent. "Shadow, I'm going to give you a chance to live. I've heard that you personally prepare the Prime Minister's decoction every day. Use this instead," he offered.

Even a fool can tell these herbs aren't medicine. Shadow replied icily, "You want me to poison Elder Gongson? You want me to kill him with my own hands?"

"This is the cleanest way. Given his age, it's not like he has much longer to live. No one would suspect anything if he died in his sleep."

"......" Shadow stared at the box in silence. 

Shadowless' harsh expression softened and his voice took on a persuasive tone. "His Majesty knows how much the Prime Minister cherishes you. You will not be blamed for his death."

"……"

"If you do this one thing, I promise you complete freedom. Prime Minister Gongson may have promised you wealth and honor, but he's not the only one who can make such promises," Shadowless said, then produced another box, this one containing a dark-colored pill. "Swallow this, then go back and prepare the decoction tonight. I'll give you the antidote as soon as we confirm his death."

"......" Lies. All lies. The moment I swallow this pill, I'll become his dog, incapable of ever defying him, Shadow thought.

"Or would you rather die here?" Shadowless added casually, confident that she had no other choice. She was already poisoned, and after serving as Gongson Su's personal guard for so long, she had become complacent. 

She was no longer the hardworking and ruthless assassin he once knew. 

An assassin who begins to feel emotions begins to value their life. She can't refuse my offer.

Alas, he was mistaken. Shadow had no interest in wealth or honor. Over the years, she had never neglected her training, and she always carried out every mission with the utmost diligence. 

Most importantly, she had grown deeply fond of Gongson Su. To her, Gongson Su was no longer just the Prime Minister she served, but the only family she had.

"I... I would rather die than betray the Elder!" she screamed.

"Are you sure you won't regret it?"

"Absolutely," Shadow said, springing to her feet and swiftly flinging the throwing knives hidden in her sleeves.

THUD! THUD! THUD!

The projectiles embedded themselves deep into the table which Shadowless flipped over to shield himself from the sudden attack.

As if expecting this to happen, Shadow continued to attack, unperturbed.

Seeing her steely resolve, Shadowless clicked his tongue, "Tsk. So this is your answer. How disappointing."

Four assassins jumped down from the ceiling, and two more emerged from the floor. Surrounded, Shadow drew her daggers and activated Skyshadow's secret martial art, Dark Shadow Flow.

SSSSSS...

Her form blurred and vanished into a mist, but so did those of the other assassins. They were all experts in the same martial art.

He brought all of Skyshadow's elite with him, Shadow thought, but this was no time to be shocked. She quickly dodged and parried the onslaught of blades from all directions.

CLANG, CLANG, CLANG!

Before she became Gongson Su's personal bodyguard, she had been the best in Skyshadow, aside from Shadowless. Unfortunately, her opponents were no pushovers either. Outnumbered, poisoned, and trapped, she was soon covered in wounds.

Watching from afar, Shadowless commanded, "Do not kill her. I want to try 'persuading' her again."

Of course, this second persuasion would involve torture and drugs. 

"Keuk..." Shadow coughed. She was still fighting hard, but the increasing blood loss was making her dizzy, and the poison had begun to spread again. Still, she gritted her teeth and scanned the battlefield for a way out. Not yet. I'm not finished yet!

"...So stubborn," Shadowless complained, frowning. Shadow had killed three of the six assassins, and the rest were still fearless and relentless, but she still showed no signs of relenting. He'd thought she'd grown complacent since becoming the Prime Minister's bodyguard, but she was definitely stronger than she was five years ago. 

If she hadn't been caught off guard... Shadowless shivered at the haunting thought, then dismissed it. A possibility was a possibility, nothing more. "This is the end," he said.

CRASH!

Shadow's knees buckled and she fell to the ground. Her body had reached its limit. For every assassin she killed, a new one appeared to replace them. It was never-ending.

Still, her mind remained sharp. My right arm is useless and their numbers are overwhelming. Rather than continue to fight, I should...

Shadow went limp to save the last of her strength. She had only one chance to succeed. The moment Shadowless dropped his guard and entered her attack range, she would sacrifice her right arm to deliver a fatal blow to his neck.

I don't know if this will work, but... No, it has to work!

If she could at least kill Shadowless, the traitors' plan would be disrupted, and the Elder's chances of survival would increase.

"You haven't given up yet, have you?" Shadowless said, standing just out of reach. His assassin's instincts had warned him of the danger she posed, and he wasn't about to take any risks. "Seal her acupuncture points," he said.

At his command, the assassins immediately fired qi needles at Shadow from all directions, completely paralyzing her. One of the assassins then approached her and restrained her from behind. 

Damn it, Elder... Unable to even open her mouth, she glared at Shadowless through clenched teeth. She wasn't afraid of death, but she regretted not being able to protect the Elder, who had just begun to find happiness. She also hated the fact that she would never know more about the emotions she had just begun to feel.


"Hohoho, I'm going to be very sad when you get married."



Perhaps such a day would have come. She had thought to ask him to play the role of a father on that day.

"Are you crying, Shadow? It's a good thing I decided to follow you," a man said.

That's not Shadowless's voice. Who...? Shadow looked in the direction of the speaker, but she couldn't see his face clearly through the haze of tears in her eyes.

"!!" At the unfamiliar voice, all the assassins turned their heads simultaneously, but before they could react, the man attacked.

SLASH!

A powerful wave of sword qi sliced the assassin holding Shadow in half and scattered the other assassins.

"Are you okay?" the man asked.

Shadow stared blankly at the back of the man standing before her.

"Who are you?" Shadowless shouted. The man had a handsome face, pale skin, and wore extravagant bright blue robes, but his frigid aura and the blood dripping from his sword stood in disturbing contrast to his clean appearance.

The man sneered, "Would you know if I told you?"

"...There were guards outside. How did you get in?"

Baek Suryong casually pointed his sword at Shadowless as if he was taking a leisurely stroll. "How else? Obviously, I killed them all."

The scattered assassins regrouped and began to close in on him, but Baek Suryong was unfazed. Instead, he turned around and said to Shadow behind him, "Whatever you're about to see, pretend you didn't see it. Actually, just close your eyes."

"......" Shadow squeezed her eyes shut, feeling it was the right thing to do. 

At that moment, a blood-red sword qi enveloped Baek Suryong's sword.



Translator's Note: I swear, these codenames are driving me nuts.


Chapter 83: Why Don't We Do This Instead

"This can't be happening…" Shadowless muttered, unable to believe what he was seeing.

The Skyshadows, the intelligence and assassination network he had led for over ten years, was being decimated. Though largely unknown in the murim, the imperial organization prided itself on being equal to the top three assassins' guilds in the murim.

Yet here they were, being butchered by one man.

SPLAT!

One assassin was split in half from his left shoulder to his right waist, spilling blood and intestines all over the place.

THUD!

Baek Suryong kicked the corpse into another assassin who was approaching him. The assassin, momentarily blinded, froze for a second. Seizing the moment, Baek Suryong struck like lightning, impaling both the corpse and the assassin.

THWACK!

Even with his stomach skewered, the assassin, trained to fire hidden weapons instead of screaming even at the brink of death, spat out a poisoned dart.

However, Baek Suryong simply tilted his head and dodged the dart effortlessly. At the same time, he slashed sideways, severing the assassin's waist, then turned around and extended his left arm toward another assassin launching a surprise attack from the ceiling.

BOOM!

The falling assassin crashed into the wall so hard that the stone cracked. Baek Suryong, catching the sword his opponent had just dropped with his left hand, murmured to himself, "Hmm… I haven't dual wielded swords in a while."

A few seconds later, the assassins couldn't help but scream in silence. You fucking liar!

Despite claiming to be rusty, Baek Suryong swung two swords with such skill that he might as well have been ambidextrous all along. The dance of the twin blades coated with fiery crimson sword qi was as mesmerizing as it was deadly, for with each swing, someone would lose a limb, yet amazingly, not a single drop of blood stained Baek Suryong's bright blue clothes.

The suffocating stench of blood soon filled the room, and the assassins paused to regroup.

"Assassins are scary only when they catch you by surprise. If you know they're coming, they're not much of a threat. Anyway, it's my turn now." Baek Suryong smiled, then charged into the fray.

Shadowless gulped. That man… His martial arts are definitely impressive, but he's far too comfortable with killing.

Most martial artists, even those from unorthodox sects, would be repulsed by the sight of so many corpses and the overwhelming stench of blood, but not only was this man's expression unchanged, he swung his sword without a hint of hesitation, seemingly more desensitized to killing than the assassins themselves.

He might even be enjoying this. Damn it, where on earth did such a monster come from? If I lose any more assassins, the very existence of the Skyshadows will be threatened!

Grinding his teeth, Shadowless harnessed his shadow arts and began to merge with his surroundings, turning hazy. 

[Create an opening. I'll finish this,] he commanded his subordinates telepathically.

[Understood!]

Assassins swarmed Baek Suryong from every conceivable angle—front, rear, and even diving down from above—each one willing to lay down their life. The cramped quarters caused a lot of friendly fire, yet it mattered little to them. Even as they lay dying, they held onto their blades tightly, their bodies obstructing Baek Suryong's view.

They were but decoys for their leader, Shadowless, to strike the decisive blow.

"Be careful! The other assassins' attacks are just a diversion!" Shadow shouted, her eyes widening in alarm. 

While Baek Suryong was dealing with the assassins, she hadn't just waited idly with her eyes closed. She had focused her energy and managed to break the seals on her acupuncture points. Now able to move again, she stood up and yelled, "The real attack is from Shadowless!"

"Too late," Shadowless said, suddenly appearing behind Baek Suryong like a ghost. With a cold smile, he plunged his sword into Baek Suryong's back. "It's over."

"Over?" Baek Suryong laughed.

"!!" Shadowless's eyes widened in shock. A torn blue robe fluttered in the air, but Baek Suryong was not there. Realizing that his attack had missed, he quickly thrust his left arm behind him to block an attack from the rear.  

CRACK!

Baek Suryong grabbed Shadowless's left arm and dislocated it. "You're so predictable," he complained.

Yet, Shadowless did not give up. Instead, a sinister smile spread across his lips. "Fufu, you've fallen into my trap!"

Extending his left arm first was part of Shadowless's plan. As his left arm was being twisted, he aimed for Baek Suryong's chest with his right arm.

Shadow screamed as she ran toward them, "Be careful! Shadowless's right arm is..."

CLICK.

Suddenly, a hole opened in Shadowless's palm and dozens of steel needles shot out.

"Try bragging about how you predicted this, too!" Shadowless shouted. This was his final ace. His victory was certain. In a moment, Baek Suryong would be reduced to a lifeless corpse riddled with needle holes. 

However, Baek Suryong's next words plunged him into the depths of despair.

"What made you think I wouldn't notice your prosthetic arm? Of course I knew you had a trick up your sleeve, literally. Didn't expect needles, though." With a mocking laugh, Baek Suryong's form blurred.

An afterimage! Shadowless thought as the needles pierced right through their target and embedded themselves in the wall.

SWISH!

At the same time, Shadowless's prosthetic arm was severed at the shoulder and fell to the ground. Thrown off balance, he staggered, and a cold blade touched his neck.

"If you've got nothing else to show, let's call it a day. I need to get back before the afternoon exams begin."

Facing such overwhelming skill, Shadowless could do nothing but kneel in surrender.
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"Elder Gong is the Prime Minister?" Baek Suryong's jaw dropped. He had guessed that Gongson Su was a high-ranking politician, but to think the old man was none other than the Prime Minister himself.

The Prime Minister, the most powerful man in the country after the Emperor.

"Uh... I didn't make any mistakes in the past month, did I?"

"Shall I start from the first day?"

"Ahem!"

Shadow chuckled at the sight of Baek Suryong awkwardly clearing his throat. It was hard to believe that this was the same man who had coldly slaughtered dozens of assassins only moments before.

However, she quickly composed herself and said, "Elder Gong is in danger."

The imperial intelligence network had intercepted secret letters between the Emperor and Gongson Su, and, fearing the prime minister's return, conspired with corrupt officials to assassinate him.

Shadowless tried to force me to kill Elder Gong and pass it off as a natural death, but... Would those power-hungry monsters in the Imperial Palace have relied on the Skyshadows alone? No, that's too risky. If they failed, they would risk their own destruction.

"Kukuku..." Shadowless, bound and kneeling, let out a soft chuckle and looked up at Baek Suryong with bloodshot eyes. "Now I know who you are. Baek Suryong, the martial arts instructor who filled the Prime Minister's head with ideas..."

"When did I ever do such a thing? Besides, Elder Gong was the one who came looking for me first," Baek Suryong corrected, but Shadowless seemed uninterested in the truth.

"Fufu, I never imagined that you were such a skilled master... I made a grave mistake when I focused only on Shadow."

"Shadowless, are you the only one sent to kill the Elder?" Shadow asked, glaring at her former master.

Shadowless smiled faintly. "I wish that were the case, but... you don't really think the royalists are that stupid, do you?"

"I knew it! Who else is involved?" Shadow desperately grabbed Shadowless by the collar, but there was no fear in the man's eyes. He knew that even if he survived the interrogation, he would eventually be killed.

"All three major assassins' guilds in the murim have been mobilized."

"What!?"

Serves you right for thwarting my plans. Seeing Shadow's despair, Shadowless felt a surge of joy. "Shadow, you fool. Accepting my offer was the only way for the Prime Minister to die peacefully. Do you think the murim assassins will be as considerate as I was? They will use any means necessary."

"……"

"My failure means the Prime Minister knows he's been targeted. Kukuku. Now, the royalists have been backed into a corner. They must kill the Prime Minister before the Emperor finds out, because if they fail, they'll be executed..."

"......"

"Do you understand now? Even if I hadn't sided with them, the Prime Minister was doomed. You idiot. If only you had listened to me...!"

POW! 

Shadowless's head snapped to the side. 

Wiping the blood from his fist, Baek Suryong mumbled, "Fuck, I accidentally got blood on me."

Shadowless glared at Baek Suryong, blood dripping from his nose. "The assassins' guilds will soon learn of my failure as well. Now that they're taking over the mission, the Prime Minister will die today, but don't worry, you're next! With the Prime Minister dead, the Emperor will demand accountability. Who do you think the royalists will blame? The man who taught a sixty-year-old martial arts, the academy that accepted him, and the county officials that let it happen... Framing all of you is too easy! The Nanchang government will be wiped out and the Azure Dragon Academy will burn! Hahaha!"

Shadowless's maniacal laughter echoed in the blood-soaked room. Realizing he had no way out after failing his mission, he had lost his mind.

"I've heard enough."

SWISH! THUNK!

Shadowless's decapitated head rolled on the floor.

"So…" he said, glancing at the rolling head on the floor. "The situation seems a lot worse than I thought. What's your plan?"

If the Prime Minister died, Azure Dragon Academy would burn and everyone involved would be captured and killed. It wouldn't be difficult for Baek Suryong to escape even in the worst case scenario, but he would lose everything he had worked so hard to gain.

"…We must protect Elder Gong from the assassins. At the same time, we need to contact the Emperor," Shadow said, retrieving an antidote from Shadowless's body and swallowing it.

"Can we trust the military?"

"Given the situation… there's a good chance they've already been compromised."

"Is there any place he can hide?"

"All the hiding places I know have already been discovered by the Skyshadows."

Baek Suryong sighed. "So… we can't trust the authorities, and there's nowhere to hide. Is there a way to discreetly contact the palace?"

"It's possible, but it will take time for them to take action."

"How long?"

"At best, a few days..."

In other words, we have to protect Gongson Su until then. It was a grim prospect, but Baek Suryong nodded calmly. "Let's figure it out as we get out of here."

The two of them quickly exited the building, formulating their plan as they went.

"First, we need to suspend the Azure Dragon Academy entrance exam and ensure the elder's safety..."

"No," Baek Suryong interrupted. "Let's continue with the entrance exam as planned."

"What? You want to expose the Elder in public?" Shadow protested.

However, Baek Suryong had a different idea. "If we keep Elder Gong under strict surveillance, the assassins won't attack openly. Instead, they'll resort to dirty tricks."

Poison, concealed weapons, explosives, hostage-taking—these were just a few of the methods that went through Baek Suryong's mind as he put himself in the assassins' shoes. 

"It's better to limit their options," he concluded. "Why don't we do this instead? Let's use Elder Gong as bait to lure out the assassins and hunt them down."

This was a strategy that Shadow could not even begin to imagine. It was something only Baek Suryong could devise.

Baek Suryong's eyes gleamed like a predator eyeing its prey.



Translator's Note: Baek Suryong the dual lightsaber wielding Sith Lord. Kekek.


Chapter 84: Act Normal, Act Normal...

"...Understood."

To Baek Suryong's surprise, Shadow easily agreed to his suggestion of using Gongson Su as bait to hunt down the assassins, a plan he had expected her to vehemently oppose.

"Really? I thought you would be harder to convince," he said, looking at her bemusedly.

"I feel sorry for the Elder, but... as someone trained in assassination, I think this is the most effective solution," Shadow sighed. In truth, she couldn't help but marvel at Baek Suryong's ingenuity.

He was born to parents from the orthodox sects and trained in their traditional martial arts. How is it that he can understand the mind of an assassin so well? Besides, during the fight earlier... his martial arts skills aside, he didn't hesitate to kill at all.

Shadow's mind buzzed with questions, but now wasn't the time to ask them. 

As if he could read her mind, though, Baek Suryong grinned. "To teach a student well, you have to know a little bit about everything."

"That doesn't quite explain it, but... whatever, that's not important right now. We need to keep moving."

The two martial artists stepped out of the building. Since Baek Suryong had already taken care of the nearby assassins, the area was eerily quiet.

"I'll contact the palace right away," Shadow said.

"And I'll gather trustworthy allies. We can't fight off all the assassins by ourselves. How much time do we have?"

"A few hours at most. Soon, word will spread that the Skyshadows have been wiped out."

That means we have only a few hours to figure out a plan to deal with the assassins and protect Gongson Su. Baek Suryong nodded, "Alright, then let's get started."

"Understood. But..." Shadow, who was about to leave, paused and looked back at Baek Suryong. "Should we tell the Elder about all this?"

"What do you think?"

Shadow hesitated. In the past, she would have immediately reported everything to Gongson Su, but now she was different. She was no longer just his bodyguard, but a daughter who wished to support her father's dream. 

"...Is it okay if we tell him after the exam?" she asked shyly.

Baek Suryong smiled and nodded, "Sure. Besides, telling him won't change anything and will only distract him."

More importantly, the Elder's ignorance will make him a better bait, he thought. 

Shadow smiled back, feeling more at ease. Despite the grave situation, she found Baek Suryong's smile very reassuring.

"Thank you. Then, I'll head to the Azure Dragon Academy as soon as I finish contacting the Imperial Palace," she said, before leaping up a building and running across the rooftops.

Baek Suryong watched her for a moment, then looked in the direction of the Azure Dragon Academy. Sounding resigned, he muttered, "First, I need to persuade the most dependable person at the Academy to help us."

He's not going to like the sound of this, though.
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"Are you telling me... to believe that?" Mae Geuklyom's eyebrow twitched and his snow-white beard quivered as he looked at his only grandson. The boy had returned from his patrol duty nearly an hour late, but his excuse was...

"What? The Prime Minister? Assassins? The Azure Dragon Academy burning and people being executed? Are you mocking me?" Mae Geuklyom's eyes blazed with fury. 

He stomped toward Baek Suryong, seemingly ready to tear him apart, but stopped short of drawing his sword. "If you were late, you should start by apologizing! How dare you come here and spout nonsense? Are you drunk?!"

"Grandfather, it's not nonsense. I know it's hard to believe, but it's all true!" Baek Suryong insisted, feeling wronged.

"You insolent boy, do you want a taste of my blade... Hmm?" Mae Geuklyom's voice trailed off mid-sentence. 

As he approached his grandson, the metallic tang of blood tickled his nose. Instinctively, he examined Baek Suryong closely. His sharp eyes missed nothing, and he soon noticed the faint bloodstains on Baek Suryong's sleeve and the new scratches on his scabbard and sword hilt.

His expression grew grim. "No way... How much of what you said is true?"

"All of it. I didn't exaggerate a thing," Baek Suryong replied, looking deadly serious. 

This isn't the usual sly punk who's always trying to outsmart me. Realizing the gravity of the situation, Mae Geuklyom took a deep breath. "Huh. What on earth..."

"We don't have time. Assassins will be targeting Prime Minister Gongson within hours. We have to do something, and quickly," Baek Suryong urged.

"......"

"Grandfather... please," Baek Suryong whispered.

After a moment of silence, Mae Geuklyom asked, "Do you have a plan?"

"Yes. I've already contacted a few people, shall we head over to the meeting place?"

Not long later, Ak Yeonho, Myeong Il'oh, Jaegal Soyeong, and Shadow arrived at the designated location.

"Hyung-nim?"

"Why did you call us here urgently?"

"If this isn't important, I'm leaving. I snuck out without telling Mr. Namgung."

The three rookie instructors complained about the unexpected summons, but after Baek Suryong clarified the circumstances, their views shifted dramatically.

"Lies!"

"This is crazy…"

"You're joking, right?"

Their skepticism was understandable, but there was no time for protracted persuasion. Baek Suryong clapped his hands to get his colleagues attention and quickly explained, "I've gathered only those I trust here. We need to protect the Prime Minister until the end of the entrance exam and hunt down every assassin who targets him. Please, help me protect the Prime Minister and the Azure Dragon Academy."

"……" No one objected. In spite of Baek Suryong's usual mischievous antics and callous behavior, they all knew that he was not one to jest when it mattered most, and right now, his stern face was enough to convince them of the seriousness of the situation.

Gripping his spear tightly, Ak Yeonho asked, "What do you need us to do?"

"First, we…" Baek Suryong began explaining his plan, with Shadow and Mae Geuklyom occasionally chiming in to refine the details. 

Suddenly, Jaegal Soyeong timidly raised her hand and asked, "Shouldn't we inform the Principal about something this important?"

Baek Suryong shook his head. "I've thought about it, but it's better if we don't tell him."

"Why not?"

"He's too noticeable. If he does anything out of the ordinary, the enemy will notice immediately."

That was the official reason, but the truth was more nuanced than that.

Noh Goonsang is an unpredictable variable, Baek Suryong mused. Although the Principal of the Azure Dragon Academy was a formidable martial master and generally friendly toward Baek Suryong, he couldn't be entirely trusted. 

One's educational policy and political views are mutually exclusive. Considering Noh Goonsang's position, there's no guarantee he isn't involved with politicians. And then... there's Namgung Jaehak. Is the Namgung Clan really in the dark? Even if they are, a family that is so closely connected to politics would surely think of a way to take advantage of the situation.

Maybe I'm just being paranoid, but it's better to be safe than sorry.

"Right now, we need a small, elite group that can move discreetly," Baek Suryong explained.

"I agree," Shadow added. 

Mae Geuklyom surveyed the group and sighed, "So, are these six people all we can muster?"

"No, there's one more," Baek Suryong said.

Everyone stared at him, puzzled. Who could he be talking about? No familiar faces came to mind.

"Who is it?" Mae Geuklyom asked.

Baek Suryong chuckled, thinking of the person currently at Gongson Su's side. "Well, he's not usually the most reliable guy... but it's about time he started earning his keep."
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"Uggggh..." Hyonwon Kang grumbled under his breath.

"Is something wrong, Senior Wonkang? Your face reminds me of a dog holding back its shit," Gongson Su teased.

Hyonwon Kang immediately protested, "What? Me? What's wrong with my face? Shit? No, I don't need to shit! I'm fine!"

"You're talking nonsense. Are you sure you're not sick?" 

"Who's sick? Mind your own business, old man! Worry more about yourself!" Hyonwon Kang retorted sharply.

"What's there to worry about?"

"Senior, are you really okay?" Wiji Cheon asked concernedly.

"You spat out your tea earlier and have been acting weird ever since. Come on, we're all friends here. Just tell us. Do you have a crush on someone in this room?" Gongson Su grinned coyly.

"It's nothing. Just concentrate on your exam, both of you," Hyonwon Kang sighed exasperatedly. In reality, his grumbling was just a facade to hide his true feelings. Deep down, he was on the verge of panic.

Assassins? Out of nowhere? Have they lost their minds? he thought. 

Until a few minutes ago, the three of them had been enjoying a meal and some tea together. As a senior of the Azure Dragon Academy, Hyonwon Kang wanted to give his fellow students some useful advice and help them relax before their final sparring test in the afternoon.

Then, all of a sudden, he received a telepathic message from Baek Suryong.

[Wonkang, assassins are targeting the Elder.]

"Ptooey!"

Tea spewed out of his mouth with such force that everyone in the restaurant turned to stare at him.

[Act normal. Don't mention this to the Elder or Cheon, just keep it to yourself.]

What followed was a tale so outlandish it could have come straight from a martial arts novel. 

Is he trying to prank me? For a moment, Hyonwon Kang wondered if Baek Suryong was just joking, but his teacher's tone was too serious for that.

[If we get too close to the Elder, it would alert the assassins to our presence, so we'll stay hidden and hunt them instead. Only you can stay by his side without arousing suspicion. After all, you're just a seventeen-year-old Azure Dragon Academy student.]

Hyonwon Kang wanted to deny the somewhat insulting assessment, but couldn't find any logical flaw in it. 

[We'll handle most of them before they reach the Elder, but if any slip through, you have to protect him. I trust you can do it.]

And that was the end of the telepathic message. Hyonwon Kang waited for further instructions, but half an hour had passed without any further contact from Baek Suryong.

"Argh, damn it..." Hyonwon Kang went back to fidgeting like a dog that desperately needed to take a shit.

"Haha, looks like our Senior Wonkang is feeling restless. Since we've had a good meal and some tea, shall we take a walk and warm up before the exam starts?" Gongson Su suggested.

"No, I'm not restless..." Hyonwon Kang mumbled, but Gongson Su had already started walking ahead.

Hyonwon Kang quickly caught up with him.

"Why are you standing so close to me?" Gongson Su asked.

"It's cold," Hyonwon Kang replied.

Gongson Su raised an eyebrow and looked at the boy suspiciously. "...Hm?"

Hyonwon Kang knew that his excuse was flimsy, but he could only give Gongson Su a look that begged him not to inquire any further. 

Act normal, act normal... he reminded himself.

The trio left the restaurant and stepped out into the crowded street. Since the Azure Dragon Academy entrance exam was in full swing, people were everywhere. 

Hyonwon Kang furrowed his brows. "Maybe we should stick to less crowded places. I have a bad feeling that we might run into trouble otherwise."

"Where would you find a less crowded place on a day like today?"

"Well, if we look hard enough..."

"Come on, let's enjoy the day! It only comes once!" Gongson Su laughed and walked down the street with the innocent joy of a child. Wiji Cheon followed him, also oblivious, while Hyonwon Kang trailed one step behind them, grimacing.

Act normal, act normal...

Unfortunately, Hyonwon Kang might have thought he was acting normal, but everyone he passed scrambled to get out of his way, visibly flustered.


Chapter 85: Oh My! If It Isn't Boksoon-Unnie!

"The Skyshadows have failed," a man in a black martial arts outfit reported, his voice devoid of emotion as he knelt. 

"Failed?" the listener replied with a frown and a click of his tongue. As the captain of the third unit of the Black Forest, one of the three major assassins' guilds in the murim, he went by only his code name, the Third Captain.

He roughly estimated the extent of Shadowless's failure, then asked, "Shadowless confidently declared that we wouldn't have to intervene, but it seems like he's all talk. Hmph, just as one would expect from a spoiled palace upstart. So did the bodyguard named Shadow escape? What's the target's status?"

The subordinate's response far exceeded his expectations.

"The Skyshadows were annihilated, and we lost track of the bodyguard. Fortunately, we didn't detect any unusual activity from the target."

"…What?" the Third Captain exclaimed, suspecting there might be an error in the report. The Skyshadows were annihilated? While they were not on par with the Black Forest, they weren't entirely incompetent.

"Where is Shadowless now?"

"He was found dead along with the other assassins."

"…Did the bodyguard called Shadow do this alone?"

"We can't be certain, but judging by the state of the bodies, it seems like the work of a single person."

"……" The Third Captain scowled. The Skyshadows, who had been so confident of their success, had not only failed spectacularly but even got themselves wiped out.

Is the one called Shadow stronger than we imagined, or was there another bodyguard we didn't know about…? 

The gap in his information was problematic, but the critical situation they were in was more important.

I had a bad feeling about this mission from the start.

The assassination of a former prime minister was a dangerous business. One mistake and they would become the enemies of the nation. When they'd received the request, he had even begged the Forest Lord, the master and owner of the Black Forest, to reject it, but the Forest Lord had refused.


"Forest Lord, this mission is too risky."

"…Both Deathshroud and Bloodletter accepted. We can't be the only ones to decline."



In the end, the three major assassins' guilds, Deathshroud, Black Forest, and Bloodletter, all accepted the mission. However, because the Skyshadows exhibited a confident demeanor, none of the guilds had mobilized in full.

Still, their forces weren't exactly weak, either.


"Third Captain, don't be such a worrywart. Look on the bright side. If the Skyshadows' plan goes smoothly, we'll get a reward for doing nothing."



I hoped it would be that easy too, but...not this time, I guess. With the Skyshadows' failure, the other assassins had no choice but to step in. 

The Third Captain sighed and asked his subordinate, "Are we ready to go?"

"Yes. All forty members have been split into ten teams and are ready for deployment."

"Any updates on what Deathshroud and Bloodletter are doing?"

"Bloodletter has already made their move. They likely received the same information as us."

The Third Captain scoffed, "Ignore them. Those Bloodletter guys may be many, but individually they're weak."

Historically, Bloodletter was founded by a motley crew of freelancers who accepted reckless assassination contracts driven by their lust for killing. Although they were now recognized as one of the three major assassins' guilds due to their large numbers, the Black Forest had never considered them as equals.

The Third Captain was more concerned with the other group. "Who did Deathshroud send?"

"Reportedly, it's the Seventh Shroud."

"The Seventh Shroud... that's a big name," the Third Captain sighed. Although Deathshroud had less than thirty members, it was the undisputed strongest assassins' guild in the murim. It was even rumored that their best assassins, known as the Ten Shrouds, were capable of assassinating the most formidable masters.

If that wasn't terrifying enough, the Forest Lord, the current leader of the Black Forest, was once a Deathshroud assassin himself.

"Keep me updated on Deathshroud's movements."

"Yes, sir."

The Third Captain rose from his chair. Deathshroud, Black Forest, Bloodletter. They were collectively known as the three major assassins' guilds, but most martial artists ranked them in that exact order.

This might be our chance.

The ultimate goal of the Black Forest was to surpass Deathshroud and become the top assassins' guild. 

The Third Captain recalled the Forest Lord's instructions.


"If the Skyshadows succeed, quietly take the payment and return, but if they fail, the Black Forest must be the one to take the Prime Minister's head."



We can't let anyone else steal our prize.

The reward for this mission went beyond mere financial gain. Influential individuals within the Imperial Palace had pledged to annul all existing warrants against Black Forest assassins and provide them with credible false identities as long as they succeeded. Moreover, with the Skyshadows gone, someone had to fill the void they left behind.

The greater the risk, the greater the reward.

Having settled his thoughts, the Third Captain turned to the waiting assassins and commanded, "Bring me the Prime Minister's head. As quickly as possible."

The assassins nodded and dispersed in all directions.

Little did the Third Captain know, the assassins of Deathshroud and Bloodletter were all thinking along the same lines.
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[This is Number Two. Target confirmed.]

[This is Number Three. Target confirmed.]

[This is Number Four. Target confirmed.]

Telepathic messages arrived in quick succession to the assassin known as Number One. After confirming his team's positions, he replied to each of them, [This is Number One. Target confirmed. Hold your positions.]

"Get your candied hawthorn! Sweet and delicious candied hawthorn!" he shouted in a high-pitched voice. Although he was a man, he was currently disguised as a plump, middle-aged woman to lower others' suspicions and to conceal numerous hidden weapons in his baggy dress.

[The target is moving. Maintain your distance.]

"Get your candied hawthorn!"

Number One discreetly narrowed the distance to his target, pushing a small cart, while directing his four-man assassin team's movements. The nature of an assassin's work required extreme patience, especially when the mark was a prominent person. Since they were aiming for the former Prime Minister, he was bound to be on constant alert and surrounded by vigilant bodyguards...

"Hohoho! It's nice to be outside!" the target laughed.

...Or not. But even if he seemed careless, approaching directly would be foolish. Normally, Number One would be more cautious, but he recalled the Third Captain's order: "Bring me the Prime Minister's head. As quickly as possible."

Judging the crowded marketplace to be good cover, Number One moved his team faster than usual. 

[This is Number Two. Will be within striking distance in five minutes.]

[This is Number Three. Reached sniping position.]

[This is Number Four. Encountered an unexpected troublesome guest. Will deal with him and resume moving within seven minutes.]

After confirming the telepathic reports, Number One gave the order, [We'll start the hunt in seven minutes. From this point forward, I'll communicate using bird calls.]

Since Thought Transmission could only be used on one person at a time, simple group commands were communicated much more efficiently through audio signals. In addition, the sounds they used were inaudible to civilians, and although martial artists might hear it, most of them would simply dismiss it as an annoying background noise.

No martial artist would pay attention to faint bird calls in a noisy place like this.

"Chirp!" Number One whistled.

"Chirp! "Chirp! "Chirp!" His team members replied, indicating their acknowledgement.

Seven minutes passed quickly. With the target in sight, Number One blew another whistle to give the command to hold position, "Chirrp!"

He then began slowly pushing his cart toward the target. "Get your candied hawthorn! Sweet and delicious candied hawthorn!"

As anticipated, the target looked toward Number One. At the same time, Number Two, disguised as a busker, pulled out a sword from his mouth, and Number Three, standing by a window across the street, discreetly took aim with a specially designed miniature crossbow. Number Four, however, was nowhere to be seen.

He hasn't shaken off the pest, Number One thought. Well, there's no need to panic. Assassinations rarely go according to plan.

Smiling warmly, he locked eyes with the target and said, "Elder, try some candied hawthorn. It's very sweet and delicious. Your grandchildren will love it too."

"Hoho. Candied hawthorn. I used to enjoy it when I was young," Gongson Su said gleefully, pulling out his wallet. 

Number One pursed his lips and whistled a long note, signaling to prepare to strike, "Cheeeeeeep!"

At his command, Number Two and Number Three tensed, ready to move at any moment. 

Number One, still smiling, pulled out some candied hawthorn from his cart and added, "I have hawthorn berries and chinese quince. Which would you like?"

"Of course, I'll have to try both. Give me two of each."

"Thank you so much."

"Here you go..."

Number One approached Gongson Su, holding candied hawthorn in both hands. At the same time, he subtly activated his inner arts, readying himself to whistle again. Although candied hawthorn was a simple snack made by skewering fruits on a bamboo stick and coating them with malt syrup, even a thin bamboo skewer was a deadly weapon in the hands of an assassin.

The moment he whistled, Number Two would leap forward and distract the larger boy, while Number Three would shoot the smaller boy with his crossbow. While the two bodyguards were occupied, the thin bamboo skewer would pierce Gongson Su's throat.

However, just as Number One was about to take action, a beautiful, extremely tall and pale-skinned woman suddenly stepped between him and Gongson Su.

"Oh my! If it isn't Boksoon-unnie!"

"Who...?" Number One was confused. He couldn't remember ever seeing this woman before, and he certainly had never used a name as rustic as Boksoon.

The woman immediately hugged Number One and lamented, "Unnie! It's me, Oak! Don't you remember? Ten years ago, you left our hometown to make money, and now you're here..."

TAP! TAP! TAP!

In an instant, the woman sealed the acupoints on Number One's back, paralyzing him and causing his eyes to widen in shock. The candied hawthorn fell to the ground, covered in dirt.

Gongson Su, who had been approaching, stepped back, watching the reunion of the two 'women' with a pleased expression. "Hoho. It seems you've met an old friend. Please, don't mind me and catch up."

"Oh, thank you, Elder. It's been ten years since I've seen my hometown Unnie. Unnie! Let's go to that tea house over there!"

"......" Unable to move or speak, Number One could only blink in disbelief at the sudden turn of events.

Wait, where are Number Two and Number Three? He searched for his teammates but couldn't see them. 

Instead, the woman claiming to be his hometown sister linked arms with him and whispered softly in his ear, "Black Forest or Bloodletter? You're definitely not Deathshroud."

"!!" A shiver ran down Number One's spine at the deep voice. This is no woman…it's a man…!



Translator's Note: A friendly reminder not to fall for the "Hey! It's me, your old friend, remember?" scam.


Chapter 86: The Azure Dragon Strikes Back

Number One found himself unceremoniously dragged into a dark alley, only to see his teammates Numbers Two, Three, and Four lying unconscious, surrounded by three masked martial artists.

I didn't sense them at all… Number One thought despairingly, his gaze fixed on the 'woman' who had not only ensnared him, but effortlessly neutralized an entire assassin squad.

CRACK.

The 'woman' began to remove her makeup and undo her intricate bone contortion, growing taller to reveal a remarkably handsome man. 

It was Baek Suryong. He surveyed the fallen assassins and spoke to his masked companions, "Good job, everyone. I'll handle the rest. You guys report back to Grandfather."

Silently, the masked figures, Ak Yeonho, Myeong Il'oh, and Jaegal Soyeong, nodded and disappeared over the wall with a flourish of their movement arts.

"…They seem to be having fun playing assassin," Baek Suryong muttered, clicking his tongue. He then turned back to Number One and unlocked his sealed acupoint. "You can talk now, but do try to keep the screaming to a minimum. Let's keep this professional, okay?"

Number One remained silent, prompting Baek Suryong to chuckle at his stoicism before suddenly dislocating Number One's shoulder with a swift motion.

"Khh!" Number One fell to his knees, his assassin's training the only thing preventing him from screaming. 

For a while, he glared defiantly at Baek Suryong. 

"…Do you think torture will make me talk? Kill me. You'll get nothing from me," he finally spat.

Baek Suryong smiled faintly. "If you really wanted to die, you could just bite your tongue. Why ask me to kill you?"

"……" Number One fell silent.

Baek Suryong crouched down, a faint red gleam appearing in his clear, glassy eyes as he met Number One's gaze. "You want to live, don't you? I know your type. You think you understand death because you deal with it every day. But do you really?"

"……"

Seeing Number One's continued reticence, Baek Suryong rummaged through the assassin's clothes and confiscated his hidden weapons. He then grabbed a throwing dagger, tossed it playfully in the air, and abruptly hurled it sideways.

THUD!

The dagger embedded itself in the forehead of the unconscious Number Four, killing him instantly. Number One flinched at the sight, but Baek Suryong only looked down at him with a lazy smile.

"Seeing death often doesn't make you immune to fear. Every time you see the terror in a dying person's eyes, your own fear of death deepens," the handsome young man chuckled.

Number One tried to maintain a neutral expression, but Baek Suryong's words resonated deeply in his mind.

SWOOSH!

Baek Suryong threw another dagger, and this time, it struck Number Three's heart. Blood dripping from the handle embedded in his chest, the trembling assassin quickly became still.

Number One clenched his teeth.

"Assassins train to kill their emotions, to dull their pain, and to become numb to murder. And so, many also think they've conquered their fear of death. But watch closely."

"Stop…!"

Baek Suryong threw a thin gold needle at Number Two.

"Ugh, ugh...!" Number Two's eyes snapped open as he writhed in agony, clutching the golden needle in his neck.

The blow wasn't immediately fatal. He did it deliberately, to give Number Two a slow, painful death, Number One thought, shaking uncontrollably as he watched his comrade's life ebb away.

"Humans might get used to pain, but never to death. Everyone faces death for the first time," Baek Suryong whispered softly into his ear.

"I..."

Baek Suryong tapped Number One's chest with the hilt of his sword.

Startled, Number One fell backward and screamed, "Ahhhh!"

Baek Suryong looked down at the pale, terrified Number One. "I'll ask again. Do you want to live?"

Number One nodded without hesitation. Witnessing his comrades die had terrorized him to the core. "Yes, I want to live. I want to live!"

I want to live. I don't want to die. If I die by his hand...even my soul won't be saved. Tears streamed down Number One's face as he experienced true fear and a desperate will to live for the first time. 

"Please... spare me. Please..." he begged.

Baek Suryong put away his sword, his gaze softening. "If you want to live, you'll answer my questions. Which organization are you with?"

"I-I'm from the Black Forest..." Number One began, confessing everything he knew about the Black Forest—their numbers, methods, and leaders. As a squad leader, his knowledge was limited, but he gave what he could to save his life.

"You signaled each other with bird calls earlier. How does that work?"

"That's..." Number One revealed the unique communication methods used by Black Forest assassins.

Baek Suryong grinned. This could be useful, he thought.

A short while later, having divulged all he knew, Number One collapsed in exhaustion.

"How ruthless," a voice suddenly said from the shadows.

Baek Suryong spun around to face the newcomer.

Constable Cheong Cheon stepped into view and surveyed the scene, his face turning pale as he realized the grim fate that had befallen the assassins. "Were you an assassin yourself?" he couldn't help but ask.

Given Baek Suryong's recent violent actions, Cheong Cheon's question seemed reasonable. Baek Suryong shrugged nonchalantly, replying, "No, but I've taught assassins before."

"Hah..." Cheong Cheon sighed, but restrained himself from asking more questions. Instead, he hoisted the unconscious Number One over his shoulder and asked curtly, "Should I lock him up?"

"Yes, we might need a witness later."

"Got it. I'll call my men to clean up the corpses," Cheong Cheon said. He was certainly shaken by Baek Suryong's brutality, but the deaths of a few people didn't bother him, especially since they were assassins. Mere contract killers don't deserve my sympathy, he thought.

Turning back to Baek Suryong, who was now donning Number One's mask and clothes, he asked, "Will you keep hunting assassins?"

"Of course. They don't listen to reason."

"...Didn't you just persuade one with words?"

Baek Suryong, now disguised as a middle-aged woman, glanced back at Cheong Cheon and flashed a warm smile. "Setting that kind of atmosphere takes too long. Plus, it doesn't work on everyone. There's a much faster and easier way."

"......"

"See you around." Baek Suryong waved back casually, walking out of the alley.

Watching him disappear into the darkness, Cheong Cheon muttered to himself, "He just might be the best assassin here." 

He was genuinely relieved that Baek Suryong was not his enemy.

[image: sep]

The Black Forest assassins were thrown into disarray.

"Chirp! Cheep! Chiiiirp!" Bird calls resounded from every corner. Initially, these signals were exclusive to the Black Forest assassins, but now, unseen foes employed them, throwing the assassins into confusion.

By the time the assassins grasped the truth of their predicament, nearly half of them had fallen.

[Hold your positions!]

[Identify the enemy locations!]

[Do not panic. Ignore the audio signals from now on.]

[Maintain your distances. Hide among the crowd for now.]

As they blended into the crowd, cold sweat trickled down their backs.

Who could it be?

Every squad that got close to the target has been wiped out.

These tactics ... the enemy are assassins as well.

There are at least three of them. We lost multiple telepathic communications simultaneously.

Are they from Bloodletter? Or Deathshroud?

Despite their training to remain composed under any circumstances, the assassins couldn't stifle their fear as unknown enemies systematically eliminated their comrades.

WHOOSH...

Feeling a gentle breeze, an assassin flinched.

"How disappointing. It appears the vaunted Black Forest isn't much after all," a voice taunted from behind.

That wasn't a breeze! The realization hit him instantly, but it was too late. Before he could fully register the mocking tone, a dagger had already plunged into his chest.

A shadow strolled past the faltering assassin, casually remarking, "Soon, the main force will wipe you all out. Enjoy the show from hell."

Collapsing, the assassin watched the blurry figure disappear.

Bloodletter... It was the Bloodletter bastards! he cursed inwardly, feigning death. Fortunately for him, the dagger had narrowly missed his lung.

I must report to the Third Captain...

Convinced he had identified the enemy, the Black Forest assassin staggered off to find the Third Captain, unaware that the 'assassin' who had just attacked him would soon repeat this maneuver, albeit slightly altered, on a Bloodletter assassin.
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CRASH!

"Those Bloodletter bastards!" the Third Captain growled furiously, smashing the table in front of him with a single strike. He had just heard from his subordinate that the assassins they had sent to eliminate Gongson Su were ambushed by Bloodletter.

"So, this is how they want to play it?"

Even though the three major assassins' guilds were all vying for Gongson Su's head, such a blatant attack was practically a declaration of war against the Black Forest. As a self-styled professional who had always scorned Bloodletter, the Third Captain found this affront unbearable.

"Since they started this, I'll make sure they regret it."

He clenched his teeth and commanded all available assassins to assemble. Determined to annihilate Bloodletter and claim Gongson Su's head, his killing intent sent frosty waves across the room as he barked orders, "Tell everyone to stand by. I'll be there soon."

"Yes, sir!"

Meanwhile, a similar scene unfolded at Bloodletter's Nanchang branch.

"Those Black Forest bastards have lost their minds! How dare they attack our men!" The branch chief, a burly man adorned with scars and tattoos who typically ran an underground gambling den, bellowed as he processed the news.

"Call in all our men! We're going to slaughter them!" he roared, seizing a massive axe from the wall. "I'll split their arrogant faces in..."

BOOM!

At that moment, an explosion rocked the entrance on the ground floor, and something heavy crashed to the ground—it was the gatekeeper, bloodied and unconscious.

"An attack!"

"It's the enemy!"

About fifty freelancers in the gambling den instantly armed themselves. The branch chief, exuding confidence, yelled toward the stairs, "Do you know where you are? Show yourself if you dare, fucking son of a bitch!"

Slowly, someone began descending the stairs, each step deliberate and precise.

"You…" the branch chief gasped.

A venerable old man with snow-white hair and beard, dressed in a deep green robe, surveyed the gambling den with an upright posture and hands clasped behind his back. Calmly, he inquired, "So, are you the butcher gang known as Bloodletter?"

"Shit… Who the hell are you, you damn geezer?" the branch chief shouted, raising his axe, though sweat beaded on his forehead. A master. He's a master…

The old man clicked his tongue in disdain. "Tsk. Judging by the killing intent in your eyes, you must be the ones."

"To hell with this… Attack!"

"YAAAAAH!" With a loud war cry, the Bloodletter freelancers charged forward.

Sword Addict Mae Geuklyom slowly drew his sword.


Chapter 87: I've Been Waiting For You

Shadow landed lightly on a rooftop and approached Baek Suryong from behind. "Headmaster Mae Geuklyom has entered the Bloodletter branch," she reported.

"And the escape routes?" Baek Suryong asked impassively, without turning around to face her.

Surprised by his uncharacteristic indifference, Shadow replied succinctly, "I have blocked them. The perimeter is clear. We just need to deal with those inside the gambling den to make sure no information leaks out of Bloodletter."

"Well done," Baek Suryong acknowledged, scanning the ground below from his high vantage point. It was not his intention to give Shadow the cold shoulder, but he had to keep a constant eye on the crowd around Gongson Su and did not have the time to spare a glance at her.

"Three from the east. Two from the west. Two—no, three from the south."

His keen observation and analytical skills were on full display as he identified the assassins and communicated their positions to his ground team through telepathy.

[Yeonho, grab the old man at the fruit stand in the east.]

[Il'oh, approach the courtesan in the red dress at the back.]

[Soyeong, see the young siblings about ten yards behind you? Engage them to buy some time.]

Following Baek Suryong's orders, his team obstructed the assassins' movements and made sure they couldn't reach Gongson Su, like pieces on a giant chessboard.

Suddenly, Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes and pointed in one direction, saying, "See that peddler over there? He looks quite skilled. Can you handle him? If not, I can..."

"I'll go," Shadow cut in, sounding slightly offended. Despite not being fully recovered, she leaped from the roof without hesitation, blended into the crowd, and dealt with the target efficiently and discreetly.

Watching from above, Baek Suryong smiled faintly. "Not bad. She definitely lives up to the title of Skyshadow's best assassin," he praised.

Of course, Ak Yeonho, Myeong Il'oh, and Jaegal Soyeong were also doing an excellent job, enabling him to minimize his own movements and concentrate on orchestrating the action.

Since Mae Geuklyom is dealing with Bloodletter, there's no need to worry about them.

Bloodletter, more an unorthodox sect of freelance contract killers than a traditional assassins' guild, had branches scattered across several cities. While their locations were not widely known, Shadow, a former government agent, was privy to this information.

I'll wipe them out in one move, Baek Suryong thought as he played his strongest card, Mae Geuklyom. As the Headmaster of the Azure Dragon Academy, his grandfather was a typical orthodox sect martial artist who naturally despised such human butchers. His sword would show no mercy.

The Black Forest will handle the Bloodletter assassins we missed.

Indeed, the Black Forest had already mobilized. After hearing about Bloodletter's attack, the Third Captain's assassins began tracking down Bloodletter targets, striking in dark alleys, under shadowy walls, or while feigning friendly chats.

It's nice that they save me the trouble of cleaning up after them, Baek Suryong thought. The fascinating aspect of pitting assassin against assassin was that when the fight was over, one side or the other would simply close their eyes quietly, as if falling into a deep sleep. Accustomed to pain, they rarely screamed, resulting in a silent war. Moreover, the victor would even dispose of the body discreetly.

Well, if a murder happens in broad daylight, law enforcement will intervene. I'm sure nobody wants things to escalate.

"I'll exploit all of your weaknesses to the utmost," Baek Suryong whispered to himself, watching emotionlessly as his enemies dwindled their own ranks through mutual destruction. With Mae Geuklyom blocking Bloodletter from sending reinforcements, the Black Forest hunting down the rash and uncontrollable Bloodletter assassins, and Shadow along with temporary instructors from the Azure Dragon Academy targeting the Black Forest, Baek Suryong had everything under control.

"For now, that is..."

Everything was unfolding as planned, yet Baek Suryong remained vigilant.

Deathshroud hasn't made a move yet.

Deathshroud, the undisputed top assassin's guild in murim, was usually the prime suspect whenever a renowned master met an untimely death, but Baek Suryong's wariness toward Deathshroud stemmed not only from their reputation.

"The Blood Cult is gone, but Deathshroud remains..."

Even now, it seemed no one had uncovered the fact that Deathshroud was created by the Blood Cult. Furthermore, the leader of Deathshroud, known as the First Shroud, was traditionally one of the Elders of the Blood Cult.

The Murim Alliance never discovered the connection. Does that mean Deathshroud is now an independent force? Or... does the Blood Cult's legacy live on in Deathshroud?

"I'll find out soon enough," Baek Suryong concluded, his eyes returning to the hustle around Gongson Su. "Shall we see who comes out on top in the end?"

This was bound to be a long, drawn-out battle, and Deathshroud would likely wait for the most critical moment to strike.

Baek Suryong was determined not to miss that moment.
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"Hohohoho!" Gongson Su laughed heartily, his spirits unexpectedly high even though there was only an hour left before the sparring exam.

Hyonwon Kang, already burdened by the pressure, found his cheerfulness annoying. "Old man, why are you so cheerful? Aren't you worried about the exam?" he asked bluntly.

"I was a bit nervous this morning, but I'm feeling better now," Gongson Su replied, his eyes sweeping contentedly over the bustling streets of his hometown. "…Time really flies."

It was only a month before that he had been confined to his room, unable to do much but look out the window at this very scenery. His frail health had limited him to short walks, and he had little interest in wandering around, for although Nanchang was his hometown, it had become unfamiliar to him.

His childhood friends were long gone, and most of the familiar streets and shops had vanished, leaving behind only faded memories. He had planned to spend his remaining days reflecting on those memories, until an unexpected stroke of luck turned everything around.

What started as an impulsive application for martial arts lessons to pass the time had transformed Gongson Su's life. His body, once riddled with ailments, was rejuvenated. Despite predictions from the Divine Physician that he wouldn't live much longer, he now found himself in remarkable health and had even received another invitation from the Emperor.

This turn of events made him both happy and somewhat melancholic.

"Hoho, let's go check out that place over there!" he suggested excitedly, pointing ahead.

"Do we really have to go there now?" Hyonwon Kang grumbled, sulking.

Gongson Su clicked his tongue at him. "Today is special. When else will we get a chance like this? Anyway, if you're going to keep complaining, feel free to head back first."

"Senior, are you sure you're feeling okay? If you're tired, you should rest," Wiji Cheon chimed in, concerned.

"You're worse than him," Hyonwon Kang muttered, shooting a glare at the bewildered Wiji Cheon.

"Come on, let's go!" Gongson Su urged, leading them through the streets with enthusiasm. He bought sweets like a child, admired pretty girls like a horny teenage boy, and strode with the dignity of an elder. His face radiated joy, as if he was trying to recapture the years he had missed.

"Hoho! This is fun. I don't think I've ever enjoyed an outing this much in my life."

"You're getting senile in your old age," Hyonwon Kang complained, though he remained alert, his senses sharp to any dangers lurking around.

People around us are disappearing one by one.

A woman selling candied fruit was suddenly whisked away by an old friend, a courtesan smiling from afar was harassed by a man and retreated, and a child who had been crying on the street stopped abruptly and vanished into an alley with an eerily stern expression.

What's happening around us?

Hyonwon Kang felt a chill run down his spine. While Gongson Su and Wiji Cheon seemed oblivious to any danger, Hyonwon Kang was acutely aware and increasingly anxious.

"Hoho, let's go there next."

"Wow, that looks delicious!"

"Just kill me now..." Hyonwon Kang mumbled to himself as he trailed behind them, feeling like a nervous parent shepherding children.

By the time the exam was nearly due to resume, he was exhausted. 

Gongson Su, noticing his fatigue, sighed regretfully, "We should head back to the Azure Dragon Academy. We can't be late for the afternoon exam."

"Finally… back to the Azure Dragon Academy!"

"Senior, why do you look so tired?" Wiji Cheon asked.

"I'd rather die than keep this up..." Hyonwon Kang groaned.

The trio started walking toward the Azure Dragon Academy. Gongson Su lingered a moment longer, glancing around, aware that this might be his last day in Nanchang.

Hyonwon Kang prodded him impatiently, "Old man, are you going to the exam or not?"

"Hoho, yes, yes, I'm going," Gongson Su replied, reluctantly moving forward.

Soon, the grand sign of the Azure Dragon Academy came into view. As the afternoon sparring session was open to the public, the school grounds were abuzz with activity. 

"…Just so you know, even if I pass the entrance exam, I won't be attending the academy," Gongson Su casually mentioned all of a sudden.

"What?"

"Why not?"

Surprised, the two boys stared at him in disbelief.

Gongson Su smiled sadly. "As soon as the exam is over, I'll be returning to the Imperial Palace."

"This is so sudden!"

"Why?"

"I sent word that my health had improved, and I was summoned back. It's an honor, but I feel a bit wistful," he admitted. "I've had a wonderful time, even if only for a little while."

""......"" Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon had seen Gongson Su strive tirelessly for the past month, but it was only now that they discovered he wouldn't be staying with them. Unable to protest, they fell silent.

"Ahem, I've made things awkward, haven't I? Let's go inside," Gongson Su said, breaking the awkward silence.

"…Old man, I'll protect you," Hyonwon Kang suddenly blurted, overtaking the old man and taking the lead.

"Hm? Protect me from what?"

"Never mind. Just focus on your exam," the boy said, then raised his voice, "Clear the way! A third year senior of the Azure Dragon Academy is coming through! Move, or do you want to die?"

The crowd quickly parted, intimidated by his fierce tone. 

Gongson Su laughed heartily, "Hahaha! I feel like I have an army with me! But, won't you get in trouble with Mr. Baek later?"

"I'll take care of that when the time comes. Get ready for the exam," Hyonwon Kang replied, brushing off the frightening thought.

However, just as they were about to go through the academy gates, a stranger stepped into their path. 

"I've been waiting for you," he said.


Chapter 88: Seven

"I was waiting for you," the stranger said.

Hyonwon Kang's hand shot to his blade, his eyes ablaze with feral intent. "What do you want?" he demanded, his voice low and threatening.

"Huh?" Namgung Seok halted abruptly, taken aback by the sharpness in Hyonwon Kang's tone. He swallowed hard and stepped back almost reflexively, a sheen of sweat forming on his brow. I'd heard that this guy was famously unhinged, but this is something else...

Rumors of Hyonwon Kang's erratic behavior were widespread, and his uncle, Namgung Su, often mentioned that he was talented but lazy. Seeing the man in person, however, shattered any preconceived notions. 

Can a lazy martial artist really exude such an aura? Namgung Seok wondered.

"Hey, are you deaf?" Hyonwon Kang snapped, breaking Namgung Seok's train of thought.

Namgung Seok stiffened. As intimidating as Hyonwon Kang was, he, a descendant of the great Namgung Clan, would not allow himself to be cowed. "I have no business with you. The person I need is behind you," he retorted boldly.

"What…?" Hyonwon Kang's demeanor instantly morphed into something demonic. Gripping the hilt of his blade, he growled, "What business do you have with Gramps?"

"...Not the old man, the one next to him."

"Wiji Cheon?" Hyonwon Kang asked, visibly easing up a bit, although he still seemed suspicious.

In the tense atmosphere, Wiji Cheon stepped forward, a puzzled look on his face. "Yes? Why were you waiting for me...?"

Despite Hyonwon Kang's unexpected actions, Namgung Seok was undaunted. "This year's top entrant will be me," he declared.

"What?"

"Don't act so high and mighty. You might have defeated Cho Maksaeng, but I won't go down as easily."

Wiji Cheon blinked, genuinely confused. "When did I ever..."

"Are you just pretending or are you laying the groundwork to save face later? You must have heard the whispers," Namgung Seok scoffed.

Recently, he had been very irritable. Everywhere he went, the name 'Wiji Cheon' reached his ears. 'The Azure Dragon Academy's best talent of the decade,' they praised, 'a boy like a sleeping dragon,' they alleged.

Even Namgung Jaehak of the Ten Supremes, whom Namgung Seok admired, had mentioned Wiji Cheon during lunch earlier that day. 

Damn it…

He, Namgung Seok, the scion of the illustrious Namgung Clan who always lived up to the towering expectations and burdens of his lineage, should have been the center of attention.

"Starting from your year, the Azure Dragon Academy will change," his uncle Namgung Su had even assured him. 

For the longest time, he had believed himself unparalleled in talent and effort among his peers, unrivaled in what was considered the worst of the Five Academies... until Wiji Cheon appeared.

"I've never been arrogant or assumed that I would be the best," Wiji Cheon said gingerly.

"Hmph," Namgung Seok snorted, convinced that Wiji Cheon was frightened by his challenge. "It's good that you know your place. I find it pathetic that you're backing down so soon, but..."

"...But I think I can beat you," Wiji Cheon added.

"What?" Namgung Seok's eyes widened, shocked by the sudden reversal.

Hyonwon Kang chuckled, "Pfft, wow, just look at him go…"

"Ah, to be young..." Gongson Su mumbled.

Meeting Namgung Seok's gaze, Wiji Cheon calmly replied, "You started it, buddy. My teacher says that if someone throws the first punch, I must return it twofold."

"B-Buddy?" The rude term irked Namgung Seok more than the content of Wiji Cheon's reply. Could it be... 

"You... don't know my name?" Namgung Seok asked.

Wiji Cheon smoothly sidestepped the question. "Also, there's something I can only do as the top entrant."

"Hey...!" Namgung Seok shouted, his frustration mounting.

Gongson Su looked curiously at his tuition mate. "Cheon, may I ask what is it you want to do?"

"...The freshman representative speech."

"Oho?"

The top entrant at the Azure Dragon Academy every year received the honor of delivering the freshman representative speech at the entrance ceremony. It was an opportunity to lay out one's ambitions before the instructors, peers, current students, and the esteemed seniors of the murim.

"...I have something I want to say from that podium," Wiji Cheon stated resolutely.

Gongson Su and Hyonwon Kang's jaws dropped in shock. The very idea of Wiji Cheon, a normally quiet and reserved boy, wanting to address a crowd was unthinkable.

To Namgung Seok, however, Wiji Cheon's words seemed like a direct provocation. "No. You won't get to say anything, because I will take both the freshman and the graduation speeches," he argued.

"...I'm not interested in the graduation speech."

"How insolent...!"

The two boys glared at each other, their stares fiery and unyielding.

Rubbing his temples in annoyance, Hyonwon Kang turned to Namgung Seok. "Look, if you're done here, can you move? I'm a bit on edge today."

"You should be the one to leave."

"What the fuck?"

Hyonwon Kang, the Azure Dragon Academy's worst delinquent, posed menacingly. He tilted his head, his eyes wild as he looked down at his opponent and cursed like a thug on a collection run, "Who are you to talk shit every time a senior speaks, eh? You want to die? Go back to your mommy, you still wet behind the ears midget..."

"A-Are you some kind of hoodlum…?!" Facing such vulgarity, Namgung Seok, brought up in a prestigious family and accustomed to the refined circles of the nobility, found himself at a loss for words.

Tilting his head even more, Hyonwon Kang bellowed, "Hoodlum? Did you just call me a hoodlum?"

"D-Don't come any closer!" Truly shaken, Namgung Seok reached for his sword's hilt.

Grinning mockingly, Hyonwon Kang approached him, taunting, "Oh dear. Shall we see the skills of an aspiring top entrant? You know, I just needed a place to vent my stress. I was planning to dismember just one person today. Just one... fufufu."

"Are you insane?" Namgung Seok gasped, stunned by Hyonwon Kang's apparent madness.

"...Cheon, Senior Wonkang seems to have a lot pent up."

"It seems so..."

"Fufufu… You, come over here, you damn brat!" Hyonwon Kang roared, reaching to grab Namgung Seok by the collar.

"Stop!" A voice, infused with inner qi, echoed sharply.

Gasps erupted from the crowd, who watched the escalating standoff with bated breath.

"It's the Student Council President!"

"Dokgo Jun!"

"The Azure Dragon Academy Student Council!"

Led by Dokgo Jun, the Student Council members including Tang Soso and the Azure Dragon Twins made their way through the crowd.

"I was wondering why it was so noisy over here..." Dokgo Jun eyed Hyonwon Kang wearily. Over the last three years, they had met in the exact same situation more times than he could count. "Hyonwon Kang. Just when I thought you seemed to have calmed down, you're causing trouble again."

"Hey hey, this guy started the trouble this time."

"...The afternoon exams are starting soon, so break it up. You too, Namgung Seok," Dokgo Jun stated, his voice calm yet firm, his qi gathering in preparation for a potential confrontation.

I have to suppress the situation as quickly as possible...

However, the anticipated clash didn't occur.

Hyonwon Kang abruptly turned around and conceded, "Fine. Grandpa! Wiji Cheon! Let's go inside, we're going to be late!"

"Huh?"

"Okay?"

"What's with those faces? Aren't you taking the exam?" Hyonwon Kang sighed in exasperation, the intimidating air he had displayed moments before dissipating into thin air as he ushered Gongson Su and Wiji Cheon towards the academy building.

Namgung Seok gaped blankly, bewildered. "What..."

Before he could finish his line, however, Hyonwon Kang glanced back at him and grinned slyly, saying, "Make sure you pass. We'll be seeing a lot more of each other."

"Hyonwon Kang!" Dokgo Jun called out immediately.

"Alright, alright." Hyonwon Kang shrugged nonchalantly. "Excuse me then."

As Hyonwon Kang vanished into the Azure Dragon Academy, Dokgo Jun furrowed his brows, a thought crossing his mind. Could it be... did he stir up this chaos just to defuse the situation?

It was an unforeseen tactic, but given Hyonwon Kang's cunning smile, it seemed plausible. With the arrival of the Student Council, the commotion had been neatly resolved. 

If Hyonwon Kang orchestrated all this... then he has certainly changed. Moreover, these two boys have already surpassed the freshman level. And even though they're not as well known, I've noticed a number of other promising kids among this year's applicants.

"...This year will definitely be different," Dokgo Jun resolved, clenching his fist as he gazed up at the grand signboard of the Azure Dragon Academy.
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The crowd buzzed with anticipation.

"Ladies and gentlemen, please take your seats. The sparring exam will begin shortly!" Kwak Cheolwoo, the Vice Principal of Azure Dragon Academy, announced, his qi-enhanced voice resonating powerfully across the academy grounds.

The entrance exam was a celebrated event in the local murim community, akin to a grand festival. In particular, the sparring exam—a showdown between current Student Council seniors and new applicants—was especially eagerly awaited, as it offered a glimpse into the Academy's present and future, garnering the attention of even prominent murim figures.

Around the ten duel arenas set up in the main martial hall, the applicants tried various ways to calm their nerves.

"Hoo…"

"I'm so nervous I could lose my mind…"

"I can do this. I can do this. I can do this!"

Seeing the youthful faces filling the stands also evoked a blend of emotions among the spectators.

"Excuse me, is this your first time watching the entrance exam?" a chatty old man asked the man beside him.

"Yes, it is," the man replied, smiling. He had a very common face, too common to be memorable.

"I thought so. I've been coming here for over thirty years, so I can tell."

"Is that so?"

"I'm no martial arts master, but I have an eye for talent. I can tell who will pass, who will fail, and who might become a master in the future."

"I see."

"Everyone says the Azure Dragon Academy is the weakest of the Five Great Academies, but things will change from this year onward," the old man continued enthusiastically, undeterred by the lackluster response. He just needed an audience for his musings.

"Why do you think that?"

"It's all about the flow. The Azure Dragon has been coiling for ten years, gathering the energy to ascend to the heavens. I know a bit about geomancy too..."

"......"

"Just watch. This year, the Azure Dragon Academy will stir up a storm across all of murim."

"…That's intriguing." The man nodded, neither agreeing or disagreeing.

The old man didn't quite comprehend his nonchalance, but it was a welcome change from those who grimaced and walked away, annoyed by his prattle. "By the way, what's your name?" he asked.

The unassuming man grinned wryly. "I've forgotten my name, but my colleagues call me Seven."

Observing the old man warming up in the arena waiting area, Seven's smile widened.


Chapter 89: Candidate Gongson Su!

"Ticket holders, please proceed to the waiting seats behind your designated arena!"

"Parents and acquaintances, make your way to the spectators' seats!"

"Opponents will be randomly selected through a draw! Even I don't know who it will be! So stop asking me about that!"

"Quiet, please! Quiet, please! Can we have some quiet here?!"

Vice Principal Kwak Cheolwoo, the overseer of the afternoon's exams at Azure Dragon Academy, found himself constantly shouting to manage the massive crowd pouring into the grounds. His day was proving to be hectic.

When it was finally break time, Kwak Cheolwoo sank into a chair, exhausted. "Where the heck is the Headmaster when you need him?!" he grumbled, thumping the armrest with his hand.

The job of managing the crowd was the Headmaster's. Yet, earlier that day, the Headmaster had briefly appeared, made a quick comment, and left.


"Vice Principal, I have some matters to attend to, so I'll leave the crowd control to you for a while."

"…Yes?"



How dare the Headmaster speak so informally to me? And he even dumped his work on me as if I was his subordinate! Would this happen in any of the other Five Great Academies?

Such disrespect was unique to the Azure Dragon Academy. Unfortunately, despite his high rank, Kwak Cheolwoo didn't match up to Mae Geuklyom in seniority, martial arts, or achievements. Thus, he found himself unable to retort and was stuck working non-stop until now.

"Just you wait. One day, I'll ensure that nasty old man is ousted from the academy..." Kwak Cheolwoo muttered through gritted teeth.

"Are you talking about me, by any chance?"

"Ah!" Startled, Kwak Cheolwoo jumped at the sound of Noh Goonsang's voice coming from behind him. "Principal! You nearly gave me a heart attack!"

"You look like you could use some help, so I thought I'd come by."

"Help would be appre... Oh, Senior Blue Sky Sword King is here too."

"It's been a while. Need a hand from this old man?"

Old man, my ass... Kwak Cheolwoo thought, staring at Namgung Jaehak's youthful face. Still, even though he could ask Noh Goonsang for help, he didn't dare impose his will on Namgung Jaehak, a member of the revered Ten Supremes.

"Is there something on my face?" Namgung Jaehak asked.

Feeling a twinge of envy, Kwak Cheolwoo quickly bowed his head. "No, I've got it covered here. You two enjoy the event."

"Hoho, we'll leave you to it then."

"Keep up the hard work."

The two returned to the VIP seats, surveying the ten duel arenas prepared for the exam. The stands were already filled to the brim, the air electric with the candidates' nervous energy and the robust cheers from their supporters.

"Do these events make you feel like you're reliving your youth, like the old days when you were a spry young martial artist?" Noh Goonsang asked.

"I can't say they do," Namgung Jaehak replied plainly.

Noh Goonsang looked admiringly at his friend. "That's probably because you still have that youthful vigor. Sigh, losing your sentimentality to rejuvenation is a real shame. The daily reliving of old memories is a pleasure for only us old-timers."

"So you're against rejuvenation?"

"Would you mind sharing your secret?"

"Ohoho."

"Hohoho."

"By the way, it seems busier than usual. Is it always this crowded?" Namgung Jaehak observed, scanning the bustling Azure Dragon Academy.

"No, it's unusually busy this year."

The Azure Dragon Academy had been performing poorly at the Heavenly Martial Festival for the past decade, leading to dwindling spectator numbers at the entrance exams. However, this year had brought a significant uptick in attendance.

"I suppose the main reason is you," Noh Goonsang suggested.

Indeed, many had come to see Namgung Jaehak, one of the Ten Supremes, known as the Blue Sky Sword King.

"And the second reason?"

"We're candidates to win the Heavenly Martial Festival this year," Noh Goonsang quipped, his mind on a recent bold claim.


"At this year's Heavenly Martial Festival, I will lead the Azure Dragon Academy to victory."



Baek Suryong's audacious declaration had resonated throughout the city and the murim. Although it was met with skepticism, it undeniably had a positive impact. Perhaps influenced by his proclamation, this year's batch of applicants at Azure Dragon Academy seemed exceptionally gifted.

"Just you watch. The Azure Dragon Academy will turn the tides at this year's Heavenly Martial Festival," Noh Goonsang remarked, looking back at Namgung Jaehak.

In the past, Namgung Jaehak would have scoffed at such optimism, but not this time. "It might just happen," he chuckled.

"Oho?"

Just then, Gongson Su and his entourage made their entrance. Seeing Namgung Jaehak's gaze lingering on the thee of them, Noh Goonsang raised an eyebrow.

"I heard a single instructor taught those three," Namgung Jaehak remaked.

"Really? That man's name has reached even your ears?"

"Not yet, so enlighten me."

"His name is Baek Suryong, and he's one of our new instructors. Ah, there he is." Noh Goonsang pointed out Baek Suryong, who was patrolling the stands with other temporary instructors like Ak Yeonho.

Namgung Jaehak studied him intently. "Hmm. Doesn't look all that impressive. Handsome, though... Maybe..."

"Don't. Just don't."

"...What?"

With a stern look, Noh Goonsang lowered his voice and warned, "Don't even think about testing him. He's our academy's teacher."

"Ahem. What are you talking about? I haven't said anything," Namgung Jaehak feigned innocence, though he had indeed considered approaching Baek Suryong.

"Just a request, please don't."

"Alright, if you insist..." Namgung Jaehak relented.

Noh Goonsang's face relaxed. "Wise decision. You wouldn't want to embarrass yourself."

"Was that a joke?"

"Hohohoho!"

With Noh Goonsang's mix of jest and earnestness, Namgung Jaehak found it hard to gauge his sincerity. 

But that makes it all the more intriguing.

Namgung Jaehak's attention remained fixed on Baek Suryong for a good long while.
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"Someone's staring at me so hard I feel like they've peeled a layer of skin off my face," Baek Suryong remarked.

Ak Yeonho immediately glanced around excitedly, asking, "Which lady is it this time? Your popularity is off the charts..."

"It's not a woman," Baek Suryong sighed. If it had been, he wouldn't be sweating bullets like this.

As expected from the Blue Sky Sword King, said to be the strongest in the current murim. Even at this distance, his stare is enough to make my skin tingle. Though, I really wish he'd stop watching me.

The moment Baek Suryong realized that Namgung Jaehak was observing him, he became extra cautious. After all, martial masters at the level of the Ten Supremes were basically living natural disasters. To anger or interest them was exceedingly dangerous, and with his current abilities, Baek Suryong couldn't afford to take any risks.

If he ever finds out that I've mastered the Heaven Defying Divine Art... No, I don't even want to imagine what'll happen. I should prioritize staying under the radar, especially since Namgung Jaehak might recognize the Blood Cult's martial arts after fighting them fifty years ago.

"If it's not a woman, then... Don't tell me? Well, with a face like Hyung-nim's, it's no wonder people don't discriminate by gender," Ak Yeonho said.

BONK!

"You've got that right," Baek Suryong chuckled, smacking Ak Yeonho on the back of the head for his cheekiness. He thought about looking for somewhere to hide, but luckily, as the exam kicked off, Namgung Jaehak's attention shifted elsewhere.

Relieved, he sent Ak Yeonho a telepathic message, [Where are the assassins?]

[Still trying to locate them,] came the reply as Ak Yeonho rubbed the back of his head.

Baek Suryong reached out to other colleagues scattered around, receiving similar updates. With the assassins on alert, they were harder to pinpoint than before.

[Hyung-nim, would assassins really make a move in a place this packed with martial artists?] Ak Yeonho asked.

How naive. Baek Suryong laughed darkly, [With all these eager young martial artists gathered for duels and the stands packed with spectators, what better place for an 'accident' to happen?]

[Ugh...]

"Don't let your guard down. They're probably getting desperate," Baek Suryong advised, patting the increasingly worried Ak Yeonho on the shoulder.

"......"

After Shadow contacted the Imperial Palace, the assassins probably knew they had to act quickly, meaning they'd probably try to take out Gongson Su today.

"Alright, go back to standing watch," Baek Suryong instructed, keeping his senses sharp to every minor fluctuation in the crowd.

Meanwhile, duels unfolded across ten platforms.

"WOOOOOAH!" Cheers and applause erupted as one duel concluded.

"Candidate Namgung Seok wins!" the referee announced, his voice faltering from shock—it was rare for a freshman to defeat a Student Council senior, especially a disciplinary committee member.

"Senior, thanks for going easy on me," Namgung Seok said, bowing respectfully, though both the audience and his opponent recognized it as mere courtesy.

"...I lost," his opponent, known as one of the Twin Dragons of the Student Council, conceded, looking at his broken weapon in disbelief.

Baek Suryong watched Namgung Seok closely. The boy wielded a sword, swift and sharp, whereas the Twin Dragon's weapon was a rope—a rare and complex choice.

He's well-prepared. It's not every day you face such a weapon...

Namgung Seok had skillfully countered the rope throughout the duel, looking for an opportunity to sever it. Then, when he finally managed to do so, he closed in and lightly stabbed his opponent in the shoulder.

Baek Suryong turned to look at Namgung Su in the distance. As usual, the man appeared indifferent to everything. 

"He really did train them well," he grudgingly admitted.

Soon after, another student of Namgung Su's, Jin Jin, also defeated a Student Council senior.

"Candidate Jin Jin wins!"

Unlike Namgung Su, Jin Jin, who had struggled to win, jumped around excitedly, yelling, "Yesssss!"

Both students under Namgung Su's tutelage had managed to upset their Student Council seniors.

From different parts of the stands, spectators murmured, "As expected of kids taught by the Star Instructor, Namgung Su."

By then, however, Baek Suryong had lost interest in the two. He'd noticed a far more intriguing candidate.

"Rahhhhhh!" a large boy bellowed as he charged at his opponent. Despite his youthful face, he towered over most adults, his dark skin stretching over a robust, muscular frame.

"Come at me! Don't dodge, just come at me!"

Bruised and bloodied, the boy continued to fight, swinging his fists like a wild beast.

Unable to bear it any longer, the referee tried to halt the duel, "Candidate Ya Suhyeok! Stop! Enough!"

"Ahhhhhh!" Ya Suhyeok continued, unheeding.

Baek Suryong's eyes widened as he watched the boy. He's all raw power, and it seems he hasn't learned any inner arts... Huh. Color me impressed.

"Damn, that build and temper... really reminds me of someone. Wait, this kid..."

"Candidate Gongson Su, please come forward!" a referee called out.

Baek Suryong's attention immediately shifted from Ya Suhyeok to Gongson Su. 

And so did many others.


Chapter 90: It Was a Good Duel

"Hoo..." Gongson Su exhaled deeply, steadying his nerves as he climbed the stairs to the dueling arena. Although he had done his best to appear calm in front of his White Dragon Manor peers, the butterflies in his stomach were undeniable.

Hoho, that's quite a crowd.

The arena was packed to the brim. Gongson Su realized that most of them barely noticed him, but their fleeting glances weighed heavily on him, especially under the stoic gaze of the judges.

Gritting his teeth, Gongson Su forced his legs up each step, when the spectators' whispers reached his ears.

"Hey, isn't that the Elder who fought Cho Maksaeng a few days ago?"

"Yeah, the one who came out on top, but then got jumped by the sore loser."

"Elder! Good luck!"

"You're amazing for your age. Reminds me of my father..."

"Show those young'uns how it's done, Elder!"

"Grandpa! Good luck!"

Gongson Su was taken aback by how many people recognized him, and some even greeted him warmly. Middle-aged and elderly spectators cheered him on, seeing a bit of themselves in him. Children waved enthusiastically, clutching their parents' hands.

Hoho... Gongson Su smiled, feeling his tension ease. Scanning the crowd, his eyes met Baek Suryong's, who winked reassuringly.

"Thank you," Gongson Su whispered, buoyed by the support as he stepped onto the platform.

At the same time, his opponent appeared from the opposite side, eliciting gasps and murmurs from the audience.

"Oh my... I am honored to face the Student Council President," Gongson Su greeted.

Dokgo Jun, the celebrated prodigy of Azure Dragon Academy, stood poised across from him, his demeanor exuding discipline and dignity. "Do you think it unfortunate that you're facing me?" he asked.

"On the contrary," Gongson Su chuckled, brandishing his sword with a grin. "I consider it a stroke of luck. I even prayed for the chance to spar with you," he added, settling into his stance.

And he meant every word. If he was going to fight, he wanted it to be against the best, so that he would have no regrets.

Dokgo Jun eyed him briefly, then said, "I'm sorry, Elder, but I don't think you belong in the Azure Dragon Academy."

"Oh?"

There was no arrogance or disrespect in Dokgo Jun's voice. Rather, his eyes were sincere and his tone was respectful, piquing Gongson Su's curiosity.

"Is that your personal opinion?" Gongson Su asked.

"No, sir."

"Then why?"

"To put it bluntly, you lack the potential to grow as a martial artist."

Namgung Jaehak and Noh Goonsang, who were judging the duels, immediately stiffened at the unexpected statement.

However, Gongson Su's face remained impassive. "Is that so?"

"There are many talented and promising youths with bright futures. They're the ones who deserve the academy spots."

"Are you saying that I'm not qualified because of my age? That I should give way to the younger generation?"

"I know about your private lessons with Master Baek Suryong."

"Indeed," Gongson Su confirmed, caught off guard by the sudden mention of his teacher.

"Elder, perhaps you're wealthy and fulfilled in other aspects of life, so you've turned to martial arts as a new venture. However, for you, this test is just a pastime, a hobby. For the kids, it's their life's goal."

"You talk as if you know me well."

"I don't, but I know who is more desperate between you and the young hopefuls." Dokgo Jun raised his sword. "You should continue your training with a personal teacher. The Azure Dragon Academy is not a place for hobbies."

"......"

"Withdraw from the exam after this duel."

"What?" Gongson Su's eyes narrowed. He had never planned on attending the academy due to an upcoming imperial summons, but the exam was a crucial personal challenge.

"...Who says desperation wanes with age?" he retorted, tightening his grip on his sword and inching forward. "I reject your offer. I will pass this exam and claim my place at the Azure Dragon Academy."

"......"

As the conversation dragged, impatience rippled through the crowd.

"BOOOOOO!"

"When are they going to fight?"

"Hurry up and start!"

The time for idle talk was over.

Dokgo Jun lowered his sword, his voice carrying a tone of finality. "I'll give you three free strikes. It's the only courtesy I can offer."

Although the words echoed those of Cho Maksaeng a few days ago, they carried a different weight coming from Dokgo Jun. His stance left no openings, and Gongson Su did not look for any. Instead, he closed the gap and his sword slashed down swiftly, only for Dokgo Jun to parry it with an effortless lift of his blade.

His defense is solid, like an impenetrable wall, Gongson Su thought as their swords met.

"Two strikes left," Dokgo Jun announced, lifting his sword with calm precision. His eyes revealed no complacency, only confidence.

"Hoo…" Gongson Su took a moment to catch his breath, then retreated several steps before lunging forward again.

When it comes to inner arts, I have the upper hand, but confident as he is, he won't dodge, Gongson Su mused. The initial attack was just an attempt to assess Dokgo Jun's strength. Now, the real fight began. Gongson Su's sword hummed with energy, infused with qi, as it cleaved the air like a beam of light.

Like he predicted, Dokgo Jun didn't dodge. The teenager met Gongson Su's strike with his sword, deflecting it aside. The clash of metal resonated as they both spun away, using the motion to ease the force of the blow. Their martial arts uniforms billowed, and dust whirled up from the floor.

"One strike left," Dokgo Jun commented.

"Take this too!" Gongson Su shouted, accelerating his swing by rotating his waist and slashing at Dokgo Jun with renewed vigor. It was his fiercest attack yet.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

Sparks scattered as their swords collided repeatedly, sweeping up a storm.

Then, with a low voice, Dokgo Jun launched off the ground, declaring, "That's three strikes. It's over."

Gongson Su watched him soar up, noting the absence of even a single bead of sweat on Dokgo Jun's brow.

"Be careful!" Dokgo Jun called out politely, his sword descending in a straightforward slash.

Gongson Su hoisted his sword with both hands to block.

"Ugh!"

The weight was immense, as if Dokgo Jun wielded a hammer instead of a sword. Gongson Su pushed back with all his might, his legs trembling as he took a step back.

"...Impressive," Dokgo Jun acknowledged, visibly surprised. He had expected that his strike would incapacitate Gongson Su, yet the elder had held firm.

Pale but smiling, Gongson Su replied, "I've trained as if my life depended on it. Quite excessive for a hobby, wouldn't you agree?"

Without warning, Dokgo Jun closed the gap with a powerful thrust that sent Gongson Su skidding back to the edge of the duel platform. A few inches more, and he would have fallen off.

His sword, like his demeanor, is straightforward. There are no feints or tricks, only strength and skill, Gongson Su observed.

"Again?" Dokgo Jun's eyebrows twitched. Since he had not held back, he had expected to push Gongson Su out of the ring. However, even though he was bleeding, his opponent stood firm.

"Hah... Impressive," Gongson Su remarked, wiping the blood from his hand onto the ground and tightening his grip on his sword. The pain was sharp, but he shrugged it off and grinned at Dokgo Jun. "Now, it's starting to get fun."

"……"

"This time, I'll go first," Gongson Su announced.

However, the flow of the battle remained unchanged. Gongson Su attacked, Dokgo Jun deflected, and Gongson Su stumbled back, struggling to maintain his hold on his sword. Each time he nearly fell, he pushed himself back up and lunged forward once more.

"Why aren't you giving up?" Dokgo Jun asked, bewildered. He was wielding the Nine Swords of Dokgo, a technique known for overwhelming opponents, but Gongson Su showed no fear despite his battered state.

"Because I, too, am desperate," Gongson Su declared.

Dokgo Jun paused, stunned. He had assumed that martial arts was just a pastime for Gongson Su, but seeing the elder's fervent struggle, he finally realized how mistaken he was. "I take back what I said earlier," he finally conceded.

"Hmm?" Gongson Su raised an eyebrow.

Dokgo Jun, known for his stubbornness, bowed his head and admitted, "I apologize. To make amends, I will show you my best technique."

"That doesn't sound like good news to me, but bring it on, I'll face you with everything I've got," Gongson Su chuckled, even as sweat dripped down his forehead and his hands trembled.

Nodding, Dokgo Jun swung his sword. For a moment, Gongson Su felt as if the enormous blade filled his entire vision.

Impressive, he admired, even as he swung his own blade with all his strength. It met Dokgo Jun's, but was quickly overpowered. Slowly, almost as if in slow-motion, his sword split in two.

CRACK!

Gongson Su looked at the remaining half of his sword with a bittersweet smile, then bowed slightly and said, "Hoho, I've lost."

The crowd erupted into applause and cheers, but Gongson Su barely heard it. Instead, his mind conjured images of the young warriors he had once admired.

"It was a good duel," Dokgo Jun acknowledged, returning the gesture.

"It was indeed. I will never forget what happened today," Gongson Su replied, looking up at the sky.

Dark clouds gathered, hinting at rain, and the world seemed to blur around him.

Thus concluded the brief adventure of a 65-year-old novice martial artist.
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[Prepare.]

Just then, the assassins moved in unison.


Chapter 91: Protect the Elder!

After the duel ended, Gongson Su and Dokgo Jun stepped off the platform, sharing jokes and lighthearted banter.

"Please forgive my ignorance and rudeness earlier."

"Haha, it's alright."

"......" Dokgo Jun glanced at Gongson Su with respect and a twinge of guilt. Initially, he had brushed off Gongson Su's application as nothing more than a wealthy man's pastime. After facing him directly though, Dokgo Jun recognized the sheer effort the elder had put in. Just the calluses on his hands spoke volumes of the pain he had endured.

Grinning sheepishly, Dokgo Jun quipped, "…If you pass, you should address me as your senior properly."

His joke might not have been the funniest, but Gongson Su laughed heartily, "Haha! Alright. If I make it into the Azure Dragon Academy, I'll call you Senior Dokgo."

Doesn't his expression seem slightly bitter? Dokgo Jun wondered, but quickly wrote it off as fatigue. "You should see a physician for your injuries. They're not serious, but it's best to treat them quickly," he advised concernedly.

"What about you?"

"I'm fine. I still have more duels ahead."

While Gongson Su's palms were torn and his clothes disheveled, Dokgo Jun's clothes were pristine and he hadn't broken a sweat.

Gongson Su chuckled awkwardly, "I worried for nothing."

"The clinic is that way. I must prepare for my next duel… so I'll see you later."

"Wait!" Gongson Su stopped Dokgo Jun, who was about to walk away. "…It might just be an old man's meddling, but may I offer you some advice?"

"Of course." Dokgo Jun turned back, standing at attention, ready to listen.

Gongson Su smiled, impressed by how well-mannered the Student Council President was. "I'm not an expert in martial arts, but your talent is evident."

"......"

"With your talent, excellent upbringing, and hard work, it's no surprise you've achieved so much so young."

"You're too kind." Dokgo Jun bowed his head, touched by the praise. In the Dokgo Clan, he was celebrated as the greatest prodigy in a century. Raised amidst lofty expectations and rigorous training, his dedication had led him to surpass even his older brothers in mastering the Nine Swords of Dokgo.

"You've probably heard you're a prodigy many times," Gongson Su noted. He knew the weight of such words, for he himself was a prodigy who had passed the highest imperial examinations at a young age.

"So… don't despair," he added gently.

"Pardon?"

"As you live, you'll meet others whose talents surpass yours. Don't despair in their presence. There's no need to feel inferior. Life is long."

Dokgo Jun furrowed his brows in confusion. "I've already met many who are more talented than me," he admitted hesitantly.

Gongson Su smiled warmly. "I was just being cautious. Don't take it to heart."

"No, I'll see it as a reminder to train even harder."

"Haha, I've taken too much of your time. I should go see the physician now."

With those words, they went their separate ways.

Several minutes later, Dokgo Jun fully grasped the true meaning of Gongson Su's words.
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"Candidate Wiji Cheon! Step forward!"

By sheer coincidence, Wiji Cheon's opponent was Dokgo Jun. Nervously, Wiji Cheon bowed slightly and said, "Please take care of me."

"Show me your full strength."

"Yes!" Wiji Cheon replied brightly, drawing his sword.

"......" Dokgo Jun felt a wave of dizziness come over him, as if his diligent training had somehow betrayed him. He knew that Wiji Cheon was formidable, but only direct confrontation could reveal the true extent of the boy's strength. 

And facing him now, it seemed almost cruelly unfair.

How could someone so young be like that...

There appeared to be no openings, or at least, Dokgo Jun couldn't spot any at his level. Rather than a junior, he felt like he was up against one of the many extraordinary talents his age, many of whom attended the Heavenly Martial Academy.

"Senior? Are you alright? Can we begin?"

"…Ah."

Wiji Cheon's question brought Dokgo Jun back to reality. He clenched his teeth, the taste of blood sharpening his focus. "…Don't hold back," he mumbled.

"Excuse me?"

"Give it your all."

"…Are you sure?"

Dokgo Jun tightened his grip on his sword. Could he lose this duel? Possibly. But he couldn't afford to. As the Student Council President and the top prodigy of the Azure Dragon Academy, losing was not an option, no matter how talented the opponent.

Assuming his battle stance, Dokgo Jun declared, "Come. Or rather, I'll come to you."

He leaped forward, closing the gap instantly. For the first time, he unleashed his full power, dismissing any concerns for Wiji Cheon's well-being. With a singular focus, he aimed to end the duel with a swift, powerful strike, his formidable sword slicing through the air towards Wiji Cheon. Wiji Cheon, not taking the threat lightly, countered with his own blade.

As their swords collided, a massive burst of energy erupted, muting all other sounds around them.
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"Unbelievable..." Ak Yeonho gasped, his eyes wide as he watched the two boys clash.

Around him, everyone shared the same sentiment, mouths agape in wonder.

"Wow..."

"What is this..."

Even competitors on other stages paused their own fights to witness the spectacle. The judges were no different, fixated on Dokgo Jun and Wiji Cheon as their blades sparked with each collision. Soon, the duel stage bore the scars of numerous sword strikes.

"Hoo..."

"Haa..."

Catching their breath, the boys retreated briefly only to charge back into the fray.

"Take this!"

"Hah!"

To an untrained eye, they seemed perfectly matched, yet experts could spot the fundamental differences in their styles. 

Dokgo Jun wielded his sword with a firm, uncompromising grip, each strike packed with the power to overwhelm his opponent while relying on his years of relentless training to execute each technique at will. In contrast, Wiji Cheon's approach was fluid, his movements adaptive, always shifting in response to his opponent's actions.

Ak Yeonho admired Wiji Cheon's graceful swordplay, but couldn't easily say if it surpassed Dokgo Jun's. Their paths in swordsmanship diverged too widely for a simple comparison.

"Dokgo Jun is quite something," Baek Suryong remarked, the one person at the Azure Dragon Academy seemingly unconcerned by the display.

"…You call that just 'quite something'?" Ak Yeonho retorted sharply.

"Hyung-nim, aren't you moved by this duel between prodigies?"

"Prodigies? Dokgo Jun is a hard worker, not a born prodigy. Though, if effort alone makes one a prodigy, then I guess he'd qualify," Baek Suryong observed coldly. Though he recognized Dokgo Jun's skill, he was less impressed by his natural talent.

Though praised for his talent now, Dokgo Jun will soon encounter his limits. If only his innate talent were slightly better, he thought regretfully. A true prodigy was a rare gem among martial artists, requiring both nature and nurture.

"Cheon is the real prodigy," he stated firmly, being painfully familiar with Wiji Cheon's potential.

In battle, the usually reserved boy transformed into someone else completely, his face alight with joy as he traded blows with Dokgo Jun.

He's truly incorrigible.

Wiji Cheon was clearly reveling in the challenge, while Dokgo Jun appeared tense and wary, despite his slight advantage.

"…Who do you think will win, Hyung-nim?"

"Today, it might be Dokgo Jun."

But not next time. More importantly… why haven't the assassins made their move? Baek Suryong scanned the area with a detached look, alert for any signs of danger. Gongson Su was engrossed in Wiji Cheon's duel, oblivious to the threat, and Shadow lurked nearby, stealthily ensuring his safety.

They'll strike soon, I'm certain of it.

"Yeonho, stay alert," he commanded.

"Yes? Oh, yes."

He issued a telepathic warning to the others as well, urging them to keep watch. Meanwhile, the duel between Wiji Cheon and Dokgo Jun was reaching its climax.

"Hoo… Hoo..."

"Haa… Haa..."

Both boys panted heavily, their martial arts uniforms shredded and bodies marked with superficial wounds.

"Are you tired?"

"Not... yet!"

Eyeing Wiji Cheon's determined gaze, Dokgo Jun suggested, "We should wrap this up before it drags on. Shall we go all out with our best techniques?"

"…Yeah!"

Energy surged around them as they began to channel their strength, and soon, their swords radiated with sword qi.

"Look, sword qi!"

"Unbelievable! At such a young age..."

"The Azure Dragon Academy is going to make history this year!"

The crowd erupted at the sight of the sword qi, and even seasoned masters from orthodox sects were taken aback, constantly clearing their throats. Still, not everyone was thrilled, among them the Vice Principal.

Looking worried, Kwak Cheolwoo said, "Shouldn't we stop them? If something goes wrong..."

Noh Goonsang and Namgung Jaehak both shook their heads, eager to see more of the young swordsmen's skills.

"Let's watch a bit longer."

"I'll step in if it gets too risky."

"…Alright," Kwak Cheolwoo conceded, sighing heavily.

As the two boys pointed their qi-charged swords at each other, tension spiked among the onlookers, and Baek Suryong's anxiety mounted as well.

If the assassins are going to strike, it'll be now. With all eyes glued to Wiji Cheon and Dokgo Jun, it's the ideal moment for an attack.

[Stay vigilant for any assassin activity,] he telepathically cautioned his friends.

His prediction was on point. However, the adversaries proved more audacious than he anticipated.

"Murder!"

"Aaaah!"

"Run!"

"Assassins from the unorthodox sects!"

"What's happening?!"

Screams suddenly pierced the air as blood spurted from several zones in the spectator stands. As people jostled and tripped over one another to escape, panic ensued.

"Everyone, calm down!"

The instructors struggled to maintain order, but it was a losing battle. The crowd was too large, and many were civilians, not trained warriors. The chaos quickly escalated.

"Wait a moment!"

"Everyone! Please calm down..."

Even the temporary instructors helping Baek Suryong quickly found themselves overwhelmed by the pandemonium, the crush of the crowd hampering their actions.

"Protect the Elder!" Baek Suryong yelled, but by then, dozens of assassins were already converging on Gongson Su.


Chapter 92: Instinct

"Argh!"

"Run, everyone, run!"

No one saw the chaos coming. Blood flew from every direction, mixing with the sharp, piercing screams. Terrified spectators shoved, tripped, and trampled each other, desperate to escape.

"Calm down!"

"Don't move recklessly!"

Instructors and martial artists scrambled to restore order, but assassins shouted from every corner, stirring confusion and feeding the chaos.

"Poison! Someone released poison!"

"There are explosives in the stands!"

In the midst of the turmoil, the Black Forest's Third Captain telepathically barked orders to his subordinates.

[First unit, continue to incite and confuse.]

[Yes, sir!]

[Second unit, block the obstructors.]

[Yes, sir!]

[Third unit, eliminate the target.]

[Yes, sir!]

Having issued commands, the Third Captain slipped away, blending into the crowd.

The ones attacking us... it wasn't Bloodletter.

At first, he thought Bloodletter was the attacker, but the more he thought about it, the more he had doubts. Eventually, he discovered that Bloodletter was also a target, hunted by unknown entities.

Could it be Deathshroud?

He entertained the thought for a moment but cast it aside swiftly. The proud Deathshroud wouldn't stoop to such underhanded tactics. Had Deathshroud been behind this, either all of Black Forest's assassins would be dead, or Deathshroud's would be.

Only one other possibility remained.

This is the work of Shadow and her allies.

This revelation had come at a high cost. The ranks of Black Forest assassins were now halved, and the target had sailed through the exam unharmed.

Under normal circumstances, he would have retreated, but not this time. Failure to capture the target was not an option; the Black Forest's leader would not forgive him. Besides, the stakes of this mission were too high to simply walk away.

I must kill the target, even if it means sending all the assassins I brought to their deaths.

Thus, he hatched a bold plan, knowing that as long as Gongson Su died, the imperial authorities would overlook any casualties incurred here.

"Ahhh! Save me!!" he screamed, his face ashen as he maneuvered through the crowd towards Gongson Su, his eyes colder than ever.

I'll finish this myself.
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"Protect the Elder!" Baek Suryong's shout carried from afar.

However, even before his cry could reach him, Hyonwon Kang was already springing into action. Planting himself in front of Gongson Su, he yelled, "Gramps! Stay behind me!"

"What's happening...?"

"Elder," Shadow whispered, materializing beside Gongson Su. She chose to reveal herself, seeing it as a better strategy than remaining hidden.

Witnessing their worried faces, Gongson Su quickly caught on. "...They're after me, aren't they?"

"There's no need to worry."

"You knew already?"

"......"

"Why didn't you tell me?"

Shadow bit her lip, her eyes darting towards the advancing assassins. "I'll accept any punishment later. For now, please just trust me."

As the assassins charged, they flung their hidden weapons. Shadow and Hyonwon Kang stepped up to intercept the onslaught, but as they parried the weapons, the leading assassin darted forward, thrusting a slender spear towards Gongson Su's heart.

"Not on my watch!" Hyonwon Kang roared, his foot sending the spear skyward as Shadow slashed the assailant's throat.

SPURT!

Blood splattered in front of Hyonwon Kang, sending him reeling, but there was no time to hesitate. More assassins pressed forward, and stopping them was the only way to keep Gongson Su safe.

"Haaah!" Hyonwon Kang bellowed, his blade whirling to deflect the flurry of hidden weapons. Those he couldn't swat away, he blocked with his own body.

THUD! THUD! THUD!

Knives and shurikens buried themselves in Hyonwon Kang's limbs, and he stumbled just as three assassins converged on him.

"Grandpa!" From the duel stage, Wiji Cheon dashed toward them, his sword qi clearing a path through the enemies. "Are you alright? What's happening?"

"No time to explain. Just stop them!"

Shadow, Hyonwon Kang, and Wiji Cheon formed a defensive triangle around Gongson Su even as the assassins multiplied, swarming like moths to a flame, heedless of their own safety.

Hyonwon Kang clenched his teeth, battling the assassins fiercely. Blood drenched his martial arts uniform, soaking it through. He couldn't even pause to wipe the blood from his face, feeling the sting of blades slicing his flesh. 

"Gasp... Gasp..."

Soon, his breaths became short, rapid gasps. His face paled, and dizziness and nausea threatened to overwhelm him. Although he was known as the worst troublemaker at the Azure Dragon Academy, he had never killed anyone before today. The burden of taking so many lives, a crushing toll that would make even a hardened adult falter, weighed heavily on him. Still, he gritted his teeth and persevered.

"Senior, please fall back," Wiji Cheon urged, his voice steady. He nudged Hyonwon Kang aside and took on most of the assassins, his sword swift and ruthless as it decapitated one person and pierced another's heart.

Even the seasoned assassin Shadow was taken aback by the boy's icy demeanor.

"Crazy..." Hyonwon Kang murmured, stepping back and staring at Wiji Cheon in awe. Once again, he felt embarrassed by his own lack of skill and experience.

"Senior, are you okay?" Gongson Su supported the wounded Hyonwon Kang. Although the assassins' blades hadn't touched Gongson Su yet, he drew his sword and remained alert.

Hyonwon Kang wheezed, "Damn it. What kind of senior am I if I just get in the way and can't even help?"

"If it weren't for you, those knives in your body would be in mine. Don't talk too much, I think you're poisoned."

"Poison... that explains it..."

"Here, take this."

After swallowing the pill Gongson Su offered, Hyonwon Kang felt a bit steadier. He leaned on the ground, catching his breath. "Whew, I feel a bit better now."

"Your stamina is monstrous."

The two stood back to back, vigilant and ready.

"Argh!"

"My arm, my arrrrm!"

Chaos reigned all around. Screams and the clash of metal filled the air as assassins attacked from multiple points, sowing confusion and drawing attention away from their main target.

"What about Mr. Baek?"

"It'll take him a while to get here."

Baek Suryong and other instructors were embroiled in battles with different assassin groups.

"Attacking innocent people...!" Gongson Su's rage flared as he stood firm, bellowing at the assailants, "Hey, you! You must kill me today! Because if I survive, I will hunt down you and your backers and eradicate you all!"

His words seemed to momentarily unnerve the assassins, but their hesitation stemmed from more than just his threat.

What's going on? Hyonwon Kang felt a chill crawl down his spine, and his heart raced. Of all times, he suddenly recalled how Baek Suryong had once counseled him after a defeat by Wiji Cheon.


"Your advantage over Cheon? You've got brute stamina..."

"That doesn't count. I don't think I'm better than him at anything."

"No, your instincts are sharper. Like an animal's."
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"Is that really a plus?"



Trusting his gut, Hyonwon Kang suddenly yanked Gongson Su aside, just as a spear whizzed past where they had been moments before.

"Tsk." A man appeared behind him like a specter, clicking his tongue in disapproval.

How long has he been there? Hyonwon Kang wondered, his skin prickling with cold sweat.

"Grandpa!"

"Elder!"

Wiji Cheon and Shadow dashed towards them, but assassins threw themselves in their path.

"Get out of the way!"

"Protect the Elder!"

Surrounded by assassins, they were trapped. Seizing the moment, the Third Captain charged at Gongson Su.

"Gramps! Stay behind me!" Hyonwon Kang shouted, stepping in front of Gongson Su and gripping his blade tightly, even as his survival instincts screamed at the danger.

"Senior!" Gongson Su cried out.

He's a master far beyond me. Hyonwon Kang clenched his teeth. His foe was not just any assassin but a martial artist of far superior skill, his plain-looking sword gleaming with lethal intent. "Damn it..." he cursed.

The man advanced silently, swinging his sword wordlessly, like a grim reaper.

This is it... I'm going to die. Hyonwon Kang had never felt death so close. It was an eerie feeling. His pupils dilated, and his breathing slowed to a near stop.

Time seemed to drag on forever.

As death loomed, Hyonwon Kang's instincts, once praised by Baek Suryong, surged through every cell of his body.

CLANG!

Hyonwon Kang's sword met the Third Captain's, and blood spurted from Hyonwon Kang's chest as he crumpled to the ground.

"Kang! Damn you, you bastard!" Gongson Su howled, fury driving him as he charged at the Third Captain with his sword raised.

"......" The Third Captain grimaced and pressed his hand against the bleeding cut on his arm. In the final clash, the boy's desperate move had left a deep wound on it. 

He dodged my killing blow and injured me in the process, he thought, looking at Hyonwon Kang who lay twitching on the ground, severely wounded but alive. Frustrated by his failure, the Third Captain wanted to finish him off, but Gongson Su was the more pressing target now.

Shadow and Wiji Cheon were still entangled with other assassins, and the instructors scrambled to control the chaos. The brief respite Hyonwon Kang had bought seemed fleeting.

"We've won." The Third Captain smirked, swinging his sword towards Gongson Su's neck.

Just then, Hyonwon Kang's sacrifice paid off.

"Stop."

"…!!" The Third Captain intended to ignore the command, but his sword halted just shy of Gongson Su's neck, as if grabbed by an unseen force.

A tremendous energy pressure then crushed his body.

"Ugh, ugh…!" he groaned, feeling as if his entire body was being squeezed.

"I said, stop."

"Argh!" Finally, the Third Captain spat blood and dropped to his knees. Nearby assassins also collapsed, bleeding profusely. None were spared.

"What the…"

"Why suddenly…"

Wiji Cheon and Shadow, still battling, glanced at the fallen figures in shock, then looked up sharply.

Namgung Jaehak hovered in the sky, the sun blazing behind him, commanding the scene below. "I believe there is much I need to hear from you," he said to the Third Captain, before shifting his gaze to Baek Suryong, who had just caught up.

"…And from you too," he added.


Chapter 93: All Humans Make Mistakes

The chaos settled quickly once the Azure Dragon Academy experts arrived on the scene.

"There's poison in their mouths! Pin them down and seal their acupoints!" Namgung Su commanded the instructors even as he personally took down the assassins. With each flash of his sword, an assassin lost a limb, yet miraculously, the young teacher's white martial arts uniform stayed pristine.

"Mr. Namgung!"

"Vice Principal."

"W-What on earth is happening?" Vice Principal Kwak Cheolwoo stuttered, looking pale and shaken.

Namgung Su almost sighed at the pitiful sight but instead, he calmed Kwak Cheolwoo, saying, "We're being attacked by trained assassins. We still don't know who they're after, but first, we need to suppress them."

Well, I have my suspicions, but I don't think I should share them with the Vice Principal right now.

"Y-Yes! Let's secure these bastards!" Kwak Cheolwoo shouted.

It wasn't long before the chaos eased. There weren't many assassins left to begin with, and once Namgung Jaehak subdued the Third Captain of the Black Forest, their morale shattered.

Namgung Su heaved a sigh of relief. It's a miracle this ended as well as it did.

There were surprisingly few fatalities. The assassins had intended to cause chaos, not death, so they aimed to wound painfully and provoke screams rather than kill silently. In fact, the ensuing stampede injured more people than the assassins' knives.

"Get the injured to a physician immediately."

"I-I'll see to it right away."

As Vice Principal hurried off, Namgung Su's eyes searched for someone.

Baek Suryong. The moment the bloodshed began, that guy immediately shouted, "Protect the Elder!". Did he know this would happen?

If Baek Suryong had known and stayed silent, it was unforgivable, regardless of personal feelings.

"What's going on here?"

"Mr. Baek, we need to talk."

Wearing a stern expression, Noh Goonsang, along with an icy-eyed Namgung Jaehak and Gongson Su, confronted Baek Suryong. As it turned out, Namgung Su wasn't the only one who found his behavior suspicious. 

Though the four appeared to be talking, they must have employed some sound-blocking technique, as nothing could be heard. Only after a moment and a sigh from Noh Goonsang were the last words faintly audible.

"Let's move to another location and talk."

Turning away, Noh Goonsang, his voice filled with the qi, solemnly declared, "The entrance exam is temporarily suspended."

Shortly thereafter, Namgung Su received a telepathic message from Noh Goonsang, [Mr. Namgung, you come to my office too.]

Glaring at Baek Suryong's retreating figure, Namgung Su sighed unconsciously, "Since that guy arrived, the academy hasn't had a moment of peace."
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The mood in the Principal's Office was tense. While there were few fatalities, dozens had been seriously injured and rushed to the physician, among them Hyonwon Kang, nursing a deep chest wound.

"He's a resilient kid. He'll be up in no time," Shadow reassured.

"He'd better be..." Gongson Su replied weakly. Although he had avoided serious injuries thanks to his many protectors, his mind was anything but calm. Is this old man's life really worth that much...?

The room was crowded. On one side of the large desk, Noh Goonsang, Namgung Jaehak, Kwak Cheolwoo, and Namgung Su were seated, representing the Azure Dragon Academy and the Ten Supremes. Opposite them, Gongson Su, Shadow, and Wiji Cheon represented the White Dragon Manor. Along the wall, the temporary instructors Ak Yeonho, Myeong Il'oh, and Jaegal Soyeong stood in a line, their demeanor suggesting a heavy sense of guilt.

At the head of the table, Baek Suryong sat straight, resembling a defendant at trial.

"...It was a miscalculation on my part," Baek Suryong began, revealing Gongson Su's identity, the truth behind the assassination attempt, and that he had enlisted the help of the temporary instructors to thwart the attack. Still, he kept some details to himself, such as why he hadn't informed Noh Goonsang earlier.

Noh Goonsang and Namgung Jaehak fixed their piercing gazes on Baek Suryong.

"...You didn't trust me," Noh Goonsang said, intuitively reading between Baek Suryong's lines.

Baek Suryong nodded, his smile tinged with regret. "I apologize. I wasn't sure how far the enemy's reach was, so I disclosed only what was necessary to ensure security."

"Why did you exclude the Prime Minister?" Namgung Jaehak interjected sharply, his stare cutting through Baek Suryong.

I cannot lie in front of these masters, and it seems that half-truths will not satisfy them, either. Facing such skilled martial artists, any deception could have severe repercussions. Baek Suryong recognized the precariousness of his situation.

"Tell us the whole truth. Why didn't you warn the Prime Minister about the assassins?" Namgung Jaehak. Having been by Gongson Su's side since the initial rescue, he was puzzled why Gongson Su seemed to be in the dark about the assassins.

"It baffles me why you wouldn't inform the very person you're protecting about a threat," Namgung Jaehak pressed, ready to extract the truth by force if necessary.

"…I intended to use the Elder as bait to draw out the assassins," Baek Suryong admitted.

"What?"

"That's madness."

"Have you lost your mind?"

One after another, Noh Goonsang, Namgung Jaehak, and Namgung Su chimed in, their foreheads slick with stress. Using a former Prime Minister as bait was unthinkable. If Gongson Su had perished, who would have answered for it?

"Hoho…" Gongson Su himself remained calm, briefed by Shadow beforehand.

Baek Suryong continued, his tone steady, "Given the circumstances, it was the best strategy. We couldn't tell friends from foes, nor estimate the enemy's strength. Fleeing or hiding would only play into their hands. Merging into the crowd seemed wiser..."

"Are you out of your mind?!" Kwak Cheolwoo stood up from his seat, pointing at Baek Suryong. "Don't you understand the principle of inviolability! You're jeopardizing the academy!"

Noh Goonsang quickly attempted to soothe him. "Vice Principal, please, sit down and calm yourself."

However, Kwak Cheolwoo's rage was unabated. "How can I stay calm?! This involves the Imperial Palace. You should've reported this to the government instead of letting it escalate..."

"Must I silence you forcefully?" Noh Goonsang warned, his subtle threat carried a hint of killing intent. "Sit down. We have guests."

"I-I misspoke," Kwak Cheolwoo stammered, his face paling as he quickly sat down.

In the growing tension, Namgung Jaehak addressed Baek Suryong gravely, "If you didn't trust Principal Noh, it's likely you didn't trust me either."

"...Yes."

"I've always found the title 'Blue Sky Sword King' a bit too grand, but to think I'd be suspected of colluding with assassins..." Namgung Jaehak's voice trailed off, his mere presence suffocating the skilled martial artists in the room.

After a pause, Baek Suryong spoke up, "I never suspected you of collusion, but it's better to be safe than sorry."

"What exactly do you think of me, or the Namgung Clan?" Namgung Jaehak shouted, increasing the pressure on Baek Suryong.

Yet, Baek Suryong held his gaze.

He doesn't look away. Whether it was courage or audacity, Namgung Jaehak couldn't decide. One thing was clear: he was far from pleased. "This isn't a trivial matter. Many innocents were hurt, and the entrance exam was ruined," he added.

"I know."

"And who would you say is most responsible?"

"......" Although the assassins and corrupt officials were obviously the culprits, Baek Suryong felt a slight pang of regret. If he had foreseen their tactics, he might have been able to come up with a better strategy that wouldn't endanger innocent lives.

"If you had sought help from me or Principal Noh earlier, none of this would have happened. Do you acknowledge that?"

"I do." Baek Suryong nodded, his face grave. Innocents were hurt, and if Namgung Jaehak hadn't stepped in at the critical moment, Gongson Su might have died. He had no excuse.

If this were the Blood Cult, I'd be executed for this failure.

He was ready to face the consequences. With a stern look, he said, "I will take responsibility for any problems that arise."

"Responsibility? How?"

"Now, now, Jaehak, I think you're going a little too far…"

"Be quiet, Goonsang. Your kindness is exactly why the temporary instructor felt emboldened to act behind your back."

"……"

Namgung Jaehak turned back toward Baek Suryong. "So, how exactly do you plan to take responsibility?"

"If you wish, I'll resign from my teaching position..."

"Enough is enough!" Gongson Su suddenly interrupted, standing up and fixing Namgung Jaehak with a fierce glare.

"S-Sir Prime Minister?" Namgung Jaehak stammered, taken aback. Gongson Su, the biggest victim of the incident, was the last person he expected to shout at him.

"I've kept quiet out of respect for the Azure Dragon Academy, but I can't stay silent watching this unfold. Are we here to persecute Mr. Baek?" Gongson Su scolded.

"......"

"If you have any grievances, take them up with me. I am the assassins' target. Everything Mr. Baek did, he did to protect me."

"We're just trying to piece the full story together..."

"You've already heard what you need to. Why keep hounding Mr. Baek?"

Namgung Jaehak, momentarily at a loss for words, desperately tried to explain, "Because he chose not to report to his superiors, and that oversight led to civilian injuries..."

Gongson Su scoffed, "Mr. Baek wasn't wrong. I have many enemies within the Imperial Palace, and some of them are allied with murim sects and clans. In the end, if a whole bunch of powerful figures wished me dead, do you really think no one in your Namgung Clan would give in to them?"

Namgung Jaehak had no grounds for denial; it was the bitter truth.

"I won't allow the man who saved my life to be unfairly punished. If Azure Dragon Academy dismisses Mr. Baek, I'll appoint him as a military general."

"What?" Baek Suryong couldn't hide his shock. Supporting me is one thing, but making me a general?

Namgung Jaehak's jaw dropped, his astonishment mirroring Baek Suryong's.

"I have something to add," Shadow suddenly said. "I supported Mr. Baek's plan from the beginning, so I should rightfully share the responsibility for this incident. If he is punished, I will also cut off one of my arms in apology."

"What...?" Baek Suryong stared at Shadow, stunned by her drastic vow.

"May I say something too?" Wiji Cheon raised his hand timidly.

Baek Suryong braced for more surprises.

"If Mr. Baek leaves the Azure Dragon Academy, I'll withdraw my application."

"......"

"I don't wish to study here if he's not present," Wiji Cheon declared, bowing his head.

Noh Goonsang, Namgung Su, and Kwak Cheolwoo instantly tensed up, alarmed. We can't afford to lose such a talent!

Noh Goonsang shot Namgung Jaehak a terrifying look. [Apologize to Mr. Baek, now!]

[What? Why should I apologize…]

[Just do it, you fool! Now!]

Compelled by the forceful telepathic command, Namgung Jaehak found himself apologizing, albeit reluctantly. "I-I apologize for my behavior. I was too emotional."

"...It's fine." Gongson Su clapped his hands once, then sat back down. "No need to feel sorry, all humans make mistakes. Now, let's discuss our future plans."


Chapter 94: You Were the Best Teacher

"Skysword[1] is coming? Then who's protecting the Emperor now?" Gongson Su asked, startled. He had just heard the news that Skysword, the Royal Guard's strongest and one of the Ten Supremes, was coming to personally escort him. 

"It was the Emperor himself who sent Skysword," Shadow replied, kneeling on one knee.

Overwhelmed by the Emperor's concern, Gongson Su closed his eyes. "Hoho, what an honor for an old man like me..."

Since the assassination attempt a few days ago, the Imperial Palace had been in turmoil. On the orders of an enraged Emperor, a frenzied manhunt for the culprits had been launched. Several suspects were already in custody, and the thought of the iron-fisted Gongson Su returning to power sent shivers down the spines of many officials, corrupt or no.

"…Many officials have reached out. What should I do?"

"Tell them all the same thing: an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth. They will pay for their sins."

"Yes, sir."

With a stoic face, Gongson Su continued packing. He had few possessions, including only a few martial arts uniforms, a handful of beloved books, and his trusty wooden practice sword, so it was a quick task. 

He stroked the sword, chuckling, "Hoho, how is my sword already so worn out?"

"…You never let it go, even in your sleep," Shadow said with a warm smile. She knew all too well the extraordinary effort Gongson Su had put into learning martial arts. Weaker and slower by nature, he had to push himself far harder than his peers, pondering and refining his swordsmanship after every swing and never hesitating to consult his master with even the slightest doubt.


"If the kids at the Azure Dragon Academy worked half as hard as you, Elder Gong, they'd win the Heavenly Martial Festival every year…"



Nostalgia filled Gongson Su's eyes as he recounted how Baek Suryong often praised him for his hard work. Before he knew it, he had already trained here at the White Dragon Manor for over a month. "It feels like a dream," he whispered.

"…A dream that came true," Shadow added.

"Hoho, you've really improved your way with words, haven't you?"

"With you and Mr. Baek around, it's hard not to."

"You're getting bold! Will you challenge me to a duel next?"

"I might just do that now."

"What? Hahaha!" Gongson Su burst out laughing.

Shadow's smile widened. Since her arrival at the White Dragon Manor, she too had changed, her smile becoming more natural with each passing day. Even though she hadn't formally studied under Baek Suryong, she had absorbed a lot just by observing.

"We've both learned a lot here."

"…Yes. I will miss it."

Gongson Su picked up the only new item in the room, a small jade plaque carved into the shape of a coiled dragon—the Azure Dragon Emblem (靑龍牌), granted only to those admitted into the Azure Dragon Academy. Just yesterday afternoon, they had announced the entrance exam results.

"Congratulations again on passing."

"That was a close one. I should have started looking from the bottom of the list."

"It was amusing watching you search from the top."

"You little..." Gongson Su glared at Shadow with feigned indignation.

Shadow averted her gaze, muttering, "Passing is passing, no matter the rank."

Although he was the top from the bottom, Gongson Su had indeed passed the Azure Dragon Academy entrance exam.

"Hoho! Indeed, passing is passing," Gongson Su acknowledged, pinning the Azure Dragon Emblem to his chest before leaving his room for the last time. "Before we leave, I must thank Mr. Baek once again. Meeting the best teacher ever has made all the difference," he added.

"…If Mr. Baek is the best teacher, then you are the best student."

"Oh my, one should stick to one's opinion. Haven't you heard that it's bad to keep changing your mind?"

"Just indulge me this once, it's our last day."

"Tsk tsk. Such a wild child, who will marry you…"

"Grandpa!" Wiji Cheon suddenly called out, running toward Gongson Su.

"Why are you so late?" Hyonwon Kang grumbled, still pale.

Wow, is this kid even human? Gongson Su thought. Even with his elixirs and Baek Suryong's healing techniques, it was a miracle that Hyonwon Kang was able to walk again within a few days after his serious injuries.

Still, I'm glad to see him well before we depart.

Taking one last look around the familiar White Dragon Manor, Gongson Su said, "Let's not be late for the entrance ceremony."

Today was a big day at the Azure Dragon Academy. For Gongson Su, it was also the day he would return to the Imperial Palace.

[image: sep]

The entrance ceremony was a spectacular sight, with one hundred new students standing in precise rows in the center of the vast martial arts arena. Surrounding them, a crowd of parents and friends watched with a mixture of pride and emotion.

"Not long ago, we overcame a brutal challenge from assassins. I'm sure you all remember the incident during the sparring exam," Noh Goonsang, the Principal of the Azure Dragon Academy, announced from the podium.

The new students responded with grave nods. The assassination attempt during the sparring match was officially labeled as an attempt to undermine the Academy's entrance exam, but ironically, the event had only strengthened the camaraderie among the students.

"Throughout history, the unorthodox sects have challenged us many times, but we have always emerged victorious, and will continue to do so. The Azure Dragon Academy will never yield to evil!"

The audience erupted in thunderous applause. Concluding his speech, Noh Goonsang stepped down from the podium and handed the stage over to Mae Geuklyom, the Headmaster.

"Next, we'll hear from the top freshman. Please step forward," Mae Geuklyom said.

A short, frail-looking boy stepped up to the dais. He looked more likely to be crushed by a sword than to wield one, but as the top scorer, his presence commanded respect.

"So that's Wiji Cheon..."

"The prodigy who fought Dokgo Jun to a draw."

"I can't believe he's the same age as me..."

Since giving the freshman speech was a prestigious honor at the Azure Dragon Academy, second only to the graduation speech, it was only natural that Wiji Cheon was the subject of his peers' envy, admiration, and jealousy.

Namgung Seok, who had taken second place, gritted his teeth. "Enjoy this moment. I'll be the one delivering the graduation speech..." he declared resolutely as Wiji Cheon walked past him.

Wiji Cheon, however, ignored Namgung Seok. Facing the vast audience, his vision blurred under their intense gaze.

"Ah, hello. I'm Wiji Cheon," he muttered shyly, eliciting both smiles and frowns alike.

Mae Geuklyom, noticing his nervousness, reassured him, "Just speak your mind."

Wiji Cheon blushed, fully aware of every eye fixed on him. "Actually, I did my best to become the top entrant... because I wanted to give this opportunity to someone else."

"What?"

"What's he talking about?"

The crowd was visibly surprised, but none more so than Gongson Su, who realized that Wiji Cheon was staring directly at him.

"Cheon, you can't mean..."

"Elder Gongson Su, please come up here."

Gongson Su shook his head. He couldn't accept a reward that Wiji Cheon had earned through his own efforts just because they were close friends.

However, Baek Suryong nudged him gently. "Go on. I suspect Cheon's going to explode from embarrassment if you don't."

"Did you know about this?" Gongson Su whispered.

Baek Suryong sighed and shrugged. "How could I possibly know what the kid was planning? Anyway, hurry up and get up there. If this drags on, I will have to work overtime again."

Gongson Su slowly stepped up to the podium, and Wiji Cheon gave him an encouraging smile before stepping down.

"Hoho… I'm not sure if this is appropriate. Principal Noh, is this acceptable?" Gongson Su asked, looking at Noh Goonsang.

Noh Goonsang, initially surprised, soon offered a reassuring smile. "Well, the reward is Wiji Cheon's to bestow as he sees fit."

"Hoho... Very well," Gongson Su said, collecting his thoughts and coolly surveying the students. Despite his initial disorientation, he was a man who often faced the Emperor and numerous powerful ministers with confidence. In comparison, addressing a few hundred people was trivial.

"I am Gongson Su, and I am sixty-five this year. If there's anyone here older than me, please step forward. These days, looks can be quite deceiving," he quipped, glancing at Namgung Jaehak in the VIP section and triggering laughter from the crowd.

Now I have everyone's attention. Confirming that his joking tactics were effective, Gongson Su continued, "I am not the top student, and I don't harbor any grand ambitions. Instead, I will offer you the advice of an elder. Take it or leave it as you will."

Captivated by Gongson Su's charisma, the students listened closely to the old man's every word even though he was probably the least skilled in martial arts among the freshmen.

"First, never despair if you find yourself lagging behind your peers. Just look at me. It took me sixty-five years to reach where you are now."

Gongson Su cast a glance at Wiji Cheon, a boy envied for his talent.

"The world is unjust. Much depends on your lineage, your innate talent, and plain old luck. Believe me, I know full well how daunting it is to challenge your lot in life."

To Gongson Su, every student at the Azure Dragon Academy was enviable, not just Namgung Seok but also those who were at the bottom of the rankings.

"I'm not advising against hard work. Strive daily, for today will not come again."

He turned to Hyonwon Kang, a man known for his gruff demeanor yet steadfast heart, who always strove to surpass Wiji Cheon in their regular sparring sessions.

"If you're giving your all, that's commendable."

Hyonwon Kang grumbled something like "annoying old man" under his breath. 

Gongson Su chuckled and glanced at Shadow. 

"Secondly, cultivate meaningful friendships. If you only ever look upwards, you'll find no friends, only adversaries."

Shadow fought back tears. Over the years, her bond with Gongson Su had evolved from mere master and bodyguard to something akin to family, but she had only realized it recently.

Why cry on such a joyous day? Gongson Su smiled at Shadow, then met Baek Suryong's eyes. 

"Lastly, seek a good mentor."

"......" Baek Suryong returned Gongson Su's gaze a warm smile.

"Finding a mentor who believes in you will bring out the best in you, revealing strengths and qualities you never knew you possessed."

Gongson Su had never believed that he could do it. As Dokgo Jun had once remarked, he had started learning martial arts for fun.

But you made me serious.

Baek Suryong had discovered a potential that he himself had not recognized and convinced him that it was feasible.

You were the best teacher.

Even without words, Baek Suryong understood Gongson Su's unspoken thoughts. You were the best student as well, he conveyed to Gongson Su with his eyes, knowing that the old man would also understand him.

"That's all from me. I wish all of you, my fellow students of the Azure Dragon Academy, success and good health."

Gongson Su stepped back, bowing slightly.

CLAP CLAP CLAP.

Baek Suryong started clapping, not merely out of courtesy but with genuine enthusiasm. Shadow, Hyonwon Kang, and Wiji Cheon joined in. The applause, initially sparse, cascaded through the crowd and lingered long after Gongson Su had vacated the podium.

Following the ceremony, Gongson Su submitted his withdrawal letter to the Azure Dragon Academy.



Footnotes:

[1] Skysword: The author messed up and forgot his own character's name rofl. The same character was called Skykiller in Chapter 82. As he is named Skysword from now onwards and in the manhwa, I will update the old chapters.



Chapter 95: How Did You Know?

Noh Goonsang stared blankly at the withdrawal letter Gongson Su handed him. "Quitting right after enrolling... This is a first."

"Hoho, it seems I'm setting multiple records at the Azure Dragon Academy," Gongson Su chuckled.

There's a bitterness hidden in that laughter, Noh Goonsang sensed. "Won't you regret it?" he asked softly.

"I will. A lot," Gongson Su admitted, his gaze lingering on the Azure Dragon emblem next to the withdrawal letter. Since he was dropping out, he had to return the emblem he had worked so hard to earn.

"However, I cannot shamelessly continue my martial arts training while watching the country rot because of corrupt officials," he continued. 

In his absence, power-hungry officials in the palace had curbed the Emperor and greedily grasped for power. Despite the Emperor's wisdom and benevolence, his lack of experience with these seasoned power players left Gongson Su no choice but to return to the palace.

"Still, I wish to support the Azure Dragon Academy from afar," he suddenly offered.

Noh Goonsang's eyes widened. "Support? What do you mean?"

From what Gongson Su had seen, the Azure Dragon Academy was a treasure trove of hidden talents. Unfortunately, the Academy's lack of notable success in the Heavenly Martial Festival over the past decade had led to a decrease in student confidence and financial support, creating a vicious cycle that pushed the Academy further into decline.

Gongson Su planned to break that cycle. 

"Principal, from this year onwards, you don't need to worry about financial issues," he affirmed.

"Hoho..." Noh Goonsang was stunned by this unexpected fortune. With just a few words, Gongson Su had ensured that financial support for the Azure Dragon Academy would surpass even that of the other Five Great Academies. "I don't know how to thank you enough."

"This is the least I can do. I hope my fellow classmates will continue to take pride in being students of the Azure Dragon Academy."

"......" After staring at Gongson Su for a moment, Noh Goonsang suddenly tore up the withdrawal letter.

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

"Freshman Gongson Su," Noh Goonsang said in a serious tone. "I will process this letter as a request for a deferment, not a withdrawal."

"What?"

Noh Goonsang pushed the Azure Dragon Emblem back towards Gongson Su. "When you're done with your duties at the palace, you can resume your studies anytime you want."

"......"

"Of course, you will have to take a simple retest. I won't accept you back if you neglect your training."

"Hohoho..." Gongson Su chuckled bitterly. He was already sixty-five. In five years, he'd be seventy, and in ten years, seventy-five. 

Resuming my studies? Can I wrap things up at the palace in five years? There are no guarantees. But whether it's five years or ten, does it matter?

Gongson Su found himself smiling. Carefully placing the Azure Dragon Emblem back in his chest pocket, he stood up. "Understood, I won't neglect my training. I'll be going now."

"The Azure Dragon Academy will be very different when you return," Noh Goonsang declared cheekily.

"Hoho, I look forward to it."

Bowing, Gongson Su turned and left the Principal's office.

Years later, this legendary student would return to the Azure Dragon Academy, but that is a story for another time.
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"It really is goodbye now," Gongson Su said as he exchanged final farewells with Baek Suryong on the outskirts of Nanchang. "Aren't you getting in trouble because of me? All the teachers must be swamped with work after the entrance ceremony."

While Gongson Su had submitted his withdrawal letter right after the ceremony, the other freshmen were busy with their new class assignments. Baek Suryong, a new instructor, should have been running around frantically helping them, yet here he was, leisurely seeing Gongson Su off.

Baek Suryong flashed a grin. "I got permission from Principal Noh. It's kind of nice to play hooky while everyone else is busy."

"Tsk tsk. Aren't you worried the other instructors will resent you for this?"

"They'll resent me whether or not I do this, so why bother?" Baek Suryong laughed, recalling Namgung Su's sour expression. 

Which class should I swipe from him? Heheh...

Since Wiji Cheon was the top student, Baek Suryong had won their bet and earned the right to teach one of Namgung Su's classes for the semester. 

Weaponry? Outer arts? Inner arts? Maybe a common class for all grades would work best...

All of Namgung Su's classes were popular, so any choice was a good one. Baek Suryong hadn't decided yet, but it was a fun dilemma to have.

"Looking at that smirk, I'd say you're plotting another way to torment the students," Gongson Su remarked.

"It's a shame you won't be here to see it, Elder," Baek Suryong shrugged.

Gongson Su smiled. Had he heard that hours earlier, it might have stung, but now he had new plans. "I'll take those classes when I return, so don't get yourself fired and stick around at the Azure Dragon Academy for a long time," he said.

"I'll do my best."

Right now, they were alone. Wiji Cheon had to remain at the academy for freshman activities, Hyonwon Kang was too ill to travel this far, and Shadow had been dispatched to fetch Skysword, who would arrive with the Royal Guard within the hour.

"So, what was it you wanted to discuss, sending Shadow ahead?" Gongson Su asked.

"I just wanted to chat a bit before you leave. Shall we sit over there?" Baek Suryong suggested, pointing to a small pavilion at the beginning of a mountain path that functioned as a resting spot.

As the two men sat across from each other, Baek Suryong pulled out a bottle of expensive baijiu[1] he'd bought just yesterday and said, "You've really worked hard this past month."

Gongson Su's eyes widened in shock. "You're sharing your liquor with me? You never let me near it before."

"I got it just for today. A farewell drink won't hurt, right?"

Gongson Su's eyes sparkled. "Sure, there's no one to scold me now. Oh, is this why you sent Shadow ahead?"

"Partly," Baek Suryong chuckled.

Like two mischievous kids, they began passing drinks back and forth.

"This is good," Gongson Su exclaimed.

"Well, it's pricey stuff," Baek Suryong replied.

They didn't need many words. Their memories served as snacks, and the cool, comfortable breeze was their entertainment.

After a while, Gongson Su solemnly said, "Instructor."

"Yes?"

"Keep an eye on Cheon. He's got a gentle heart, and those jealous of his talent might try to cause trouble."

"I will."

"And Kang, he's loyal and upright but quick to anger. Discipline him when needed but don't go too far."

"Understood."

Baek Suryong listened intently. As the emperor's mentor, Gongson Su was unmatched in his wisdom and teaching of virtue and etiquette.

"I pray that Kang doesn't suffer any long-term effects."

"Don't worry, he's tough. He'll bounce right back before you know it."

Gongson Su refilled Baek Suryong's cup. "Ever thought about getting married?" he suddenly asked.

Baek Suryong spat out his drink. "Cough cough! Me? Married?"

Realizing who Gongson Su was hinting at, he quickly said, "No, no, I haven't even thought about it."

"My darling Shadow isn't a bad girl, you know."

"Have you asked her what she thinks?"

It was meant as a denial, but Gongson Su's eyes twinkled, seeing an opening. "So you wouldn't completely rule it out if she liked you?"

"No..."

"I'm serious. Think about it."

"......" Baek Suryong fell silent. He had never planned to get married; he was content just to survive.

But that was my past life. What about now?

The world was more peaceful now than it had been fifty years ago. The Blood Cult was destroyed, and the unorthodox sects had weakened significantly. Nevertheless, Baek Suryong knew this peace was fragile.

The Blood Cult isn't gone yet.

He had seen signs of their resurgence. They might have grown even more powerful and could strike anytime. If they did...

"I'm sorry, but I'm not ready for marriage."

"I see. If it's you, you must have a reason for that."

Gongson Su didn't press further or delve into Baek Suryong's past. They chatted until the bottle was empty.

"Out of wine already? Did you only bring one bottle?"

"This is just right. Besides, we have a guest."

"A guest? Is Skysword here already?"

Baek Suryong smiled, looking past Gongson Su. 

Gongson Su turned to see a familiar face approaching. "Senior Wonkang?" he gasped in disbelief.

Hyonwon Kang slowly hobbled toward them, waving in greeting.

Gongson Su immediately stood up to greet him. "What are you doing here, Senior? You're not well..."

Hyonwon Kang scratched his head sheepishly. "I got tired of the physician's nagging. Besides, I have a gift for you."

"A gift?" Gongson Su's voice cracked, feeling moved. Such a thoughtful guy… even though he's injured…

"What gift?" he asked.

"Haha, I can't wait to give it to you," Hyonwon Kang said, pulling out a small, black dagger and thrusting it towards Gongson Su's throat.

"Oho…?" Gongson Su sensed no malice. The dagger moved smoothly, almost like a gift rather than an attack.

CLANG!

The blade was deflected, and Hyonwon Kang quickly retreated, his face expressionless.

"W-Why..." Gongson Su blurted out, shocked and afraid. Only now did he realize the danger he had been in. "Why are you trying to kill me?"

"Elder, calm down," Baek Suryong reassured, stepping forward after having deflected the attack. "That's not Hyonwon Kang."

"What?"

Hyonwon Kang's face twisted into a sinister smile. "How did you know? I mimicked all of the boy's mannerisms, even his scent, perfectly," the Deathshroud assassin known as the Seventh Shroud asked.

"I was expecting you," Baek Suryong replied, smiling icily.



Footnotes:

[1] Baijiu: A colorless Chinese hard liquor with 50-65% alcohol content. Baijiu is now widespread enough that you could probably find a bottle of Maotai or Wuliangye in your local liquor store. Warning: this thing hits a lot harder than vodka and soju.



Chapter 96: Just Who Are You?

Seemingly intrigued, the Seventh Shroud asked, "You knew I was coming?"

It was a well-known fact in the jianghu that the true fear of an assassin came from the unpredictability of their ambushes. For most assassins, who were primarily trained in stealth techniques, concealed weapons, deadly throat strikes, and escape arts, their ability to kill was greatly diminished once their identity was revealed.

However, this assassin was from Deathshroud. 

Baek Suryong kept his gaze locked on him as he replied, "I knew you wouldn't give up easily, so I prepared a little trap."

"And oh dear, I walked right into it," the Seventh Shroud admitted, his tone unfazed despite his failed strike and revealed identity.

"I suspected this might happen..." Seventh Shroud murmured, rubbing his face. "I thought perhaps you recognized me because the kid's resistance while I skinned him caused some noticeable differences in the face..."

A shiver ran down Gongson Su's spine as he bellowed, "You scoundrel! What have you done to Kang? Is that his face...?"

"Elder," Baek Suryong interjected, calming the agitated Gongson Su who looked poised to attack. "He hasn't harmed Hyonwon Kang."

"How can you be so certain?" the Seventh Shroud asked, tilting his head curiously.

Baek Suryong dismissed his psychological ploy with a laugh, "Elite assassins don't resort to crude human skin masks. Mastering the art of bone contortion and disguise is far more effective."

"That doesn't prove I spared Hyonwon Kang," the Seventh Shroud argued.

"You had to spare him," Baek Suryong retorted, grinning. "Hyonwon Kang needs to be alive for you to frame him after you kill the Elder."

"Oho…" Seventh Shroud nodded in acknowledgment. "Were you an assassin once?"

"It's easy enough to deduce."

"You're quite sharp," the Seventh Shroud observed, sneering.

"I get that a lot," Baek Suryong replied, matching his smirk.

The Seventh Shroud's smile morphed into one of mockery. Despite his failed initial attack, he remained eerily calm as he declared, "For all your cleverness, you've missed something crucial. Even without a surprise attack, I can still kill both of you right here."

A dark mist began to emanate from Seventh Shroud, swiftly enveloping his entire form.

"Ugh…!" Gongson Su gasped, overwhelmed by the formidable aura.

Emerging from a shroud of darkness, the Seventh Shroud's eyes emitted an eerie green glow, his ominous presence seeming to weigh down the air. As he stepped forward, mist swirled at his feet. "Do you know why Deathshroud's assassins are known as the Assassin Kings? It's because our martial arts skills enable us to eliminate anyone, with or without an ambush. For us, assassination is just one method among many for taking a life."

Baek Suryong scoffed, "Quite a bold statement for someone who only showed himself because Namgung Jaehak isn't present."

"Haha, I acknowledge that," the Seventh Shroud confessed. He had remained hidden during the Black Forest's assault on Gongson Su at the Azure Dragon Academy, all because of the Blue Sky Sword King Namgung Jaehak. 

"There's no shame in doing that. The Ten Supremes are monsters that even Deathshroud's finest can't be sure of defeating. But you, Baek Suryong, are different. I've been observing you these past days. You excel at instructing students, but your martial arts don't quite measure up."

"You were watching me?"

"That day, when the Black Forest assassins came, I saw you fight. You're barely at the threshold of a peak master. Even if you were concealing your true strength, it's not significantly greater."

Baek Suryong's face stiffened, and Seventh Shroud's lips curled into a smile.

"By now, you must realize the insurmountable gap between us."

The darkness cloaking the Seventh Shroud grew denser. As the seventh-ranked assassin in Deathshroud, his prowess was undeniable.

"Huff, huff…" Gongson Su's complexion paled, his breathing became labored, and he faltered, barely able to stand.

Seventh Shroud watched with delight. "Skysword will take a while to arrive. Before he does, I'll kill Gongson Su, frame you, and erase all evidence."

"You fiend..." Baek Suryong gritted his teeth in fury. 

The Seventh Shroud laughed, thriving on his frustration. 

"Mr. Baek... please... leave me and run..." Gongson Su gasped just before collapsing, unable to withstand the overwhelming pressure.

To knock out a third-rate martial artist with just his aura... he's definitely one of the stronger peak-level masters, Baek Suryong thought.

"Well then, try to stop me if you can!" The Seventh Shroud taunted as he advanced, thrusting his dagger at Gongson Su's unconscious form.

Then, time froze.

As if in slow motion, an eerie, chilling smile crept across Baek Suryong's pale visage. "The Black Death Demonic Art... It's been a while," he said emotionlessly, releasing a crimson aura to repel the dark fog and disperse the assassin's sword qi.

"What the…?!" the Seventh Shroud gasped, instinctively stepping backward, his eyes widening in shock. 

His hair whipping and clothes fluttering wildly, Baek Suryong laughed, "Do you think you were the only one who needed to hold back in Namgung Jaehak's presence?"

"Y-You mean..." the Seventh Shroud stammered, panic creeping into his voice. If Baek Suryong was telling the truth, then he hadn't revealed even a fraction of his true power that day.

"The Ten Supremes are indeed formidable. That's why I hid this form from him."

The Seventh Shroud gulped. The moment Baek Suryong activated his aura, his hair turned a brilliant red and his eyes took on the color of blood. Was there a martial art that could cause such a transformation? He racked his brain, trying to remember, but under that disturbing crimson gaze, he felt like prey in front of a predator.

Seeing the assassin's confusion, Baek Suryong clicked his tongue. "Tsk, it appears you're not from the Blood Cult."

"Blood Cult...!"

Baek Suryong's grin widened. "So... you do know something, don't you? I think we need to have a serious conversation."

"Just who are you?" The Seventh Shroud's demeanor shifted dramatically, sweat beading on his forehead. Baek Suryong was at least as strong as himself, if not stronger, but that wasn't what truly disturbed him.

Why? Why is my dark mist shrinking away from his red aura? Why is my heart, steeled by decades of combat, now throbbing with primal fear?

The Seventh Shroud hadn't even fought yet, but he already felt vanquished.

"Care to hear an interesting tale?" Baek Suryong giggled, brandishing his sword. 

The simple gesture caused the Seventh Shroud to flinch and recoil.

Seeing that his intimidation was working, Baek Suryong channeled more qi into his eyes, intensifying their crimson glow.

His glowing eyes were actually an illusion technique known as the Blood Demon Eyes, which he had recently manifested when his Heaven Defying Divine Art reached the five-star stage, or intermediate mastery, after absorbing the immense contaminated qi and medicinal energies in Gongson Su's body. Unfortunately, as a side effect, activating the Heaven Defying Divine Art now dyed his hair and eyes red, making it impossible to use in secret with others around.

Just days before, he had used these eyes to shatter the spirit of a Black Forest assassin and extract the information he needed. Right now, he could only induce fear in his opponents, but as he improved the technique, he would be able to manipulate minds and create hallucinations.

"Guess who's become the strongest at White Dragon Manor over the last month?" he continued.

"No way..." The Seventh Shroud trembled uncontrollably. The Blood Demon Eyes definitely affected him, but there was something deeper and more disturbing that was bothering him. "Your martial art… Is it a Blood Cult demonic art?"

"Are you sure you've never heard of it? Think carefully." Baek Suryong's smirk grew broader.

Suddenly, something clicked in the Seventh Shroud's mind, and he shuddered violently. "Impossible...!"


"The legendary Blood Demon has hair and eyes the color of blood, and an aura that overwhelms and suppresses all demonic practitioners."



"The Blood Demon's... martial arts?" he muttered in disbelief.

Baek Suryong brandished his sword again, looking a little impatient. It was obvious that the Seventh Shroud knew something, but he didn't have much time left before one of the Ten Supremes, Skysword, showed up. He needed to make this assassin talk, and fast.

"Hey… Are you going to stand there all day? Didn't you say that Skysword was on his way here? If we're done with introductions, let's get started," he said.

"Wait...!"

Baek Suryong lunged like lightning, his sword tearing through the black darkness of the Black Death Demonic Art.
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"We should be there soon," Skysword said.

A man of few words, Skysword had spoken only twice on the journey from the palace, including his last remark, the first being a simple "Let's go.

Known for his reticence, Skysword made sure that the procession to fetch Gongson Su proceeded in near silence.

However, he suddenly stopped riding and furrowed his brow.

"Is something wrong, sir?" Shadow asked.

Skysword ignored her, concentrating on his keen senses that surpassed human capabilities. Not far away, two formidable auras clashed violently, evidence of an intense ongoing battle between two elite martial artists.

His face hardened. "I'm going ahead. Catch up with me as soon as possible."

"Pardon?" Shadow asked again, but Skysword was already gone, leaving his horse behind.

WHOOSH! 

Skysword hurtled across the landscape, his face etched with concern. I hope the Prime Minister is safe...

He soon reached the battlefield. Despite the thick darkness that swirled like fog, his vision remained clear, but he still skid to a halt.

"Huh!" he exclaimed in a rare departure from his usual stoicism, gazing at the spectacle before him.

A blood-red dragon tore through the darkness and soared into the sky.


Chapter 97: Huh!

"Damn it..." the Seventh Shroud let out an involuntary curse as he frantically used his movement arts to escape. 

He hadn't cussed like this in years. Ever since his assassin training, every word he spoke was meticulously calculated. A true assassin had to control a hundred faces and a thousand expressions. Yet, in the wake of the monster he'd rather not think about, his perfect control was slipping.

Praying that the fiend was slower than him, he glanced back.

His hopes were immediately dashed. A crimson-colored sword qi whizzed past him and sliced through a number of massive trees, causing them to topple to the side. A man with blood-red hair and eyes was hot on his trail, closing the gap with terrifying speed.

The Seventh Shroud gulped in terror. He had already lost his right arm and had just narrowly escaped losing a leg. Blood dripped from his mangled shoulder, the wounds more like a beast's bite than a sword cut. He had faced many martial arts masters, but none had wielded such brutal swordsmanship.

No, can that even be called swordsmanship? he thought, remembering the sword qi that had devoured his arm like a bloodthirsty dragon. The Black Death Demonic Art he was so proud of was shattered in an instant, crippling him before he even knew it.

...This is insanity.

Baek Suryong was not supposed to be a peak master. In fact, up until a few moments ago, the Seventh Shroud was certain that his skills and experience were superior to Baek Suryong's, but now he found himself completely outmatched. Every move of his Black Death Demonic Art was countered, every attack thwarted.

Is it because of the Blood Demon's martial art? No, it's something more fundamental, something I can't fathom. It's impossible, I just can't grasp the nature of this monster…

Realizing he couldn't win, the Seventh Shroud turned and fled with all his might. His seasoned assassin's skills and advanced inner arts fueled his swift escape, and though missing an arm unbalanced him, it somehow made him lighter and faster.

As he poured all his energy into fleeing, the scenery blurred around him. He had to get away.

I must inform the First Shroud that someone has mastered the Blood Demon's martial arts. If the connection between Deathshroud and the Blood Cult is revealed…

SPURT!

Sword qi nicked his shoulder, sending a spray of blood into the air.

"After all that boasting, now you're running away?" Baek Suryong taunted.

Baek Suryong was rapidly gaining ground. Gritting his teeth, the Seventh Shroud drew on all his inner energy reserves.

I can't die like this.

As an assassin, he'd often walked the fine line between life and death. Still, he'd never imagined such a pathetic demise as dying at the hands of a mere martial arts instructor, not even one of the Ten Supremes or a famous martial master.

"How long do you think you can run?"

The monster was almost upon him. Sword qi sliced his side open, spilling more blood. Desperate, the Seventh Shroud hurled all his hidden weapons and poisons, hoping to slow his pursuer. It was futile.

I can't hold on any longer...

Just then, he spotted a man dressed in the robes of a military official ahead of him, not a master, but clearly skilled.

I'll take him hostage.

Despite Baek Suryong's mastery of demonic arts and rough demeanor, he was fundamentally an orthodox martial artist.

After all, he's still Orthodox... right? Ahh, I have no choice!

The Seventh Shroud lunged forward, aiming to grab the man and use him as a shield or a hostage.

However, as he reached for the man, the stern-faced figure said, "You're an assassin. Are you the one who tried to harm the Prime Minister?"

"Ugh!!" An immense pressure pinned the Seventh Shroud to the ground, leaving him writhing like an insect.

The man, expression still neutral, drew his sword, revealing the words "Heavenly Mandate" etched on the blade. "By the mandate of heaven," he declared.

"No way..." Too late, the Seventh Shroud realized who he had attacked. The panic on his face faded into resignation. Closing his eyes, he whispered, "…It is an honor to die by your hand."

"…I will execute you," Skysword concluded.

In a flash, a line was drawn from the top of the Seventh Shroud's head to his groin. Cleaved in two, his body split apart as he fell to the ground, lifeless.

Skysword shifted his gaze from the corpse to the man who had been chasing the Seventh Shroud. "Are you an assassin too?"

Baek Suryong abruptly skidded to a halt, his hair and eyes quickly fading back to their natural colors. "No," he responded cautiously.

This is troublesome, he thought. Despite his intermediate mastery of the Heaven Defying Divine Art, which heightened his senses, Baek Suryong hadn't detected the man in front of him until it was too late. 

"Are you Skysword?" he asked.

"Yes."

Baek Suryong fell silent, contemplating his next move. As soon as he noticed the words "Heavenly Mandate" on the man's sword, he realized the gravity of the situation. Revealing the Heaven Defying Divine Art to one of the Ten Supremes was a severe mistake, even if Skysword was not an orthodox martial artist but a master from the Imperial Palace.

"Who are you?" Skysword pressed.

Feeling cold sweat trickle down his back, Baek Suryong resisted the urge to back down. "I am Baek Suryong, an instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy. Elder Gongson Su and I..."

"You have learned a peculiar martial art," Skysword cut him off sharply, raising his sword.

Baek Suryong instinctively stepped back to create some distance. "Did Shadow not tell you about me?"

"She did, but there's no way for me to verify if you are who you claim."

"Want to see my identity token?"

"I'm not in the mood for jokes." Skysword's expression was grave as he lowered his voice, "I will sever your arms first and question you later."

"Hey hey, I don't care much for jokes either."

Instead of replying, Skysword casually swung his sword and Baek Suryong, on high alert, instantly moved out of its intended path. The blade narrowly missed him, slicing through the air and cutting down dozens of trees before dissipating. 

Baek Suryong swallowed hard, relieved for the moment.

"Impressive," Skysword said, his lips curving into a slight smile.

"Wait! Shadow will verify my identity when she gets here."

Skysword paused for a moment, then replied, "Okay, I'll wait. After I cut off your arms, that is."

"What the fuck... Ugh!"

As Skysword began to fully channel his inner qi, an immense pressure descended on Baek Suryong, making his knees buckle. 

As expected of one of the Ten Supremes, Baek Suryong thought. Only a martial artist of the Ten Supremes' caliber could exert such control over aura that it paralyzed anyone less skilled.

"I want to see for myself what kind of person you are."

Liar! You're just curious about my martial art! Finally, Baek Suryong understood Skysword's real intention. The uniqueness of the Heaven Defying Divine Art had clearly not escaped the master's notice.

I doubt he actually means to harm me... though he doesn't seem keen on holding back either.

Skysword pointed his sword at Baek Suryong's left arm, saying, "Left."

It was a warning. Baek Suryong felt his anger surge but knew better than to directly confront one of the Ten Supremes. Struggling against the growing pressure, he groaned, "Shouldn't you be rescuing the Prime Minister instead of doing this? He's lying unconscious back there..."

Skysword chuckled, "It's fine. The Prime Minister's breathing is steady, and there's no one else nearby."

…Fuck this guy, he already knows everything and is acting like that on purpose. Baek Suryong gritted his teeth. A fight was now inevitable. 

"Crazy bastard... You're really going through with this," he complained, even as he unleashed the full power of the Heaven Defying Divine Art.

WHOOSH!

As Baek Suryong's hair turned a vivid crimson and his eyes sparked with a fierce red glow, he steadied his stance, his knees no longer trembling.

Skysword sighed, "As I thought, that's quite the dangerous martial art. What is it?"

"I have no intention of explaining it to someone as ungrateful as you," Baek Suryong replied, his voice bristling with unruly defiance.

"Are you claiming to be my benefactor?"

"How many times have I saved Elder Gongson Su from assassins? Is this how you repay someone who protected your patron? By persecuting them without any proof? Do you even know what gratitude is?"

"If your words hold truth, then I will admit my mistake. But that is a discussion for later." Skysword adjusted his sword slightly. "I will go for the left."

Baek Suryong pointed Moon Shadow at Skysword's right arm in retaliation. "Right for me."

"……" For the first time, Skysword's eyebrow twitched, and he imbued his sword with even more power. 

Golden energy swirled around him, while Baek Suryong's aura erupted in massive crimson waves.

BOOM!

The two forces clashed and coiled, forming a dragon-shaped whirlwind. Inside, the two men moved in unison.

"Stop! He is the Elder's benefactor!" a desperate cry suddenly pierced the chaos.

Using all of her speed, Shadow fearlessly plunged into the whirlwind. Numerous cuts immediately appeared on her body, but she still screamed, "Please, stop!"

The whirlwind quickly dissipated, revealing the two men standing face to face with each other. Skysword's sword was at Baek Suryong's throat, and Baek Suryong, bloodied but defiant, tightened his grip on Moon Shadow. Both still had their arms.

Shadow yelled at Skysword, "Lower your sword now! Sir!"

"...Very well." Skysword sheathed his sword and turned away. "I will see to the Prime Minister. Tend to your injuries and follow me."

Baek Suryong watched him leave, his gaze filled with unresolved anger.

Skysword, however, was already reflecting on their brief encounter. Although he had held back, the danger Baek Suryong had posed to him was real. Sensing the threat, I subconsciously changed my target from his left arm to his neck, but that guy never wavered and went for my right arm.

It had been a long time since Skysword had felt such intense emotions. He glanced at his right sleeve, only to see that it had started to disintegrate.

"Huh!" he unintentionally let out a gasp of admiration.


Chapter 98: Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts

"Am I still alive?" Gongson Su slowly opened his eyes, his face pale.

Before him, Skysword knelt and apologized, "Prime Minister, I'm very sorry for being late."

"You didn't do anything wrong, so why are you apologizing? Anyway, where's Mr. Baek?"

"...He'll be here soon," Skysword replied hesitantly.

Although Skysword's response seemed a bit odd, Gongson Su's attention was grabbed by the chaos around him, namely, the upturned ground and dozens of cut down trees.

"What on earth happened while I was unconscious!?" he gasped in astonishment.

"Uhm, about that..." Skysword honestly explained what had happened. As the Emperor held Gongson Su in high regard, he didn't dare lie to the old man. Finally, when he mentioned clashing swords with Baek Suryong, Gongson Su's expression hardened.

"What? Is Mr. Baek badly injured?"

"I'm fine," Baek Suryong groaned, approaching Gongson Su together with Shadow, his face still a little pale. "Although I did almost lose an arm because of a certain someone," he added.

"What I did was necessary for confirmation."

"What were you out to confirm? My identity? Or my martial arts?"

"......" Skysword fell silent.

Gongson Su chuckled in disbelief, "Mr. Baek, you have some nerve. Did you know who Skysword was before you fought him? If you did, you should have groveled on the ground and begged him to spare you."

"If words actually worked on this guy, I would have done so. However, this absurd person bullied the man who saved the Prime Minister's life for no other reason than because he's strong enough to do it..."

"Enough," Gongson Su reprimanded.

Baek Suryong shut his mouth. While he didn't like being scolded, he also had no intention of turning Skysword into an enemy.

Relaxing, Gongson Su laughed, "Hohoho, I would appreciate if the two of you stopped bickering. For my sake."

"Yes."

"Understood."

The two grown men bowed their heads like guilty children.

Shadow approached to check Gongson Su's pulse, while the others quietly waited for the escort troops to arrive.

Suddenly, Gongson Su snapped, "Do you two seriously think I wouldn't notice you having a silent standoff?"

"…Ha!"

"…Ahem."

The two men awkwardly cleared their throats and turned away. Gongson Su chuckled at their childishness, and Shadow shook her head.

Soon, the escort troops for Gongson Su arrived with a rumble. Five carriages and a hundred elite Royal Guards showed up, and it was only this few to ensure that there were minimal travel delays.

Impressed, Baek Suryong remarked, "…Elder, you truly are an extraordinary person."

"Hoho, you're only realizing that now?"

"It's one thing to know about it theoretically, and another to see it in person. Seeing you rolling around in the dirt every day also made it hard to imagine..."

At the honest remark, Gongson Su laughed heartily, "Indeed, I'm quite the important person. Which is why, if you ever need a favor, feel free to come to me."

"Okay, sir, I won't hesitate to visit anytime."

They smiled at each other. Having already exchanged farewells many times, there was no need for more.

Instead, Gongson Su turned toward Skysword, asking, "Skysword, did you bring what I asked for?"

"...Yes."

"Go get it for me, will you?"

While Skysword fetched something from the carriage, Gongson Su told Baek Suryong, "Before I go, I have something for you."

"Huh? You keep giving me things..."

He had already received ten thousand silvers as tutoring fees. The promised financial support for the Azure Dragon Academy would also go into funding his salary.

Most importantly, it was thanks to the tremendous amount of contaminated qi I absorbed from him that I reached intermediate mastery in the Heaven Defying Divine Art...

Considering all these opportunities, it seemed he had received more than enough.

"So you don't want it?"

"My favorite saying is: the more, the merrier."

"I figured." Gongson Su nodded, unsurprised.

The Royal Guards who came to escort him, on the other hand, stared incredulously at Baek Suryong for his sheer brazenness.

Shadow covered her face in shame. "Why is it always me who is embarrassed…" she mumbled.

"If I may have your attention, please," Skysword interrupted, retrieving Gongson Su's gift from the carriage.

Everyone turned toward him, expectant.

He announced in a booming voice, "Azure Dragon Academy instructor, Master Baek Suryong! I present you with a royal edict from His Majesty, the Emperor!"

"What?" Baek Suryong's jaw dropped at the shocking news. A royal edict!?

A fierce aura radiated from Skysword. "Prepare to receive the edict!"

Baek Suryong quickly knelt on one knee, bowing his head. "I, Baek Suryong, hereby accept the Emperor's royal edict."

Skysword, nodding in satisfaction, began to read the edict. "Baek Suryong, born on the seventh day of the Yang Wood Dragon year[1] in Huichang, Jiangxi Province, has rendered great service by protecting Prime Minister Gongson Su from treacherous rebels and assassins, thus averting a significant threat to the nation. I, the Emperor, hereby present him with a Royal Certificate of Merit… along with one hundred gold taels and ten hectares of land."

The Royal Certificate of Merit was a commendation given to officials who had made significant contributions to the country.

Are they just giving this out like candy? Baek Suryong thought, receiving the certificate with a bewildered expression.

Gongson Su smiled. "I specifically asked His Majesty not to grant you a government position, but don't feel slighted by it. I did it because I doubt you want to constantly be harassed by powerful figures out to exploit you."

"…Yeah, that would be terrible," Baek Suryong agreed, grateful for Gongson Su's thoughtful consideration.

"This isn't the end. Shadow, bring it here," Gongson Su said.

"…Yes." Shadow brought over a black wooden box that looked exceptionally luxurious at a glance.

"Open it."

Carefully opening the box, Baek Suryong found a black rod about the thickness of a finger and about one foot long, resting on golden silk. "What is this?" he asked.

"This is a teacher's pointer that I used to use. Try holding it."

Baek Suryong took the pointer out of the box, only to discover that it was heavier than expected. Looking closely, he saw a dragon coiled around the entire length of the pointer.

"It's called the Black Dragon Pointer. Because of an incident where he was scolded with it, His Majesty still shudders at the sight of it."

"What?" Baek Suryong's mouth twitched. Did he really hit the Emperor with this?

Even the Royal Guards seemed taken aback by the story.

Gongson Su chuckled, "Hoho, it's made of Meteor Iron, so it won't break easily. Feel free to use it however you want."

"...Can you really give me something so valuable?"

"Well, I don't need it anymore, so I think it's better to give it to someone who will make good use of it. Now, try injecting your inner qi into it."

Baek Suryong did as he was told. As he infused his inner qi into it, the Black Dragon Pointer made a clicking sound and doubled in length.

"Normally, it's about one foot long, but with inner qi, it can extend to three feet."

"Wow..."

The Black Dragon Pointer was truly a formidable weapon, and it was far more useful than even most treasured swords.

Gongson Su looked warmly at the Black Dragon Pointer, fondly remembering how it received every scuff, then at its new owner, Baek Suryong. "I hope it's helpful to your teaching."

Baek Suryong smirked. "Oh, it will be."

"Don't just use it to beat up kids."

"Why are you ruining the moment? I was just about to get emotional."

Gongson Su chuckled playfully and addressed the Royal Guards, "Hoho, now that I've given everything I wanted, it's time for me to go. Guards, prepare to depart."

"Yes!"

In an instant, the preparations were complete, and Gongson Su boarded the carriage.

As Baek Suryong followed to bid farewell, Skysword sent him a telepathic message.

[I'll keep quiet about your martial arts. After all, I'm not a murim person, and the Prime Minister holds you in higher regard than you might imagine. Still, keep that martial art hidden from others, especially from skilled individuals. If they see it, they won't let you go so easily.]

Baek Suryong maintained a calm expression but sighed in relief internally. Phew, if Skysword had decided to investigate the Heaven Defying Divine Art, it would have been a major problem.

[Thank you for the advice,] he replied.

He was already well aware of the problem with the Heaven Defying Divine Art. It's characteristics were so distinctive, he had no choice but to suppress it and keep it hidden, especially from masters like Namgung Jaehak.

While having a brief conversation with Skysword, Gongson Su climbed into the carriage. "Thank you. Let's meet again someday," he said.

"Don't forget to train regularly like how I taught you while you're in the palace."

Gongson Su laughed. "Definitely," he promised.

Shadow, sitting beside him, also offered a farewell, "…We'll be off."

"Safe travels."

"......" Shadow's eyes seemed to hold a hint of regret, but she said nothing more and bowed her head.

Baek Suryong stepped back a few paces, and the carriage started moving.

"Giddy-up!"

"......" Baek Suryong watched the carriage leave in silence.

As the sun began to set, and five carriages raced towards the horizon, the student who had been with him for over a month left him.

"Elder, I'm the one who should be thanking you," he whispered.

Initially, it was just to earn ten thousand silver, but after seeing firsthand how desperately the old man worked to achieve his childhood dreams despite his declining health and strength, soon he genuinely wanted to help Gongson Su succeed.

Before I knew it, I was cheering for him.

Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon, who trained with him daily, probably felt the same. This was a feeling he never experienced as a martial arts instructor in the Blood Cult. If he had realized this a bit earlier... he might not have made so many mistakes.

"…No point in dwelling on regrets," Baek Suryong sighed deeply and shook his head, brushing off his lingering feelings. He wasn't one to hold onto regrets for long. Instead, he thought about his present and future.

The Seventh Shroud died without giving me any information about the Blood Cult, and Skysword seems to have recognized the Heaven Defying Divine Art. Additionally, the strength of the Ten Supremes...

Baek Suryong recalled his fight with Skysword, feeling a vast gap between them. If that wasn't jarring enough, Skysword was considered the weakest among the Ten Supremes, and was there mostly because of his symbolic significance as the Imperial Palace's strongest warrior.

Skysword is undeniably a great master, but Namgung Jaehak is stronger. Strong enough to contend for the title of the World's Strongest. If Namgung Jaehak had been the one to witness the Heaven Defying Divine Art instead of Skysword…

Baek Suryong shivered. He was lucky this time, but there's no guarantee he'd be so fortunate again.

If I want to freely control my physical transformation, I must master the Heaven Defying Divine Art to at least the seventh star.

However, reaching the seventh star wasn't just about accumulating inner qi.

"Sigh… I need to teach the kids, improve my martial arts, and deal with the Blood Cult... Classes haven't even started yet, and already there's so much to do…" Baek Suryong sighed, then turned and started walking towards the Azure Dragon Academy.

The first semester and his first class at the Azure Dragon Academy would begin in a few days. That also meant that he would have more students from now on.

"Already feeling tired, so tired..."

Despite his grumbling, the expression on Baek Suryong's face was one of excitement, and his steps were light and quick.

[image: sep]

A few days later, the academy buzzed with the arrival of both new and returning students. They crowded around the bulletin boards, eager to see the list of classes open for enrollment this year.


	Advanced Swift Style Swordsmanship - Namgung Su

	Practical Bladesmanship - Kwak Cheolwoo

	Advanced Movement Arts - Mae Geuklyom

	Ancient Murim History - Jaegal Soyeong

	... (and more)



The students' preferences for classes varied greatly depending on the course and instructor. Classes with low popularity often faced the gloom of empty seats, while those in high demand sparked fierce enrollment duels among the students. These reactions shaped not only the instructors' reputation but also their treatment and salaries.

"Who's Jaegal Soyeong?" a student asked, scanning the list.

"A new teacher," another replied.

"Who's going to take Ancient Murim History though..."

"Think she's pretty? Maybe I'll check out her first class."

This year, among the temporary instructors, Jaegal Soyeong seemed to be the only individual who was teaching a class, but a more careful inspection revealed another intriguing entry at the very bottom of the list.


	Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts - Baek Suryong





Translator's Note: I needed to try very hard not to type Defense Against the Dark Arts…



Footnotes:

[1] Yang Wood Dragon year: i.e. Gapjin year (甲辰), the name for the 41st year in the sexagenary cycle (60-year cycle), a method of counting years historically in East Asia using sixty terms, each corresponding to a year. The first word in each term is a number from 1-10, representing a Heavenly Stem, which also represents one of the five elements + yang/yin, so "gap (1, 甲)" represents the yang wood element. The second word represents one of the twelve animals of the Chinese zodiac, and "jin (辰)" corresponds to the year of the dragon. Coincidentally, this year, 2024, is also a Yang Wood Dragon year.
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