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Chapter 297: Be Honest

After several days of nonstop riding, Baek Suryong and his group left Jiangxi and entered Hubei. To avoid unnecessary trouble and minimize travel time, they camped in the mountains instead of stopping in villages, making it a grueling journey.

"...Why am I the only one cooking all the time?" Namgung Su complained as he tasted the soup he had made over the campfire.

"S-Sorry..." Jaegal Soyeong apologized guiltily.

"...You're not the one at fault." Namgung Su's sharp gaze fell on Baek Suryong, who was playing with Namgung Mi. "Baek Suryong, don't you have anything to say about this situation?"

"You want me to cook? Sure, I don't mind. If you can stomach it, that is..." Baek Suryong replied shamelessly.

The ladle in Namgung Su's hand trembled, and he could only sigh.

I'd rather starve than eat Baek Suryong's cooking.

That was his conclusion after tasting the mysterious broth Baek Suryong had made on the first night.

Baek Suryong was an abysmally bad cook. More accurately, his complete disregard for taste was the real problem. To him, food only needed to be edible and digestible.

For Namgung Su, who couldn't be satisfied unless a meal was properly prepared, entrusting the cooking to Baek Suryong was out of the question.

Baek Suryong shrugged. "Don't say I didn't offer my services. You're the one who snatched the ladle away from me."

"......" Namgung Su ground his teeth. Baek Suryong wasn't wrong, but how could he just stand by while someone threw an uncut, unseasoned slab of meat into a pot?

Thankfully, he didn't actually mind cooking. It was even something of a hobby. Still...

"The least you could do is show some courtesy. Don't just laze around while someone else is cooking."

Jaegal Soyeong was just as bad at cooking, though at least she helped out in whatever way she could. If one was being fed, wasn't it only natural to show some gratitude? Instead of playing house with a child, for instance. 

However, Baek Suryong's response was nothing short of audacious.

"That's why I'm helping your sister with martial arts. Mimi has talent. In ten years, she'll be stronger than you."

"Hehe, that's too much praise..."

"Don't spoil my sister... hmm?" Catching a whiff of something sweet, Namgung Su narrowed his eyes. "Hey, don't tell me... Did you give Mimi sweets again?"

"No."

"Of course he didn't?"

Both Baek Suryong and Namgung Mi denied it at the same time, which only made them more suspicious.

Namgung Su stared closely at Namgung Mi. "Mimi, there's some sugar on your lips."

"Ah!" Namgung Mi hurriedly wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, though, of course, there was never any sugar there in the first place.

She pouted, realizing she had been caught in a trap. "I... I've been tricked..."

"Why would you react to that?" Baek Suryong exclaimed, looking equally troubled.

They were such a perfect duo that someone might mistake them for real siblings.

"Baek Suryong..." Namgung Su set down his ladle and stood up, a chilling killing intent flickering in his eyes. "I distinctly warned you not to give Mimi snacks."

"Why are you making such a fuss over a little candy? You're so neurotic that it's almost a disease. At this rate, you'll never get married."

"...!!" Namgung Su's temples twitched. Anyone else would have lost their temper already, but as the Third Young Master of the Namgung Clan, he had an image to uphold.

"...Mimi is at an age where proper nutrition is critical. Every meal needs to be balanced. You should know that I'm cooking not for you, but for her," he snarled through gritted teeth.

"When I was her age, I could chew through rocks."

"I'd love to see you try that now."

"Oh? You wanna go?"

"Stop fighting! Mimi is watching!"

As Baek Suryong and Namgung Su locked eyes in a heated stare-down, Jaegal Soyeong anxiously tried to mediate between them.

Meanwhile, Namgung Mi simply watched in fascination. Does Oppa really hate Mr. Baek Suryong?

At first, she thought so, but the Oppa she knew never paid attention to people he disliked. Whether someone pestered him, gossiped behind his back, or tried to provoke him, he simply didn't care.

This was the first time she had ever seen her brother get so visibly worked up that his veins bulged in frustration.

"If not for our family's debt to you..."

"Since you're bringing it up, shouldn't you be treating your family's benefactor with more respect?"

"Urgh...!"

For days now, Baek Suryong had been finding endless amusement in teasing Namgung Su. Even during meals, he wouldn't let up.

"Hey, Gungsu. The soup's too salty."

"Haa..." Namgung Su reflexively let out a deep sigh.

Jaegal Soyeong and Namgung Mi exchanged a glance and stifled their laughter.

This is fun.

The two young men bickered constantly, but they didn't actually seem to dislike each other.

It was exhausting traveling like this, and the nights were full of bugs, but Namgung Mi wished this journey would last a little longer.
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The next day, Namgung Su looked up at the overcast sky that seemed ready to unleash a storm at any moment. "It's going to pour," he grumbled.

DRIP, DRIP...

True enough, raindrops started falling, dampening their clothes.

"Let's find shelter," Baek Suryong said.

The group quickly began searching around, and fortunately, they managed to find a decent cave before the real downpour started.

"We're lucky. Looks like hunters use this place often."

Baek Suryong carefully observed the inside of the cave. In a corner, there were a few dusty cooking utensils, and the floor was covered with animal-hide mats. He also spotted faint bloodstains on the walls, but nothing significant enough to be concerned about.

"Is something bothering you, Baek Suryong?" Namgung Su asked, noticing his unusual vigilance.

"...It's nothing. Let's just rest."

SHWA SHWA SHWA...

The sounds of the forest were swallowed by the torrential summer rain, and everything outside the cave blurred into a watery haze.

"Wow, it's really coming down."

"This won't let up anytime soon."

Fortunately, the cave was spacious enough for the four of them and their horses. Namgung Mi and Jaegal Soyeong moved to the inner part of the cave, while the two men sat near the entrance, watching the rain.

"We're stuck here until the rain eases up."

"Yeah. Even if we wanted to keep going, the horses won't last in this storm."

"While we wait..."

"Shall we talk business?"

Baek Suryong and Namgung Su were both men with no patience for idle time. They were, after all, the infamous workaholic duo of the Azure Dragon Academy.

"Tell me about the Heavenly Martial Festival last year. How did each event go?"

"Let's start with the Dragon and Phoenix Tournament."

What began as a discussion about the Heavenly Martial Festival branched into various topics, including next semester's classes, student evaluations, strategies for this year's festival, even their differing teaching philosophies.

Occasionally, their views clashed, leading to heated debates.

"Dokgo Jun's defense is weak. He needs to fix that to balance his growth."

"I think it's better to refine his strengths. The Nine Swords of Dokgo is not a dominant offensive style for nothing."

"In the long run, sure. However, if he enters the Dragon and Phoenix Tournament this year, he might lose to an unexpected attack."

"That's why he needs to adjust his strategy depending on the opponent. In my opinion..."

RUMBLE! FLASH!

A lightning strike crashed nearby, turning the world white for an instant.

"Oppa..." Namgung Mi called out anxiously, waking up and shuffling toward the two men.

Their conversation paused momentarily as Namgung Su pulled his youngest sister close and studied her expression.

"Did you wake up because you were uncomfortable?"

Namgung Mi smiled brightly and shook her head. "No! I'm a child of a murim family, after all."

"......" Namgung Su stared at her silently, having instantly noticed that her face was paler than usual.

Namgung Mi avoided his gaze and fidgeted with her fingers. "I just... couldn't sleep."

"Are you afraid you might have a nightmare?"

Namgung Mi flinched. The night the Namgung Clan was attacked by the Blood Cult, the rain had poured just like this. She had tried not to show it, but every time she closed her eyes, the scenes from that day replayed in her mind.

She whispered gloomily, "I'm sorry. I don't want to be a burden to you, Oppa..."

"What nonsense. You are not a burden."

"Sniff..." Namgung Mi sniffled and buried herself into her brother's embrace.

Namgung Su gently stroked his little sister's back. She always tries to act mature, so it's easy to forget that she's only ten years old.

Baek Suryong teased, "Wow! I can't believe the notorious Namgung Su is this kind of guy. If the students found out, their jaws will drop in shock."

"...Shut up."

"Don't tease him! My Oppa has always been kind!"

Feeling much better, Namgung Mi immediately sided with her brother. When it came to family, even an alliance formed over sweets was meaningless.

"But..." Namgung Mi glanced back and forth between Namgung Su and Baek Suryong, two exceptionally handsome men even to the eyes of a ten-year-old. "Are you two friends?"

""NO.""

Without hesitation, the two men answered in unison.

"Friends? No way. We're just colleagues," Baek Suryong stated matter-of-factly.

As if that response didn't sit well with him, Namgung Su's brow twitched. "How insolent. I'm your senior."

"Yes, yes. Senior."

"...I shouldn't have said anything."

While the two bickered, Namgung Mi's giggles slowly faded as she dozed off in Namgung Su's arms, her breath soon turning soft and even.

"Yaaawn... Aren't you two going to sleep?" Jaegal Soyeong asked drowsily, having been awoken by Namgung Mi's crying.

"I'm fine. One night without sleep won't kill me."

"I'll keep watch a little longer. Take care of Mimi."

"Alright. I'll go ahead and sleep, then. Wake me if you need someone for night duty."

Jaegal Soyeong carefully carried the sleeping Namgung Mi into the deeper part of the cave, while Baek Suryong deployed a qi barrier to muffle the sound of the rain outside just enough to make the raindrops hitting the ground blend into a soothing background noise.

A brief silence fell between them. Though they had been traveling together for days, this was the first time the two of them got to talk in private.

Baek Suryong broke the silence first, asking, "Why are you going to Hubei? The main Namgung Estate is in Anhui."

"Took you long enough to ask," Namgung Su replied curtly. "I'm going there because of my martial arts."

"...The Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique? What about it?"

Namgung Su's martial art was the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique, one of the family specialties passed down through the Namgung Clan. Most importantly, it was so difficult and painful to master that very few even attempted it, yet Namgung Su had reached an exceptionally high level in it.

"...Simply put, I'm going for training. Recently, I found a lead to advance to the next level."

"Oho." Baek Suryong's eyes gleamed with interest. He had been wondering how to bring up this topic, but since Namgung Su had done it himself, it made things much easier. "Anything you're stuck on? Anything you're curious about? Just be honest. I'd be happy to teach you."

Namgung Su immediately retorted, "I don't need it. Who do you think you are, acting so..."

Baek Suryong scoffed. "The whole world knows I'm stronger than you now. Since when is asking a superior for guidance an insult to your pride? Who's the arrogant one here?"

"......" Namgung Su was furious, but Baek Suryong was right.

Deep down, he had already admitted that Baek Suryong's martial arts were far superior to his own, and that he had an almost incomprehensible talent for analyzing martial techniques.

After a long hesitation, he finally said, "Do you happen to..."

"Shush," Baek Suryong interrupted. As much as he wanted to continue the conversation, he didn't have a choice.

Staring into the storm outside, his face turned ice-cold.

"What is it?" Namgung Su asked, confused.

Baek Suryong's eyes flickered with a faint red glow. "There's something out there."

Namgung Su's eyes widened, and true enough, moments later, he sensed it too.

Killing intent.

Amid the torrential downpour, several figures approached the cave, radiating unmistakable hostility.


Chapter 298: Hunters

SHWAAAA!

The relentless downpour continued as two figures approached with killing intent. One was a large and heavily muscled, while the other was slender and much shorter.

Both were fully equipped for the rain, with straw raincoats draped over their shoulders and broad-brimmed straw hats on their heads. Swords hung from their waists, and short spears were slung diagonally across their backs. In their hands, each carried a bow with a nocked arrow, the string half drawn, ready to fire at a moment's notice.

Baek Suryong frowned. For martial artists, their choice of weapons are rather unusual.

When they were about ten paces away, Namgung Su infused his voice with inner qi and warned, "Stop. Identify yourselves or we will consider you enemies."

"And who are you to trespass into someone else's cave?" the giant roared back in retaliation.

Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes, scrutinizing the duo's every move. Unlike Namgung Su, the man had not infused his voice with inner qi.

They don't seem like they're from the Blood Cult, but I can't be certain.

"Do you own this cave? If so, I apologize for trespassing, but we're just traveling martial artists who came here to take shelter from the rain," Baek Suryong explained.

"M-Martial artists, you say? Damn..." the man muttered anxiously.

Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes. If he's acting, then he must be an assassin or a spy.

"We're hunters. The cave you're in is indeed ours," the slender individual said, poking the large man in the ribs to silence him.

Baek Suryong's eyes flickered. That's a woman's voice. I can't see her face beneath her hat, but I can still sense her killing intent.

"Do you have proof that this cave belongs to you?" he asked warily.

"There should be cooking utensils and animal hides inside. Those belong to us," the woman replied without hesitation.

Baek Suryong and Namgung Su exchanged glances.

[What do you think, Baek Suryong?]

[They don't seem like they came here looking for us.]

[I don't sense anything suspicious either.]

[...For now, anyway.]

If these two were really just ordinary hunters, and if this cave was a resting place they used regularly, then technically it was their group that had intruded.

From their point of view, strangers have occupied their shelter, so it makes sense for them to be hostile.

That said, setting up camp in the storm wasn't an option either.

Gesturing for Namgung Su to ease up, Baek Suryong said, "The rain is coming down hard. Why don't you come inside first?"

"A trespasser is inviting us into our own cave? Hah!"

"Well, would you rather camp outside in this weather? Besides, it's not like you officially bought this cave, is it?" Baek Suryong scoffed, then stepped deeper into the cave with Namgung Su to make way for the duo.

The hunters hesitated. Trekking or camping outdoors in this torrential rain was unrealistic. Their body temperatures were already dropping, and even seasoned hunters could get lost or stranded in a storm like this.

Looking at it that way, they didn't exactly have much of a choice.

The large hunter loudly declared, "Don't try anything funny! We know martial arts too. If a fight breaks out, you won't get away unscathed."

Having given their warning, he and his companion entered cautiously, taking off their hats and raincoats and placing them on the ground.

Still, neither side let their guard down for even a second.

Baek Suryong observed the hunters keenly. As he had guessed, they were a man and a woman. Judging by their close relationship, they were either siblings or a married couple.

As for their strengths... although they know martial arts, they're nothing special. Second-rate at best. Strong for hunters, but not strong enough to threaten us.

"Is it just the two of you?" the male hunter asked.

"No, we have two more companions inside."

The hunters' expressions stiffened. Learning that the other group outnumbered them two to one visibly unsettled them.

Baek Suryong paid close attention to their every expression and reaction.

Is this really just a coincidence?

The hunters' acting skills were too clumsy for them to be spies, and they were too weak to be assassins. Honestly, even if they launched a sneak attack while he was sleeping, he could fend them off without so much as a scratch.

I'll give them one last test. If they agree too easily to my request, I'll reconsider my suspicions.

Having made up his mind, Baek Suryong suggested, "The weather isn't letting up. Looks like we'll have to share this place for the night. Since there are many of us, how about we take turns keeping watch?"

"...No, we're leaving as soon as the rain lets up."

Instead of agreeing, the hunters warily declined and eyed Baek Suryong with even more caution.

Baek Suryong's doubts largely subsided. Okay, maybe they really aren't suspicious...

For the past few days, his group had avoided contact with others, traveling exclusively through mountain paths. 

They did this partly to save time, but the real reason was because the Blood Cult had likely designated both Baek Suryong and Namgung Su as high-priority targets. If their whereabouts were exposed, assassins could be sent after them, or worse.

Consequently, their first response to the hunters' approach was to be suspicious.

If they were from the Blood Cult, they wouldn't have approached in such a sloppy way. An assassins' guild might try this, but... Anyway, from the duo's clothing, weapons, and skills, they really do seem like hunters.

Still, whether they were good or bad hunters was another question.

"We'll be taking back our belongings from inside the cave," the female hunter declared sharply. Then, without waiting for an answer, she slowly walked toward the interior of the cave, keeping one hand on the hilt of her sword.

Moments later, she spotted Jaegal Soyeong and Namgung Mi, who had already woken up and was peeking out from behind Jaegal Soyeong.

The female hunter's sharp gaze softened. "A child? How old are you?"

"...Ten," Namgung Mi replied shyly.

Baek Suryong sighed in relief. The instant the female hunter saw Namgung Mi, she had loosened her grip on her sword.

"Sorry for waking you up. I didn't mean to startle you," the female hunter added gently.

"......"

"It's pouring outside, so we wanted to rest here for a while. Is that okay with you?"

The female hunter smiled. Immediately, her demeanor, which had seemed ferocious and wary, became kind and ordinary.

Turning to the man at the entrance, she called out, "Honey! There's a child here! Put your sword away!"

"...Really? Alright."

The male hunter, who had been locked in a tense standoff with Namgung Su, slowly sheathed his sword.

Namgung Mi's presence had changed the atmosphere instantly. For the hunters, just the sight of a neatly dressed child without a single bruise or sign of mistreatment was proof enough that Baek Suryong's group was not dangerous.

Baek Suryong chuckled wryly. Lowering their guard just because of a child... I guess they're simple folks.

Having dealt with the worst scum of the Blood Cult in his past life, he found the hunters' innocence almost laughable.

The male hunter scratched his head awkwardly. "Sorry for the misunderstanding. The world's been dangerous lately..."

"No need to apologize. We'd have done the same in your shoes."

A short while later, with tensions eased, they all sat around the campfire. Baek Suryong's group gave the hunters obviously fake names, but it didn't bother them. They had no intention of ever meeting again.

"Thank you for letting us rest in your shelter."

"Oh my, not at all. This cave has long been a refuge for hunters during storms. Honestly, it's a bit of a stretch to call it ours."

Unlike before, the hunter couple spoke in a more subdued tone. Now that they were closer, both sides could clearly see each other's faces and clothing.

Baek Suryong's group wore fine garments, were exceptionally handsome or beautiful, and carried expensive-looking swords. Even to those unfamiliar with the murim, it was evident that they were no ordinary travelers.

Naturally, the flow of conversation shifted in Baek Suryong's favor.

"Are you husband and wife?" he asked.

"Ah, yes. We are."

The couple explained that they had lived in the area for a long time and made a living hunting wild game.

As Baek Suryong listened to their story, he suddenly asked, "Do you have any children?"

"......" It was a simple question, but the woman's expression hardened.

Noticing his wife's reaction, the husband smiled bitterly. "We had a daughter, but she got sick and died when she was very young."

"I apologize. I shouldn't have brought up the subject."

"It's okay. It was a long time ago. If our daughter was alive, she'd be about that young lady's age by now. Haha, though of course she wouldn't be as pretty. After all, she took after me," the husband chuckled, trying to laugh off the matter.

Jaegal Soyeong and Namgung Mi, both highly sensitive by nature, sniffled as they wiped away tears.

Sensing the gloomy atmosphere, the man quickly changed the subject. "You folks are planning to cross the mountain, aren't you? I know a shortcut. It's a hunter's path, so it's a little dangerous, but..."

"We'd appreciate any guidance you can give us."

As they sat together and continued their conversation, time passed quickly.

SWOOOOSH...

Soon the rain began to ease. It was still a heavy downpour, but manageable enough for experienced hunters to navigate.

"Now that we're dry, let's go."

The hunter couple stood up, glancing around carefully before picking up their raincoats and adjusting their hats. Their clothes were finally dry enough to travel again.

"Wait a moment." Namgung Su pulled a banknote out of his wallet and handed it to the couple. It was a high-value note stamped with the official seal of the Namgung Clan. "Thanks to you, we spent the night in comfort. You even shared a shortcut with us. Consider this a token of our appreciation."

"T-This is too much..."

The hunters' eyes widened in shock. The amount offered by Namgung Su was more than they could earn in several months. 

However, this wasn't just a gesture of gratitude.

"I would also like to ask you not to mention us to anyone. This is also for your own safety."

"Understood."

The hunters clutched the note tightly and nodded, understanding that the banknote wasn't simply a gift, it was hush money. 
A warning that speaking carelessly could lead to trouble.

"Um..." Throughout the night, the hunter's wife had often glanced at Namgung Mi. Now, as if she had made up her mind, she lowered her voice and gave a soft warning. "One more thing, please beware the mountain god."

"Darling!" The man's startled cry echoed through the cave.

However, the woman ignored him and continued talking, "Never go near where lightning strikes, especially on rainy days like this. Many have disappeared without a trace, abducted by the mountain god. As for you, honey, be quiet!"

"I just wanted you to refrain from saying something so frightening when there's a child here," the husband protested with a sigh.

Puzzled, Baek Suryong asked, "A mountain god?"

"The mountain god is a being who controls the rain and wind and conjures lightning," the woman explained. "Many martial artists have ignored the warnings and gone in search of it, but none of them were ever seen or heard from again. If you ever come across it... run. Don't look back, just run."

The male hunter's body trembled at the mere thought of the mountain god, as if speaking of it would bring divine retribution. Gripping his wife's arm, he urged, "We should go now."

"......" Baek Suryong watched as the hunter couple hurried off.

Soon, their figures disappeared in the rain.

"They seemed like good people..." Namgung Mi murmured.

Namgung Su and Jaegal Soyeong nodded in agreement. At first, they had been suspicious of the couple, unsure of their intentions. However, in the end, they had proven to be so kind-hearted and sincere that, despite their own fears, they had warned them about the mountain god just because there was a child in the group.

"A mountain god, huh..."

"It's probably a reclusive martial artist."

Namgung Su seemed to have come to the same conclusion as Baek Suryong. A being that could manipulate wind and rain, summon lightning, and descend from the mountains to kidnap people on stormy nights?

Since neither of them believed in gods, it could only be a powerful martial artist.

Baek Suryong rolled his eyes, feeling a strange sense of foreboding. 

...Why do I have a feeling that we're definitely going to run into that so-called 'mountain god'?

SHWAAA...

The rain was beginning to subside completely, meaning it would soon be time to set out again.


Chapter 299: The Mountain God

The moment the hunter couple stepped into their hut, the husband's face flushed beetroot red with anger as he shouted, "You! What were you thinking, saying something like that? Are you trying to bring down divine punishment on us? You know what happened to the other hunters who spoke carelessly..."

"There was a child," his wife said.

She had already repeated the same reply over and over. 

She just couldn't stop thinking about the little girl among the martial artists they met in the cave. In her eyes, that child overlapped with the daughter she had lost before she could even properly breastfeed her.

"Don't you remember? It was a day just like today. The rain was pouring so hard we could barely see ahead, and she was burning up with fever. We carried her in our arms, desperately searching for a physician, but by the time we arrived... her tiny body was already as cold as ice."

The husband clenched his teeth at the memory. "Damn it! Fine, I get it, just stop!"

If only we hadn't gone to that cave. If only we hadn't seen or heard anything... he cursed inwardly.

"Dear, let's keep this to ourselves. We were given a large sum of money, too," his wife pleaded.

"I know what you're trying to say, and I want to do that too. But if we get caught..." 

The husband sighed heavily, his face filled with anguish. In reality, he wanted to protect that little girl as much as his wife did.

That child did nothing wrong.., but the Mountain God is too terrifying to defy.

If they failed to report that they had encountered martial artists, then...

"You met some martial artists, I see," a voice said from behind them.

""...!!"" The couple turned around sharply.

A tall old man, clad in a pristine white robe with a long, flowing beard, stood with his hands behind his back. Despite the storm outside, not a single drop of rain had touched him. His face was gentle, smiling serenely, but they knew better than to be deceived by that smile.

This was the being that every hunter in the mountain feared most.

"M-Mountain God...! W-What brings you to our humble abode...?"

The hunter couple immediately fell to their knees, pressing their foreheads to the ground, their bodies trembling.

The Mountain God was a capricious being. On good days, he would bring them a freshly caught tiger. On bad days, he would tear people apart just for answering him the wrong way. 

Fortunately, he seemed to be in a good mood today.

Stroking his long beard, the Mountain God laughed, "Hoho, I wasn't eavesdropping on purpose, but your voices were quite loud. Now then, what sort of martial artists did you meet?"

His voice was as soft as a gentle breeze, yet the couple's faces turned even paler.

"Well, um..."

"Are you hesitating? After I've even taught you martial arts? This is no way to repay my kindness."

"......"

The hunter couple had a secret they had not shared with the martial artists in the cave, and it was that they had learned martial arts from the Mountain God. Of course, they were hardly skilled enough to be called disciples.

All we learned were a few techniques, but even that was enough to make hunting easier and give us the confidence to stand up to bandits and martial artists.

Nevertheless, the price had been steep... because the Mountain God was hardly the benevolent figure his name suggested he was.

"In return for the martial arts I taught you, you swore to tell me everything you see and hear, did you not?"

"Y-Yes, that's right..."

This was a pact that not just them, but many other hunters, herbalists, and woodcutters who had also learned martial arts from the Mountain God had made. As for those who had refused... they were long dead.

Still smiling, the Mountain God said, "Luckily, I am in an excellent mood today. My long-awaited supreme art is finally nearing completion."

"Congratulations!"

"C-Congratulations, sir."

SLITHER...

Suddenly, a golden leech as thick as a child's arm slithered out of the Mountain God's sleeve and crawled up his arm, making its way to his shoulder.

"You gluttonous thing. You're hungry again?" the Mountain God chuckled and held out his hand.

The leech clung to his back, sunk its teeth deep into him, and began to suck his blood.

SLURP, SLURP...

"Hoho. Your appetite is getting out of hand lately."

"......" The couple watched in silent horror. They had seen this scene many times before, but it still made their skin crawl, as if their own blood was being drained.

They knew only too well that this golden leech didn't just feed on the Mountain God. Those who had refused his orders, those who had tried to escape but were caught, those martial artists who had challenged him and failed, all of them had been drained by this leech until they were nothing more than dried up husks.

It used to be only half gold...

They had once heard that when the leech turned completely gold, the Mountain God's deepest wish would be fulfilled. Now, after consuming so much blood, its entire body was almost golden, with only the tip of its tail remaining untouched.

"That's enough for now. I'll bring you plenty of fresh blood soon."

"......" The Mountain God gently stroked the golden leech, revealing his arm covered in burn scars as he moved. Then, he turned back to the hunters and asked, "Now, where did you say you saw those martial artists?"

"P-Please, sir! We'll tell you everything! Just have mercy on us...!"

Unable to bear the fear any longer, the husband began to recount everything that had happened in the cave.

"We met a group of martial artists in the cave. There were four of them, two males and two females."

He gave the names they had given him, pretending he did not know that they were all fake.

Since the Mountain God didn't recognize any of the names, he asked the most important question. "Were they strong?"

"Not particularly. There were four of them, but we could've taken them if it came to a fight."

That was a lie. Except for the little girl, each of those martial artists had been formidable, but the husband deliberately downplayed their strength.

The Mountain God has no interest in weaklings. If we're lucky, he'll just let them go.

In the past, he had devoured anyone he could get his hands on, but recently, he had become more selective. Weak prey no longer interested him.

Please, just this once...

"In my opinion, they aren't worth your attention, sir."

"I agree as well."

The husband and wife exchanged glances. They didn't say it out loud, but in that moment, they both shared the same thought.

That child did nothing wrong.

We can't keep living like this forever.

They could only hope that these martial artists would leave the mountain soon, before the Mountain God changed his mind. Before his terrible whim, like a natural disaster, struck them.

"Hoo. I see. Is that so?" The Mountain God nodded calmly.

The hunter couple breathed a sigh of relief, but at that moment, the Mountain God smiled faintly.

"Fools are always so clumsy at lying," he chuckled.

"S-Spare...!"

Before the husband could finish his plea, a bolt of white lightning struck beside him, narrowly missing him... but hitting his wife instead.

"Kyaaaaaah!"

Wrapped in crackling white electricity, the hunter's wife let out a bloodcurdling scream.

Before anyone realized what had happened, the Mountain God had her by the throat. Lightning coursed through his hand, electrocuting her body until it convulsed violently.

"S-Sir Mountain God! Please spare her! I beg you, please spare my wife!"

"You dare to ask for mercy after deceiving me?"

The Mountain God was an expert who could read the slightest changes in a person's expression and even their heartbeat. A crude lie from a mere hunter would never fool him.

"I'll tell you everything! The whole truth!"

In the end, the husband broke down in tears and confessed everything. He had lost his only child several years ago. He couldn't bear to lose his wife as well.

"All three of them were powerful martial artists! Each one of them looked extraordinary! They seemed to be from noble families..."

"You said there were four earlier, did you not?"

"One of them was a child! I-I'm sorry! I thought of my daughter who died years ago and... Please, just spare my wife..."

"Hmph. Now you're finally speaking the truth." The Mountain God scoffed and tossed the wife's charred black body to the ground.

THUD!

The husband crawled over to check her condition, only to realize that she was barely breathing.

"Fool. If you had spoken sooner, this wouldn't have happened."

"I-I'm sorry..."

"So, where did they go?"

The husband clutched his wife and sobbed, "They said they were going to cross the mountain... so we showed them a shortcut. Darling! Darling! Wake up!"

The Mountain God, clearly irritated, kicked him aside. "Lead the way. If what you say is true, I'll save your wife with my divine power."

"A-Are you serious?"

"Of course. But if you have lied again, you will both suffer a fate worse than death."

"Y-Yes!" the husband said, hastily lifting his unconscious wife onto his back. Fortunately, the rain had almost stopped.

Meanwhile, the Mountain God inspected the banknote the hunters had received from the martial artists.

"This is...!"

The moment he saw it, the Mountain God's eyes widened in shock, not at the large amount of money, but at the seal stamped on the note.

"The seal of the Namgung Clan... Hah. What a coincidence."

Years ago, the murim had known him as the Thunder Demon Geum Cheonho, and he had long harbored a grudge against the Namgung Clan, who had forced him to retreat into seclusion.

CRACKLE...!

The Mountain God's face twisted into a grotesque expression as he burned the bill with a bolt of lightning. He no longer resembled a deity, but rather a demon from the depths of hell.

"...To think that I would meet a Namgung brat just as my divine art is nearing completion. This must be fate."

Decades had passed since he went into hiding and began living as a mountain god. Somewhere along the way, the Thunder Demon had deluded himself into believing that he was a true god.

He gently stroked the golden leech perched on his shoulder.

"I hope he's someone of great renown. A fitting opponent to mark my return to the murim once my divine art is complete."

BOOOOM!

With a single blow, the Thunder Demon obliterated the hunters' hut.

"Lead me to them."

"Y-Yes..."

The Thunder Demon's eyes gleamed ominously in the darkness, his face filled with madness as he set off in pursuit of his prey, the half-conscious man leading the way.

"The heavens are truly on my side. Fufufu..."

He had been searching for the perfect final offering to complete his divine art. What better sacrifice than a Namgung Clan martial artist? What sweeter revenge could there be?

Just thinking about it made him grin so widely that it seemed like his face would split in half.

Once my divine art is complete...!

"The entire world will kneel at my feet! Kahahaha!"

RUMBLE!

Thunder roared across the sky, echoing the Thunder Demon's laughter.


Chapter 300: Wasn't That Kind of... Underwhelming?

Baek Suryong and his group took the shortcut the hunter couple had told them about. The downpour had stopped, but the rain that had fallen all night had caused the ground to collapse and turn muddy, forcing them to dismount and walk.

"...Who do you think the Mountain God really is?" Jaegal Soyeong asked.

Baek Suryong chuckled. "I was wondering what you were thinking so deeply about all morning. So that's what you've been pondering?"

"It just doesn't add up, no matter how I analyze it. The hunters said that the Mountain God controls wind and rain and strikes down lightning. That means either the Mountain God has mastered an extraordinary sorcery or his martial arts are so advanced that they create that illusion," Jaegal Soyeong explained, her eyes gleaming. As someone specializing in murim history and formations, she couldn't just ignore mysterious rumors in the murim.

"Anyone come to mind?" Baek Suryong asked.

Jaegal Soyeong nodded. Then, with bright, eager eyes, she explained, "If we limit our candidates to powerful martial artists who have vanished in the past few decades, the Blood Kirin, the Witch of Nine Hells, and the Thunder Demon are the prime suspects." Each is a villain whose return would shake the murim to its core.

"They're all from the unorthodox, huh."

"Masters from orthodox sects rarely hide away in a forest like this."

"True..." Baek Suryong nodded.

Most orthodox sect masters would retire peacefully, becoming elders of their sects or clans, or building pavilions in scenic areas to enjoy a leisurely life. The ones who secluded themselves in mountains like this were usually those with a heavy past.

Namgung Su, listening to their conversation from behind, muttered, "The Thunder Demon..."

"You know about him?"

Namgung Su pulled Namgung Mi's cloak tightly around her to shield her from the lingering drizzle, then replied, "He was a top unorthodox sect martial artist who clashed with my clan in the past. He became a wanted criminal after using the Star Absorption Technique to drain the life force of other martial artists. Since he operated near my clan's territory..." 

He paused for a moment. He was reluctant to mention a certain name. Finally, he sighed and continued, "...The Blue Sky Sword King personally set out to eliminate him, but that bastard still managed to hold out and evade capture for over ten days."

"Ten days?" Baek Suryong's jaw dropped. He managed to elude the Blue Sky Sword King for ten whole days? That's something most masters could only dream of!

Namgung Su nodded. "At that time, the Blue Sky Sword King had not yet become one of the Ten Supremes... but in the final confrontation, after exchanging over a hundred blows, the gravely injured Thunder Demon leapt off a cliff."

"Then he's dead, isn't he?"

"His body was never found, so we can't be sure. However, my clan believes he's still alive."

Namgung Su recalled a story the Blue Sky Sword King once shared with their clan.

"The Thunder Demon is not dead. That bastard is as tenacious as a leech. He wouldn't die so easily. He's probably hiding somewhere, recovering his martial arts."

The Blue Sky Sword King often spoke about the Thunder Demon, especially how terrifyingly powerful the Thunder Demon Art was.

"If that bastard had fully mastered his martial arts, it might have been me who was defeated instead."

"Huh..."

"Could he really have been that strong...?"

That shocking revelation led the Namgung Clan to briefly reconsider the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique, which had nearly fallen into obscurity. More importantly, it was then that Namgung Su's late mother had discovered the technique and forced her son to learn it.

"Master the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique. I heard that while it's a bit painful, you'll grow faster than with the Infinite Heavens Sword Technique. If you reach complete mastery, you'll attain the realm of the Thunder God. That's the only way you'll surpass your brothers."

"...Understood."

Because of that, Namgung Su ended up being the only member of the Namgung Clan to truly learn the self-torturous Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique.

While he did eventually surpass his brothers and emerged as a strong candidate for Young Master, it wasn't solely because of the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique but due to entirely different reasons.

Instead, before leaving the Namgung Clan after completing the new instructor training course, the Namgung Patriarch had pulled him aside and suggested, "It's not too late yet. Why don't you start practicing the Infinite Heavens Sword Technique now?"

The Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique was notoriously difficult and excruciating to master. In comparison, the Infinite Heavens Sword Technique was far more stable, and its power was by no means inferior.

"There's no one in our clan who can guide you in the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique, but that's not the case for the Infinite Heavens Sword Technique."

"......" Namgung Su, knowing that all too well, nodded after a moment's thought, saying, "I'll learn it."

"Good! That's the right decision. The fundamentals of swordsmanship are the same, so you'll catch on quickly..."

"However, I'll master the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique before anything else."

"What? Sigh, you're as stubborn as always! Just who did you inherit that trait from...?"

"You, of course. Who else could it be but Father?"

"Geh...!"

Namgung Su was a man who never left anything unfinished. Even if a martial art was painful and challenging, he wouldn't abandon it halfway. Some might call him foolish for taking the harder path, but that very stubbornness defined him.

"...I'm already accustomed to the pain the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique inflicts on me, and am on the verge of a breakthrough."

The Namgung Patriarch knew how deceptive the phrase "I'm on the verge of a breakthrough" could be for martial artists, but faced with his son's unwavering determination, he had no choice but to relent.

"...Fine. I'll write a letter to the Thunder Dragon Swordsman. Visit him during your break and seek his guidance in martial arts."

"That won't be necessary..."

"If you refuse, I'll expel you from the clan."

"...Thank you."

This was the reason why Namgung Su was heading to Hubei instead of returning to Anhui over summer vacation.

"You sure know a lot about the Thunder Demon," Baek Suryong remarked, snapping Namgung Su out of his reverie.

Namgung Su replied calmly, "He has deep ties to my clan, both in history and enmity. Also, when it comes to lightning-based martial arts, the Thunder Demon was once regarded as one of the world's strongest, alongside the Thunder Dragon Swordsman."

"He's an even bigger deal than I expected," Baek Suryong muttered with slight surprise.

Jaegal Soyeong, who had been listening to the conversation, said gravely, "If such an evil person is hiding here, shouldn't we track him down and capture him?"

Baek Suryong shook his head. "You want to search this entire mountain? How long do you think that would take? Do you really believe they'll just sit and wait for us?"

The opponent was a martial artist hiding deep within the mountains. Not just any martial artist, but likely a highly skilled one. There was no chance that they would be able to find him by simply searching the area at random.

Namgung Su also shook his head. "Acting rashly would be worse than doing nothing."

Instead, Namgung Su planned to send a message to the Namgung Clan once they reached the city. If this so-called Mountain God was truly the Thunder Demon, then it was fitting for the Namgung Clan to settle their past enmity personally. Even if the Thunder Demon weren't involved, it was still evident that this individual was a villain who needed to be apprehended. He intended to detail everything in his letter.

"If we're going to capture him, we need to prepare thoroughly and set up an inescapable net. If we let him slip away, he'll only cause more harm elsewhere."

Jaegal Soyeong nodded in agreement. "I was too short-sighted. Tracking an enemy in a vast mountain like this is no simple task..."

However, Baek Suryong's rationale differed somewhat from Namgung Su's.

Something was definitely off with that hunter couple we met yesterday, whether it was the way they watched us cautiously, or the lingering unease and guilt on their faces even after we cleared up the misunderstanding.

At first, he had not understood, but after hearing what Namgung Su had just said, a certain hypothesis formed in his mind.

They might be directly connected to the Mountain God.

In his past life, Baek Suryong had witnessed many people enslaved by demonic cultivators, and the hunter couple's eyes evoked those memories.

Of course, it might have been mere speculation.

No need to say anything yet. I might just be overthinking it.

Unfortunately, when it rains, it pours, so bad premonitions tended to come true more often than good ones.

Baek Suryong suddenly halted, and Namgung Su and Jaegal Soyeong followed suit.

"Why did everyone stop?" Namgung Mi asked, looking around in confusion.

"Enemies."

The three adults sensed approximately twenty presences surrounding them, hidden among the dense foliage, high in the trees, and behind rocks.

"They're not the Blood Cult. They're too unrefined for that."

"They're not bandits either. Their killing intent is too weak, and some of them tremble in fear."

"Their martial arts are, at best, third-rate to second-rate. Complete rabble."

"They don't seem to be planning an immediate attack."

Even while surrounded by enemies, Baek Suryong and Namgung Su remained calm, assessing their surroundings with emotionless eyes.

"It feels as if they're waiting for someone..." Baek Suryong began, but his voice trailed off as two familiar auras approached. "It's the hunter couple from yesterday."

Jaegal Soyeong and Namgung Su's expressions hardened, and even Namgung Mi realized they had been lured into a trap.

"Don't tell me..."

"It was a trap?"

"That's so mean! I thought they were good people!"

The husband ran down the slope toward them at full speed.

"......" Baek Suryong chuckled bitterly. It was never gratifying to be proven right in moments like these.

He expanded his senses, preparing for the true enemy that was about to appear.

"...Wait. Something's off."

The husband carried his wife on his back as he raced toward them, yet something was wrong with her condition. There was no sign of life in her.

Baek Suryong furrowed his brows. "The wife is dead."

"...What?"

"What?"

The husband seemed to know his wife was dead, his face drenched in tears as he shouted desperately, "Run! The Mountain God will be here soo...!"

Before he could finish speaking, a white lightning bolt struck him from behind.

BOOM!

"Keuaaahh!!"

Wracked with excruciating pain, the man emitted a horrifying scream as he tumbled down the slope like a log.

PSHHH...

Moments later, two charred corpses came to a stop at the group's feet.

"Tsk tsk. Hastening your own death with needless words," an old man scolded as he approached.

Baek Suryong's expression hardened. The old man donned a pristine white robe, sported a long beard that reached his belly, and his feet hovered an inch above the ground, lending him an almost divine aura.

His inner arts are terrifying.

Judging by the old man's sheer aura, he was nearly at the level of the Ten Supremes.

The rest of the group felt the same oppressive force as Jaegal Soyeong's face turned pale, and Namgung Su immediately pulled Namgung Mi behind him.

"That martial art, it can't be..." Namgung Su, who had deduced the opponent's identity, asked gravely, "Are you the Thunder Demon?"

"Oho. So there are still those who recognize this old man. Are you, by any chance, a member of the Namgung Clan? You bear some resemblance to Namgung Jaehak in his younger days."

Namgung Su scowled. "...Do not mention that name again."

"Kukuku, how arrogant for a mere brat. It seems the world has changed quite a bit while I was away from the mortal realm." Chuckling, the Thunder Demon stroked the golden leech on his shoulder. "Flashy, don't you agree that fine young man would make a delicious last supper?"

The leech wriggled, sending white electricity surging violently around the Thunder Demon's body.

CRACKLE, BOOM!

The white lightning completely enveloped him, scorching the ground black where he hovered.

"Everyone, fall back!" Baek Suryong shouted, stepping forward to shield the group.

Just from a glance, it was clear that this old man was not an easy opponent.

Furrowing his brows, he said quickly, "I'll handle him. In the meantime, you all should retreat..."

"No, Baek Suryong. You take the others and fall back," Namgung Su interrupted, grabbing Baek Suryong by the shoulder and dragging him backward.

Before Baek Suryong could even protest, he strode forward alone.

"Namgung Su?" Baek Suryong muttered, staring at his colleague's back in shock.

He's not someone who would lose his cool in a situation like this...

The white lightning coiling around the Thunder Demon's body was so intense that even he struggled to think of a counter, yet Namgung Su advanced without hesitation.

"Kahahaha! How admirable, the way you care for your friends!" the Thunder Demon roared with laughter, then extended his hand.

BOOM!

He fired a white bolt of lightning so bright that everyone was momentarily blinded at Namgung Su.

To everyone's shock and horror, Namgung Su chose not to dodge and took the lightning head-on.

"Nooo!"

"Oppa!"

Jaegal Soyeong and Namgung Mi screamed, while Baek Suryong gritted his teeth and widened his eyes.

Soon, however, their screams turned into stunned gasps.

"Huh...?"

"O-Oppa!"

"...Seriously, this guy."

Namgung Su was completely unscathed. At most, his brows were furrowed slightly more than usual.

"Wasn't that kind of... underwhelming?" he remarked snidely.

"What? How...?!" The Thunder Demon's jaw dropped in shock.

That was the sixth stage of the Primordial Thunder Divine Art! It's powerful enough to reduce a first-rate martial artist to ashes in an instant! Although it shouldn't be enough to kill this man in one hit, how is he completely unharmed?

The Thunder Demon's eyes widened even more when he saw the lightning flashing across Namgung Su's body.

"Wait... are you also a lightning arts practitioner?"

"Yes, so your lightning does not work on me."

The Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique was the only lightning art among the Namgung Clan martial arts, and Namgung Su had devoted himself to mastering it since childhood. When it came to lightning resistance, he was confident that no one could surpass him.

SHING!

Namgung Su drew his sword. He briefly glanced at the fallen hunter couple, then back at the Thunder Demon. "If your only skill is spewing lightning, then today, you will die by my sword."

"You insolent brat! I'll turn you to ashes!"

The Thunder Demon thrust both hands forward, unleashing a bolt of lightning far stronger than before. 

Like a great white dragon, the attack surged toward Namgung Su, but still, he did not waver. He simply sliced through the lightning that blocked his path and charged at the Thunder Demon.

Meeting Namgung Su's indifferent gaze, the Thunder Demon's eyes widened in shock.



Translator's Note: When I saw Suryong mention Murphy's law "Unfortunately, when it rains, it pours, so bad premonitions tended to come true more often than good ones," I just knew I had to update this chapter early. Oh, and chapter 300! Clap clap clap!


Chapter 301: Is That Really All You've Got?

"Y-You fucking dumbass..." Baek Suryong gaped as he watched Namgung Su fight the Thunder Demon.

With a sword that cleaved the air and a body crackling with lightning, his figure resembled the legendary Thunder God, whose thunderbolts smote demons and eradicated evil spirits.

The problem was that this fearsome lightning was not something he had created himself.

"Yaaaah!"

As the Thunder Demon's thunderous roar shook the mountains and forests, white lightning coiled around both fighters. 

Only Baek Suryong, who had secretly activated the Blood Demon Eyes, could clearly see the Thunder Demon's flustered expression beneath the blinding light.

"Would you get lost already!" the Thunder Demon bellowed, his hands wrapped in white lightning as he aimed both palms at his target.

CRACKLE! BZZZZZT! BZZZZZT!

Each wave of his hand sent arcs of lightning whipping toward Namgung Su, yet his opponent did not stop or even slow. If anything, Namgung Su seemed to actually be speeding up.

WHOOSH!

In an instant, Namgung Su closed the distance. 

"I told you, your lightning doesn't work on me," he grumbled in a chilling voice as he slashed at the Thunder Demon's neck.

SWISH!

A tuft of white beard scattered into the air.

The Thunder Demon breathed a sigh of relief. Had he been even a fraction slower in dodging, his head would have been separated from his body.

Enraged, he raised his Primordial Thunder Divine Art to the tenth stage.

"You really do have a death wish!"

BOOOOOM!

A terrifying explosion of lightning erupted.

Sensing this was not an attack to be taken lightly, Namgung Su cloaked his sword in Heavenly Lightning Qi before swinging it.

FLASH! KABOOOM!

Each time lightning clashed with lightning, the whole area flickered with blinding light, as if the battle between two gods of thunder and lightning was ushering in the end of the world.

"R-Run!"

"Aaaah!"

Screaming, the martial artists who had surrounded their group scattered in all directions.

Baek Suryong quietly let them go, choosing to focus solely on Namgung Su. The ones escaping were likely just ordinary people who had been coerced by the Thunder Demon, much like the deceased hunter couple.

He's pretending to be fine, but there's no way he's not in pain. He's pushing himself.

Not even an absolute master of the art of lightning could withstand such powerful thunderbolts without feeling anything. 

From the Thunder Demon's perspective, however, Namgung Su appeared totally unaffected.

"After all that lightning... why are you still okay?" The Thunder Demon howled, his face contorted in disbelief.

The young man had been struck by dozens of lightning bolts, yet his expression had not changed in the slightest.

This creature can't be human. He must be a monster. No...

"Evil arts! You must be using evil arts!" he concluded.

Namgung Su's resistance to lightning was so unnatural that it seemed demonic. No matter how skilled one was in lightning-based martial arts, how could a mere human withstand lightning strikes without even blinking?

The Thunder Demon simply could not comprehend the existence of a human with such endurance.

"You claim to be from the orthodox sects, yet you resort to evil arts?! Have you no shame?! If Namgung Jaehak knew about this, he would tear you limb from limb!"

"You talk too much."

Even as his opponent spouted nonsense, Namgung Su remained calm and swung his sword over and over again.

Soon, the Thunder Demon's clothes were torn, and shallow wounds accumulated all over his body.

Baek Suryong watched in admiration as Namgung Su steadily gained the upper hand.

...He's strong. Stronger than I expected.

He recalled what Namgung Su had said back in the cave.


"Recently, I found a lead to advance to the next level."



Even he could hardly find any faults in Namgung Su's movements, whether it was his swordsmanship, his footwork, or the harmony between his inner and external arts.

Now, he understood why Namgung Su was confident enough to take on the Thunder Demon alone.

"Maybe all he needed was an opportunity."

Still, he couldn't help but worry.

He'll reach his limit soon.

Back in the Namgung Estate, Baek Suryong had read the secret manual of the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique with the Namgung Patriarch's permission. In the end, he had concluded that although the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique was a martial art with ridiculous offensive power, it possessed one fatal flaw.

It forces the practitioner through excruciatingly painful training.

Most martial arts that manipulated lightning included techniques to ease the pain or deceive the senses, but the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique had no such method. Although it did contain defensive techniques to protect the body from internal injury caused by lightning qi, they did nothing to dull the pain.

As a result, it was said that nine out of ten people gave up during the initial training phase.

Thanks to that, he's probably gained a level of resistance that makes him a natural counter to other martial artists who wield lightning... but that doesn't mean he doesn't take any damage at all.

Baek Suryong noticed that Namgung Su's movements had slowed down ever so slightly. Fatigue was building up in his muscles, and the excruciating pain that came with every swing of his sword was beginning to hinder him. 

Right now, he was pushing through with sheer superhuman willpower, but he could hit his limit at any moment.

"Oppa can't do this alone! Help him!" Namgung Mi cried, tugging at Baek Suryong's sleeve and stomping her feet in frustration.

Jaegal Soyeong also urged, "Suryong-oppa..."

However, Baek Suryong shook his head. "I want to, but now is not the right time."

"Why not?"

Baek Suryong patted Namgung Mi's head to calm her down, his expression serious as he looked at Namgung Su. His face was as composed as ever, but his eyes burned hotter than any lightning the Thunder Demon could conjure.

"Just a little more, just a little more..."

It was barely audible, but he could hear Namgung Su muttering to himself without realizing it.

Baek Suryong bit his lip. He knew that if he intervened now, the fight would be over quickly, but Namgung Su's concentration would also break and he would lose this precious opportunity.

That was the true meaning of Namgung Su's "just a little more".

He was now immersed in a trance, and a moment of enlightenment could come at any time.

No martial artist in the world would want to be interrupted at such a moment.

Baek Suryong turned to the anxious Namgung Mi and comforted her, "Let's wait a little longer. Your brother's not reckless enough to gamble on a fight he can't win."

"Okay."

The three of them watched Namgung Su's battle with bated breaths.
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Whenever the pain threatened to turn his mind blank, Namgung Su murmured to himself, "Just a little more..."

CRACKLE! BZZZT!!

The Thunder Demon's lightning relentlessly hammered his body. The agony, as if his entire being was being torn apart, nearly drove him to the brink of unconsciousness, yet there was not even the slightest change in his expression.

This is fine. Pain is nothing new to me.

The hand gripping his sword trembled. His body could withstand direct lightning strikes without faltering, but his sense of pain remained vivid. Moreover, the closer he came to fully mastering the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique, the more acute and sensitive his perception of lightning became, but that only made the pain even more intolerable.

Just a little more, just a little more...

He could distinctly differentiate between the Thunder Demon's lightning and his own.

Had he ever felt such a direct stimulus from lightning before? It was as if his entire being was in perfect sync with his opponent, every nerve sharpened to the extreme.

Namgung Su swung his sword endlessly, lost in this trance-like state.

Just a little more, and I can reach it!

Even though the Thunder Demon was a powerful martial artist who had once dominated an entire era, strangely enough, Namgung Su did not feel like he was going to lose.

Time slowed to a crawl. He could see and feel every one of his opponent's attacks, even notice openings he normally would have missed.

SWOOSH!

"Keuaaahhh!!"

Blood spurted from the Thunder Demon's severed wrist, only to be immediately cauterized by lightning.

However, Namgung Su was not unscathed either.

"You wretched brat!"

BOOM!

A palm strike slammed into Namgung Su's abdomen, jolting him out of his trance and sending him flying over ten meters through the air.

Just as his consciousness began to waver, however, his eyes met Baek Suryong's.

Even if I collapse, that guy will take over.

A sigh of relief escaped his lips. If it was Baek Suryong, taking down the now one-armed Thunder Demon wouldn't be difficult...

[Is that really all you've got?] Baek Suryong mouthed, smirking.

"...Not yet," Namgung Su muttered, his stubborn pride flaring to life.

If I fall here, that guy will mock me for the rest of my life.

He bit his tongue, using the sharp jolt of pain to cling to his fading consciousness.

CRASH!

Twisting his body in the air, Namgung Su landed on both feet, swallowing the blood that rose in his throat. His dimming vision cleared.

The Thunder Demon recoiled in shock. "You... What's wrong with you? Why are you still standing?!"

For the first time, the Thunder Demon was afraid of Namgung Su.

During his decades of seclusion in the mountains, he had never encountered a real challenge. Even though the inner arts he had cultivated through the Star Absorption Technique had swollen to the level of the Ten Supremes, he had only ever fought those who were far weaker than himself, causing his fighting instincts to become dull.

All of this was due to the fear instilled in him after he was defeated by the Blue Sky Sword King. Even after his injuries had healed, he had used the completion of the Primordial Thunder Divine Art as an excuse to constantly delay his return to the murim.

"I-If I had just perfected my divine art, a brat like you would never...!"

No, his opponent was no mere brat. Namgung Su's swordsmanship was fierce enough to remind him of the Blue Sky Sword King in his youth. His mastery of lightning, though not immense in quantity, was executed with near perfection.

Most importantly, his sheer tenacity was no less terrifying than that of Deathshroud assassins.

Deep down, the Thunder Demon knew all of this to be true, but still, he refused to acknowledge it.

"I can still fight..." Murmuring to himself, Namgung Su lunged forward once more, his eyes sinking into a trance-like state once more.

"Get lost! Just disappear already!" The Thunder Demon, his face now pale, stumbled backwards. He continued to unleash thunderbolts, but none of them had any effect on Namgung Su.

"Damn it!" the Thunder Demon shrieked, overcome with desperation and fear of death.

Finally, he turned to flee.

"What makes you think I'll let you go?" Namgung Su growled, squeezing out every last drop of his inner qi to pursue the old man.

Though his qi was drained and his vision swam, he launched himself forward at the speed of light, a testament to sheer will overcoming crippling fatigue. 

Nevertheless, his mind had never been clearer, and the sword in his hand felt incredibly light.

At the moment of enlightenment, Namgung Su felt an exhilarating sense of clarity.

"I've reached it," he declared with absolute confidence.

SPLURT!

His sword traced a flawless arc through the air, and a single bolt of white lightning surrounded his blade as it sliced through the Thunder Demon's legs.

Now legless, the Thunder Demon dragged himself forward with his arms, screeching like a madman, "If only I had perfected my divine art... if I had perfected it, I could have killed you in an instant! I could have slain Namgung Jaehak and trampled the world under my feet! Everything was within my grasp! The Primordial Thunder Divine Art was already complete! If only I had ten more days... no, even three...!"

The pitiful cries of a cowardly villain echoed hollowly through the ruined mountainside.

Namgung Su approached the Thunder Demon. No more words were needed. He simply drove his sword deep into the Thunder Demon's qi center.

"Keuhhh...!" The Thunder Demon groaned as he felt the decades of lightning he had cultivated dissipate rapidly.

This was a mortal wound. Not even the Divine Physician could save him now.

His wavering gaze met Namgung Su's. "What's your name and title? At least tell me who killed me."

Namgung Su gasped, "I am Namgung Su, Star Instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy, though some know me as the Three Absolutes Sword."

The Thunder Demon shook his head violently, displeased. "I can't accept this. The swordsman who killed me must not have such a third-rate title. From now on, your title is the Lightning Dragon Hero. Do you understand? The Lightning Dragon Hero!"[1]

"What nonsense are you saying?"

"It was the Lightning Dragon Hero who slew the Thunder Demon! The Lightning Dragon Hero...!"

THUD!

The Thunder Demon's body toppled over. With his eyes wide open in frustration, he breathed his last.

"Hoo..." At the same time, Namgung Su also crumpled to the ground, blood dripping from his lips.

It had been a brutal fight. There wasn't a single part of his body that was uninjured, and his internal injuries were severe. After they reached Hubei, he would need to recuperate for at least half a month.

"Still... I did it."

Lying flat on his back, Namgung Su let out a small chuckle as he looked up at the sky. The world before him had changed.

"Namgung Su!"

As his consciousness faded, he heard Baek Suryong's voice and saw him approaching.

"Are you okay...?" Baek Suryong asked worriedly.

Namgung Su nodded weakly to show that he was fine, though Baek Suryong's voice sounded strangely distant.

After administering emergency treatment, Baek Suryong picked up the golden leech—the spirit beast that had belonged to the Thunder Demon—from the ground, and said something.

Huh? What's he saying? Namgung Su wondered, unable to hear him clearly. He caught the words "miraculous encounter," but the rest was incomprehensible.

I have no idea what he's talking about, but whatever...

He was too exhausted to deal with that man, and sleep was threatening to drown him like a tidal wave.

Namgung Su nodded vaguely, muttering, "Do whatever you want..."

That was his last memory as he drifted into unconsciousness.

"You really said I could do whatever I want, right? No take-backs later," Baek Suryong asked Namgung Su again for confirmation.

There was no response.



Footnotes:

[1] What he actually said was "Lightning/Thunder Dragon Divine Sword", but in one of the previous chapters, Namgung Su said that he was visiting a guy called "Thunder Dragon Sword" in Hubei. The difference is only one word. Let me know if you prefer this translation instead of "Lightning Dragon Hero".


Chapter 302: Side Effects

"Oppa!" Namgung Mi ran over and checked on the unconscious Namgung Su.

His pale skin contrasted sharply with the charred and tattered remains of his martial arts uniform, which did little to conceal the extensive wounds beneath.

"O-Oppa... Uwaaaah!" Namgung Mi wailed, tears welling up in her eyes as she grabbed her sleeping brother by the collar and shook him. "Don't die! You can't die! If you leave me all alone, I'll hate you forever!"

Baek Suryong sighed. At this rate, never mind his wounds, Namgung Su might actually be strangled to death by his own little sister. 

He had to calm Namgung Mi down somehow. 

"He's fine. He's just sleeping because he's exhausted," he said in a reassuring tone.

"R-Really? My Oppa isn't dead?"

"Well, if you keep shaking his head like that, he might die from a concussion."

"Eek! I'm sorry!"

"I was joking, just joking." Baek Suryong patted Namgung Mi's head to comfort her.

Meanwhile, Jaegal Soyeong examined Namgung Su, her expression darkening with each new wound she discovered. "His qi center is completely depleted, and his qi acupoints are severely damaged. If he isn't treated in time..."

She couldn't bring herself to finish her sentence. She didn't want to accept that Namgung Su might never be able to use martial arts again.

Of course, Baek Suryong was also aware of this possibility. "So you're telling me that this fucking idiot went and defeated a martial master, only to end up screwing himself over...?" he grumbled.

As far as he could tell, Namgung Su had gained enlightenment in martial arts through his life-and-death battle with the Thunder Demon, and his mastery of the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique was now likely close to completion. However, in his current condition, that enlightenment was meaningless.

A somber gloom settled over the room.

Suddenly, Namgung Mi seemed to recall something. "We can treat him by infusing him with qi! That's what they taught us in the clan! When someone suffers an internal injury, we need to heal them with qi!" she shouted.

Jaegal Soyeong shook her head. Although using inner qi to accelerate healing was indeed the most common method of treating internal injuries, Namgung Su's lightning art posed a problem to that approach. Unlike other types of qi, lightning qi was violent and unstable, making it several times more dangerous for an outsider to recklessly infuse qi into his body.

She explained, "That works for ordinary internal injuries, but if a martial artist's qi center and meridians are damaged, infusing qi might actually make things worse. Besides..."

"B-But Suryong-oppa is a master, so..." Namgung Mi looked at Baek Suryong with desperate eyes.

Baek Suryong, who had been silently observing Namgung Su with his arms folded, finally said, "There is a way to treat him."

"I knew it!"

"But... there may be side effects."

Namgung Mi flinched. "What kind of side effects? He's not going to die or become crippled, is he...?"

Baek Suryong shook his head. "No, it's nothing like that. It's just that... his physical appearance might change. Also, I only know about this method in theory. I've never actually tried it before."

The conditions required were so specific that he had never had the chance to attempt it, but the success rate should be fairly high.

And right now...

Baek Suryong looked at the golden leech wriggling in his palm. If he used this thing, he could not only heal Namgung Su but also grant him a miraculous encounter.

"Mimi."

"Y-Yes?"

Baek Suryong met Namgung Mi's gaze, the seriousness in his eyes leaving no room for doubt. "I've already explained everything to Namgung Su earlier, and he gave his permission."

"......"

Even though the person in question had no memory of this conversation, Baek Suryong was certain that he had received Namgung Su's consent before he passed out, so all that remained was getting his family's approval.

"You're the only family Namgung Su has with him right now. Do you trust me enough to entrust him to me?"

"...Yes." Namgung Mi clenched her small fists and nodded.

Baek Suryong stood up. With the family's approval secured, there was nothing left to hesitate about. "You two stay here and wait."

"What about you, Oppa?"

"There's something I want to check."

Baek Suryong recalled the Thunder Demon's final words before his death.


"If only I had perfected my divine art... if I had perfected it, I could have killed you in an instant! I could have slain Namgung Jaehak and trampled the world under my feet! Everything was within my grasp! The Primordial Thunder Divine Art was already complete! If only I had ten more days... no, even three...!"



Whether it was ten days or three days, that was too specific to dismiss as mere ramblings of a dying man.

"The Thunder Demon must have a hideout somewhere nearby, and since he also practices a lightning art, there's a good chance that he keeps some medicine or even elixirs that could help Namgung Su there. We need them."

Jaegal Soyeong asked skeptically, "He's been hiding for decades. Will you really be able to find his hideout so easily? We don't have much time."

"My guess is that it's in this direction." Baek Suryong pointed in the direction the Thunder Demon had fled toward right before his death. If he could be sure of the direction of the hideout, the search area would be narrowed down considerably. "Give me one hour. If I find the hideout within that time, I'll send a signal flare into the sky. When you see it, bring Namgung Su to me."

"...Understood."

"Got it!"

Baek Suryong nodded and immediately engaged his movement arts. In an instant, the scenery around him blurred as he dashed through the mountain, expanding his senses to the fullest.

Even for a supreme martial artist, finding a secret lair with only knowledge of its general direction wasn't a simple task, but Baek Suryong had another method up his sleeve.

"You're going to lead me there, aren't you?" he asked, looking at the golden leech that the Thunder Demon had raised. As grotesque as it looked, it was undoubtedly a spirit beast which had lived for at least several decades. It would likely react if they neared its home.

Baek Suryong carefully observed the leech's movements as he combed through the mountain, and as it turned out, his prediction was spot on.

SQUIRM... SQUIRM...

The leech, which had been lying still, suddenly moved its head.

Not missing the subtle motion, Baek Suryong stopped in place and focused all his senses.

Where is it?

His eyes glowed red as the Blood Demon Eyes activated and revealed to him a faint trace of unnatural qi.

"Found it."

BOOM!

Grinning, he immediately launched a signal flare into the sky and advanced toward the Thunder Demon's hideout.

"Fuck, he hid it with formations."

Baek Suryong frowned. He could break through by force, but if he made a mistake and destroyed the hideout, it would be disastrous.

Fortunately, moments later, Jaegal Soyeong arrived, carrying Namgung Su on her back.

"I did find the hideout, but it's blocked by formations," he said.

"Leave it to me," Jaegal Soyeong replied, handing Namgung Su over to Baek Suryong and analyzing the formations. "Hmm... this is a triple-layered illusion formation. It seems the Thunder Demon was quite knowledgeable in formations and sorcery as well."

"Will it take long to break?"

Jaegal Soyeong turned to Baek Suryong and grinned. "Is five minutes a long time?"

The Jaegal Clan prided itself on being the world's best when it came to formations and sorcery, and Jaegal Soyeong was considered one of the most talented even among them.

True enough, five minutes later, the hideout that had concealed the Thunder Demon for decades was revealed.

WHOOSH...

As the formations were deactivated, a picturesque cottage appeared before them, surrounded by a vibrant flower garden. Off to one side, a small pond teemed with fish.

"So he was roleplaying a Mountain God, huh? He really turned this place into a paradise." Baek Suryong clicked his tongue in disdain, but seeing his two companions staring blankly at the scenery, he nagged, "Save the sightseeing for later. Let's go inside first."

""Ah, yes!""

The inside of the cottage was even more extravagant. One wall was lined with gold, jewels, and weapons that the Thunder Demon had stolen from martial artists over the decades. On the opposite wall were hundred-year-old fleeceflower roots, spirit beast cores, and pills crafted by the Thunder Demon himself. Finally, by the bedside lay a manual titled The Primordial Thunder Divine Art.

Each and every item was something that would make any martial artist's eyes widen in greed.

However, Baek Suryong didn't even spare them a glance. He simply picked up a few elixirs and pills made and said, "Lay him down over here."

Jaegal Soyeong placed the unconscious Namgung Su on the bed. Baek Suryong then removed his tattered shirt, revealing his burned and battered torso, scorched by lightning.

It was clear that as time passed, Namgung Su's condition was worsening.

"Oppa..." Namgung Mi clutched her Oppa's hand, eyes brimming with tears. 

"He'll be fine soon," Baek Suryong reassured as he sealed several of Namgung Su's acupoints. After that, he took one of the Thunder Demon's elixirs and put it into his own mouth.

Jaegal Soyeong stared at him in shock. "Are you seriously feeding it to him orally...?"

"Are you crazy? I'm just checking for poison."

"I-I'm sorry!"

Soon, a faint tingling spread through Baek Suryong's qi center, indicating that the elixir contained traces of lightning qi and was indeed a medicine for internal injuries.

"Alright. It's safe to use."

He crushed an identical elixir along with some medicine and fed them to Namgung Su. 

Moments later, Namgung Su groaned and opened his eyes. "Baek Suryong...?"

His breathing had become noticeably steadier, and color had returned to his face. It was worth coming to the Thunder Demon's hideout.

"Now that you're awake, we can begin," Baek Suryong declared happily.

"Begin... what?"

Grinning, Baek Suryong tore the golden leech in half and pulled out a golden core. "I already explained it earlier. Congratulations, a miraculous encounter has arrived for you."

The leech was actually a Lightning Spirit, a type of spirit beast that had been fed martial artists' blood and tempered by nature's lightning for decades. The Thunder Demon had originally planned to absorb this Lightning Spirit, which contained an immense amount of lightning qi, to complete his Primordial Thunder Divine Art, but since he was dead, it was now Namgung Su's boon.

Baek Suryong swallowed the Lightning Spirit's core without hesitation. 

This time, Jaegal Soyeong stayed silent, not wanting to disrupt his concentration.

"Grit your teeth and endure, Namgung Su."

"Endure wha..."

Baek Suryong pressed his hands onto Namgung Su's chest and lower abdomen, where his middle qi center and lower qi center were located.

Realizing what was about to happen, Namgung Su muttered in a pained voice, "Qi Transfer...!"

Qi Transfer was a technique that allowed one to transfer their qi to another person, but It required extremely precise qi control and an immense amount of stamina, making it incredibly dangerous for both the giver and the receiver.

"Stop... You'll put yourself at risk..."

"Shut up and just accept it."

RUMBLE!

As a massive surge of lightning qi poured into his body, Namgung Su trembled violently and glared at Baek Suryong.

There was no need for words. The look in Baek Suryong's eyes practically screamed, "You know you can't say anything, right? No matter how painful it gets, just endure."

Namgung Su clenched his teeth, and thick veins bulged on his neck as Baek Suryong channeled all the lightning qi from the melted core into his body. Unlike when Baek Suryong shared the Nine Yin Witch's qi with Yeo Min, this time, there was no meaning in keeping any of this destructive energy to himself.

Fortunately, I've already learned the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique.

Following the formulas of the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique, Baek Suryong slowly filled Namgung Su's empty qi center with fresh lightning qi. Not only that, he guided the Lightning Spirit's energy to Namgung Su's twelve major meridians, minor meridians, and acupoints, accelerating his recovery.

This is where it really begins.

The Lightning Spirit was the culmination of the Thunder Demon's decades of effort, the most potent concentration of lightning qi in the world. Originally, it was meant to complete the Thunder Demon's Primordial Thunder Divine Art, but since fate had other plans, its energy now surged through Namgung Su's body like a rampaging storm.

"Kh...!" Namgung Su's eyes shot open in shock. No matter how accustomed he was to the pain of lightning qi, this was unlike anything he had ever experienced.

CRACK!

He clenched his teeth so hard that he felt like they might break, but he couldn't faint now. If he did, then everything would be over, not just for himself, but also for Baek Suryong who was performing the qi transfer.

Damn you! When this is over, I swear I'll get you back for this!

Namgung Su cursed inwardly as he shut his eyes tight.

Baek Suryong's forehead was also drenched in cold sweat. Namgung Su had already gained enough understanding of the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique, and it was time for him to take the next step.

I need his body to adapt to the Lightning Spirit's energy...

Baek Suryong circulated the Lightning Spirit's energy throughout Namgung Su's body, guiding the transformation of Namgung Su's entire physique to become more compatible with lightning.

It was an excruciating process, but given the man's endurance, it was worth trying.

CRACK... CRACKLE!

That was when Namgung Su's skin started cracking like dried earth. Like an insect molting, flakes of his old skin peeled away, revealing flawless, porcelain-white skin underneath. At the same time, his body expelled impurities through his pores in the form of sweat.

"Oppa!" Namgung Mi screamed in horror.

Jaegal Soyeong's eyes widened as she murmured in a daze, "Body Reformation..."

He's forcing a Body Reformation?

Body Reformation was a miracle that could only be achieved by mastering a divine martial art and receiving heaven's blessing. However, to her knowledge, no one had ever managed to deliberately force the reformation upon someone else before in murim history.

RUMBLE...

When finally, the turbulent energy within the cottage gradually subsided, Baek Suryong released his hands and stepped back.

"Phew! Barely made it."

At the same time, Namgung Su slowly opened his eyes, struggling to lift his eyelids.

"Oppa!" Namgung Mi beamed brightly and called out happily, but the moment her eyes met her brother's, she froze like a statue. "O-Oppa... Your eyes..."

Namgung Su's pupils shone with a golden hue, as if lightning was trapped inside them.


Chapter 303: I Raised a Tiger Cub

"......" Namgung Su stared blankly at his reflection in the mirror. His fair skin was smooth and unblemished, his limbs had grown slightly longer, and a powerful vitality surged through his entire body.

No, it's not just my appearance that has changed.

His senses were more acute than ever, to the point where even the slightest touch felt like a sting. At first, he had practically jumped at the sensation of tiny dust particles landing on his skin.

"Right now, your senses are extremely heightened, so it might feel uncomfortable, but it'll be fine once you get used to it," Baek Suryong mumbled wearily.

"......" Namgung Su glared at him.

Baek Suryong grinned. "You should thank the stars that you didn't lose anything important as a side effect. Your hair could've all fallen out and never grown back, or you could've ended up mute, you know?"

"A side effect, huh..." 

Namgung Su gingerly traced his fingers along his now golden eyes, which sparkled like jewels. If this was a side effect of Body Reformation, then he would likely have to live with these for the rest of his life.

"Why? Worried about people whispering behind your back?" Baek Suryong asked.

"No, I've never put much stock in others' opinions," Namgung Su replied indifferently, then summoned lightning qi to his fingertips.

CRACKLE!

A surge of lightning far stronger than before coiled around his palm, but what truly surprised him was not its power.

"...It doesn't hurt."

That was a sign that he had achieved complete mastery of the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique.

Still, reaching complete mastery in the martial art did not mean that he had reached the limits of his strength. It simply meant that he had reached the same level as the swordsman who had created the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique. 

From now on, it was up to him to find his own way forward.

Baek Suryong, who knew the current state of Namgung Su's body better than anyone else, smirked. "Congratulations on your achievement. You should be able to form enhanced sword qi soon."

"...I feel like I can do it right now."

"Right now?"

Namgung Su nodded and began compressing the lightning qi in his hand.

CRACKLE...! SIZZLE!

Soon, the lightning dancing atop his palm coalesced and compressed into a tangible shape, culminating in a sword-shaped lightning bolt.

"What...?" Baek Suryong gasped, more surprised than even Namgung Su.

Holy shit, he succeeded on his first try?

When he had mentioned that Namgung Su would eventually be able to form enhanced qi, he hadn't meant that he would be able to do it immediately. However, Namgung Su had not only achieved that feat in a single attempt, the nature of his enhanced qi was also different from ordinary enhanced qi.

Observing the lightning sword closely, Baek Suryong remarked, "Nah, this isn't enhanced sword qi, it should be called enhanced lightning qi, or thunderbolt qi instead. Damn, without defensive enhanced qi protecting their entire body, even those more powerful than you would be hard-pressed to block that."

Baek Suryong grinned with certainty. Among the Top 100 Grandmasters, I doubt there are many who can withstand this thunderbolt qi.

"......" Namgung Su said nothing, fully fixated on controlling the thunderbolt qi. 

CRACKLE...

Even though he strained to control it, however, the energy soon fluctuated and dissipated. Clearly, maintaining it was a challenge at the moment, but it didn't matter. It was only a matter of time before he mastered it.

"Wow! Not only have you experienced Body Reformation, you've also learned to wield enhanced qi! Such miraculous encounters are rare even in murim history! Congratulations!" Jaegal Soyeong cheered for Namgung Su as if it were her own achievement.

"C-Congratulations, Oppa!" Namgung Mi stuttered even as she clung tightly to Namgung Su's waist, sniffling and sobbing from relief.

"...I'm sorry for making you worry, Mimi." Still somewhat dazed, Namgung Su hugged his little sister. When she had calmed down somewhat, he looked up at Baek Suryong again. "You..."

"What?"

"......" Namgung Su sighed. Previously, he had vowed that once the Qi Transfer was over, he wouldn't let Baek Suryong off easily. However, the moment he saw the man's utterly exhausted yet jubilant face, he found himself unable to do anything.

He looks as happy as if he were the one who had just received a miraculous encounter. How could I get angry after seeing that face?

He bit his lip hard, his fiery golden eyes blazing as he glared at Baek Suryong.

Under that intense gaze, Baek Suryong flinched uncomfortably. 

Is he mad at me because the Qi Transfer hurt too much? He must have felt like his body was being ripped apart.

Namgung Su's extraordinary endurance allowed him to survive the Body Reformation, a process that would have killed anyone else. Nonetheless, given the inhumane pain and agony he endured, his fury was justified.

Oh well. As long as the result turned out well, that's what matters.

Baek Suryong casually avoided Namgung Su's piercing gaze and said in a deeply fatigued voice, "Let's rest here for today. I don't know about you, but I'm pooped."

"...Agreed," Namgung Su replied, biting his lip firmly. He had wanted to say thank you, but for some reason, the words wouldn't come out.

Baek Suryong... My clan already owes him a debt that would take a lifetime to repay, and now I owe him a personal debt as well. How am I going to repay such an enormous favor?

The emotions surging through him were too complex to be expressed in mere words.

Namgung Su clenched his fists, his mind racing as he stared at Baek Suryong, thinking hard about what to say next.

Unfortunately, he was blissfully unaware of the pressure his intense golden-eyed stare placed on his benefactor.

W-What the hell...? Baek Suryong panicked, cold sweat beading on his forehead. Ever since Namgung Su eyes had turned golden, just being glared at by him was immensely unsettling.

...If we fought right now, I'd still win, right?

Namgung Su had just undergone Body Reformation and was in peak condition, while he was utterly drained from performing Qi Transfer.

The image of the thunderbolt qi he had just witnessed flashed through Baek Suryong's mind.

Oh shit, I've raised a tiger cub...

Unknown to both men, the misunderstanding between them was only deepening.

Suddenly, Jaegal Soyeong cut in, "You two just stay put and let us handle the cleanup. Don't do anything, just rest!"

Namgung Mi nodded. "That's right! Just sit tight and relax!"

Acting on their words, Jaegal Soyeong restored the formations she had undone and hid the hut from view, while Namgung Mi cleaned up the mess inside. They also discovered plenty of food in the storehouse.

""We'll handle the cooking too!""

The girls eagerly tried to show off their skills, but Namgung Su, who had caught a whiff of an unidentifiable smell, snatched the cooking utensils away from them.

"I'll cook," he said sternly. After undergoing Body Reformation, he was confident that with his enhanced sense of smell and taste, his cooking skills had also improved significantly.

"D-Delicious...!"

"This is the best meal Oppa has ever made!"

The two girls continuously let out exclamations of delight as they ate Namgung Su's food.

Baek Suryong also took a bite and then widened his eyes. "This is really good."

"...The ingredients were just high quality."

Finally, the atmosphere warmed up.
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After dinner, the group finally got to rest. 

Namgung Su swung his sword in front of the cottage, adjusting to his newly reformed body, while Namgung Mi crouched in the yard, watching him. Meanwhile, Jaegal Soyeong wandered around the cottage, her eyes sparkling as she found rare medicinal herbs.

Only Baek Suryong rested alone inside the cottage, flipping through the secret manual of the Primordial Thunder Divine Art that the Thunder Demon had left behind.

"As expected of a martial art that even the Blue Sky Sword King had coveted..."

He had no intention of learning it himself, but the manual was excellent reference material, especially since the Thunder Demon had elevated his martial art to a level worthy of being called a divine art after decades of living in seclusion.

"If I remove the Star Absorption Technique and reinforce this part, it could be improved further. There are also overlapping principles with the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique..."

For a long while, Baek Suryong immersed himself in the manual, his eyes glittering like stars. 

This was the reason why being a martial arts instructor was his calling—he truly loved learning and analyzing all kinds of martial arts.

Nevertheless, night soon fell, and the four of them laid out bedding inside the cottage. Fortunately, the space was wide enough for all of them to lie down side by side.

"Today was such a long, long day..." Namgung Mi chatted for a while, then drifted off to sleep. 

Lying next to her, Jaegal Soyeong also blinked drowsily. "Good night..."

"Yawn... Yeah, sleep well." Baek Suryong yawned as he turned on his side and passed out.

SNORE.... SNORE...

Namgung Su rolled over, fully awake. Having just undergone Body Reformation, he was simply too energetic to sleep. Soon, he gave up trying and stood up, intending to take a walk outside. Before he left, though, he threw a glance at Baek Suryong.

Standing under the night sky, he clenched his fists tightly and made a vow to himself.

Baek Suryong. Right now, I'm only receiving your help, but...

"One day, I will repay this debt. No matter how long it takes..." Namgung Su murmured in his usual deadpan voice.

At that moment, Baek Suryong, who was supposed to be fast asleep inside the house, shuddered.

Fuck, I really have raised a tiger cub!

Once again, the misunderstanding between the two deepened.
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The next morning, the group gathered in the yard in front of two fresh burial mounds. These were the graves of the hunter couple who had been killed by the Thunder Demon.

"Uncle, Auntie. I hope you find peace in the afterlife," Namgung Mi prayed.

It was her idea to give the hunter couple a proper burial here, and she hadn't stopped at just suggesting it. She had personally dug up the graves, albeit clumsily. Then, although the couple's bodies had been completely incinerated in the battle between Namgung Su and the Thunder Demon, she did her best to gather the ashes, cover them with soil, and place them in the small burial mounds.

After paying her respects, Namgung Mi turned to the adults. "They were good people, right?" she asked.

"...Yes. They were simple, ordinary people," Namgung Su replied, holding his younger sister's hand tightly.

He, too, remembered the hunter running toward them, shouting for them to flee. If he had realized the situation sooner and acted faster, perhaps he could have saved them.

"Why are there so many bad people in the world? The Blood Cult, the Thunder Demon..." Namgung Mi muttered, tears welling up in her eyes. She couldn't stop thinking about the gentle smile the hunter's wife had given her inside the cave. Wiping her reddened eyes with her sleeve, she added, "I'm sorry for crying again..."

"It's okay."

"I won't cry anymore. I'll become strong. As strong as you Oppas."

Sniffling, Namgung Mi wiped away her tears with her sleeve, a firm determination shining in her large eyes. Despite her young age and her upbringing as the daughter of a murim clan, her mental resilience was remarkable.

"I'll train hard and enter the Azure Dragon Academy as the top student one day!" she declared loudly.

"Of course, you will."

"I'll be looking forward to it five years from now."

Namgung Su and Jaegal Soyeong smiled faintly, while Baek Suryong quietly patted Namgung Mi's head.

Inwardly though, Baek Suryong sighed. There's no need to tell them that the hunters were probably the Thunder Demon's informants. Sometimes, leaving misunderstandings uncorrected is for the best.

Namgung Mi was still too little to understand the hunters' complicated circumstances.

Turning to the group, Baek Suryong said, "Let's go."

Several days later, they arrived at Wuhan, the capital city of Hubei, and the place where both the Murim Alliance HQ and the Heavenly Martial Academy were located.


Chapter 304: Master Lightning Dragon Hero!

The people of Wuhan were prideful, and it wasn't because Murim Alliance HQ and the Heavenly Martial Academy were located there, but because their city was the beating heart of the murim.

Wuhan was the capital city of Hubei, and for generations, the Nine Sects One Gang and their subsidiary sects had traveled through the region, fostering politics and trade. In addition, Hubei was bordered by Henan, home to the famous Shaolin Temple; Shaanxi, where the Mount Hua and Zhongnan Sects were located; Anhui, where the Namgung Clan was based; and Sichuan, the domain of the Tang Clan, Qingcheng, Emei, and Diancang Sects.

It was for this reason that the most important institutions in the murim had been built in Wuhan.

"T-There are so many people..." Namgung Mi muttered, looking around with wide, astonished eyes. 

Right from the city's entrance, the streets were a bustling scene, packed with people, vendors displaying unique merchandise, and the mouthwatering aroma of delicious food.

For a ten-year-old girl, it was akin to a sensory overload.

"This is your first time in Wuhan, right, Mimi?" Jaegal Soyeong asked, smiling as she gently stroked the girl's hair.

"Yes..."

"There is a lot to see and eat in this city, but if you space out too much, you might get lost," Jaegal Soyeong warned.

For her, Wuhan was more than just a city, it was home. After all, this was where the Jaegal Clan of the Five Great Clans, also known as the Clan of the Godly Diviners, was located.

Even though the Jaegal Clan was the weakest of the Five Great Clans in terms of martial strength, just the fact that the clan had consistently produced numerous exceptional figures in the more academic fields of mechanisms, formations, and sorcery was enough to solidify their dominance among the murim clans.

Jaegal Soyeong rarely boasted of her lineage, but she was in fact a treasured daughter of the Jaegal Clan.

"Mimi, can you stay close to your brother until we reach the Jaegal Estate? I'll take you on a proper tour of the city later," she added.

"Okay! Thank you, Unnie!" Smiling brightly, Namgung Mi jumped onto Namgung Su's back.

Startled by his sister's sudden action, Namgung Su furrowed his brows and sighed, "Miss Jaegal asked you to stay close to me, not hop on my back for a piggyback ride."

"But this way, I'll never lose you, Oppa!" Namgung Mi hugged Namgung Su's neck tightly, acting cute.

"......" Namgung Su shook his head in exasperation, but didn't put her down. Considering all she had been through, he could allow this much indulgence.

Meanwhile, Baek Suryong scanned the surroundings with narrowed eyes, but for some reason, the women who met his gaze flinched and quickly looked away.

Frowning, he tilted his head and muttered, "By the way... people are staring a lot."

For the people of Wuhan, martial artists were nothing unusual, and as the city with the highest concentration of martial artists in the world, it was home to all kinds of eccentrics. The sight of warriors missing limbs or wielding bizarre weapons should be commonplace here.

So why are we attracting so much attention right from the moment we enter the city?

"Something's off. I heard that people in Wuhan don't really pay attention to martial artists..."

Jaegal Soyeong stared at Baek Suryong as if he had lost his mind. "Wait! Do you really think they're staring because we're martial artists?"

Baek Suryong tilted his head again in confusion. "If not that, then what? It doesn't seem like they recognize us..."

"Listen to what they're saying carefully," Jaegal Soyeong interrupted.

"......" Baek Suryong shut his mouth and listened as instructed.

"Look, look over there..."

"Oh my goodness..."

"Am I seeing things...?"

"I thought the Jade Qilin was the most handsome man in the world, but compared to those two..."

"Who are they? Does anyone know their names?"

"Men that handsome must have aliases..."

"The one in white... his eyes, they're the legendary Golden Fiery Eyes[1]... Haah..."

Like Jaegal Soyeong had said, the reason they were being stared at wasn't because they were unknown martial artists. Most of the stares and gasps came from wide-eyed women who looked as if they had just discovered a legendary creature.

...And the reason was because the pretty boy duo of Baek Suryong and Namgung Su, walking side by side in their blue and white martial arts uniforms, looked like a painting brought to life.

SHWAA...

The wind blew, ruffling their clothes and hair, while flower petals swirled around them in the breeze.

"Oh my..."

"Aah..."

Women covered their mouths in awe.

Sighing, Jaegal Soyeong turned to the two men and said, "They're not staring because you're martial artists. They're staring because you're handsome."

"...Shit," Baek Suryong cursed. He had forgotten that his father was the legendary Handsome Prince.

I should've put on a bamboo hat right after passing through the gates...!

As a city with many visiting martial artists, the gates of Wuhan had very tight security, so things like bamboo hats, masks, and any kind of face coverings were forbidden, and the guards even touched each person's face to make sure they weren't wearing human skin masks.

Furthermore, if anyone was later found to have falsified their identity, they would be severely punished by the Murim Alliance.

If I wanted to, fooling them would be simple, but...

Baek Suryong had committed no crime, and he didn't want to go that far. Therefore, he had entered the city after revealing his identity, and fortunately, no one seemed to recognize him.

Even in a city full of martial artists, law enforcement was ultimately handled by government soldiers, so there was no way mere guards would have a portrait of the Azure Dragon Hero.

Besides, Baek Suryong's fame still lagged behind that of the other Ten Supremes. Aside from his striking appearance, he didn't have any unique distinguishing features. It wasn't surprising that no one had immediately recognized him.

However, that won't last long.

Wuhan was crawling with informants from the Beggars' Gang and the Rogues' Guild, as well as spies from various sects. Within an hour, news of the Azure Dragon Hero Baek Suryong's arrival would spread.

I need to finish my business and leave before it gets noisy.

Unfortunately, Baek Suryong was so worried about being recognized that he completely forgot about another problem.

Some of the women's eyes lit up with determination, and a few of them even gathered the courage to approach.

"Um..."

"Excuse me..."

At that moment, Baek Suryong remembered the warning Mae Geuklyom had given him just before he left the Azure Dragon Academy.


"Unfortunately, your face takes after your father's, which means you are destined to attract trouble wherever you go. Be especially careful with your words and actions around women, got it?"



If all those women were to surround him, even with his martial arts skills, he wouldn't be able to escape easily, especially since he couldn't harm the ordinary civilians among them.

Hmm, how do I get rid of them... Oh! Isn't this the perfect time to use that guy's oppressive and mystical golden eyes?

Quickly leaning over to Namgung Su, Baek Suryong whispered, "Namgung Su. Put some qi into your eyes."

"What?"

"Your eyes are terrifying. If you glower at them hard enough, they'll all run away."

"......" Namgung Su sighed heavily. Ugh, if it weren't for this damn debt of gratitude...

CRACKLE!

A spark of lightning flashed in his golden eyes.

"Eeeek!"

The women who had gathered the courage to approach stopped in shock, feeling like prey in the presence of a predator. Too afraid to approach, they retreated instead, and the crowded street quickly cleared.

Namgung Su blinked, surprised. Huh? Did my eyes always have this kind of effect?

Grinning, Baek Suryong led the group forward. "Let's go."

Unfortunately, even after the incident, the crowd's attention did not dissipate. If anything, even more eyes were drawn to them.

"Those people... they seem to be highly skilled in martial arts as well."

"The woman with them looks familiar. I feel like I've seen her before..."

"The child on his back also has an air of nobility. She doesn't seem like an ordinary person."

"...Ah!" A man who had been staring at Jaegal Soyeong suddenly shouted, "I remember now! Isn't she the second daughter of the Jaegal Clan?"

"What? You mean the one who became a new instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy this year...?"

"Are you sure?"

"Wait, if that's the case, then..."

As soon as they recognized Jaegal Soyeong, it was only natural for them to start guessing the identities of the two men accompanying her.

"The men beside her... could they be..."

"Wait, the Azure Dragon Academy...?"

"T-The Azure Dragon Hero?!"

The crowd looked at Baek Suryong and Namgung Su with growing suspicion. Recently, the shocking rumors about the Azure Dragon Hero and the Azure Dragon Academy had reached Wuhan, but since the Azure Dragon Hero's portraits had not yet been delivered to the city, they had no way of knowing which man was him.

"Could it really be...?"

"If it is...?"

"Which one is it?"

Namgung Su looked at Baek Suryong and whispered, "Hey, it won't be long before our identities are revealed."

With all eyes on them, he avoided calling Baek Suryong by name to avoid unnecessary commotion.

"It can't be helped. We came here knowing this might happen."

"Are you skipping the Jaegal Estate and heading straight to Shaanxi?"

Baek Suryong nodded. "Yeah, I just have one quick stop to make before I leave."

Jaegal Soyeong and Namgung Mi immediately pouted in disappointment.

"Why the hurry? It would be nice if you stopped by my home, too."

"Can't you stay with us a little longer...?"

Baek Suryong shook his head with a smile. "Sorry, but this is the best place for us to part ways. I don't want to trouble the Jaegal Clan, and I'm on a tight schedule." 

Summer vacation wasn't all that long, and if he wanted to accomplish everything he had planned, he had to use his time efficiently.

After a brief moment of thought, Jaegal Soyeong nodded. "You're right. If my father found out you were here, he'd definitely hold you hostage for days and ask you all sorts of uncomfortable questions..."

"He would?"

"Well, my father is... quite the erm... doting parent..." Jaegal Soyeong mumbled.

Before she could explain what she meant, though, a thunderous voice rang out, "SOYEONGGGGGGG!"

Jaegal Soyeong instantly covered her face with both hands, utterly embarrassed. "D-Dad..."

"My daughter! My daughter has come home! Wahahaha!"

A middle-aged man was racing toward them using movement arts, laughing heartily all the way. He was Jaegal Sun, the Patriarch of the Jaegal Clan, and a renowned master of lightning arts who was known as the Thunder Dragon Swordsman.

He was also the person Namgung Su had been advised to seek guidance from.

Not that he needs his advice anymore.

...Not that I need his advice anymore.

Both Baek Suryong and Namgung Su had the same thought, but still, it wouldn't be proper to leave without at least greeting the Jaegal Patriarch.

Baek Suryong glanced at his companions. "Looks like we'll part ways here. I was going to say goodbye at the Jaegal Estate's front gates, but..."

A sly grin spread across Baek Suryong's face. A brilliant idea had just struck him. He had been contemplating the best way to announce this, and now he had the perfect opportunity.

Turning around, he clasped his hands toward Namgung Su in a formal martial greeting.

Namgung Su glared at him warily. "What are you planning this time...?"

Baek Suryong's smirk widened. He infused his voice with qi, then announced at the top of his lungs, "Then, I shall see you when school reopens, MASTER LIGHTNING DRAGON HERO!"

"You...! I told you that I hate...!"

Unfortunately, it was too late. Hundreds of people had already heard Baek Suryong refer to Namgung Su as the Lightning Dragon Hero (雷龍神劍).

Coincidentally, the alias of the approaching Jaegal Patriarch was the Thunder Dragon Swordsman (雷龍劍), but Baek Suryong had just declared that title not for Jaegal Sun, but for Namgung Su.

"The Lightning Dragon Hero?"

"What does that mean?"

Confusion spread across the crowd.

Baek Suryong grinned wickedly, then drove in the final nail into the coffin, "I will never forget the sight of your sword as you cut down the infamous Thunder Demon with a single slash, nor how even that villain paid his respects to your incredible swordsmanship. Though he was an evil man, he bestowed upon you the title of Lightning Dragon Hero in his dying moments. No martial artist deserves this title more than you!"

"You! I'm going to kill you..." Namgung Su grit his teeth and muttered under his breath.

"Hahaha! Well now, I shall take my leave~"

WHOOSH!

Having said everything he wanted, Baek Suryong activated his movement arts and ran without looking back, his form blurring as he vanished in an instant.

Moments later, Jaegal Sun arrived at the scene and let out an admiring whistle. "Wow! That was some impressive movement arts."

"...Greetings, Jaegal Patriarch."

"It's been a long time since I last saw you, Young Master Namgung. Weren't you still a child back then? Oh, and by the way, who was that young man who just left?"

He's my benefactor, but he just ran away after sabotaging me.

There was no way Namgung Su could say that, so he simply answered, "That was the Azure Dragon Hero, Baek Suryong."

"Oh? I suspected as much!"

The Jaegal Patriarch and the surrounding crowd let out gasps of amazement.

So that's the Azure Dragon Hero!

The rumored rising star and newest member of the Ten Supremes had just been standing right in front of them.

"...He had urgent business, so he left first," Namgung Su added through gritted teeth. Although his blood was boiling with frustration, he had no choice but to cover for Baek Suryong's sudden exit.

"Oh. Well, that's too bad... but what was that about the Lightning Dragon Hero? And that he killed the Thunder Demon? Could it be... you?"

"That's..."

Murmurs spread through the crowd.

"The Lightning Dragon Hero?"

"He said Lightning Dragon Hero."

"And that he killed the Thunder Demon?"

...DAMN YOU, BAEK SURYONGGGGGGG! 

Namgung Su cursed his and his family's benefactor repeatedly as he spent the rest of the day sweating through endless explanations about the Lightning Dragon Hero and the Thunder Demon.

Also, from that day forward, his new title was the Lightning Dragon Hero.



Footnotes:

[1] Golden Fiery Eyes (火眼金睛): This is the term used to describe the Monkey King Sun Wukong's golden eyes in Journey to the West, a classic Chinese fantasy novel.


Chapter 305: To Catch a Rat (1)

"Have you heard about the Lightning Dragon Hero?"

"A new star has risen in the murim!"

"The Azure Dragon Hero acknowledged him as a worthy rival, and the Jaegal Patriarch personally came out to greet him!"

"I saw him in person... His appearance was otherworldly..."

Rumors spread like wildfire on the streets, in the taverns, wherever people gathered. It was no exaggeration to say that the entire city was now buzzing with stories about the Lightning Dragon Hero.

"Is the Lightning Dragon Hero truly that strong?"

"I won't believe it until I see it with my own eyes!"

"Hoho. This old man will personally test how sharp the Lightning Dragon Hero's sword is and treasure it as a lesson."

Stories weren't the only thing that spread. 

Wuhan was a city where countless martial artists passed through every day. Among them were those desperate for fame, those seeking enlightenment through bouts with powerful opponents, and those who were simply obsessed with martial arts. 

The appearance of a new star was more than enough to ignite their competitive spirits.

""I challenge you, Lightning Dragon Hero!""

As such, numerous experts sought out the Lightning Dragon Hero, determined to challenge him.

"Pfft..." Baek Suryong, the man responsible for all of Namgung Su's current troubles, giggled as he strolled leisurely down the street.

Have a taste of your own medicine! Muhahaha!

Just like he had at the White Dragon Manor, Namgung Su would now have to constantly prove his worth by facing endless challengers.

All I did was give him a chance to get used to his changed body and refine his skills. I have no intention of harassing or tormenting that prick at all. Nope, none at all.

Baek Suryong smirked, telling himself that Namgung Su's sacrifice was all for the sake of the Azure Dragon Academy. After all, if the Star Instructor's fame grew, so would the prestige of the Azure Dragon Academy, right?

What a perfect plan! With this, I've killed two birds with one stone... no, I've conveniently trapped the fish in the net while catching the shrimp.

Indeed, the reason he couldn't stop humming to himself was purely because the weather was nice.

"Hmm hmm hmm~"

This time, as Baek Suryong casually walked through the streets, no one gave him a second glance. When he first entered the city with his companions, he had no choice but to show his face, but now that he was alone, he could simply alter his face using disguise techniques.

I'll just take care of my business and leave immediately.

Although both the Murim Alliance and the Heavenly Martial Academy were located in Wuhan, he had no intention of visiting either institution. The Heavenly Martial Academy, just like the Azure Dragon Academy, was closed for summer vacation, so there was nothing worth seeing there, and the Murim Alliance Chairman was absent on his school visiting tour.

One of the five commanders is probably acting as the chairman's proxy, but...

Baek Suryong looked at the Murim Alliance HQ in the distance. His official title was Murim Alliance Chief Instructor, a position on par with the five commanders, but if he showed up at the Murim Alliance now, he didn't think he would receive a warm welcome.

To the commanders, I must seem like an outsider who suddenly barged in.

They would undoubtedly see him as a thorn in their side, and he had no desire to get involved in their internal politics.

If I stir up trouble now, it could also put the Chairman in an uncomfortable position later.

Of course, considering how Yayul Hwang had sabotaged him right before running away, causing the old man some trouble didn't seem like a bad idea... but in the end, he simply wasn't interested.

Baek Suryong made his way toward the outskirts of the city.

No matter how big and prosperous a city was, there were always slums, and Wuhan was no exception. Beggars swarmed around the ruins of collapsed buildings, their bodies covered in filth. The stench wafting through the air was strong enough to carry for miles.

Pinching his nose, he muttered, "Judging by the smell... this looks like the right place."

【Beggars' Gang (Wuhan Branch)】

The signboard was so worn that it looked like it would fall off at any moment, but the letters were written with bold and powerful strokes.

Baek Suryong sealed away his sense of smell and approached the beggars.

"Who are you?" one of them asked, lazily sauntering up to him. 

Baek Suryong could immediately tell that the man had trained in martial arts.

The reason why the Beggars' Gang was considered the "gang" of the Nine Sects One Gang wasn't just because of their numbers, but because their strength was truly on par with the other top orthodox sects. The only reason they were beggars was simply because they were so obsessed with martial arts that they didn't care about being jobless and homeless.

"I'm here to see the Branch Manager," Baek Suryong greeted politely, clasping his hands together.

"...And who might you be?" the beggar asked again, scrutinizing Baek Suryong's face. 

Failing to recognize him, he immediately looked around, but the other beggars shook their heads. They didn't recognize him either.

A stranger so casually asking for the Branch Manager? He's either a foreigner or a man in disguise.

Narrowing his eyes, the beggar asked, "Are you wearing a disguise?"

He's already figured it out? As expected of the Beggars' Gang. Baek Suryong nodded. "I used a bone contortion technique. If my real face became known, it would cause unnecessary trouble, but I was referred here by someone you know, so you needn't worry about my identity."

"...Did you schedule an appointment beforehand?" the beggar asked, looking even more suspiciously at Baek Suryong.

"I didn't, but I was told that someone would gladly meet me if I showed you this," Baek Suryong replied, pulling an old piece of paper out of his shirt pocket and handing it over.

The paper itself wasn't anything special, but when the beggar saw the signature on it, his eyes widened. "This is... a letter of introduction from the Jiangxi Branch Manager, Wang Son?"

The beggar carefully read the contents of the letter, and his expression soon changed from cautious to jaw-droppingly stupefied.

"Y-You... are you really...?"

"Do you understand now why I used a disguise?" Baek Suryong cut in.

The beggar swallowed hard and nodded. If this man really was the famous Azure Dragon Hero, then it made perfect sense why he had come in disguise. After all, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that the entire city was hunting for the Azure Dragon Hero.

"...Please wait here for a moment. I'll go report this inside," he said meekly.

Baek Suryong sighed. This is why fame is important for a martial artist...

As he waited, he took a moment to observe his surroundings. Ever since he had entered this place, something about it kept bothering him.

Has the Beggars' Gang always been this tense?

Although the beggars around him seemed to be idly sitting or lying down, the atmosphere was as tense as a battlefield. 

They must have figured out who I am by now, so why are they still so wary of me? If anything, it seems like they're ready to attack me at the slightest provocation.

WOONG!

Expanding his senses, Baek Suryong noticed that each of the beggars' positions were carefully calculated to create a formation. If this formation was activated, their qi would immediately resonate in synergy, and escaping would be no easy task even for him.

He blinked in surprise. Did something happen recently?

At that moment, a man walked out from the ruined house.

Baek Suryong stared in shock. The man looked almost identical to Wang Son, the Jiangxi Branch Manager. He had the same small eyes, large nostrils, and a somewhat vague expression. 

There was only one difference. Not only did this man have feet twice the size and thickness of normal human feet, he was also barefoot, revealing that the feet were as hairy as a gorilla's.

This guy... Could his name be...

"Greetings, I am the Wuhan Branch Manager, Wang Bal."[1]

"Cough! Ahem!" Baek Suryong involuntarily cleared his throat to hide a chuckle. I knew it! His name is so predictable! 

"I'm Baek Suryong," he added, straightening himself and canceling his disguise art. Since his identity was already revealed, continuing to hide his face would be disrespectful.

Wang Bal smiled faintly. "It's an honor to meet the Azure Dragon Hero, whom I've only heard about in rumors."

"Thank you," Baek Suryong said, nodding curtly. He wasn't one to act overly humble, so he easily accepted the flattery.

"......"

For a moment, a strange tension lingered in the air as both men carefully observed the other.

"So, what brings you to our branch...?" Wang Bal asked, breaking the awkward silence.

"Information, of course," Baek Suryong replied directly, intending to gather information on the Ice Palace's latest movements.

Although he could visit the Shaanxi branch of the Beggars' Gang, he felt that since the Wuhan branch was where most of the world's information converged, the quality of the information here was likely superior.

However, Wang Bal furrowed his brows. "I apologize, but our branch is currently unable to receive guests. Would it be alright if we talk here instead?"

Baek Suryong was taken aback, but he nodded without hesitation. He wasn't particularly eager to enter a beggar's den anyway. "I don't mind," he said.

"Very well. What sort of information are you looking for?"

"First, the recent movements of the Ice Palace and..."

Their conversation was short and to the point. It was obvious that Wang Bal didn't want to prolong it.

Baek Suryong's eyes flashed. His eyes are slightly bloodshot, and his gaze is anxious and restless. He's trying to hide it, but he hasn't been sleeping well lately.

There was no fooling his eyes. Something was clearly up with the Beggars' Gang.

"I understand. If you provide the name and address of the inn where you're staying, I will have the information compiled and sent to you before the day is over."

"Thank you," Baek Suryong said casually, pretending not to notice anything strange. As long as he got the information he wanted, whatever problem the Beggars' Gang had was their business. "Then, I'll take my leave."

Clasping his hands in farewell, he turned to leave.

STEP, STEP, STEP, STEP, STEP...

just as he took his fifth step, Wang Bal called out to him, "By any chance... do you know anything about poison arts?"

Baek Suryong glanced back. "Poison arts?"

"Little Beggar!" one of the old beggars, who had been forming the core of the formation, shouted.

Baek Suryong's eyes gleamed, his interest perked. The Little Beggar was a title given only to the next Chief of the Beggars' Gang.

No wonder he looks strong.

Baek Suryong still didn't know why Wang Bal had called out of him, but if he could earn the man's favor, it would be a good investment.

That said, he had no intention of lying.

"I wouldn't call myself an expert, but I do have enough knowledge to detoxify most poisons and counter poison arts," he replied honestly.

Wang Bal smiled. "You're honest."

"I don't want to set false expectations."

Wang Bal hesitated for a moment, then said, "...We have a patient who was poisoned. Could you take a look at them?"

"It's not a difficult request, but..."

"Little Beggar! What do you think you're doing?" the old beggar shouted, interrupting Wang Bal again. "How can you act so recklessly without any proof that he's really the Azure Dragon Hero?"

"If you don't believe me, Elder, then verify it yourself."

"What?!"

Wang Bal glared at the interfering Elder in exasperation. "You'll know once you fight him, right? Even if the Azure Dragon Hero is the lowest ranked of the Ten Supremes, I doubt it would take him more than ten seconds to put a mere Beggars' Gang Elder in his place."

"Y-You insolent...!"

"Do you really think I wouldn't recognize my own brother's handwriting and signature?" Wang Bal argued, holding up Wang Son's recommendation letter.

Baek Suryong's eyes widened slightly. So they're brothers. That explains the resemblance.

"There's always the possibility of forgery! In a situation like this, letting an outsider in so carelessly is..."

FWOOSH!

"That's enough," the Little Beggar said firmly, releasing an overwhelming aura laced with killing intent. "Since Master is absent, that makes me the one in charge. If you question me again, I'll treat it as insubordination and break your legs."

"......" The elder gritted his teeth but kept his mouth shut.

Even though the other beggars looked displeased, they too remained silent.

He's got quite the temperament, Baek Suryong mused, finding Wang Bal intriguing. Not only was his bold personality refreshing, his decisive judgment and firm leadership were admirable.

Unlike a certain someone from the Namgung Clan, who only plots revenge while pretending to repay his debts, Wang Bal would probably repay a favor several times over.

Wang Bal looked at Baek Suryong sheepishly. "I apologize for showing you such disgraceful behavior."

"Hmph!" The elder, still filled with resentment, glared at Wang Bal one last time before disappearing into the crowd of beggars.

Baek Suryong watched him go, then turned back to Wang Bal. From the atmosphere and the conversation earlier, he had already figured out what was going on within the Beggars' Gang. 

"Where's the patient?" he asked.

"...Follow me."

The beggars forming the defensive formation stepped aside to allow Baek Suryong to enter the ruined house.

"Has someone important in the Beggars' Gang been struck by poison arts?"

"Yes." Wang Bal nodded, remembering the incredible stories about the Azure Dragon Hero.

First, he had infiltrated the Valley of Evil with only a group of young students, killed the Bloody Ripper, and brought down the Valley of Evil. 

After that, he was the first person to notice the anomaly in the Namgung Clan. Had it not been for him, the Namgung Clan would have been wiped out. 

Finally, he had even convinced the chairman of the Murim Alliance, who had come to subjugate the Azure Dragon Academy, to form an alliance with terms that were overwhelmingly favorable to the Academy.

If martial arts were all he had, these feats would have been impossible. The Azure Dragon Hero has something more. Maybe, just maybe...

Right now, Wang Bal was so desperate that he was willing to take a risk and grasp at straws.

"We're here," he said, guiding Baek Suryong into a room permeated with the bitter scent of medicine. "And this person is... my master."

Baek Suryong's eyes widened. A deathly pale old man lay unconscious on the bed. If he was Little Beggar's master, then this frail old man was the Chief of the Beggars' Gang.

Seriously?

The Chief's body was covered in golden acupuncture needles, but his chest was completely blackened and his skin necrotic.

Just as Wang Bal said, this is the work of poison arts.

"A few days ago, he was attacked by an unknown assailant. The culprit is..." Wang Bal hesitated, and his voice trailed off.

There was no need for him to finish his sentence. The moment Baek Suryong examined the old man's wounds, he already knew who had done this.

"...The Blood Cult," he muttered, his expression hardening.



Footnotes:

[1] Bal means "foot" lol.
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"H-How did you know that...?!" Wang Bal exclaimed, his eyes widening in shock.

How could Baek Suryong determine that the culprit was the Blood Cult just by looking at the wounds? Even with the intelligence network of the Beggars' Gang, which prided itself on being the world's best, it had taken over a day to identify the poison arts that had afflicted his master.

Could this man be...?

As soon as an ominous thought crossed his mind, Wang Bal made a split-second decision. He stepped forward to block Baek Suryong's view of the Chief, the veins on his massive feet bulging as he gathered his qi.

"...What evidence do you have to conclude that the culprit is the Blood Cult?" he demanded, his thin eyes gleaming coldly, his aura sharp enough to strike at any moment if the response was unsatisfactory.

"Do you know about the secret hidden beneath the Namgung Clan Ancestral Shrine?" Baek Suryong asked calmly.

"Stop avoiding the question and answer properly!"

BOOM!

Baek Suryong inwardly admired Wang Bal's precise control over his strength. With a single stomp, the ground shook violently as if an earthquake had struck, yet the bed where the Beggars' Gang Chief lay remained completely still.

As expected, he's no ordinary martial artist.

It wasn't just Wang Bal. Outside, the Beggars' Gang martial artists who had surrounded the room also exuded a razor-sharp killing intent, having rushed over the moment they felt Wang Bal's aura.

Each and every one of them was a formidable martial artist. If the Little Beggar gave the order, they would charge into the room without hesitation.

There's a reason the Beggars' Gang are part of the Nine Sects One Gang.

If Baek Suryong were to clash with the elite of the Beggars' Gang here, he would have to go all out, but of course, he had no intention of fighting them.

"I already answered you properly, but I'll answer again," he said sternly. "Do you know about the secret hidden beneath the Namgung Clan Ancestral Shrine?"

Wang Bal gave Baek Suryong a long, hard stare. "...I do," he replied after a while.

Baek Suryong nodded. As expected, he knows about it.

The Namgung Patriarch had honestly reported the truth about how the Blue Sky Sword King had ruthlessly used and discarded the Blood Cult survivors to the highest echelons of the Murim Alliance. As the successor to the Beggars' Gang, he wasn't surprised that Wang Bal had heard about it from his master.

"If you know, then this will be easy to explain," he said.

"What does that incident have to do with my master...? No, wait..." Despite his laid-back appearance, Wang Bal was sharp and quick-witted. He immediately grasped what Baek Suryong was about to say.

Baek Suryong smiled and added more details to the story he had previously told the Murim Alliance Chairman. "I was the first to discover the underground chamber beneath the Namgung Clan Ancestral Shrine. There, I read through countless Blood Cult martial arts manuals and records left behind by the cultists... and that's where I learned about the poison arts that inflicted the same symptoms on your Chief."

"Phew..." Wang Bal let out the breath he had been holding, his wariness slightly subsiding.

Baek Suryong glanced over Wang Bal's shoulder at the Chief's corpse-like pale face. "Look closely at the blackened wound at the center of the Chief's chest. There are faint greenish marks left by five fingers that had dug into the flesh. Those are the marks left by Mortal Venom, the unique martial art of the Poison Demon, a Blood Cult Elder."

Did he really notice all that in such a short time? Wang Bal couldn't help but admire the Azure Dragon Hero's keen powers of observation. Additionally, he had also correctly identified the poison art that afflicted the Chief.

Wang Bal sighed. It had taken the Beggars' Gang an extensive search through old records of the war against the Blood Cult from decades ago to uncover this information, yet Baek Suryong had deduced the answer after a mere glance.

Even if he had read the records left behind by the Blood Cult... Is such a thing even possible? Should I take Baek Suryong's words at face value?

Trying his best to conceal his inner turmoil, Wang Bal probed, "...I didn't know that such records existed beneath the Namgung Clan Ancestral Shrine."

"Of course you don't. I never shared that information with anyone, and I destroyed all the records after reading them," Baek Suryong replied confidently.

Wang Bal looked at him in disbelief. "You mean to say that you kept crucial information about the Blood Cult hidden all this time? Why?"

"The Chairman asked me the same thing." Baek Suryong sneered coldly, "The Namgung Clan, one of the pillars of the orthodox murim, had traces of the Blood Cult hidden beneath their shrine. Tell me, who was I supposed to trust? The Murim Alliance? The Beggars' Gang? Can you, Little Beggar, guarantee that there are absolutely no Blood Cult spies hidden within the Beggars' Gang?"

"......" Wang Bal couldn't say for certain. As most beggars had unknown origins, an organization like the Beggars' Gang was highly vulnerable to infiltration. Of course, the higher one's rank, the more thorough the background checks, but such words wouldn't be enough to convince Baek Suryong.

Still...

"With the Blood Cult's resurgence, hoarding such crucial information isn't exactly the right thing to do," he protested weakly.

Baek Suryong nodded. "Indeed, which is why I informed the Murim Alliance Chairman about it not long ago."

"......" Coming to a sudden realization, Wang Bal narrowed his eyes.

I see. He used his exclusive knowledge of the Blood Cult to negotiate a favorable deal with the Murim Alliance and secure for himself the position of Chief Instructor.

According to the Beggars' Gang's intelligence, the Azure Dragon Hero Baek Suryong wasn't merely a skilled martial artist, he was also exceptionally shrewd. Well, that much was obvious. He could never have restored the Azure Dragon Academy's honor and prestige with martial arts alone.

He's a man who values pragmatism over justice, who prioritizes himself and those around him over grand ideals.

The more rigid orthodox martial artists would dislike Baek Suryong, but Wang Bal actually found his personality refreshing.

There's no way a man like this is connected to the Blood Cult.

Most importantly, if Baek Suryong were involved with the Blood Cult, he wouldn't have risked exposing himself in this situation.

Suddenly, Baek Suryong stepped back and turned around. "If you still doubt me, I'll just take my leave."

"W-Wait!" Wang Bal cried out and bowed his head in sincere apology, letting go of all suspicion. No matter how he thought about it, Baek Suryong couldn't possibly be the culprit behind his master's condition or have ties to the Blood Cult. "I'm sorry. Given the circumstances, I have no choice but to be cautious."

Baek Suryong's lips twitched into a smirk.

Unfortunately, Wang Bal, whose head was still bowed, didn't see it, and when he raised his head again, Baek Suryong was looking at him earnestly.

"I understand. May I examine the patient more closely?" Baek Suryong asked.

"Of course." Wang Bal stepped aside to allow Baek Suryong passage.

Baek Suryong carefully examined the traces of poison arts left on the Beggars' Gang Chief's body. The poison had spread so severely that the old master's once-sturdy body looked as if it would crumble at the slightest touch.

At this rate, he'll be dead in a matter of days. The poison is one thing, but his body's also been severely contaminated by demonic qi.

There was a reason why demonic poison masters were far more dangerous than orthodox poison masters. Their poison qi mixed with demonic qi, making detoxification exponentially more difficult. 

In addition, Mortal Venom was one of the Blood Cult's most deadly and insidious poison arts.

Baek Suryong's expression darkened. "When and how was he attacked?"

Wang Bal clenched his teeth and began to recount what he knew. "...I don't know. Master was supposed to be at our main headquarters in Kaifeng, and when he came to me four days ago, he was already poisoned and barely conscious. Since he fainted before he could explain anything, we don't know how he ended up here, let alone who did this to him..."

"...He came here alone?"

Wang Bal nodded, grinding his teeth as if recalling a terrible memory. "It was late at night. Master arrived here, looking as if he had just fought a fierce battle. At the time, I had no idea the wound was this severe. He acted as if it was nothing, his expression completely calm, but the moment he sent the others away and was alone with me, he suddenly collapsed, vomiting black blood."

Wang Bal carefully massaged his unconscious master's body. His eyes were bloodshot, and tears welled up at their corners. "That was when this foolish disciple finally realized... Master had been struck by a vicious poison art and had barely managed to escape. He only pretended to be fine because he didn't want the others to know about that he was in excruciating pain..."


"D-Don't... tell anyone... about my wounds..."



"He tried to say more, but perhaps that was his limit, as Master lost consciousness right after those words. He hasn't woken up since..."

Baek Suryong listened calmly. From the circumstances, it seemed clear that the Blood Cult had attacked the Beggars' Gang Chief, and that after a difficult escape, he had made a beeline for his disciple.

The reason he forbade the Little Beggar from talking must be to keep the Blood Cult in check.

If word got out that the Beggars' Gang Chief was on the verge of death, it wouldn't just be the Beggars' Gang that suffered, the entire murim would be thrown into chaos.

The Blood Cult would take advantage of that confusion for their own purposes.

The Chief didn't want his death to cause such an uproar, or at least he wanted to give his disciple time to grasp the situation and deal with the aftermath. That must be why he had fled so desperately, and why he had ordered that his injuries be kept secret.

Wang Bal understood his master's intentions, but he couldn't help but be overcome with grief. With tears streaming down his cheeks, he whispered, " As of now, only I and a few elders outside know the truth. The rest of the gang has only heard that Master was injured."

Baek Suryong felt a pang of sympathy. His devotion to his master must run deep.

His guess was correct. Wang Bal had never known his biological parents. From the moment he could remember, he had been an orphan, and the one who had taken him in and raised him was the very man lying before him now.

To him, the Beggars' Gang Chief was no different from a father.


"He's barely hanging on... but he won't last more than ten days."

"I'm sorry, but even with my medical skills..."

"Unless the Divine Physician himself comes, no one will be able to save him."



Several of Wuhan's most renowned physicians had already visited, sworn to absolute secrecy. They had exhausted every possible method to treat the Chief, but none of them had been able to even rouse his consciousness.

"...Please find the culprit. Even the smallest clue will do," Wang Bal pleaded.

As much as he hated to admit it, he had already braced himself for his master's death. The real reason he had called the Azure Dragon Hero here wasn't for the sake of treatment.

The Azure Dragon Hero was one of the Ten Supremes, a martial artist of unparalleled skill. Moreover, he had recently fought against the Blood Cult. Wang Bal desperately hoped that, perhaps, Baek Suryong might notice a detail that he himself had missed.

"If you can help us find the culprit, the Beggars' Gang will never forget this debt."

However, there was one thing that Wang Bal couldn't possibly know—and it was that not only did the man before him knew more about the Blood Cult's demonic arts than anyone else, he had also dealt with situations like this many times before.

"Revenge is important, sure, but..." Baek Suryong thoroughly examined the Beggars' Gang Chief's wounds before turning back to Wang Bal with a grin. "...I think I can actually heal him."

"...What?" Wang Bal dumbly blinked in confusion, while the Elders listening in from outside gasped audibly. 

A few of them couldn't contain themselves and burst into the room, practically tumbling over each other.

"I-Is that true?"

"The finest physicians in Wuhan said he couldn't be cured!"

"You brat! If you're lying...!"

"Please! Save our Senior Brother!"

The old beggars surrounded Baek Suryong, pleading, threatening, and begging all at the same time.

For once, even Baek Suryong, who seldom got flustered, found himself in a state of panic. Although he had already sealed off his sense of smell, he felt as if the beggars' stench was mounting an invasion on his olfactory senses.

"I-I can't heal him completely right away, but I can at least improve his condition," he stammered, subtly attempting to back away from the stinky beggars.

The Poison Demon's poison art injected both venom and demonic qi into its target's body. A cure for the venom itself would require an antidote, but if it was only the demonic qi, he could easily extract that himself.

As for the rest, since the Beggars' Gang Chief was a martial master, he should be able to expel the venom himself once he regained consciousness.

"Please, we beg you!"

"Please, we implore you!"

"Please, save him!"

Unfortunately, the beggars clung to Baek Suryong's robes, begging desperately. Some had even dropped to their knees, pressing their hands together in supplication. For these people, who had mastered the art of begging for alms, the pride of a martial artist meant absolutely nothing to them.

What the hell kind of beggars are these...!?

Baek Suryong scowled in disgust, but the beggars' expressions were so miserable that he couldn't bring himself to push them away.


Chapter 307: To Catch a Rat (3)

Baek Suryong teetered on the edge of unconsciousness, overwhelmed by the foul stench wafting from the beggars clinging to his pants. "Ah, fine, I get it. I was going to treat him anyway, so could you let go of my clothes and talk like normal people?" he groaned.

However, the six elders of the Beggars' Gang clung to him as if he were a lifeline sent from the heavens.

"Please! Save our Senior Brother!"

"If you keep our Senior Brother alive, I'll even give you the rice bowl I've used for thirty years!"

"I'll give you my only pair of leather shoes! I've cherished them, so they've only been worn for twenty years!"

The elders desperately rummaged through their belongings, piling up junk at Baek Suryong's feet in a frantic attempt to offer something in exchange for their Chief's life. Among the item, there was a rice bowl riddled with cracks, leather shoes full of holes, and various other trinkets of unknown purpose.

Not a single thing here is useful!

At first, Baek Suryong had entertained a faint hope that at least one of these items might be a treasure, a secret manual, an elixir (not that he had any intention of consuming an elixir given by the Beggars' Gang), or perhaps even a map marking the location of some hidden trove. However, the most valuable item in this heap of trash turned out to be a pair of brass chopsticks that had supposedly been used for only ten years, and even those were of different lengths.

Do they think I'm a beggar too?!

The elders' loyalty toward their beggar king was truly tear-jerking, but Baek Suryong, trapped in their grasp, was starting to feel more like a stinky beggar himself by the second. To make matters worse, these beggars were all highly skilled martial artists, making it difficult to shake them off without resorting to violence.

These damn beggars...

According to one story, the Dog Beating Stick Technique[1] of the Beggars' Gang was not actually meant for beating dogs, but rather a technique devised by the gang's first Chief after he had an epiphany from mercilessly thrashing bandits like dogs. Baek Suryong was beginning to seriously consider whether that legend was true.

Fortunately, before he could personally experience the ultimate finishing move of the Dog Beating Stick Technique, presumably named Stink Bomb or something along those lines, Wang Bal stepped in. 

"Elders! You're making things difficult for Master Baek. Please, everyone, leave the room!"

Thankfully, even these dog-like beggars, no, the elders of the Beggars' Gang, listened to the Little Beggar. Reluctantly, they trudged out of the room, looking like puppies needing to relieve themselves.

Wang Bal bowed his head. "My apologies. Ever since Master collapsed, they haven't had a proper night's sleep..."

"Is that so..." Baek Suryong recalled what he knew of the Beggars' Gang elders. The six who had just left were among the elders who had spent decades by the Chief's side as sworn brothers. Once, they had even been called the Seven Tempest Beggars.

Baek Suryong adjusted his disheveled clothes and let out a sigh. Shouldn't it be the Seven Mad Dogs instead? The spots where they grabbed me have already bruised... Fuck. After today, I never want to associate with these damn beggars again.

"But... can you really heal him?" Wang Bal asked again, his face tense with anticipation.

"Of course." Baek Suryong nodded. If it were impossible, he wouldn't have mentioned it in the first place. "However, I will treat the Beggars' Gang Chief alone, without anyone watching me. That includes you."

"What? Why...?" Wang Bal asked nervously.

Baek Suryong replied firmly and honestly, "I don't like having the eyes of the Beggars' Gang on me while I reveal one of my trump cards."

"I understand. I'll trust you." After hesitating for a moment, Wang Bal finally nodded. Leaving his master alone with a stranger made him uncomfortable, but he was the one who brought the Azure Dragon Hero here in the first place.

When Wang Bal had stepped out, Baek Suryong set up a qi barrier in the room. Now, no matter what he did inside, neither sound nor aura would escape to the outside.

"Whew... If I fail, I might get torn apart by those mad dogs out there," he sighed, shaking his head as he activated the Heaven Defying Divine Art.

Immediately, his hair and eyes turned crimson. He sealed several acupoints on the unconscious Chief's body, then infused his qi into the old man. As expected, the Poison Demon's Mortal Venom, a vicious blend of venom and demonic qi, was ravaging his body.

This is why the Poison Demon's venom is so troublesome.

The demonic qi would corrupt the medicinal properties of any medicine used to neutralize the poison, while trying to expel the demonic qi with inner arts would cause the venom to lash out like a viper, poisoning the one attempting the cure. Unless the healer was both a brilliant physician and an absolute martial master, detoxification was nearly impossible.

In fact, the reason the Poison Demon had named this poison art "Mortal Venom" was a declaration that even the Divine Physician would be unable to cure it.

Though he failed in the end.

The Poison Demon had been a powerful elder of the Blood Cult, but even in his time, the Divine Physician had already been revered as a living deity. Of course he'd failed.

Still, Mortal Venom was potent enough that unless the Divine Physician himself intervened, curing it was virtually impossible.

Naturally, Baek Suryong could not completely neutralize Mortal Venom either. What he could do was separate the demonic qi from the poison and extract it. After that, curing the Beggars' Gang Chief was a simple matter of finding an antidote or expelling the venom with inner arts.

His crimson eyes gleamed like gemstones as he observed the Chief's body.

For a mere demonic art, you sure are arrogant.

As the pinnacle of all demonic arts, the Heaven Defying Divine Art did not simply resist other demonic arts, it subjugated them.

RUMBLE...

The Mortal Venom's demonic qi, unable to resist the Heaven Defying Divine Art, quickly surrendered. With no resistance, the venom curled up docilely within the Chief's body.

Baek Suryong absorbed the extracted demonic qi into himself. Burning it away was an option, but that would leave traces of demonic qi in the room after the treatment.

I can't let those beggars see that.

The demonic qi of Mortal Venom was absorbed smoothly, and as it dissipated, the lingering traces of the Poison Demon's venom weakened.

Baek Suryong was about to breath a sigh of relief, but when he had absorbed about half of the demonic qi, he suddenly sensed that something was off.

Hmm? Damn it!

The demonic qi, which he had believed to be fully separated from the venom, still contained minuscule traces of it.

SIZZLE...

Baek Suryong's fingertips, which had been touching the Chief's qi center, darkened. He immediately narrowed his eyes and bit down on his lip, but remained unfazed.

This much is manageable.

Mortal Venom was terrifying because venom and demonic qi were intricately entwined, but demonic qi posed no threat to Baek Suryong. Of course, the Poison Demon's venom was deadly even on its own, but at this level, he judged that he could endure it.

If I stop now, this will all be for nothing.

Without pausing, he continued extracting every last trace of demonic qi from the Chief's body.

THUD!

The moment the last of the demonic qi was drawn out, Baek Suryong promptly sat down cross-legged on the floor. Now, it was time for him to detoxify the remaining traces of venom in his body.

SIZZLE!

Beads of sweat formed on his forehead, and white steam rose from his head. Using the Heaven Defying Divine Art, he burned away all the demonic qi that had entered his body, leaving only the poison behind.

"Keuk..." Baek Suryong groaned through clenched teeth, feeling as if a massive fireball was raging within his body. Even though it was only a trace amount, the Poison Demon's venom was relentless and tenacious even against the tyrannical Heaven Defying Divine Art.

Although it could not have been more than an hour, he felt as if time was stretching on endlessly.

"Whew..." Finally, Baek Suryong slowly opened his eyes. "Huh? This... I didn't expect this..."

He could sense that his constitution had changed. Instead of being expelled, the venom had submitted to the Heaven Defying Divine Art and was now absorbed into his body. If he wanted to, he could completely eradicate the poison, but he saw no reason to do so. It no longer harmed him, and far from being harmful, it was even beneficial.

I can't use it for poison arts, but my resistance to poison has greatly increased.

Although his constitution hadn't reached the level of the legendary Myriad Poison Immunity, it seemed to be good enough to be considered Thousand Poison Immunity. Moreover, the Poison Demon was the absolute authority on poisons within the Blood Cult, and Mortal Venom was the pinnacle of his research. If the poisons he created were still in use today, then Baek Suryong had essentially gained almost complete immunity to all of the Blood Cult's poisons.

"...It's a miraculous encounter."

Baek Suryong smirked and rose to his feet. Unlike his previous miraculous encounters, this one had not affected his martial arts, but it was still an incredible boon.

What about the Chief?

Checking the Chief's condition, he saw that the black stain at the center of the old man's chest had faded significantly, and his complexion also looked far more relaxed.

He dispelled the qi barrier and called out to Wang Bal, who was waiting outside. "Come in... no, stop! Only the Little Beggar can enter!"

When Baek Suryong saw the six elders trying to rush in together as soon as the door opened, he hastily corrected his words. Fortunately, the elders flinched and backed away at his sharp gaze.

Wang Bal squeezed through the gap and entered. "Master...!"

The Chief had not yet opened his eyes, but the healthy blush on his face was obvious proof that his condition had improved.

Tears welled up in Wang Bal's eyes as he turned to Baek Suryong. "How... How can I ever repay this grace..."

Repay it over and over for the rest of your life... Baek Suryong thought, but didn't voice aloud. Instead, he put on a polite smile and said, "The venom remains, but all the demonic qi has been removed. To completely expel the venom, you'll need an antidote, but at the very least, his condition won't deteriorate any further."

"Senior Brother!"

"Waaaahhh!"

Before the two young men could react, the six elder Tempest Beggars had entered and surrounded the Chief. Having been told he would not last a few more days, they had held back their emotions until now, but with his condition improving, their pent-up feelings erupted.

The Chief is a fortunate man. Baek Suryong watched the scene with a hint of envy, when a sudden thought crossed his mind. When I died in his past life, did anyone cry for me like this? My former students... what kind of faces did they have as they watched me take my last breath?

"Master!"

Wang Bal's shout snapped Baek Suryong out of his thoughts. The Chief's eyelids trembled as he struggled to lift them, indicating that he had regained consciousness.

""Senior Brother!""

Half-opening his eyes, the Chief parted his lips as if to say something, but no sound came out.

"Everyone, be quiet!" Wang Bal commanded.

The six Tempest Beggars instantly fell silent.

The Chief smiled faintly, and Wang Bal stepped forward and took his master's hand.

"......" The Chief wrote something in Wang Bal's palm with his fingers.

As all of the martial artists present were experts, everyone could read the letters the old man traced.

"Alliance (盟)...!"

As if writing that one word had taken all his strength, the Chief lost consciousness again, but this time, his breathing was stable.

Even after the Chief fell asleep, the room was shrouded in silence for the longest time.

Alliance.

There was no one present who did not understand the implications of that word.

"The Murim Alliance..." Wang Bal muttered, his bloodshot eyes burning with rage. "The beast that attacked Master is in the Murim Alliance, or at the very least, the Murim Alliance is involved in this incident."

The elders wore similar expressions as they nodded.

"...But Mortal Venom is a Blood Cult martial art," Baek Suryong argued.

"Then either there's a Blood Cult spy in the Murim Alliance, or Master caught wind of someone in the Murim Alliance colluding with the Blood Cult," Wang Bal said, his resolve firm and unwavering. "The Beggars' Gang will mobilize all its forces to find the culprit."

"......" Even from Baek Suryong's perspective, this was the logical conclusion, but there was one thing that bothered him.

What if the Blood Cult planned for this outcome?

If things escalated, the relationship between the Murim Alliance and the Beggars' Gang could deteriorate, or worse. An enraged Beggars' Gang would stop at nothing to find the culprit, even if it meant turning the Murim Alliance inside out. On the other hand, while they claimed to be hunting down the Blood Cult, there was no way the Murim Alliance would stand idly by as the beggars caused chaos.

The Murim Alliance...

If a Blood Cult rat had infiltrated them, and one who had mastered Mortal Venom at that, then he could not overlook it either. Even if the traitor was not within the Murim Alliance itself, they were undoubtedly lurking nearby.

"...How about you leave this matter to me?" Baek Suryong suggested.

"What?" Wang Bal exclaimed, then recalled something he had momentarily forgotten.

Baek Suryong was the Murim Alliance Chief Instructor. His rank was equal to the Five Commanders, and his position granted him access to anyone and anywhere within the Murim Alliance.

"I will personally find the culprit. So for now, the Beggars' Gang should hold back. If I need your help, I will let you know," Baek Suryong said firmly.

Wang Bal hesitated. "...What exactly do you intend to do?"

Baek Suryong's eyes gleamed coldly. "To catch a rat, you have to set a trap, right?"



Footnotes:

[1] The Beggars' Gang is known for two main martial arts: The Eighteen Dragon Subduing Palms and the Dog Beating Stick Technique. One famous user of the Dog Beating Stick Technique is Huang Rong, the Beggars' Gang Chief in the Condor Hero Trilogy by Jin Yong, while the Eighteen Dragon Subduing Palms is used by her husband Guo Jing. Qiao Feng from Demi-Gods and Semi-Devils uses both martial arts.


Chapter 308: To Catch a Rat (4)

THUNK!

Wang Bal dropped a thick book onto the table with a dull sound. Brushing the dust off its cover, he said, "This is the Murim Alliance personnel roster."

"There's more information here than I expected," Baek Suryong remarked as he opened the cover of the thick volume. The first page contained not only the name of the Murim Alliance Chairman, but also Yayul Hwang's background and other personal details.

"Yes, we strive to collect the names, addresses, martial arts, family backgrounds, and past histories of every martial artist affiliated with the Murim Alliance, as well as their close associates," Wang Bal explained.

"I see..."

Baek Suryong studied the roster's contents with interest. As a member of the Ten Supremes and the Murim Alliance Chairman, Yayul Hwang's entry was particularly extensive and detailed.

Wang Bal whispered, "You must forget everything you read once this is over."

"Of course."

This personnel roster was a top-secret document of the intelligence organization that was the Beggars' Gang, and was never to be shown to outsiders. However, since the culprit behind the attack on the Chief was connected to the Murim Alliance, Wang Bal decided to fully cooperate with the Azure Dragon Hero.

He still seems uneasy. Sensing the Little Beggar's nervousness, Baek Suryong decided to ease his concerns a little. "The Alliance probably knows about the existence of such a roster, and I wouldn't be surprised if they collected similar information on the members of the Nine Sects One Gang too."

"...Have you seen it yourself?"

"No, but do I need to? Every prominent sect and clan has their own intelligence organization. Of course, the Beggars' Gang's version is undoubtedly the most detailed. Wait, why am I explaining this to you? Aren't you supposed to be the expert here?"

"......" Wang Bal was stunned speechless by Baek Suryong's logic.

Baek Suryong blinked in confusion. He thought what he said was obvious. Even the Blood Cult kept a log of key figures in the murim, because as the saying went, 'if you know the enemy and know yourself, you need not fear the result of a hundred battles.'

While the Nine Sects One Gang were not outright enemies, they were undoubtedly competitors vying for dominance over the murim. Among them, the Beggars' Gang was the largest intelligence organization of the orthodox sects.[1]

That was why Baek Suryong had demanded the Murim Alliance personnel roster from Wang Bal.

Still, this is even more detailed than I imagined.

Although this was not the original reason why the Beggar's Gang created such a document, depending on how the personnel roster he was reading now was used, it could be used to blackmail an opponent or destroy them completely.

In the end, it depends on how you use it.

Baek Suryong grinned and quickly flipped through the book, which was conveniently organized by rank. After the Chairman, the next section contained the personal details of the Five Commanders. While their personal records were not as extensive as those of the Chairman, they still contained information that would not be easy to find elsewhere.

Baek Suryong closed the book and handed it back to Wang Bal. "I've finished reading."

"...Already?"

"I don't need to read everything. I only checked the details of the Five Commanders and the captains and lieutenants under them."

The rat had used the Poison Demon's Mortal Venom on the Beggars' Gang Chief, which indicated at least a certain degree of martial prowess. Plus, in order to access important information about the Murim Alliance, they would need to be at least a lieutenant or higher, so there was no need to check those below that level for now.

The most suspicious person is... the one who wields the most power in the Chairman's absence, or someone close to that person.

"Among the Five Commanders, who is currently staying in the Murim Alliance?"

"...The Elimination Corps Commander and the Heavenly Justice Commander," Wang Bal replied, his expression hardening.

[image: sep]


In the Murim Alliance Chairman's office, one of the Five Commanders was taking care of the Chairman's duties in his absence.

"Yaaaawn... Why the hell do I have to act as the Chairman's proxy in his absence?" the Elimination Corps Commander Ryu Seol complained as she stretched and let out a long yawn.

Even though the unorthodox martial artists feared her and called her the One-Eyed Demon Blade, right now, her feet were propped up on the table and her half-lidded eyes were dazed with sleep. She squirmed around restlessly, as if her body was itching, with movements as flexible as a cat's. Her jet black uniform was fitted snugly, just loose enough to be comfortable, and two sleek black Dao hung from her waist.

Sitting across from Ryu Seol, buried in a pile of documents, the Vice Commander of the Elimination Corps Moyong Jun raised his head and protested, "...Why? Because you're the only one among the Commanders who doesn't give a rat's ass about the Chairman's seat. Also, since I'm the one actually doing all the work, why the hell are you so tired?"

Both Ryu Seol and Moyong Jun appeared to be in their mid-to-late twenties, or at most early thirties, but in reality, they were more than a decade older than they looked.

In response to her second-in-command's nagging, Ryu Seol picked her ear and grumbled, "What makes you think I'm not working, huh? Do you have any idea how heavy the responsibilities I carry are? No, of course you don't. A lowly Vice Commander wouldn't have a clue."

"...With a commander like you, it's no wonder our Elimination Corps has the worst reputation among the five corps."

The Heavenly Justice Corps, the Ironblood Corps, the Righteous Corps, the Divine Sword Corps, and the Elimination Corps were the five major military units of the Murim Alliance. At major murim events, the Five Commanders received the same treatment as the sect leaders of the Nine Sects One Gang, but of course that didn't mean that they were actually on equal footing.

Each commander was a master of the Nine Sects One Gang or the Five Great Clans, and each of them had considerable authority, but the Elimination Corps was different. Unlike the other corps, the Elimination Corps had few members from the Nine Sects One Gang or the Five Great Clans, and those who did hail from those places were usually outcasts. Some members were even freelancers or former unorthodox sect warriors who had defected to the Murim Alliance.

For that reason, the Elimination Corps wasn't well respected among the five major corps. To put it simply, they were the black sheep of the bunch.

Additionally, even though Ryu Seol, the commander of this troublesome, much-maligned corps, was a woman who had repeatedly proven the value of the Elimination Corps through her sheer skill, that was only on the battlefield. When it came to other duties, such as the one she was doing now, she couldn't care less.

"This is boring and annoying. How does that old man put up with this crap every day? He has an even worse temper than me..." Ryu Seol groaned again, then sprawled out on the table like a lazy cat.

"Enough whining, just stamp these damn documents already!" Moyong Jun kicked his commander in the butt without hesitation and then pushed a stack of documents he had already reviewed towards her.

Ryu Seol lazily pulled the official seal of the Murim Alliance Chairman out of her inner pocket. Before the Chairman had left on his tour of the Five Great Academies, he had warned her in no uncertain terms that he would crack her skull open if she lost it or used it carelessly.

"Tsk, that old geezer always treats me like I'm the easiest target," she griped, flipping through the documents Moyong Jun handed her and stamping them one after the other with loud thuds.

Moyong Jun's face turned pale. "You lunatic! I told you to actually read them before stamping them!"

"I'm sure my capable Vice Commander has already checked everything thoroughly."

"You really are..." Moyong Jun shook his head at her completely irresponsible answer and sighed deeply. "Do whatever you want. In the end, it's you who will get your skull cracked by the Chairman, not me."

"Fufu, what makes you think your head will be safe if mine gets cracked?"

"Damn it! If you weren't the Commander, I swear...!"

Although the two bickered every day, the truth was that they had shared meals together for over ten years and had crossed countless battlefields together, risking their lives side by side.

"Let's just finish up and get wasted toni-..." Ryu Seol's voice trailed off, and a fierce energy flashed in her single eye as she quickly adjusted her posture and glared at the man who had entered the office without permission. "What kind of rude bastard walks into the Chairman's office without even knocking?"

Jin Gwang, the Heavenly Justice Commander who had just stormed into the office, snorted. "Are you saying I need your permission now? Besides, is the Elimination Corps commander lecturing others on etiquette now? That's funny."

Jin Gwang was a middle-aged man with a stocky build. His steps were measured, his movements precise. Though he never deliberately flaunted his presence, his very aura exuded weight and solidity. Even in the face of Ryu Seol's killing intent, he remained completely unfazed.

He had once been a secular disciple of Shaolin, personally taught the monastery's secret techniques by the Abbot himself—who had lamented that such an exceptional talent would go to waste outside the temple. He was also the son of the Chairman of the World Trading Company, one of the Ten Great Companies. Though he had not inherited the company, as he was not the eldest son, he played a crucial role in maintaining the close ties between the Murim Alliance and the World Trading Company.

"If you're struggling with the workload, Acting Chairman, I can take over for you," he chuckled wryly.

"I'm fine. My Vice Commander is doing an excellent job."

The Heavenly Justice Commander also openly aspired to be the next Murim Alliance Chairman. Moreover, he was considered the most likely candidate for the position.

Ryu Seol, her feet propped up on the table, giggled, "You might as well give up on becoming the chairman. That old man is more energetic than ever now that the Blood Cult has reappeared. He's probably planning to hold on to power for another century."

"......" The Heavenly Justice Commander looked at her in exasperation. "You're almost forty, but you're still so immature."

"And you're almost fifty, yet you still can't let go of your thirst for power. Is that really okay for a Shaolin disciple? All is vanity. Didn't the monks ever teach you that?"

"Forget it. I didn't come here to argue with you."

"Then why are you here?" Ryu Seol asked. The Heavenly Justice Commander wouldn't have come looking for her without good reason.

"Have you heard about the Azure Dragon Hero?"

"Of course I have."

"I'm curious to see how strong he is."

Just yesterday, news had spread that the Azure Dragon Hero had appeared in Wuhan, but he had disappeared shortly after arriving, leaving his companions behind.

While the gossipers were busy talking about the Lightning Dragon Hero Namgung Su, the Murim Alliance was far more concerned about the Azure Dragon Hero. After all, he was their Chief Martial Arts Instructor.

Ryu Seol's eyes gleamed. She had no particular grudge against the Azure Dragon Hero. In fact, she had no opinion about him at all. If he had the skills, she would recognize him as the new Chief Instructor. If not, she would ignore him.

That being said, there was no way she would entrust the training of the Elimination Corps to an incompetent person.

Since the Chairman acknowledged him, he can't be too weak...

Yayul Hwang had declared to the world that the Azure Dragon Hero was fit to fill the seat left vacant by the death of Blue Sky Sword King Namgung Jaehak.

Ryu Seol smirked. "The lowest seat of the Ten Supremes, huh..."

"It's just a play on words. The Ten Supremes isn't something the Chairman can decide on his own," the Heavenly Justice Commander denied firmly.

Ryu Seol agreed with him. There were many experts who didn't recognize the Chairman's arbitrary decision, including the Five Commanders, who were strong enough to contend for the title of Ten Supremes themselves.

She shrugged. "I heard that he defeated Cho Cheonsang in a duel. That's not too bad, is it?"

"You think the Heavenly Martial Commander is comparable to us?"

"Not even close." Ryu Seol chuckled. While the Proud Sword of Mount Hua, Cho Cheonsang, was unmatched in his generation, the Five Commanders were all older and stronger than him.

The Heavenly Justice Commander nodded. "Regardless of the Azure Dragon Hero's martial arts prowess, I cannot accept him as the Murim Alliance's Chief Instructor."

"Why?"

"Because he knows nothing about the Heavenly Justice Corps." A sharp light flickered in the Heavenly Justice Commander's eyes. "The Heavenly Justice Corps has its own unique ways. We're not going to suddenly entrust our training to an outsider. The Elimination Corps must feel the same way, right?"

"That makes sense, but..." Ryu Seol frowned. If it was only a matter of training, the highly unruly Elimination Corps was an even bigger problem. Apart from her and the Murim Alliance Chairman, they hardly listened to any of their superiors. "So what's your point? Are you suggesting that we kick him out when he arrives?"

"We should treat him as an honored guest, but we must also make it clear that he is only a guest. I've already received approval from the Ironblood, Righteous, and Divine Sword Corps."

"......" Ryu Seol shrugged nonchalantly. "There's a chance that he won't come at all. If he did, he would have arrived yesterday."

"He will come," the Heavenly Justice Commander stated with certainty.

Ryu Seol didn't quite understand why he was so sure, but moments later, his words became reality.

BOOOM!

A deafening explosion shook the air, and they both turned their heads in the same direction.

""Intruder!""

A commotion erupted along with the shouts of martial artists.

The expressions on the two commanders' faces hardened.

"An intruder?"

"In the Murim Alliance?"

The two shot toward the source of the explosion like lightning.

"Who's there?"

"Stop right there!"

Just beyond the Murim Alliance's main gate, over a hundred martial artists had surrounded a single man. Those in white martial arts uniforms belonged to the Heavenly Justice Corps, while those in varied styles of black uniforms belonged to the Elimination Corps.

With the shattered main gate behind him, the young man at the center of the encirclement grinned. "Nice to meet you."

A face so strikingly handsome it was almost unreal. A relaxed posture with hands clasped behind his back, perfectly matching his immaculate blue martial arts uniform. A magnificent, priceless sword hanging from his waist.

Even without an introduction, everyone could guess his identity.

"I am your newly appointed Chief Instructor, Baek Suryong. Sorry if I startled you."

"......" The crowd was stunned speechless by the shameless self-introduction.

Baek Suryong looked around and nodded. "It seems you've done a good job of preparing for enemy invasions. There are a few problems, but we can work on them one by one."

He walked forward, casually assessing the martial artists around him. Faced with a superior rather than an enemy, the Murim Alliance martial artists hesitated and instinctively stepped back.

Ryu Seol asked in disbelief, "That's him, right? The Azure Dragon Hero."

"Looks like it," the Heavenly Justice Commander nodded stiffly.

"Are you checking out how prepared we are to respond to an emergency? Is that why you broke the main gate?" Ryu Seol asked.

"That's right!"

""......"" The two commanders were dumbstruck. It seemed that the newly appointed Chief Instructor of the Murim Alliance was much crazier than they had imagined.

Suddenly, the Acting Murim Alliance Chairman burst out laughing, "Aha... Ahahahahaha!"



Footnotes:

[1] The Rogues' Guild is considered an unorthodox sect.


Chapter 309: To Catch a Rat (5)

At first glance, breaking through the main gate of the Murim Alliance seemed like a reckless and foolish act, but Baek Suryong had two clear goals in mind.

I'm not the Murim Alliance Chairman, so I can't just barge in and force my way through with strength alone. The Murim Alliance isn't that easy of an organization to deal with. However, I can throw them into confusion.

If he announced his identity at the main gate and followed the proper procedures, the entire Murim Alliance would know of the Azure Dragon Hero's arrival within moments. This would give the culprit ample time to prepare for their meeting.

On the other hand, what if he stormed in unannounced?

People tend to make mistakes in unexpected situations.

The first of his two objectives was to catch the rat hiding within the Murim Alliance off guard, to make them slip up.

"Stop! Identify yourself!"

"That face... No way?"

The guards at the Murim Alliance's main gate widened their eyes at the man striding confidently toward them.

Baek Suryong clasped his hands together in a friendly salute. "Greetings, my proud brothers of the Murim Alliance. I see you're working hard as usual!"

Just this morning, the Murim Alliance had distributed an identification note with the Azure Dragon Hero's portrait, and the gatekeepers had studied it more carefully than anyone else.

"Azure Dragon Hero!"

The young man walking toward them with a confident smile was undoubtedly the newly appointed Murim Alliance Chief Instructor, the Azure Dragon Hero.

Flustered, a guard stammered, "P-Please wait a moment! We need to report your arrival..."

Baek Suryong smiled warmly. "It's alright. Would you mind stepping aside for a moment so I can pass?"

"Huh? Ah, yes..."

Despite their puzzlement, the guards quietly obliged, obeying the order of a superior.

CRAAASH!

The next moment, Baek Suryong struck the main gate of the Murim Alliance. Out of consideration, he did not cut it down with his sword, but only broke the hinges and tore the gate off completely so that it could be repaired more easily later.

Of course, no one in the Murim Alliance would consider that "consideration" at all.

"Who goes there!"

"Stop right there!"

"Who the hell is that madman?"

As Baek Suryong marched in, he scanned the martial artists surrounding him. It took them less than a quarter of a second to gather nearly a hundred men and encircle him.

Their response time is quite fast.

The martial artists' auras were all sharp, proving that they had trained hard on a daily basis.

The ones on the left are the Heavenly Justice Corps, and the ones standing in a disorderly mess on the right must be the Elimination Corps.

The difference between the two groups was immediately apparent. The Heavenly Justice Corps stood in a neat array, as if they had regularly trained in battle formations. The Elimination Corps, on the other hand, showed no uniformity in clothing or weapons, and lined up haphazardly.

However, that did not mean that they were weaker than the Heavenly Justice Corps. Individually, the Elimination Corps actually seemed stronger. Their killing intent was so thick that it was hard to believe that they were part of the Murim Alliance at all.

They'd fit right in with the Valley of Evil or the Rehabilitation Sect.

Baek Suryong introduced himself, "I am the newly appointed Chief Instructor, Baek Suryong. I apologize if I startled you. You've done a good job preparing for an enemy invasion. Although there are a few problems, we can fix them one by one."

"......" No one said anything, as this could either be seen as a show of dominance by the new chief instructor or the eccentricity of an ill-tempered supreme expert. Nonetheless, their faces screamed, What kind of insane bastard is this?

Baek Suryong studied their expressions, searching for anything out of the ordinary. At the same time, he observed the stances of the martial artists around him. When caught off guard, people would instinctively assume the stance they were most familiar with. For example, someone who had trained in Blood Cult martial arts before infiltrating the Murim Alliance.

Hmm... someone excessively frightened, or someone grinding their teeth in rage...

A moment later, Baek Suryong reached a conclusion.

No one here has trained in the Blood Cult's martial arts.

He wasn't expecting much anyway. Most of the martial artists gathered here were ordinary warriors, but the culprit who poisoned the Chief had used the Poison Demon's Mortal Venom. If the culprit or an accomplice was within the Murim Alliance, they wouldn't be hiding among these men. They would have to be someone with the authority to speak privately with the leader of a major murim faction.

The real ones are coming now.

Baek Suryong had his eyes set on a much bigger catch, and to his satisfaction, two overwhelming presences were rapidly approaching.

"What the hell is going on?!" a thunderous shout shook the air as a middle-aged man with a sturdy build and a slender woman dressed all in black descended from the sky and landed right in front of Baek Suryong.

The Heavenly Justice Commander and the Elimination Corps Commander.

"Commander!" The martial artists of the Heavenly Justice Corps stepped back and offered a brief salute in perfect unison.

On the other hand, the members of the Elimination Corps grinned and casually greeted their leader.

"Hey, Commander!"

"Some crazy bastard just stormed in!"

It was a perfect illustration of how different the two groups were.

The Heavenly Justice Commander stepped forward, his tiger-like eyes gleaming fiercely as a terrifying surge of qi erupted from his body. He roared, "How dare you tresspass into the Murim Alliance! Do you realize that this is a crime punishable by immediate execution?"

CRACK...

The ground cracked beneath the Heavenly Justice Commander's feet in a display of overwhelming inner arts, even as he stood still.

Most of the surrounding martial artists paled, but Baek Suryong remained unperturbed. 

"Excuse me, but who are you?" he asked nonchalantly, pretending not to recognize the Heavenly Justice Commander.

As expected, the Heavenly Justice Commander's expression twisted in rage. "I am Heavenly Justice Commander, Jin Gwang. Azure Dragon Hero, I am placing you under arrest for trespassing into the Murim Alliance. If you dare resist..."

"Trespassing?" Baek Suryong cut him short, looking genuinely puzzled. "How is the Chief Instructor of the Murim Alliance entering the Murim Alliance considered trespassing?"

The Heavenly Justice Commander was rendered speechless for a moment. "...So it's true that you enjoy playing word games. You threatened the Murim Alliance guards and smashed the main gate. Are you saying that's not trespassing?"

"The guards here stepped aside on their own."

"Nonsense!"

"If you don't believe me, ask them yourself." Baek Suryong turned his head and shouted at the gate guards. "Hey, have I harmed or threatened you in any way?"

"N-No, sir! You just asked us to step aside..."

Despite their nervous expressions, the guards answered truthfully. There was no sign of coercion or threat.

Baek Suryong straightened his posture and said confidently, "You heard them. I never threatened the guards.

"Still, the fact remains that you destroyed the main gate."

"Well, I'll admit that." Baek Suryong nodded so boldly that it was almost refreshing.

"......" The Heavenly Justice Commander's blood boiled at this infuriating attitude.

Baek Suryong continued, "I did break the Murim Alliance's main gate, but I had my reasons. If you'll allow me to explain..."

"Arrest him immediately!"

"You're a stubborn one, eh?" Baek Suryong sighed as the martial artists of the Heavenly Justice Corps closed in on him.

Meanwhile, the Elimination Corps martial artists watched the spectacle with amused smirks.

Suddenly, the smile on Baek Suryong's lips vanished as if it had never been there. "I'm warning you. If you take another step, I will charge you with insubordination," he said in a low voice.

"...!!" The martial artists approaching Baek Suryong trembled and stopped in their tracks, frozen by his chilling killing intent.

Only the Heavenly Justice Commander scoffed and stepped closer. "Insubordination?"

The tension between the two men rose sharply. Now they were close enough to reach out and touch each other.

The Heavenly Justice Commander stared at Baek Suryong with pure contempt. "Azure Dragon Hero, you have no right to call yourself superior to anyone in the Murim Alliance. It would be wise to surrender before you embarrass yourself any further."

"Hmm, maybe it's because I spoke to you politely, but I think you're a little confused." Baek Suryong grinned at the Heavenly Justice Commander who seemed to want to tear him apart. "The Chief Instructor has the same rank as a Commander. What right do you have to arrest me?"

"How dare you...!" The Heavenly Justice Commander's face contorted in rage, and he gritted his teeth as he glared at Baek Suryong. This man had only gained the position of Chief Instructor through the Chairman's generosity, yet he had the audacity to claim that he was equal to them?

"You've been talking nonsense long enough. How much longer do you think I'm going to put up with your crap?" he roared, his martial arts uniform flapping wildly as more cracks spread beneath his feet.

Once again, it was an overwhelming display of power, but Baek Suryong remained unfazed.

Why is he getting this angry?

It was true that he had deliberately provoked and taunted the Heavenly Justice Commander to test his reaction, but he was overly hostile. It wasn't just simple dislike, it was closer to hatred, as if the Commander wanted nothing more than to throw him into a prison cell right then and there.

Could it be him?

The Heavenly Justice Commander, Jin Gwang. A secular disciple of Shaolin and a son of the World Trading Company, one of the Ten Great Companies. A man so ambitious that he openly declared his intention to become the next Murim Alliance Chairman.

At least, that was what was written about him in the Beggar Gang's personnel roster.

Jin Gwang warned icily, "A word of advice, Junior. If you become arrogant just because you became famous at a young age, you won't live long. Learn some humility while you still can."

"Humility, huh..."

It was a taunt, not advice, and of course, Baek Suryong understood that perfectly. While he wasn't really offended by this kind of provocation, it did give him an idea.

What if the Heavenly Justice Commander had trained in the martial arts of the Blood Cult, even just a little? There was no better way to find out than to fight him directly.

If he really is the rat, I'll expose him and kill him. If he's not, well... then he's not.

CRACK, CRACK...

Baek Suryong tilted his head from side to side, cracking his neck as he smiled and placed his hand on the hilt of the Azure Dragon Sword. "Sounds like the Heavenly Justice Commander wants to personally teach me about humility. Are you sure about this? I'm actually a better teacher than you, but... if that's what you want, I'd be happy to oblige."

"Everyone, fall back!"

As the tension in the air skyrocketed, the surrounding martial artists hurriedly stepped back to make room for a duel.

CLANG! BOOM!

The two supreme experts unleashed their inner arts to the fullest, and whirlwinds erupted from beneath their feet, spiraling into the sky. Colorless shockwaves spread in all directions, distorting the air. Although the fight had yet to begin, the invisible qi waves released by the two supreme experts were already tearing into each other.

"Krgh..."

"Huff..."

The martial artists with weaker internal arts turned pale. Some even stumbled backwards, while others began to bleed from their noses.

Baek Suryong and Jin Gwang silently measured each other's strength.

This won't be easy.

He's reached this level at such a young age?

Baek Suryong tightened his grip on the hilt of his sword, while the Heavenly Justice Commander clenched his fists. Neither of them took a starting stance. Any unnecessary movement would only give the opponent a clue as to their next action.

""......""

The tension was so thick that it felt like an explosion could happen at any moment.

"Ahaahaha! You two are total pigheads! I was watching to see how far this would go, but are you seriously planning to fight the Heavenly Justice Commander?" the Elimination Corps Commander remarked cheerfully as she suddenly appeared between them, clutching her stomach and laughing so hard that her single eye welled up with tears.

A moment later, however, she sighed in disappointment, "Haa... I'd really love to see you two fight. I mean, really, but..."

The Elimination Corps Commander, Ryu Seol, turned her gaze to the destroyed Murim Alliance gate. A large crowd had gathered outside, peering in to spy on the commotion. If this escalated and word got out, the Murim Alliance's reputation would plummet.

"If I don't stop this, that damned old man, the Chairman, will crack my skull open."

Ryu Seol was truly disappointed that she wouldn't be able to watch the fight, but she also didn't want to be the one to get her skull cracked when the Chairman returned, so she fulfilled her duty as Acting Chairman. 

"Heavenly Justice Commander," she said firmly. "Stand down. I'll hear the Chief Instructor myself and decide on his punishment."

The Heavenly Justice Commander bristled. "What is there to hear? That arrogant brat must be arrested and imprisoned immediately!"

"I said, I'll take care of it. If you keep insisting, I'll consider this an overstep of your authority."

"What? Overstepping?" The Heavenly Justice Commander was on the verge of exploding in anger, but when he saw killing intent flicker in Ryu Seol's single eye, he immediately fell silent.

Ryu Seol grinned. "Who is the Acting Chairman now? If ignoring my authority in an official capacity isn't overstepping, then what is?"

"That's..." The Heavenly Justice Commander was at a loss for words. The Elimination Corps Commander was acting as a proxy for the absent Murim Alliance Chairman, which meant that disobeying her orders was equivalent to challenging the Chairman's authority itself.

"If the old man finds out about this, he'll crack your skull first. Are you ready for that?" Ryu Seol added.

"......" The Heavenly Justice Commander clenched his fists. He wasn't afraid of the Elimination Corps Commander or the Azure Dragon Hero standing in front of him, but he was afraid of Yayul Hwang. After all, neither the prestige of Shaolin nor the wealth of the World Trading Company could protect him from the Fist King's fist.

Damn it...

In the end, the Heavenly Justice Commander had no choice but to grit his teeth and step back.

"...Make sure he is punished properly," he growled through clenched teeth.

"Of course. You know I take my role as Acting Chairman very seriously."

"But I'm the one doing all the work..." Moyong Jun, who had been standing in the back, grumbled.

"Shut up. Do you want to be accused of overstepping as well?" Ryu Seol snapped.

Moyong Jun immediately closed his mouth. He had acted as usual with his commander without realizing it.

Arrogant wench! The Heavenly Justice Commander shot Ryu Seol a glare before turning on his heel and walking away.

Ryu Seol watched him for a moment before turning to Baek Suryong. The killing intent that had filled her gaze just moments ago now sparkled with curiosity, like a child who had just found an exciting new toy.

"As you just heard, I'm the Acting Chairman. That means, unlike the Heavenly Justice Commander, I can punish you however I want, handsome little Chief Instructor," she giggled, then tapped the two daos at her waist. "Will you come quietly? Or do you want to fight me too?"

"......" Baek Suryong sheathed his sword.

I should stop here. Judging by her tone, I can't tell if she really wants to punish me or is just looking for an excuse to fight.

Fighting the Heavenly Justice Commander had at least some justification, but fighting the Vice Chairman, the Elimination Corps Commander? That would be pure madness.

"I'll go quietly," he said.

"... Eh? That's no fun at all."

"Sheathing my sword in front of the Acting Chairman is just common sense. I'm not that reckless."

"You don't really seem like a reasonable person... but okay. Let's go to the chairman's office." Ryu Seol turned and started walking.

Baek Suryong followed her and watched her closely. He finally realized the source of the strange sensation he had felt from her.

Now that I look closely, I'm certain. The Elimination Corps Commander has learned demonic arts.

This was information that wasn't included in the the Beggar's Gang's Murim Alliance's personnel list.

The Heavenly Justice Commander and the Elimination Corps Commander. Right now, both of them were highly suspicious.


Chapter 310: Who's Your Guarantor?

Contrary to Baek Suryong's assumption that he would be interrogated as soon as he entered the Murim Alliance Chairman's office, the Elimination Corps Commander seemed completely at ease.

"Would you like some tea? Or perhaps some alcohol?" she asked casually.

"Tea, please," Baek Suryong replied.

Ryu Seol nodded, then glanced at Moyong Jun, who had followed them in. "You heard him. Go fetch us some booze from the reception hall."

"But I just said that I'd prefer tea..."

"Get us something expensive while you're at it."

"......" Baek Suryong was at a loss for words.

She just ignored me completely!

The Elimination Corps Commander, Ryu Seol, was infamous within the Murim Alliance for her terrible drinking habits. Even now, she shamelessly used her duties as an excuse to indulge herself during the day, licking her lips in anticipation. 

"You know the stuff the Chairman keeps exclusively for important guests? The one brewed from three-hundred-year-old tuber fleeceflower? Bring us that," she demanded eagerly.

"...You do realize that the Chairman always checks the liquor supply when he returns, right?" Moyong Jun sighed, his expression indicating that this situation wasn't new to him. Although he usually cursed her like a vulgar sailor, he had to limit himself to polite speech since there was a guest present.

"Did I say I was drinking it alone? We have a guest. I'm just fulfilling my duties as Acting Chairman."

"That's a ridiculous excuse. The Chief Instructor is still part of the Murim Alliance..."

"Then let's call it a celebratory toast for our new Chief Instructor."

"A celebratory toast for someone who broke down the Murim Alliance's main gate and got himself arrested seems a bit..."

BANG!

Ryu Seol slammed the table, glaring fiercely at her Vice Commander with her single remaining eye as if she were ready to kill him. "Keep running your mouth, and you can forget about this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to taste that sweet, sweet nectar."

"...Understood."

In the end, Moyong Jun reluctantly left to fetch the alcohol, muttering "Damned drunkard witch..." under his breath.

Baek Suryong immediately glanced at Ryu Seol, but she continued smiling sweetly as if she hadn't heard her own subordinate swear at her. Instead, her single eye sparkled mischievously as she turned back toward him.

"The Chairman recently hid some precious liquor in the reception hall. When else am I going to get a chance to try it, if not now?"

"Then why bother asking me for my opinion? You could've just instructed your subordinate to bring it from the outset."

"Given your whole naughty pretty boy vibe, I thought you were a drinker for sure!"

"Sheesh..."

Ryu Seol leaned forward and whispered conspiratorially, "Hey, if the Chairman asks later, just say it was you who wanted a drink, okay? In return, I'll go easy on you for the trouble you caused today. You know what I'm saying?" 

She winked her one eye, as if to say this was their little secret.

What a strange woman. Baek Suryong's eye twitched in disbelief. It was difficult to find a supreme martial artist who wasn't eccentric, but the Elimination Corps Commander seemed particularly ill-suited for the disciplined atmosphere of the Murim Alliance.

Now that they were face-to-face, though, Baek Suryong could sense her aura even more clearly.

She's definitely learned some form of demonic art.

It was faint, but he could definitely feel a sinister and sticky energy emanating from Ryu Seol.

I'm not sure exactly which demonic art it is, but...

The Elimination Corps Commander's demonic energy was unusually subtle. Were it not for the Heaven Defying Divine Art and their close proximity, even he, who had studied countless demonic arts in his previous life, would have missed it completely.

In other words, Ryu Seol could easily fool even the other commanders. This fact alone made her an obvious suspect for the Blood Cult's rat.

But... could she deceive the Chairman? 

Baek Suryong thought back to when Yayul Hwang instinctively suspected his connection to the Blood Cult.

Maybe for a day or two, but certainly not for over ten years.

Ryu Seol smiled, revealing a row of pristine white teeth. Just like how Baek Suryong was observing her, she was also scrutinizing him carefully with her single eye. 

"What are you staring at? You haven't had a sip yet, and you're already drunk on my beauty?"

It was obviously meant as a joke, but Ryu Seol really was attractive. Even the patch covering her left eye gave her an unmistakable charm. 

Still, Baek Suryong did not feel the slightest romantic attraction to someone who looked more like a dangerous wildcat than a woman.

Is this playful demeanor her real self, or...

He mentally reviewed her tone, her behavior, and their entire exchange so far. He couldn't confirm anything yet, but one thing was obvious—the Elimination Corps Commander, Ryu Seol, was trying to size him up.

"Not a chance," he replied with an insincere smile, careful not to reveal anything.

Ryu Seol narrowed her eye irritably. "What kind of answer is that? Are you saying I'm not pretty?"

"You're not bad-looking, but you're just not my type."

"Look at this cocky little brat. You think you'll survive in the world talking like that?"

"I doubt you play the social game well yourself."

"You're amusing."

"I hear that a lot."

The two exchanged matching smirks.

Inwardly, Baek Suryong rolled his eyes. Right now, he felt more stressed sitting calmly opposite the Elimination Corps Commander than he had when he confronted the Heavenly Justice Commander.

"...Elimination Corps Commander," he began seriously.

"Just call me Senior."

"Alright. Then, may I ask you something, Senior?"

Ryu Seol leaned back comfortably in her chair and nodded. "Go ahead. Let's chat until the drinks arrive. I was planning to leave the interrogation to my Vice Commander anyway."

Baek Suryong asked boldly, "So... how did you end up learning a demonic art?"

"...!!" Ryu Seol flinched and instantly sprang to her feet, but to Baek Suryong's surprise, she neither attacked nor exuded any killing intent.

Nevertheless, he smiled knowingly. Although Ryu Seol remained silent, her abrupt reaction was enough to confirm his suspicion.

As I suspected, the Chairman already knew about it.

Others might not have noticed, but there was no way that the Chairman, who despised the Blood Cult so much, would overlook a subordinate learning unorthodox martial arts.

In other words, the Chairman is aware that the Elimination Corps Commander knows a demonic art... yet that's just as suspicious.

Looking slightly dazed, Ryu Seol asked cautiously, "Did the old man mention something about me?"

"No. I'm just more sensitive to auras than most."

"That's impossible. Even the Heavenly Justice Commander, who trained in Shaolin martial arts, never noticed anything..."

Baek Suryong remembered what he'd read about the Elimination Corps Commander Ryu Seol in the Beggar's Gang's personnel records.

Some twenty years ago, a young girl had been rescued after the destruction of the unorthodox Mara Sect near the borderlands. The other children rescued with her were reunited with their families, but Ryu Seol and several others whose parents had been killed by the Mara Sect had nowhere else to go. Out of pity, the Chairman personally recruited them into the Murim Alliance.

Among these children, Ryu Seol's talent stood out from the rest. Less than three years into her training, she joined the Elimination Corps, and ten years later, she rose to become its commander.

However, nowhere in the records did it state that the Elimination Corps Commander had learned demonic arts.

Even though such a massive secret had been revealed, Ryu Seol only looked deflated for a moment before laughing at herself. "Yes, I practice demonic arts. A really nasty, terrifying one, too."

At that moment, Moyong Jun returned and overheard her. "Ryu Seol!" he shouted, slamming the door shut with a horrified expression on his face.

Ryu Seol shrugged nonchalantly. "Calm down. He figured it out on his own."

"Is that true?"

Baek Suryong nodded silently, prompting Moyong Jun to let out a long sigh and plead, "This secret is known only to the Chairman and me. If it gets out..."

"Not only me, but even the old man will be in big trouble, right?" Ryu Seol interrupted.

"You idiot! Don't talk like it's someone else's problem!"

"I'm the one who got caught, so why are you the one freaking out?"

Ryu Seol took the bottle of liquor Moyong Jun had brought and drank straight from it, gobbling it down as if she'd just achieved enlightenment.

Moyong Jun gazed at Baek Suryong anxiously. "Chief Instructor, do you understand the Elimination Corps' status within the Murim Alliance?"

"Roughly."

The Elimination Corps had always been considered the black sheep of the Murim Alliance. Since its inception, it had been composed mainly of martial artists from smaller sects, freelancers, and even defectors from unorthodox sects.

Still, for the Corps Commander herself to have practiced demonic arts was a completely different matter.

If word got out that the Chairman knowingly overlooked this, even his position might be jeopardized.

Although Baek Suryong had inadvertently discovered one of the chairman's weaknesses, not all of his questions had been answered yet. He decided to keep up the pressure on Ryu Seol. 

"I'll decide what to do after hearing more details. Elimination Corps Commander, why did you learn demonic arts?"

"What the..." Ryu Seol scratched her head irritably. Somehow, in an instant, interrogator and suspect had switched roles. She sighed deeply, then blurted, "To put it simply, the Mara Sect Leader was my biological father."

"......"

"Twenty years ago, the Chairman killed my father. I also lost my left eye in that battle." Ryu Seol briefly touched the patch covering her eye, then moistened her lips with another sip of alcohol. "At that time, the old man gave me a choice: Either I could die there with my father, or I could follow him to the Murim Alliance. What else was I supposed to do? I wanted to live, so I did as he said.

"......" Baek Suryong was at a loss for words at the simple explanation.

They're both completely insane.

Whether it was Yayul Hwang, who recruited the daughter of a man he killed into the Murim Alliance, or Ryu Seol, who obediently followed her father's murderer—neither of them were normal!

"Couldn't you have purged your demonic qi and abandoned the martial art entirely?"

"No, I couldn't. The demonic art had already taken root in my body. If I wanted to purge it, I'd have to destroy my qi center, and I'd rather die than become a cripple. My only option was to carefully cultivate it alongside orthodox martial arts. Ah, don't misunderstand though, it's not the kind of demonic art you're imagining. I don't drink blood or eat human flesh."

Moyong Jun, who had been listening nervously, smacked his commander on the head. "How can you joke at a time like this?"

"Should I grovel and beg for forgiveness instead?" Ryu Seol scoffed, then winked playfully at Baek Suryong. "There, I've told you everything now. You'll keep it a secret, right?"

"...For now, I understand," Baek Suryong nodded reluctantly. However, his suspicions about the Elimination Corps Commander hadn't completely disappeared.

If she still harbors resentment toward the Chairman for killing her family, that's motive enough to betray the Murim Alliance.

Though the mystery behind her demonic art had been explained, and no direct connection to the Blood Cult had been revealed, Ryu Seol remained a prime suspect in his mind.

"Now that I've talked about myself, let's hear about you, Junior." Ryu Seol put down the bottle, straightened her posture, and asked, "Why did you make such a scene on your first day? Why smash the main gate?"

To draw out the Blood Cult spy hiding within the Murim Alliance... but that's something I can't say aloud.

Baek Suryong recited the excuse he had prepared beforehand, "To wake up the Murim Alliance, which has become complacent during this long period of peace. In addition, it was a good opportunity to evaluate the current state of the martial artists here and identify their weaknesses."

Ryu Seol frowned slightly. "Weaknesses?"

"There were quite a few."

Moyong Jun's eye twitched skeptically. "What weaknesses? Our men reacted quickly and decisively."

Ryu Seol was known for training the Elimination Corps with strict discipline, and the same was true for the Heavenly Justice Corps and the other units. Due to their rigorous and competitive training, the Murim Alliance had arguably reached its strongest state ever. Yet, Baek Suryong was saying that there were problems?

"The response was quick, yes, but the method of rushing in wasn't ideal at all. If an attacker had used poison gas at that moment, dozens would've succumbed immediately," Baek Suryong said, deliberately emphasizing the word "poison".

However, the reaction he was expecting did not occur.

"Poison... I suppose that's plausible," Ryu Seol mumbled, nodding thoughtfully.

"Moreover, the Heavenly Justice Corps and Elimination Corps moved entirely separately," Baek Suryong added.

"Well, we don't normally conduct joint training."

"Exactly. It seems there's a lot of work ahead of for me, as the Chief Instructor," Baek Suryong sighed dramatically.

Ryu Seol chuckled softly. "In any case, even if your intentions were good, your actions were clearly unacceptable. I'm sorry, but I can't just let this go." She turned to Moyong Jun. "How should we punish him?"

Moyong Jun sighed deeply and looked at Baek Suryong hesitantly. Now that he knew Ryu Seol's secret, it was difficult for him to treat him as casually as he had before. Still, he couldn't stay silent forever.

"I checked the rules... and if someone at the level of Commander or higher causes trouble, a formal disciplinary hearing must be convened to decide the punishment," Moyong Jun reported.

"That's what he said."

Convening a disciplinary hearing meant summoning all available Murim Alliance lieutenants, a process that would take at least three or four days.

"Three or four days? What happens in the meantime?"

"According to the regulations, you are to be confined to your quarters until a decision is made..." Moyong Jun's voice trailed off uncertainly.

Wait, is confining Baek Suryong even possible?

Ryu Seol nodded, clearly understanding her Vice Commander's concern.

Baek Suryong grinned as if he'd been waiting for this moment. "There's a clause that says if there's a guarantor, the defendant can move freely on the condition that part of his body remains restrained."

"A guarantor? How do you know about that?"

"I studied the rules before I decided to break the gates," Baek Suryong replied nonchalantly. Of course, he'd already familiarized himself with everything before he even broke through the gate of the Murim Alliance.

"A guarantor... Do you even have someone who is willing to vouch for you? And do note that not just anyone will do. Whoever you nominate needs to have enough influence to satisfy even the furious Heavenly Justice Commander."

Ryu Seol couldn't think of a single person in the Alliance who would dare to take such a risk.

I'm certainly not volunteering, either...

However, Ryu Seol didn't have to agonize for long. Baek Suryong already had someone in mind.

Baek Suryong grinned wickedly. "Would a direct descendant of the Namgung Clan be enough?"

"The Namgung Clan?"

"The Lightning Dragon Hero, Namgung Su. He's the third son of the Patriarch, he's recently risen to fame, and he conveniently happens to be nearby," Baek Suryong grinned slyly. Summoning Namgung Su to assist him had been his secondary goal all along.

Miles away at the Jaegal Manor, Namgung Su shivered involuntarily, feeling an inexplicable chill run down his spine.


Chapter 311: Fishing for a Rat

"Baek Suryong... you damned bastard... I swear I'm going to hunt you down..." Namgung Su wheezed, panting heavily. His fists, clenched so tightly that they had turned white, were trembling.

After parting ways with Baek Suryong in the middle of the city, Namgung Su had to fend off countless challengers on his way to the Jaegal Estate.


"Lightning Dragon Hero! I challenge you to a duel!"

"Let's see if you really deserve the Azure Dragon Hero's acknowledgment!"

"This old man wishes to test your martial arts."



As if that wasn't bad enough, rather than mediate, that accursed Jaegal Patriarch fanned the flames for no reason other than to satisfy his own curiosity.


"Line up, folks! Only ten challengers will be allowed to duel the Lightning Dragon Hero! All martial artists below the peak level, step aside!" the Jaegal Patriarch shouted.

Namgung Su's eyes widened in disbelief. "...Jaegal Patriarch? What are you saying?"

"You're not going to run away now, are you? That would dishonor not only you but also your clan."

"......"



After defeating the ten carefully selected challengers, Namgung Su finally reached the Jaegal Estate, thinking that he could rest at last. 

Unfortunately, his nightmare was only just beginning. Rumors of the Lightning Dragon Hero's ten consecutive victories and his mysterious golden eyes spread like wildfire overnight.


"Lightning Dragon Hero, come out!"

"I waited all night for you!"

"Accept my challenge!"

"I LOVE YOU!"



The Jaegal Estate was besieged by martial artists from daybreak, both those aiming to confront Namgung Su and those merely observing. Only the Jaegal Clan's formidable presence prevented the scene from devolving into a raucous spectacle.

Fuck you, Baek Suryong... Namgung Su thought, grinding his teeth.

Just then, a Murim Alliance messenger arrived and pushed his way through the crowd in front of the Jaegal Clan.

"What business does the Murim Alliance have here?" Namgung Su asked.

The messenger stuttered, "I can't explain out here, so would you mind following me to the Alliance? It's regarding the Azure Dragon Hero..."

When he received a message from Baek Suryong summoning him to the Murim Alliance, Namgung Su was surprised, but didn't think much of it. Baek Suryong was the Murim Alliance's new Chief Instructor, after all, him paying a visit to the Alliance headquarters was... normal...

He glared daggers at Baek Suryong. "...You. You broke the Murim Alliance's main gate?"

"......" Baek Suryong smiled sheepishly.

"And now you need a guarantor until the disciplinary hearing is held?"

Baek Suryong nodded.

"And you named me as the guarantor? After pulling that stunt in public and running off?"

"Ahaha..."

CRACKLE... BZZZZT...

White lightning sparked off Namgung Su's body as he approached his nemesis.

Baek Suryong raised his hands in mock surrender. "Long time no... wait, no, it hasn't been long, but for some reason, it feels like a long-awaited reunion? Don't you agree?"

That was the last straw.

Namgung Su's temper boiled over. "Long-awaited reunion? We parted ways just yesterday! How on earth did you manage to cause so much chaos within a day?!"

"I had my reasons! I'll explain everything in detail later, so could you please put away that thunderbolt qi?"

"If your explanation isn't good enough, be prepared to suffer..."

"I raised a tiger cub. I raised a damn tiger cub!!"

"Ahem!" Ryu Seol stepped between the two bickering men. "Handsome boys, please save the heartwarming reunion for later. May I have your attention for a moment?"

Both men turned toward Ryu Seol at once.

She flinched. At that moment, she had only maintained the facade of Acting Chairman by the thinnest of margins.

Holy shit, does the Azure Dragon Academy pick instructors based on looks? If my self-discipline was any weaker, I'd spiral straight into qi deviation from sheer lust...

After taking a moment to compose herself, Ryu Seol looked at Namgung Su. "You've heard the situation on the way, right? The Chief Instructor caused a mess, and he needs a guarantor."

"...I understand." Namgung Su nodded.

Ryu Seol turned to Moyong Jun with a look that said, you explain the rest.

With a resigned sigh, Moyong Jun said, "According to protocol, the Chief Instructor should be confined to his quarters until the disciplinary hearing convenes, but if he's monitored by a guarantor, he can move around freely without restraint."

"Still, just in case something happens, he must wear these cuffs," Ryu Seol added, smiling brightly at Baek Suryong as she twirled a pair of black metal cuffs around her finger. "These are made of black iron. It would be difficult even for you to break them, and if you even think of trying, the Alliance's top experts will intervene immediately, so be careful."

"Understood." Baek Suryong let out a deep sigh and reluctantly stretched out both arms.

Deep down, though he was thinking something else entirely.

Time to throw out some bait.

By now, the culprit or accomplice who had attacked the Chief of the Beggars' Gang would be extremely on edge due to his sudden appearance in the Murim Alliance. They had no idea why he had come, or what he knew.

I made sure to leave traces so they know for sure that I stopped by the Beggars' Gang.

From the rat's point of view, Baek Suryong was a thorn in their side. Worse, he was strong enough to be one of the Ten Supremes, so they couldn't attack him carelessly.

If he was shackled with black iron cuffs, though...

There's bound to be some sort of reaction.

For example...

"Objection!" the Heavenly Justice Commander's voice rang out as he surveyed the room with undisguised disapproval. "These two are from the same academy. Do you seriously believe that Mr. Namgung can be impartial?"

"That's..." Ryu Seol opened her mouth to reply, but before she could finish her sentence, Namgung Su cut in firmly.

"Of course I can," he said, instantly backing up his words with swift action.

SWOOSH! CLACK!

Snatching the cuffs from Ryu Seol, Namgung Su pulled Baek Suryong's arms behind his back and secured the cuffs without a hint of hesitation or mercy. 

Moyong Jun blinked, startled. "U-Um, it's standard procedure to cuff the hands in front, not behind..."

"Hey! How am I supposed to eat if my hands are cuffed behind my back?"

Namgung Su ignored both Moyong Jun's concern and Baek Suryong's protest. Staring straight at the Heavenly Justice Commander with sharp, intense eyes, he declared: "On my honor, I swear to watch over Baek Suryong until the disciplinary hearing convenes and make sure he doesn't escape.

The Heavenly Justice Commander frowned, unconvinced. "And what if the Azure Dragon Hero does escape?"

"On the Namgung Clan's honor, I will chase him to the ends of hell and drag him back."

"......"

Now that he'd invoked the honor of the Namgung Clan, it was hard for the Heavenly Justice Commander to continue arguing. "...Fine. I concede. I'll accept you as his guarantor."

"What more do you want?" Ryu Seol asked, furrowing her brows in annoyance. 

The Heavenly Justice Commander ignored her and continued, "Until the disciplinary hearing convenes, I think it's appropriate to feed the Azure Dragon Hero Qi Dispersing Poison to prevent him from using the inner arts."

"What? Heavenly Justice Commander, are you out of your mind?" Ryu Seol snarled, looking like she was about to explode.

For a martial artist, to be stripped of their inner arts was a far greater punishment than mere physical restraints. Furthermore, the more profound their mastery of inner qi, the more devastating the consequences of its suppression.

A master of the Azure Dragon Hero's level would be reduced to a lethargic mess by the poison. Also, what about the people inside the Murim Alliance who hold a grudge against him?

Moyong Jun shook his head. "That's a bit too much..."

"It's unacceptable," Namgung Su said firmly.

"I don't mind," Baek Suryong agreed casually.

Namgung Su glared at him in anger. "Baek Suryong! What are you thinking..."

Baek Suryong grinned. "The Lightning Dragon Hero will be by my side the whole time, protecting me. What's there to worry about?"

"...So you're planning to use me as a bodyguard instead of a watchdog?"

"A little of both." Baek Suryong approached the Heavenly Justice Commander, his eyes flashing coldly. "In return, stay out of my business until the disciplinary hearing is held. Don't stand in front of me and bark orders like you did today. Just stay out of my sight. Got it?"

"...How insolent!"

Oh? Baek Suryong smirked inwardly. Maybe it was because the Heavenly Justice Commander hadn't expected that Baek Suryong would really agree to take the Qi Dispersing Poison, or maybe he had other reasons, but his indignant retort was briefly delayed.

"...Fine. That's not a problem," the Heavenly Justice Commander reluctantly agreed, then took out a pill wrapped in paper from inside his pocket. "This is a high-grade Qi Dispersing Poison made by the Murim Alliance. Without an antidote, even a master won't be able to properly use inner arts for five days."

"You really came prepared, huh?" Ryu Seol jabbed sarcastically.

Ignoring her, the Heavenly Justice Commander stared hard at Baek Suryong. "Are you sure you don't want to back out?" he sneered.

Baek Suryong opened his mouth wide, as if asking to be fed. "As you can see, my hands are tied behind my back, so you'll have to feed me. Ahh~"

"How dare you...!" The Heavenly Justice Commander, his face flushed red and blue, glared at Baek Suryong, then forced a smile and shoved the pill into Baek Suryong's mouth. "Ugh! Alright, I'll feed it to you myself."

Baek Suryong gulped down the Qi Dispersing Poison and then opened his mouth again to show it was gone. "There, satisfied? Now, I'd appreciate it if you disappeared from my sight."

"...I'll be watching you from a distance."

After shooting Baek Suryong a fierce glare, the Heavenly Justice Commander slammed the office door shut as stormed out.

BANG!

"What the hell were you thinking, Junior?" Ryu Seol asked, letting out a long sigh. To her, Baek Suryong's actions just now seemed both reckless and foolish.

He really took the Qi Dispersing Poison just to win a psychological battle with the Heavenly Justice Commander?

Next to her, Moyong Jun also sighed worriedly, "This is troubling. If anything happens to the Chief Instructor, we'll be held fully responsible."

No, you won't. I took the Qi Dispersing Poison in front of you precisely so you wouldn't be held responsible. Baek Suryong grinned mischievously. "So what? Just because I can't use inner arts for a bit doesn't mean my skills disappear."

""......""

A childish supreme master who had absolute confidence in his abilities. At least, that was what Baek Suryong wanted everyone to think of him.

"......" Namgung Su narrowed his eyes. Baek Suryong's behavior and tone was unusual, even suspicious. Contrary to public belief, he never acted recklessly without thought. 

There's no way this man would swallow Qi Dispersing Poison if he didn't have some kind of backup plan.

Namgung Su's guess was spot-on.

Baek Suryong was secretly gloating over the success of his scheme.

This worked out even better. Who would've thought absorbing the Poison Demon's venom would help me like this?

Qi Dispersing Poison was still poison in the end. Compared to the Mortal Venom made by the Poison Demon, it was crude and laughable. With his newly gained Thousand Poison Immunity, the Qi Dispersing Poison hadn't affected him at all.

And no one here knows that, not even Namgung Su. Well, I've tossed the bait. All that's left is to wait.

Baek Suryong hoped the big fish would bite.
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From the third floor of the inn, the Murim Alliance Headquarters was clearly visible.

A man clad in black sat alone, slowly sipping his drink as he gazed at the Murim Alliance. Since he had rented out the entire floor of the inn, his surroundings were enveloped in absolute silence.

"Did you really have to summon me to a place like this?" the man's guest complained, taking a seat across from the man in black.

The man in black didn't bother glancing at his guest, instead continuing to stare at the large and imposing Murim Alliance building. "How are the preparations going?"

"We have a problem. That damned Azure Dragon Hero is stirring up the Murim Alliance."

The guest told the man in black everything that had happened in the Murim Alliance, from how the Azure Dragon Hero had smashed the front gates, to how a disciplinary hearing had been convened, to how black iron shackles had been placed on his wrists, to how he had voluntarily swallowed Qi Dispersing Poison.

Some of this information was something only a high-ranking official of the Murim Alliance would know.

"The Azure Dragon Hero... the one who killed the Eighth Elder, huh?"

The Eighth Elder, Bloody Spirit, was a pathetic man. He had merely inherited his master's position and was far too unqualified to be called an elder, but regardless, he was indeed one of the cult's elders.

The man in black had no intention of wasting this opportunity for revenge.

"I'll take care of the meddler," he said.

He had already eliminated a beggar who had been snooping around.


Chapter 312: What Sort of Guidance Do You Seek?

Inside the room allocated to Baek Suryong by the Murim Alliance, two men erected a qi barrier to prevent their voices from leaking out, engaging in a hushed conversation.

"So... The Blood Cult attacked the Beggars' Gang Chief, and the culprit is connected to the Murim Alliance?" Namgung Su repeated, a grave expression darkening his face. He found it difficult to accept the astonishing information Baek Suryong had just shared.

Baek Suryong replied, "When the Chief briefly regained consciousness, he wrote the word 'Alliance' with his finger. I can't be absolutely sure, but I think it either means that the culprit is hiding within the Murim Alliance, or was a warning about a traitor colluding with the Blood Cult. I'm almost certain it's the latter, though."

"......"

"Now do you understand why I barged into the Murim Alliance and caused such a scene?"

"I understand..." Namgung Su sighed softly as he observed Baek Suryong, whose hands were bound behind his back and his internal energy sealed away. "...That you've acted recklessly and foolishly despite being aware of the dangers."

Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes, glaring back at Namgung Su. "It wasn't reckless or foolish. I have a strategy, a concrete plan."

"Have you identified the culprit, then?"

"Not yet." Baek Suryong shook his head, recalling the various people he had spoken with today. "At the very least, no one within the Murim Alliance openly practices Blood Cult martial arts."

Namgung Su snorted. "If it were that easy to infiltrate the Murim Alliance, they would have been annihilated by the Blood Cult a long time ago."

Baek Suryong shrugged. He hadn't truly expected to discover the culprit so easily either, especially since t he Murim Alliance was currently led by a chairman who despised the Blood Cult more intensely than anyone else.

Additionally, the traitor was undoubtedly a martial artist of considerable skill who held a high position within the Alliance.

"For now, the Heavenly Justice Commander and the Elimination Corps Commander are the prime suspects. They're the only ones capable of taking action while the Chairman is absent."

"...Why the Elimination Corps Commander?" Namgung Su asked, tilting his head. 

Based on what he had seen earlier, Ryu Seol had been notably friendly toward Baek Suryong. Conversely, though Baek Suryong had provoked him, the Heavenly Justice Commander's hostility was too extreme to be written off as mere jealousy.

"Because she practices a demonic art," Baek Suryong replied.

"...What?"

"It's like this..." Baek Suryong explained how the Elimination Corps Commander ended up learning demonic arts. 

Although he had promised Ryu Seol to keep this secret from the Murim Alliance, this restriction didn't necessarily extend to Namgung Su. Besides, Namgung Su wasn't one to casually disclose secrets.

"Demonic arts... If word of this spreads, the Murim Alliance would be turned upside down."

"I spoke with her briefly before you arrived. She's definitely not someone we can afford to underestimate."

Ryu Seol was a woman who had joined the Murim Alliance at the insistence of the man who'd murdered her father. Beneath her calm exterior, she undoubtedly harbored a deep-seated grudge. 

Moreover, the fact that she had risen to the rank of Commander without ever revealing her demonic art meant that her skills were already exceptional without relying on them. If she unleashed her true power, not even Baek Suryong was confident of defeating her.

Well, it's not like I can freely use the Heaven Defying Divine Art myself.

"Hmm... She didn't seem like the type to scheme behind anyone's back. Could her entire demeanor be an act?" Namgung Su wondered.

"The personality we witnessed might indeed be her true self, or perhaps not. She could even possess multiple personalities."

"......"

Practicing demonic arts didn't necessarily mean becoming a ghoul, but such arts always carried hidden side effects. The personality displayed by the Elimination Corps Commander might be authentic or merely a flawless facade. Alternatively, she could suffer from split personalities due to her demonic cultivation. 

After all, even the Erudite Sage they'd met at the Namgung Clan had essentially transformed into another person by sealing away his memories and powers.

At least for now, Baek Suryong preferred to keep an open mind about such things.

"Aside from those two, are there any other suspicious individuals?"

"The other Commanders, their Vice Commanders, and even the Squad Captains are all suspects..."

Even though Baek Suryong said that, he had already narrowed down the potential suspects to three individuals: the Heavenly Justice Commander, Jin Gwang; the Elimination Corps Commander, Ryu Seol; and the Elimination Corps Vice Commander, Moyong Jun.

The remaining Commanders had been away from the Murim Alliance Headquarters for weeks, and their physical distance made their involvement in the attack on the Chief unrealistic.

"Since the rat utilized the Poison Demon's Mortal Venom, someone at least at the level of a Blood Cult Elder must be behind the attack, but the odds of an Elder acting alone without assistance are practically nonexistent. A traitor undoubtedly exists within the Murim Alliance."

"What about Moyong Jun...? His true intentions seemed difficult to discern," Namgung Su offered, recalling Moyong Jun from earlier in the day. 

Despite being a Vice Commander within the Five Divisions and thus undoubtedly strong, Moyong Jun hadn't left much of an impression on him. One could argue that he was overshadowed by his commander's striking personality and outstanding presence, but it also suggested that he was adept at concealing his true strength and intentions.

"In my opinion..." Baek Suryong shared everything he'd deduced thus far with Namgung Su. "...Thus, the traitor must have plotted something in collaboration with the Blood Cult while the Chairman was absent, and the Beggars' Gang Chief sniffed them out."

Namgung Su continued from Baek Suryong's reasoning, "The traitor noticed and then requested a Blood Cult Elder or executive to silence the Chief before their identity could be exposed."

"Yes, but something went wrong, allowing the Chief to escape alive. Even so, tight now, they're probably assuming he's as good as dead, given the Mortal Venom's lethality."

"But they can't be sure, and before they could confirm anything, you, the Azure Dragon Hero who had already disrupted the Blood Cult's schemes once before, appeared at the Murim Alliance..."

As the two men exchanged deductions back and forth, cold smiles crept onto their lips, making them resemble masterminds plotting a grand conspiracy.

"They must find me quite annoying right about now, huh?"

"I'm sure they'd eliminate you immediately if they could, by any means necessary."

"That's right. Now, what if they learned my hands were cuffed, and that I'd even swallowed Qi Dispersing Poison? And what if this condition lasted only three or four days?" Baek Suryong smirked.

Namgung Su mirrored his eerie, chilling smile. "They're definitely going to send an assassin after you within that timeframe."

"......" Baek Suryong flinched involuntarily at Namgung Su's words.

Could it be that this guy is actually the most dangerous one here?

Unbeknownst to him, there was no possibility of that. To Namgung Su, Baek Suryong was merely an irritating benefactor whose debt he'd have to repay for the rest of his life.

"Ahem. Anyway, we need to discover what they're plotting. Worst case, the tragedy at the Namgung Clan might repeat itself."

"...We absolutely can't allow that." Namgung Su nodded grimly, recalling the devastation that had befallen the Namgung Clan.

Having finished conveying everything necessary, Baek Suryong let out a tired sigh. "We've cast our bait for now, so let's rest for tonight. We'll roam around tomorrow and observe their reactions to me."

"...Understood."

Namgung Su rose from his seat. Now that he understood the situation, he felt somewhat guilty about restraining Baek Suryong's hands behind his back.

He even went as far as using himself as bait to draw out a hidden enemy...

Right now, it was his responsibility to keep Baek Suryong safe. This was a perfect opportunity to begin repaying his overwhelming debt.

This time, I'll definitely protect him.

Namgung Su silently clenched his fists, reaffirming his determination.

"I'm staying right next door, so just shout if anything happens."

"If I call, you better run straight here. Remember, my hands are cuffed, and I can't use inner arts. I'm basically a helpless commoner."

"...I will."

Baek Suryong deliberately avoided informing Namgung Su that the Qi Dispersing Poison hadn't actually affected him at all.

Doesn't even the Art of War say that to deceive your enemy, you must first deceive your allies?

He certainly wasn't doing this simply to make Namgung Su suffer unnecessarily... Definitely not.

Entrusting his safety entirely to Namgung Su, Baek Suryong enjoyed his first restful sleep in a long time.
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The next day, Baek Suryong wandered the Murim Alliance grounds with Namgung Su, ostensibly inspecting the martial artists' training conditions.

"I heard he's cuffed because he smashed the main gate."

"The disciplinary hearing is in three days."

"They say he even swallowed Qi Dispersing Poison voluntarily."

"Hah! The lowest-ranked among the Ten Supremes certainly has guts far beyond ordinary."

"Isn't arrogance a common trait of every great martial artist?"

Seeing the Chief Instructor walk casually with his hands cuffed behind his back was a rare sight even for the martial artists of the Murim Alliance, so whispers followed him wherever he went, but Baek Suryong completely ignored them and strolled directly to the Heavenly Justice Corps' training ground.

""YAAAAAAH! HAAAAH!""

The martial artists of the Heavenly Justice Corps shouted in unison, their movements in perfect harmony. Their feet stomped firmly into the earth, and the force behind their weapons sliced fiercely through the air.

"I'm impressed. They're all taking their training very seriously."

Baek Suryong genuinely admired how the warriors moved as one. Though admitting this left a slightly bitter taste in his mouth, their teamwork was undoubtedly superior to his Azure Dragon Academy students.

On the podium, the Heavenly Justice Commander himself oversaw the training. Their eyes briefly met, though as agreed yesterday, he completely ignored Baek Suryong, showing no concern about whether he watched the training or not.

"Notice anything suspicious yet?" Baek Suryong whispered.

"Nothing at all." Namgung Su shook his head. He had expanded his senses and carefully scanned their surroundings, but felt nothing out of the ordinary.

Just then, dozens of large wagons rolled through the main gate, heading toward the Heavenly Justice Corps' building. At the front was a wagon flying the World Trading Company's flag.

"The World Trading Company? Did the Heavenly Justice Commander invite them here?"

The World Trading Company was one of the Ten Great Companies, and the Heavenly Justice Commander, Jin Gwang, was the younger brother of its current leader.

Baek Suryong carefully scrutinized the wagons from the World Trading Company, the escorts guarding them, and even the laborers trailing behind.

"Do they teach martial arts to laborers nowadays?" he remarked with feigned curiosity.

"The World Trading Company's ordinary laborers are skilled enough to serve as escorts elsewhere," the Heavenly Justice Commander boasted proudly, suddenly appearing beside them unnoticed.

"What's this? Didn't you agree to ignore me?"

"......" The Heavenly Justice Commander strode past the duo as if they didn't exist, then shouted at the workers, "...Bring the wagons carrying the weapons over here!"

Is he serious? Baek Suryong stared incredulously at the back of the Heavenly Justice Commander's head. "This guy is seriously shameless."

Although he wanted to inspect the wagons thoroughly, there were too many eyes watching for him to do that openly. He had also seen enough of the Corps' training for now.

He turned to Namgung Su. "That's enough for here. Let's go. We still need to check the Elimination Corps' training..."

"Chief Instructor! Would you mind giving me some pointers?" a voice suddenly called out.

Both martial arts instructors simultaneously turned toward a young martial artist, who appeared to be in his early thirties.

The young man clasped his hands in greeting toward Baek Suryong, saying, "I've long admired you, Azure Dragon Hero. It would be an honor if you could give me some pointers."

Martial artists nearby quietly chuckled, but the Heavenly Justice Commander did not intervene. Instead, he smirked faintly, anticipating seeing Baek Suryong in an awkward position.

Will the Chief Instructor, who is cuffed and whose qi has been dispersed by poison, lose his temper under these circumstances? Or will he politely decline the request? Everyone watched with eager curiosity.

"Why not?" Baek Suryong grinned mischievously and approached the young man.

Namgung Su sighed deeply and followed him.

Standing before the young man, Baek Suryong asked calmly, "State your name and affiliation."

"...Jang Gon, Fifth Squad Captain of the Heavenly Justice Corps," Jang Gon replied with slight hesitation.

"Good. What sort of guidance do you seek?"

"Ah, that's... um..." Jang Gon faltered. He had only intended to embarrass the Chief Instructor and hadn't genuinely wanted martial arts guidance.

"If you're uncertain, we can start by sparring. I need to gauge your skills first, after all."

"...Hah." Jang Gon stared at Baek Suryong, dumbstruck. The Azure Dragon Hero's hands were cuffed behind his back, and everyone knew his inner arts had been sealed by Qi Dispersing Poison. Even if he was an extraordinary martial artist, he obviously couldn't show even a fraction of his true strength in that state.

"You really believe you can defeat me in your condition? Are you serious?"

"Do you think that's unfair to you? Then how about this: if you manage to slice even the edge of my clothes, you win. Isn't that enough?"

"Stop joking..." Jang Gon's face soured. As the youngest captain of the Heavenly Justice Corps, he brimmed with ambition, pride, and youthful confidence. He had initially provoked the Azure Dragon Hero half at the urging of senior captains and half hoping to impress the Heavenly Justice Commander, but he hadn't intended to truly fight Baek Suryong.

Baek Suryong scowled. "Was your request for guidance just a joke, then? If so, that counts as disrespecting your superior," he said coldly.

"...No, it wasn't." Jang Gon quickly resolved himself. He would thoroughly humiliate the Azure Dragon Hero, dragging that arrogant face into the dirt.

Baek Suryong chuckled lightly, "You can begin whenever you're ready."

Without hesitation, Jang Gon quickly drew his sword and unleashed a swift slash toward Baek Suryong.

Baek Suryong leaned backward smoothly as if he was doing the limbo, effortlessly avoiding the blade. Even with his wrists cuffed behind his back, his movements remained agile and fluid.

"Haa!" Jang Gon swiftly altered his sword's trajectory mid-swing, delivering a diagonal slash.

However, his blade merely cut empty air once again as Baek Suryong twisted gracefully, still half-reclined, evading the attack. He then lightly kicked off the ground, executed a single elegant somersault in midair, and landed like a feather on the tip of Jang Gon's sword.

"W-What...?" Jang Gon stared up at Baek Suryong as if he'd seen a ghost.

Standing proudly, Baek Suryong gazed down calmly, his hands still bound behind him. "Prepare yourself. Your lesson starts now."

Thus began the Murim Alliance Chief Instructor's first official class.


Chapter 313: I Will Make You Stronger

"Prepare yourself. Your lesson starts now."

The Heavenly Justice Corps, who had previously stirred with mischievous anticipation, instantly froze. 

When Baek Suryong volunteered to give Jang Gon a practical lesson despite having his hands cuffed and inner arts sealed, everyone assumed the new Chief Instructor was recklessly driven by pride. Under such conditions, even an unmatched martial artist would struggle to exert a tenth of their true strength.

Everyone anticipated Baek Suryong would accept the humiliation and retreat in disgrace, but that proved to be an enormous miscalculation. Almost half an hour had passed, yet Jang Gon still couldn't force Baek Suryong off his sword.

"Ugh...!" Jang Gon's face flushed crimson with embarrassment as he gritted his teeth and frantically swung his blade. 

Unfortunately, no matter how desperately he struggled, Baek Suryong remained planted firmly atop the blade, sticking to it like he was a magnet. 

To make things worse, Baek Suryong even had the leisure to offer advice.

"Your strength and blade speed are decent enough, but your technique is too predictable. Try adding variations to at least slightly fluster this instructor standing on your treasured blade."

"Guaaah...!"

Baek Suryong stood calmly, hands clasped behind his back, looking down at Jang Gon with an expression of utter indifference. Each time he shifted his feet slightly, Jang Gon staggered, nearly losing his footing entirely.

"H-How the hell is he doing that...?"

"What incredible balance!"

"Who could've imagined Captain Jang would get toyed with like this...?"

Baek Suryong's movements were so extraordinary, they would've been hard for two martial experts to replicate even after careful rehearsal. One could even say that it bordered on a divine technique in and of itself.

Naturally, that stirred doubts among some spectators regarding Baek Suryong's true condition.

"Did the Chief Instructor really swallow Qi Dispersing Poison?"

"Perhaps he's secretly using inner arts...?"

"If external arts alone can achieve this much, who would bother mastering inner arts?"

Envy and jealousy took root quickly, and whispered slander from a few martial artists steadily spread through the entire Heavenly Justice Corps.

"How pathetic..." Namgung Su muttered, preparing himself to step forward and reprimand them harshly. Before he could open his mouth, however, another voice thundered across the crowd.

"IDIOTS!" The Heavenly Justice Commander scolded his whispering subordinates. "How dare you criticize him even after witnessing such incredible skill? Stop exposing your own incompetence. Watch closely and learn something!"

"I-I'm sorry!"

Faced with their Commander's rebuke, the martial artists quickly fell silent.

The Heavenly Justice Commander clicked his tongue before fixing his gaze back upon Baek Suryong.

This is unexpected, Baek Suryong mused, overhearing the Heavenly Justice Commander's supportive words. He's basically giving me free rein to teach Jang Gon however I please.

Baek Suryong looked down at Jang Gon, who was still swinging his sword wildly, refusing to admit defeat.

Yeah. Who cares if I can't use inner arts?

In his previous life, there were more times when he couldn't use inner arts than when he could, but even then, he'd earned the reputation as the Blood Cult's greatest martial arts instructor. 

Now, after mastering the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest, he was in a far better situation. Teaching a novice like this was child's play.

"Still unaware of your shortcomings? From this instructor's perspective, they're glaringly obvious. Unless your learning ability is worse than a monkey..."

"I-I'm not done yet!"

"You're not done? That's informal speech."

WOOONG!

Jang Gon's sword vibrated violently as he attempted to ignite sword qi along its blade.

I'll sever his ankle!

Since Baek Suryong wouldn't get off his sword, he would use sword qi to completely slice off the man's foot. His intentions, however, didn't stop there.

I'll kill him!

Jang Gon's murderous intent surged as he resolved to unleash a lethal technique.

"Jang Gon!"

"What do you think you're doing?"

Both the Heavenly Justice Commander and Namgung Su simultaneously moved to intervene. Never mind using a lethal technique—simply employing sword qi against an opponent unable to use inner arts was already a condemnable action.

"Don't interrupt my class," Baek Suryong warned coldly, stopping both martial artists in their tracks. Tapping Jang Gon's blade lightly with his toe, Baek Suryong vaulted upward.

Instantly, Jang Gon lurched forward, completely losing his balance. His sword, belatedly charged with sword qi, swung through empty air. Though Baek Suryong's movement appeared similar to the inner arts technique known as the Thousand Ton Stomp, he had instead utilized a subtle external art, skillfully exploiting Jang Gon's momentum against him.

Baek Suryong landed gracefully behind Jang Gon, then calmly approached as Jang Gon spun around, red-faced with humiliation.

"First, I'll punish you for speaking informally to me, your Chief Instructor."

"What...?"

Baek Suryong's foot blurred in an instant, striking Jang Gon squarely in the face with a roundhouse kick.

"Guhuk!" Jang Gon stumbled backward, blood streaming from his nose, but Baek Suryong wasn't finished yet.

"You mocked and provoked your superior without knowing your place, so here's another blow."

Baek Suryong's whip-like leg slammed into Jang Gon's ribs, knocking the wind out of him and sending him doubling over, gripping his side in agony.

"And this one is just because I don't like your face."

CRACK!

His knee shot upward, brutally smashing into Jang Gon's jaw and nearly knocking him unconscious.

CLATTER!

Jang Gon's sword dropped to the ground. The anger on his face disappeared instantly, replaced by overwhelming terror.

"P-Please stop..." he begged weakly, the lifted his gaze... only to meet Baek Suryong's icy stare.

He froze. Those dark, terrifying eyes were unlike anything he had ever seen.

"You should've stopped when I gave you the chance earlier."

"...!!"

Baek Suryong showed no mercy. Using only pure external arts and nothing but his legs, he dominated Jang Gon entirely, pummeling the young captain with countless rapid kicks until he was reduced to a battered mess.

"Did you think I was joking? Did you think I only became Chief Instructor through connections? Or maybe because my arms were bound, you thought you could kill me easily?"

"T-This is a misunderstanding! I just lost my temper for a moment..."

"So, you're saying you let your emotions control your actions?"

"Y-Yes! That's right!"

Baek Suryong paused momentarily, nodding thoughtfully. "I see. I'm afraid you have an anger management problem. Good thing we caught it early, otherwise you might have suffered qi deviation. After all, a captain of the Heavenly Justice Corps couldn't possibly harbor killing intent against a fellow Alliance member, right?"

"N-No, that's not it..."

"No? Then you genuinely meant to kill me?"

"I-I just...have trouble controlling my emotions..." Jang Gon stammered in fear.

Baek Suryong approached with a cold grin. "Don't worry. Lucky for you, I'm a specialist at treating qi deviation."

"H-Help...!" Jang Gon glanced back frantically, calling out to his comrades for help.

However, Baek Suryong used his foot to turn the captain's face back toward him. "Listen closely. Even if I kill you right now, nobody here will complain. Everyone clearly saw you try to kill me first."

"T-That was a mistake..."

"Then you should be relieved that I'm not like you. I don't make mistakes."

Jang Gon's earlier action had constituted blatant insubordination, and it wasn't the sword qi that angered Baek Suryong. He'd never forbidden his opponent from using inner arts techniques. 

No, what genuinely provoked him was Jang Gon's killing intent.

Jang Gon could make excuses, but Baek Suryong could tell that wasn't just a reckless threat. It was a strike infused with absolute resolve to kill, something far beyond a mere foolish mistake born of hot-headed impulsiveness.

I don't know if you're acting alone or if someone else pushed you into it, but...the reason isn't important.

Even in his past life, Baek Suryong never forgave trainees who challenged his authority. Today would be no exception. Until Jang Gon was battered beyond recognition and on the verge of death, he would keep thrashing him.

"I-I'm sorry! Please forgive me just this once..." Collapsing to the ground, Jang Gon curled into a pathetic heap, begging desperately. All traces of his pride vanished entirely, replaced by total submission to the new Chief Instructor he had grossly underestimated.

Finally, Baek Suryong ceased his assault. "Stand up immediately. Now."

"O-Okay..."

The instant Jang Gon scrambled to his feet, Baek Suryong delivered one last powerful kick, smashing into his chin.

BOOM!

Jang Gon's body flew into the air, then crashed heavily onto the ground. Broken teeth sprayed out, mixed with blood, and Jang Gon instantly lost consciousness, barely breathing.

"Good. We'll stop here for today," Baek Suryong announced, turning toward the martial artists of the Heavenly Justice Corps. His breathing was somewhat ragged from fighting intensely without inner arts, but nobody dared ridicule him. "Anyone else interested in receiving instruction?"

A heavy silence hung over the area. In the face of the overwhelming power demonstrated by the Chief Instructor, not a single person dared to speak up.

Baek Suryong slowly swept his gaze across the martial artists of the Heavenly Justice Corps, then grinned. "Now these are the faces you should have when meeting your Chief Instructor."

Baek Suryong could clearly sense the change in their attitudes. Before, they had looked at him with disdain and mockery, but now their eyes were filled with awe and fear of a supreme expert they could not hope to defeat.

Martial artists never really listen until you clearly prove your strength.

Whether it was the Murim Alliance or the Blood Cult, the essence of all martial artists was fundamentally the same. Ultimately, the murim was a place filled with people striving to become stronger through martial arts, and admiration for absolute strength was instinctual.

"If anyone here wishes to receive instruction, you can seek me out anytime. However, if you approach without showing proper courtesy, I won't show any to you either, as you've all clearly seen."

"......"

Jang Gon had become an unmistakable example. Still, having swung the stick fiercely, it was now time to offer a carrot.

"On the other hand, if you come to me with proper respect, I promise to sincerely guide you. I'll even stake my name on it—I will make you stronger."

""...!!""

Nobody dared reply, but Baek Suryong could feel the excitement ripple through the martial artists of the Heavenly Justice Corps.

They had personally witnessed the skill of the Azure Dragon Hero, whose abilities they had previously only heard about in rumors. Even while restrained and unable to utilize inner arts, Baek Suryong had completely dominated a Captain of the Heavenly Justice Corps using only his legs and external arts.

The Chairman was right to promote him to the Ten Supremes.

Could our Commander pull off what the Azure Dragon Hero just did?

If I could receive personal instruction from someone like him...

The Chief Instructor had clearly proven himself, and he'd openly promised to teach anyone who came to him respectfully. Any martial artist aspiring to become stronger couldn't help but feel tempted.

However, none dared openly express their enthusiasm, not in front of the Heavenly Justice Commander who was glaring scarily at Baek Suryong.

"Commander, are you trying to burn a hole in my face with your intense gaze?" Baek Suryong remarked casually. "Also, you should manage your subordinates better. I nearly misunderstood and thought someone ordered him to attack me."

"...I apologize for Captain Jang's reckless actions, even though it was purely his own impulse," the Heavenly Justice Commander replied coldly, drawing a clear line between himself and the incident.

Baek Suryong chuckled softly, "Of course. Actually, you'd better hope that's true."

"......"

If Baek Suryong lodged a formal complaint about Jang Gon's behavior, even the Heavenly Justice Commander wouldn't be able to avoid responsibility completely. However, Baek Suryong had no intention of pressing the issue further.

He's an interesting man.

Baek Suryong smirked, then turned around and deliberately muttered just loud enough for everyone present to hear him clearly, "Since there might be too many applicants, I guess I can only instruct five people a day, on a first-come-first-served basis..."

What? Only five a day, first-come-first-served!?

The instant those words left his mouth, several martial artists nearly lost control, tempted to rush forward immediately.

Baek Suryong calmly glanced toward Namgung Su. "Let's go. We still need to check on the Elimination Corps' training."

With this, he was certain that at least a few martial artists would undoubtedly seek him out later that day, and among them, some might even provide useful information.

Walking alongside Baek Suryong, Namgung Su stared at him peculiarly. "...I've thought this several times already, but it's really fortunate that you were born in the orthodox."

"Oh yeah? I think so too," Baek Suryong replied shamelessly.

"......" Namgung Su shook his head, speechless.


Chapter 314: If You Guys Didn't Belong to the Murim Alliance...

As soon as Baek Suryong returned to his room and took his seat, he immediately opened his mouth and said, "First off, the Heavenly Justice Commander isn't our guy."

They had wasted far more time at the Heavenly Justice Corps than expected. By the time they finally reached the Elimination Corps' training grounds, it was already lunchtime, and the place was completely empty. 

Thus, the two of them had no choice but to return to their lodgings.

Namgung Su quickly set up a soundproof barrier around the room, preventing their conversation from leaking outside, then sat down across from Baek Suryong. "What makes you so certain about that?" he asked.

"If the Heavenly Justice Commander was the traitor we're searching for, he wouldn't have reacted the way he did when Jang Gon went berserk earlier," Baek Suryong answered, recalling the genuine panic and alarm on the Heavenly Justice Commander's face as he rushed forward to stop Jang Gon.

Namgung Su narrowed his eyes slightly. "You're saying that if he was the culprit, he wouldn't have bothered saving you?"

"Exactly."

"What if even that was part of his plan? He might have known you'd refuse help due to your pride, so he only pretended to intervene," Namgung Su replied skeptically, folding his arms.

Baek Suryong smiled faintly and shook his head. "If that's the case, it actually proves he's even less likely to be the traitor."

"Why?"

"Because that exact moment was the perfect chance to kill me."

Namgung Su's face hardened at the implication. "You can't mean..."

Baek Suryong slowly nodded, a slight smirk appearing on his lips. "Since Jang Gon is his subordinate, the Heavenly Justice Commander could have intervened earlier without suspicion, as that alone would've provided him ample justification to get involved. Think about it this way..." He leaned back comfortably, propping his long legs on the table. "...If the Heavenly Justice Commander really wanted me dead, how do you think he'd have done it?"

Namgung Su's expression turned grim. "...He could have pretended to break up the fight, deliberately causing you and Jang Gon to collide while secretly delivering a fatal blow. Or perhaps, at close range, he might've subtly used telekinesis to redirect Jang Gon's sword. A martial artist of his caliber could easily manage something like that."

Just a small, well-timed nudge mid-duel could have transformed what should've been a minor injury into a lethal wound. If that happened, Jang Gon alone would've taken all the blame.

Baek Suryong grinned and nodded approvingly. "A perfect answer! As expected of a model student."

"Still, to go that far..."

Before Baek Suryong pointed it out, Namgung Su had never even considered such a scenario, and it wasn't because he lacked intelligence or imagination. Rather, it was simply the limitation of someone raised within the peaceful environment of the orthodox sects.

For Baek Suryong, who had experienced the ruthless law of survival within the Blood Cult in his previous life, thinking along these lines was only natural.

"The traitor we're dealing with has allied with the Blood Cult. If anything, they will only be more ruthless, not less."

Namgung Su nodded thoughtfully, finally convinced. Suddenly, though, his gaze turned strangely cold. "...Then, are you telling me that you just calmly stood there, deliberately testing if the Heavenly Justice Commander might indirectly try killing you by using someone else's sword?"

"My acting was pretty good, right?" Baek Suryong smirked proudly.

Contrary to his expectations, however, Namgung Su was anything but amused.

"Baek Suryong. Why are you always like this!?" Namgung Su scolded.

"...What's your problem now?"

Namgung Su abruptly rose from his seat, glaring fiercely down at Baek Suryong with blazing golden eyes. "If you planned something so dangerous, you should have at least warned me about it beforehand! What if the Heavenly Justice Commander truly intended to kill you? Were you planning to just stand there and die?"

"Who said anything about dying...?"

"You talk like you have an extra life."

CRACKLE!

Seeing lightning-like sparks flash dangerously from Namgung Su's eyes, Baek Suryong flinched slightly. Still, he wasn't without an excuse.

"No, listen. It's not like I planned that from the very start, alright? It just occurred to me halfway through," he protested.

"You should've signaled me or sent me some kind of hint at that very moment. If you'd glanced at me even once, I would've immediately become more alert," Namgung Su shot back sharply. Had Baek Suryong been seriously injured or killed, he would never have forgiven himself.

"...Fine, my bad," Baek Suryong finally conceded, genuinely apologetic.

Namgung Su sighed quietly and nodded. "Next time, please be more considerate of the people standing right next to you."

With that settled, they resumed their previously interrupted deduction.

"In any case, the Heavenly Justice Commander is now off our suspect list. That leaves either the Elimination Corps Commander or the Vice Commander."

"What about the possibility of both of them conspiring together? I've heard the Elimination Corps Commander and Vice Commander have a very close, longstanding relationship."

Baek Suryong shook his head. "I think there's only one traitor. That puts the odds evenly between the Commander and Vice Commander, who both happen to belong to the same Elimination Corps..."

Although it was possible that there was more than one rat, the fewer the people involved, the greater the individual reward, and the lower the risk of exposure. He doubted the spy would work together with anyone else.

Namgung Su asked, "Didn't you say the two of them have known each other for almost twenty years?"

"That's right."

Ryu Seol and Moyong Jun supposedly first met when joining the Murim Alliance together.

"If they've known each other for so long, they likely have very few secrets between them."

"Yeah, Moyong Jun even knows about Ryu Seol's demonic art. What's your point?"

Namgung Su folded his arms, gazing thoughtfully toward the ceiling with his golden eyes narrowed sharply. "If one of them suddenly changed, wouldn't the other immediately notice something was off?"

"...You're suggesting they might've sensed the betrayal already?"

"Maybe not outright betrayal." Namgung Su slowly lowered his gaze from the ceiling, meeting Baek Suryong's eyes directly. "But they'd surely feel something wasn't right. For instance, noticing their friend acting uncharacteristically."

When Baek Suryong had smashed the main gates of the Murim Alliance and caused an uproar, or when he had provoked the Heavenly Justice Commander and willingly swallowed Qi Dispersing Poison, Namgung Su had immediately realized that this was out of character for Baek Suryong. 

Wouldn't two decades of friendship sharpen that type of intuition even further?

"Interesting... you have a point," Baek Suryong replied thoughtfully.

With twenty years of friendship, Ryu Seol or Moyong Jun would likely have sensed at least subtle changes in each other's behavior. Even if the suspicion hadn't risen to the level of treason, they would have had some lingering doubts.

"What if we provide confirmation of that suspicion?"

"Then we'll certainly see a reaction. They'll either move to protect their friend, confront them directly about the truth, or perhaps..."

Both Baek Suryong and Namgung Su smiled darkly at the same time.

"They might even attempt to frame each other."

"Let's find out then, which of the two friendships is a sham."
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"What's this letter?" The Elimination Corps Commander Ryu Seol tilted her head, staring curiously at the letter brought to her by a servant.

A cool breeze drifted through the partially open window. She had just finished bathing after returning home from work, and it was already quite late at night.

"It's not an official document. A personal letter sent to me at this hour... Could it be a love letter?"

In the past, receiving love letters wasn't uncommon for her. After becoming the Elimination Corps Commander, however, they'd abruptly stopped. Or perhaps they'd stopped around the time the number of fools whose heads she'd cracked exceeded a hundred?

"Whoever sent it has guts," Ryu Seol murmured, ripping open the envelope and reading the letter inside. 

Her eyes widened sharply at the first sentence. 

"Baek Suryong? Why is he... Could it really be a love letter?"

Initially amused, she read further. Gradually, however, her expression darkened and hardened terrifyingly. By the time she finished, her face had twisted into something akin to a demon.

RIIIP!

"That crazy bastard!" Ryu Seol snarled, tearing the letter into shreds as murderous intent surged from her eyes.

A servant rushed into the room, startled by the commotion. "Commander? What's the matter?"

"...It's nothing," Ryu Seol replied through gritted teeth, forcing herself to calm down. Although she'd shouted, the letter's contents couldn't be carelessly spoken aloud.

She quickly donned her outer garment and rose to her feet.

"I'm going out for a bit," she said curtly.

"At this hour...?"

"Don't wait for me to return, I'll probably be late."

WHOOSH!

Without another word, Ryu Seol instantly shot past the servant and vaulted over the wall using her movement arts.

"Moyong Jun? A traitor?" she muttered to herself, racing swiftly through Wuhan's nighttime streets.

Moyong Jun seems to have betrayed the Murim Alliance and joined hands with the Blood Cult.

Though the letter contained additional details, those words echoed endlessly through her mind.

I'd like to discuss this quietly. Come alone tonight to the address below.

She never stopped to consider that the letter might be a trap.

This is definitely from Baek Suryong. He's the only one who knows about my demonic art besides Jun and the Chairman.

She ground her teeth in chagrin. Even if it was a trap, she would simply crush everyone involved.

That bastard. How dare he accuse Moyong Jun of treason?

If Baek Suryong was standing in front of her now, she would've torn him to shreds. 

At the same time, however, suspicions about her friend of twenty years crept into her mind. Recently improved martial arts. Frequent unexplained disappearances. Strange, unfamiliar expressions.

Could he really...?

"Hah! Ridiculous," she muttered sharply, shaking her head vigorously. She felt ashamed for even doubting her friend.

Why would Moyong Jun betray the Murim Alliance? What would his motive be?

The Vice Commander position already granted wealth and prestige. If he desired, she would've willingly given up her own Commander position, though the stubborn old Chairman would've never allowed it...

To find solid evidence, Commander, I need your help.

"Nonsense..." Ryu Seol hissed fiercely, speeding up even more. "He probably got cocky after helping the Namgung Clan defeat the Blood Cult. I'll teach him the price of spouting nonsense."

A dangerous gleam flashed sharply in Ryu Seol's single eye. Her figure blurred, becoming like a fierce gust of wind.

Moments later, she arrived at a dilapidated, abandoned house on the outskirts of the city and smashed through the wall without hesitation.

CRASH!

Ignoring the debris flying around him, Baek Suryong calmly rose from his seat. "You're here."

"Take this first!" Ryu Seol shouted furiously, drawing a sheathed dao from her waist and swinging it directly at Baek Suryong's shoulder.

CLANG!

Namgung Su swiftly intercepted the strike, having already drawn his sword beforehand. Standing firmly in front of Baek Suryong, he warned, "If you wish to harm this man, you'll have to cut me down first."

"So, you're in this together?" Ryu Seol spat angrily.

"Senior, please calm down first..."

"Shut up! Who gave you permission to call me Senior?" Ryu Seol roared, he voice infused with powerful inner qi.

RUMBLE!

The walls shuddered and cracked, and the roof trembled violently under the explosive force of her shout.

Her hair rose fiercely into the air, and murderous intent erupted wildly from her single eye. A brutal wave of pure energy swept through the ruined house, scattering dust and debris everywhere.

Baek Suryong's eyes widened slightly. She can produce this level of power without even resorting to her demonic art?

He had anticipated that she would be strong, but Ryu Seol far exceeded even his expectations.

With both Black Dao blades dangling loosely by her sides, she slowly approached the two men with a terrifying glare. "If you guys didn't belong to the Murim Alliance, I would kill you both right here, right now... though I'll still leave you half-dead."

At that very moment, both Namgung Su and Baek Suryong became absolutely certain of one thing—Ryu Seol was no traitor.

Now, the problem was how they would convince her to stop.


Chapter 315: No Need For That

RUMBLE...!

With a thunderous roar, the old abandoned house began to collapse. Moments before the structure fully gave way, two figures burst through the roof and soared into the air.

Namgung Su leaped upward, gripping Baek Suryong tightly by the scruff of his neck. "She's a monster. How can her inner arts be this pow..."

"Hey! You're choking me!" Baek Suryong screamed.

Namgung Su casually flung Baek Suryong behind him and landed lightly on the ground, but his expression grew grave as he watched the building crumble into ruins. No matter how dilapidated it was, bringing down an entire house with qi alone was beyond imagination. The Elimination Corps Commander, Ryu Seol, was much stronger than he'd expected.

She's coming.

Step by step, Ryu Seol approached the leisurely like a predator calmly stalking its prey before striking. "Moyong Jun, a traitor?" she said icily.

Namgung Su shuddered, feeling every hair on his body stand on end. The fury blazing in Ryu Seol's eyes seemed intense enough to burn the world itself.

"Do you even understand how insulting that accusation is to someone who's spent twenty years faithfully serving the Murim Alliance?"

A suffocating and sinister aura weighed down the surroundings. Behind Ryu Seol, the vague silhouette of a pitch-black demon seemed to loom ominously as she loosely held her dual daos, which shrieked unpleasantly as if hungry for blood.

Baek Suryong sighed. She obviously had no intention of talking things out. Still, he pleaded, "Senior, please listen to what we have to say first..."

SWOOSH!

In an instant, Ryu Seol rushed forward, her dual daos slicing through the air. Murderous intent flashed sharply in her eyes as two black streaks multiplied into a dozen illusory shadows, each charged with overwhelming power.

"Since you dragged me out here with nonsense, I assume you're ready to face the consequences?"

"...!!" Namgung Su didn't even have the luxury of replying. Gritting his teeth, he swung his sword, enveloping it in thunderbolt qi until it radiated a dazzling white light.

BOOM!

The moment they clashed, the difference in strength became painfully clear. Namgung Su was forced to retreat several steps, absorbing the brutal impact, while Ryu Seol advanced without hesitation.

"The Lightning Dragon Hero?" Ryu Seol sneered.

"......" Namgung Su flinched. Even while others praised him as the Lightning Dragon Hero, he had never allowed himself to grow arrogant because of it. On the contrary, the alias had made him uncomfortable.

He knew that he possessed neither the strength nor the reputation to deserve a title that included the word 'Hero'. All he'd done was kill an old villain called the Thunder Demon, and because Baek Suryong had exaggerated the man's dying words, the alias had stuck.

In the end, it's basically a nickname Baek Suryong made up himself.

Namgung Su sensed Baek Suryong's faint aura behind him. With his inner arts sealed, even someone of his caliber would struggle to survive against an enraged Ryu Seol.

It's finally my turn to repay him.

CRACKLE!

The thunderbolt qi enveloping Namgung Su's sword surged even more fiercely. In his trademark cold tone, he declared, "Until you calm down, I'll be your opponent."

"Ha! Ridiculous." Ryu Seol scoffed mockingly and charged straight at Namgung Su, darkness swirling around her dual daos.

Namgung Su responded by increasing the intensity of his thunderbolt qi.

CLANG! CRASH!

Each collision between the lightning-wreathed sword and the darkness-covered daos produced blinding sparks. Within mere moments, their blurry figures crossed paths over a dozen times.

Ryu Seol's Elimination Blade was considered one of the Murim Alliance's most devastating martial arts, and similarly, Namgung Su's Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique was the Namgung Clan's most destructive technique.

As such, every strike they exchanged had the force to shatter stone. Even though both martial artists restrained themselves from unleashing lethal techniques, their battle still left deep, ragged scars in the earth.

Nevertheless, the advantage steadily shifted toward the Elimination Corps Commander.

"Cough!" Gasping, Namgung Su staggered back heavily, coughing up blood before dropping to one knee.

She's strong. Far stronger than the Heavenly Justice Commander.

Despite his jealous and greedy nature, the Heavenly Justice Commander was definitely one of the murim's strongest masters, but Ryu Seol clearly stood on another level. It wasn't simply her martial skills that set her apart, her intense focus and extensive combat experience all contributed to her immense prowess in battle.

Namgung Su understood exactly how martial artists like her were described.

She's a monster.

He now understood precisely why the Chairman had risked bringing her into the Murim Alliance. Ryu Seol was undeniably the sharpest weapon the Alliance possessed.

"Are you ready to step aside now?" Ryu Seol chuckled, then sheathed her weapons. Perhaps because she had vented her anger through fighting, her rage seemed somewhat subdued. She shifted her cold glare toward Baek Suryong, who was hiding behind Namgung Su. "The one I actually want to beat isn't you, it's him."

"......" Instead of replying, Namgung Su slowly struggled back to his feet, raising his sword again.

Ryu Seol stared at him, visibly annoyed. "Such touching friendship. You think I'm really going to kill him?"

"...That's not it."

"What's not it?"

"We're not friends. I'm his senior."

"Huh?"

Namgung Su wiped the blood from his lips with the back of his free hand. Surprisingly, his internal injuries weren't severe. He knew clearly that this was only because Ryu Seol hadn't gone all-out against him. Nonetheless, he refused to step aside.

"If you're not even friends, why go this far to protect him?" Ryu Seol asked, visibly irritated.

"...Until the disciplinary hearing, it's my duty to monitor and protect him."

"...Pfft. You're crazy!" Ryu Seol laughed incredulously and shook her head. To speak such nonsense so earnestly with a stubborn expression like that was so absurd that her anger simply vanished. 

Releasing another long sigh, she finally took her hands off her weapons. "...Fine. I'll hear what you two have to say before making any judgments."

"Thank you for your consideration." Namgung Su sheathed his sword as well and gave Ryu Seol a clasped-hands greeting.

Ryu Seol bluntly replied, "Don't thank me just yet. If your story turns out to be nonsense, we'll pick up exactly where we left off." 

With those words, she strode briskly past Namgung Su, heading straight toward Baek Suryong.

Namgung Su didn't try to stop her. Rather, he stood in place, lost in thought.

I still haven't fully mastered thunderbolt qi.

Dueling with a supreme master like the Elimination Corps Commander was a miraculous encounter in itself. Although he'd lost, he'd gained a lot from the fight. He began to see new possibilities, from ways to further refine his Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique to methods for leveraging thunderbolt qi more skillfully against opponents stronger than himself.

Baek Suryong can handle the rest from here.

Namgung Su replayed his battle with Ryu Seol over and over in his mind, determined to one day become truly worthy of the title of Lightning Dragon Hero.
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"Finished venting your anger yet?"

"...Don't push your luck," Ryu Seol spat, glaring at Baek Suryong and grinding her teeth. She desperately wanted to smash that irritating face, and was only barely able to restrain herself because of the promise she had made to Namgung Su. "Go on, tell me. Why are you accusing Moyong Jun of being a traitor?"

Her mind raced as she mulled over everything she knew about her friend, fully prepared to refute every single word Baek Suryong said. 

However, Baek Suryong began his explanation with something that seemed completely unrelated. "The Beggars' Gang Chief has been poisoned, and we suspect the Murim Alliance is responsible," he stated matter-of-factly.

Ryu Seol's eyes widened in shock. "...What? He was poisoned? What are you talking about?"

Baek Suryong calmly recounted the events of the past few days, how he had met the Little Beggar at the Wuhan Branch, how he had treated the Chief, how he had identified the poison, and even how the briefly conscious Chief had written "Alliance" with his finger. After describing these events in detail, Baek Suryong carefully explained his reasons for suspecting Moyong Jun.

When Baek Suryong was done, Ryu Seol said bitterly, "...All you have is circumstantial evidence. You're accusing Moyong Jun of treason based solely on that?"

"......" Baek Suryong regarded Ryu Seol wordlessly, giving her as much time as she needed to process everything.

"Am I wrong? Anyone could be the culprit. What about the Commanders away from headquarters? You might not know this, but at least one captain from each of the Five Divisions always stays at the Alliance. If even one of them were involved, they'd have plenty of opportunities. Even the Heavenly Justice Commander seems suspicious. I'll investigate him thoroughly when we return. And besides..." 

Baek Suryong's expression steadily grew colder. The more she tries to defend Moyong Jun, the more agitated she's getting.

"It's not that you don't believe it, you just don't want to," he suddenly cut in.

"...Shut up."

Baek Suryong ignored her and continued, "I'll ask you one thing. Can you honestly say that you don't suspect Moyong Jun in the slightest?"

"Of course not. It's just that other people are far more suspicious than Moyong Jun," Ryu Seol shot back without hesitation.

Baek Suryong sighed deeply. He could clearly see the subtle trembling in her eyes. A martial artist of Ryu Seol's caliber could easily hide her emotions if she wanted to, and the fact that she couldn't was proof that her heart was deeply shaken.

"Elimination Corps Commander Ryu Seol," he said sternly. "Stop being stubborn. You're not really blind, you're just deliberately blinding yourself to the truth."

"Shut up!" Ryu Seol denied immediately, so flustered that she didn't even register the change in Baek Suryong's tone.

"Or is it because you have only one eye that you can see only half the truth?"

"You bastard!" Ryu Seol screamed, drawing her blades and resting them against Baek Suryong's neck. Without turning, she warned Namgung Su behind her. "Don't move, unless you want me to slit his throat." Then, staring at Baek Suryong with chilling intensity, she snarled, "What the hell do you know?"

"I know you're lying to yourself right now. You know Moyong Jun better than anyone, yet you're deliberately turning away from the truth."

"Shut up! I said shut up. Say one more word and I'll...!"

"Get a grip. Even if you kill me, nothing will change," Baek Suryong argued back without hesitation, entirely unfazed despite the blades pressed against his throat.

"......" Ryu Seol grit her teeth. This bastard. He obviously can't even use inner arts right now, so where is his confidence coming from? It might be too early for him to be ranked among the Ten Supremes, but if we're talking about pure guts, he definitely qualifies!

Baek Suryong continued brazenly, "A martial artist of your caliber must surely have noticed that something is amiss. My words should've reminded you of Moyong Jun's suspicious behavior. Think carefully about his recent actions and whereabouts."

"......" Ryu Seol bit her lip so hard that she drew blood.

She recalled her close friend of nearly twenty years. They knew every aspect of each other's lives, both good and bad.

The countless times they'd trusted each other on the battlefields, surviving countless life and death situations together. Even now, Moyong Jun bore scars from the desperate battles they endured together.

Ryu Seol vividly remembered the exact location and shape of every single scar.

Could it really be him?

Even though she had sensed something strange lately, she always assumed it was unnecessary to pry into a friend's private life. Now, though, she couldn't help but question the friend she trusted so deeply.

Certain documents that Moyong Jun had casually handled in her place as acting chairman had mysteriously disappeared. Whenever he went on short trips and she asked where he'd gone, he always avoided giving clear answers. He rarely attended the Elimination Corps meetings, claiming that he was mastering a new martial art... but no one had ever seen him training!

Small things she'd dismissed as trivial, and moments she'd felt slightly disappointed by, now took on an entirely different meaning.

"Why...?" she whispered, despair in her voice.

"Before you place all the blame on him, do consider that he may have been coerced by the Blood Cult or forced by circumstances beyond his control," Baek Suryong proposed, seeing Ryu Seol's shaken gaze.

"Could that...be possible?"

This small possibility stirred a faint hope in Ryu Seol's heart. Maybe it wasn't outright treason. If Moyong Jun had been blackmailed and forced to cooperate with the Blood Cult, there might still be room for mercy.

"He does seem like he's hiding something..." Ryu Seol muttered weakly, finally lowering her blades.

"!!!" At this moment, Baek Suryong felt absolutely certain Moyong Jun was the traitor.

Until he had heard Ryu Seol's confession, he hadn't been completely sure. Besides the Heavenly Justice Commander, the Elimination Corps Commander, and Moyong Jun, there was still a small chance that there was another culprit.

That was why he had deliberately pushed Ryu Seol even harder. He had to tear down the barrier of friendship that clouded her judgment and made her doubt Moyong Jun.

If even she concluded that he's hiding something, then he definitely is.

Baek Suryong trusted her judgment completely.

"Yeah, he was definitely blackmailed... it can't be treason. No matter how I think about it, that makes no sense. Why would he betray the Alliance? What could he possibly gain?"

"Why don't you ask him yourself? You'll help me, right? We won't be able to resolve this quietly without you."

Ryu Seol nodded weakly, left without any other choice.

Baek Suryong immediately explained the next steps of their plan. "Tomorrow night, I'll send Moyong Jun the exact same letter I sent you. Once he leaves his house, you'll..."

"There's no need for that," someone interrupted.

All three martial artists raised their guards as they cautiously toward the source of the voice. 

How did none of us notice him until he was so close to us!?

Slowly, a figure emerged from the darkness, wearing a faint smile. His presence felt oddly indistinct, but on the left side of his black martial arts uniform, the word "Elimination" was clearly visible.

"Moyong Jun..."

"If you have any questions, I'll answer them myself," Moyong Jun chuckled eerily.

Everyone present clearly sensed something strange about him.


Chapter 316: Can We Discuss This Later?

The surroundings grew silent. Even the chirping of distant insects ceased, and the gentle breeze seemed frozen in place.

"That woman only knows how to smash things apart. Acting or infiltration was never her forte," Moyong Jun said, his voice disturbingly calm as if he weren't an unwelcome intruder at all. Turning to Ryu Seol, he smiled faintly. "Isn't that right?"

"You..." Ryu Seol stared wide-eyed at Moyong Jun, bewildered by his sudden appearance.

Moyong Jun looked no different than usual, but somehow, he didn't feel like the same person. His behavior, speech, expressions, even the way he walked, all of it was unfamiliar to her. 

The shell is unchanged, but is that really the Moyong Jun I know?

"Look at yourself," Moyong Jun sighed, seeing how poorly Ryu Seol hid her emotions. "You're all grown up, but you're still so shameless."

"...What did you just say?"

"Look at yourself. What are you even wearing?"

Ryu Seol bit her lip. Having rushed outside immediately after reading the letter from Baek Suryong, she had grabbed whatever clothing she found first and was dressed haphazardly in loose sleepwear with an outer garment thrown over it. It wasn't exactly revealing, but her collarbone was clearly visible beneath the loose-fitting fabric. 

She'd been seen in far worse states on the battlefield countless times, yet even now, Moyong Jun didn't miss the opportunity to nag her about it.

"Are you planning to seduce these two? Don't bother. You do realize the handsome fellows here are more than ten years younger than you, right?" Moyong Jun said.

"...You want to die?" Ryu Seol replied irritably, but deep down, the familiar banter made her feel slightly relieved.

With a faint smile, Moyong Jun said, "Go change your clothes first."

He threw a martial arts uniform he'd brought with him at Ryu Seol and pointed to a partially standing wall behind the collapsed building that was enough to hide her from view.

Ryu Seol hesitated briefly after catching the clothes. "You..."

"Go on, change first. I'm not going anywhere."

"...Fine."

As Ryu Seol moved to change, Moyong Jun turned his gaze toward Baek Suryong, who was watching him with an odd expression. "You seem to have many questions."

"Were you watching us this whole time?" Baek Suryong asked.

Moyong Jun nodded calmly.

"Why?"

"I planned to eliminate you when the opportunity arose."

SWOOSH...

A chilly night breeze swept past them.

Moyong Jun grinned. "If I'd known you'd discover me this soon, I would've acted earlier despite the risks."

"As I suspected..."

"Moyong Jun! What do you mean by that?" Ryu Seol demanded, having quickly changed her clothes and returned.

Moyong Jun glanced at her, still smiling. "You know exactly what I mean."

It was basically an admission of guilt. Moyong Jun didn't deny being the traitor or offer any excuses, but he didn't seem resigned either. He just seemed disappointed that he'd been exposed earlier than expected.

"...You were threatened, weren't you?" Ryu Seol said with difficulty through clenched teeth. "That's it, right? They caught you by some weakness. You idiot. Pathetic. Just tell me honestly, and Noona will take care of everything. Who the hell are they?"

"......"

"Are you scared of that old Chairman? Don't worry, I won't let him kill you. If he starts making a fuss, I'll stand by your side and fight back."

"......"

"Or how about claiming you were a double agent? You can say I ordered you to do it..."

"......"

"Say something, you bastard... Answer me!" Ryu Seol screamed, her eyes shaking. As she stared at Moyong Jun, who smiled thinly without saying anything, the horrifying truth slowly dawned on her.

Her friend of twenty years hadn't betrayed the Alliance because the Blood Cult threatened him or held something over his head.

"It was my own, conscious choice," Moyong Jun replied.

"You crazy son of a bitch!" Ryu Seol lunged forward and grabbed Moyong Jun by the collar, her eyes burning with fury. "Why? You already have so much! What more could you possibly want?"

The violent qi surging from Ryu Seol was sharp enough to cut through flesh, and most martial artists would've collapsed or fainted from that intense killing intent, but Moyong Jun casually endured her ferocity. 

Peeling her hand off his collar, he chuckled. "I wanted to get stronger."

"...What?"

"I crave strength more than anyone else. I especially wanted to surpass you."

Ryu Seol blinked. She could see no falsehood in Moyong Jun's eyes, and besides, strength was the purest desire a martial artist could possess.

"You madman." She tightened her grip on his collar and glared at him. "You betrayed everyone just for that? You've clearly lost your mind. Maybe a good thrashing will bring you to your senses..."

"Take your hands off me."

SHIVER!

Ryu Seol instinctively leaped back, sensing a chill run down her spine.

I nearly lost my hand.

Her expression hardened immediately. If she was a fraction of a second slower, her wrist would have been sliced off.

Seeing her alarm, Moyong Jun laughed softly, "You wouldn't know. You can't imagine how miserable it is, facing a wall you know you can never overcome every. single. day."

"What do you mean...?" Ryu Seol asked, confused.

Moyong Jun snorted. There'd been a time he'd gritted his teeth, desperately trying to surpass Ryu Seol. However, as the years went by, the gap only widened further, and before he knew it, twenty long years had passed.

"You probably never noticed, always looking down on everyone else from above," he chuckled darkly.

To hide his inferiority, he'd always smiled carelessly. He laughed and joked, ignoring the burning frustration deep inside him. He made all sorts of excuses to himself, calling her an exceptional monster, a trusted friend, saying there there was no point being jealous of a muscle brain, finding comfort and resignation in mockery. 

He'd smiled and laughed all his pain away... because there was nothing else he could do.

"But that's no longer the case," Moyong Jun said, his faint smile warping into an ugly sneer. 

Suddenly, an explosive, razor-sharp aura burst forth from the man whose presence had previously seemed faint.

SWISH! SWISH! SWISH! SWISH! SWISH!

Centered around Moyong Jun's feet, countless blade marks appeared across the ground as invisible blades danced through the air all around them.

"What on earth...?!" Ryu Seol stared at Moyong Jun in shock. In twenty years, she'd never once seen him use a martial art like that.

"Ryu Seol, this is the strength I gained by betraying you."

"...!!"

Meanwhile, watching from nearby, Baek Suryong felt a peculiar sense of unease.

That martial art he's using. Could it be...?

It felt familiar, yet extremely unpleasant.

Baek Suryong stepped forward, his expression turning grim. "Hey, did you learn some demonic art from the Blood Cult?"

He knew it wasn't a demonic art, but he still asked for the sake of asking. He knew... that such a demonic art didn't exist within the Blood Cult, because that wasn't a demonic art at all...

"No, I received something far superior." Smiling, Moyong Jun lightly tapped the sword at his waist. "I was chosen by the sword."

"......"

The instant he heard those words, Baek Suryong finally understood the uneasy feeling he'd been experiencing.

It's the Unlimited Sword.

Although significantly modified from the original technique created by the Sword Saint, the distinctive aura of the Unlimited Sword was unmistakable.

Why didn't I realize sooner?

The Sword Saint Moyong Hon and the Elimination Corps Vice Commander Moyong Jun. Both hailed from the same Moyong Clan. As a blood relative of the technique's creator, Moyong Jun probably possessed an ideal constitution for mastering the Unlimited Sword. That alone justified the Blood Cult's interest in recruiting him.

It's much more stable than when Cheon used it.

Perhaps it was Moyong Jun's natural talent, or maybe extensive experimentation had minimized side effects over time, but the Vice Commander's swordsmanship was more complete compared to Wiji Cheon's when they had first met.

Baek Suryong suspected it was likely both.

"...Still, it's just a fake," he muttered under his breath.

"What did you just say?"

No matter how skilled Moyong Jun had become with the Unlimited Sword, Baek Suryong couldn't understand his apparent confidence.

"You can't possibly believe you'll handle all of us alone?"

The Elimination Corps Commander Ryu Seol was a supreme martial artist. Excluding the Chairman himself, no one within the Murim Alliance could probably defeat her. In addition, Namgung Su was here, and although Baek Suryong had his arms bound and couldn't use inner arts, he was still an excellent external arts master.

If Moyong Jun could take on all three of them simultaneously, he would be the world's strongest.

He's strong, but he's not that strong... which means that he's hiding his trump card.

Moyong Jun shrugged casually. "When did I ever say I came alone?"

SNAP!

With a snap of his fingers, black-clad martial artists swiftly emerged from the shadows, surrounding the trio.

Baek Suryong stared intently at the middle-aged man radiating a particularly strong presence. Even from afar, he sensed the potent aura of deadly venom.

So that's the current Poison Demon. He must have been the one who attacked the Chief.

Judging by the weaker poison auras from the others, they appeared to be disciples or students of the Poison Demon, but each was formidable in their own right. He couldn't underestimate them.

Stepping up beside Moyong Jun, the Poison Demon asked, "Are you done reminiscing?"

Moyong Jun pointed at Baek Suryong and Namgung Su. "As promised, kill those two. I'll handle Ryu Seol myself."

"I use poison. In a chaotic battle, accidents happen."

Moyong Jun nodded. "...Understood. I've waited too long for this day, so I'll fight Ryu Seol somewhere else."

"Think you can kill her alone?" the Poison Demon asked skeptically.

Moyong Jun's eyes filled with madness. "No one knows Ryu Seol better than I do. I'm the only one who can kill her."

Goosebumps ran down the Poison Demon's arms. "Fine. Just remember, if you take too long, we'll intervene."

"Don't worry, that won't happen." Ending his exchange with the Poison Demon, Moyong Jun called out to Ryu Seol, "Follow me, Ryu Seol. There's a perfect place to kill each other nearby."

"...You insane bastard. If you want to fight, we can do it right here," Ryu Seol stubbornly refused.

Unfortunately, Moyong Jun knew her better than anyone. "If you don't follow me, I'll go straight to the Heavenly Justice Commander and kill him first. Then, I'll set fire to the Chairman's quarters and slaughter everyone I encounter."

"You crazy bastard...!"

"The choice is yours."

Having said all he needed, Moyong Jun stepped backward, then swiftly turned and activated his movement arts.

Baek Suryong nudged Ryu Seol with his shoulder. "Go after him quickly. That lunatic will do exactly as he says if you don't."

"Can you two handle this? Especially you..." Ryu Seol glanced anxiously at the cuffs restraining Baek Suryong's hands. Although Baek Suryong's external arts were superior to most martial artists, in a situation where his inner arts were sealed and his hands bound...

"Of course. The two of us are more than enough here," Baek Suryong replied calmly, confidently.

Ryu Seol nodded, felt an unfamiliar sense of trust. Right. If it's this guy...

"I'll return soon, so hold on until then," she said, determination flashing in her eyes. 

She had to stop Moyong Jun. She had to stop him from causing a terrible disaster.

WHOOSH!

Using her movement arts at full strength, she vanished into the darkness after Moyong Jun, and the Poison Demon didn't attempt to stop her.

Namgung Su's expression hardened grimly. "...Baek Suryong, do you really have a plan?"

"Of course I do."

Now only Baek Suryong, Namgung Su, the Poison Demon, and his black-clad martial artists remained.

"Azure Dragon Hero, I heard you killed our Cult's Eighth Elder, so I was curious to see your face," the Poison Demon said leisurely, brimming with confidence. His opponent had his hands cuffed behind his back and couldn't use inner arts. Killing him would be as easy as stepping on an insect. He mocked, "How does it feel seeing me in person? Better than the rumors?"

Although the man with the golden eyes, the Lightning Dragon Hero, looked rather formidable, he was just one person... No, something felt off. Baek Suryong must have known how disadvantaged he was, yet he showed no sign of fear. Rather, he was smirking confidently.

"...What's making you so confident?" the Poison Demon asked, feeling a creeping unease.

Instead of answering, Baek Suryong calmly turned sideways, showing off his steel handcuffs. "How do you think I ate while wearing these cuffs?"

"...Didn't the Lightning Dragon Hero feed you or something?"

"Are you freaking insane?"

"Have you lost your mind?"

Namgung Su and Baek Suryong simultaneously snapped back irritably.

"Sigh..." Baek Suryong decided actions would speak louder than words.

CLANK!

A faint sound echoed as the cuffs opened and fell to the ground. 

Baek Suryong casually flexed his wrists, revealing a thin metal wire concealed between his fingers. "Who needs keys when I can remove these anytime with a single wire?"

"Just freeing your hands won't change anything..."

"Oh, and about that Qi Dispersing Poison I took." Baek Suryong smirked, instantly unleashing the inner arts he'd voluntarily suppressed. "The pill must've expired a long time ago because it had no effect."

ROAAAAR!

His blue martial arts uniform fluttered wildly, his hair rising skyward as a monstrous wave of qi burst forth in every direction.

"You bastard, you could use inner arts all along...!" Namgung Su raged, realizing he'd been tricked for days.

"Sorry for deceiving you, but can we discuss this later?"

"Deploy the Myriad Poisons Formation!" the Poison Demon shouted.

Baek Suryong turned toward the clearly shaken Poison Demon and his followers, smiling coldly. "We should beat the fuck out of these bastards first."


Chapter 317: Pursuit

The instant the ever-vigilant Poison Demon saw Baek Suryong gathering his inner qi, he commanded his disciples, "Deploy the Myriad Poisons Formation!"

"Yes, Master!"

Accustomed to their master's harsh training, the disciples did not panic despite the sudden turn of events. They quickly fell back and spread out in eight directions, putting some distance between themselves and their opponents.

Standing in formation, they channeled their energy together, the sleeves of their martial arts uniforms rippling as a green aura wrapped around their arms.

WHOOSH!

Formations were a martial art that combined the power of several fighters into a single force. Throughout the long history of the murim, as countless sects and families rose and fell, these methods had evolved dramatically.

Historically major sects and families each had their own signature formations, such as the widely-recognized Shaolin Temple's One Hundred and Eight Arhat Formation and the Mount Hua Sect's Plum Blossom Sword Formation.

Many times, the world's greatest martial masters had challenged the protective formations of powerful sects alone, only to be defeated. This was one of the reasons why the Nine Sects One Gang had ruled the murim for so long.

Hmph, our Cult's Myriad Poisons Formation is no less formidable, the Poison Demon thought, feeling sure of himself.

Fifty years ago, during the conflict between the Blood Cult and the Murim Alliance, the former Poison Demon and his disciples used the Myriad Poisons Formation to turn hundreds of the Alliance's elite into cold corpses.

The current Poison Demon had inherited the Myriad Poisons Formation. In fact, he was proud to have refined it beyond its original form.

Today will be the stage to test the result of my hard work! Azure Dragon Hero, become the sacrifice to prove my superiority!

HISS...

The qi radiating from the Poison Demon and his disciples began to extend across the battlefield. All eight of them had spent over a decade cultivating their inner arts and poisons in unison, allowing their power to resonate and intensify. 

Soon, a green mist completely blanketed the surroundings, obscuring Baek Suryong and Namgung Su from view.

Standing at the center of the Myriad Poisons Formation, the Poison Demon locked gazes with the Azure Dragon Hero. Excellent formations did more than just amplify energy. They merged with the essence of the wielder, strengthening the body and increasing their combat prowess. Right now, within the seething energy, he felt an illusion of omnipotent power, as if he could accomplish any feat.

"This just got interesting," the Poison Demon chuckled, extending his hand. "Come, struggle with all your might!"

Fueled by the formation and the Poison Demon's will, a wave of green mist swept toward Baek Suryong and Namgung Su.

I won't kill you immediately. I'm going to slowly dissolve you while subjecting you to excruciating pain!

Though it was an irreverent thought, the Poison Demon felt certain that he could now stand against even a patriarch of the Five Great Clans or a sect leader of the Nine Sects One Gang. 

Ten Supremes? Hah! A mere rookie like the Azure Dragon Hero stands no chance against my Myriad Poisons Formation...huh?

"Why haven't you improved at all?" Baek Suryong asked incredulously as he drew the Azure Dragon Sword and slashed at the disciple standing at the southwestern corner of the Myriad Poisons Formation.

SWISH!

The disciple's head flew away with such speed that even the Poison Demon couldn't intervene in time.

"Actually, it seems like you guys have actually gotten worse," Baek Suryong complained disappointedly.

Seeing Baek Suryong occupying his disciple's spot, the Poison Demon's eyes widened in horror.

How did he figure out the formation's weakness so quickly?

Formations were like intricately interlocked gears. Consequently, if one cog were to break, the entire mechanism was likely to fail. Just now, the Azure Dragon Hero had struck the weakest part of the Myriad Poisons Formation and managed to breach it.

Such a thing should only be possible if he fully understood the Myriad Poisons Formation!

However, the surprises did not end there. Since the mist created by the formation contained the deadly Mortal Venom, inhaling it was practically suicide. However, the Azure Dragon Hero moved, breathed, and even spoke as if he was completely unaffected.

"How are you still standing...? Do you possess Myriad Poison Immunity?"

"Nah, nothing so amazing. Just regular old Thousand Poison Immunity," Baek Suryong replied calmly, brandishing his sword to cut away the parts of his blue martial arts uniform that were dissolving from the poison.

"How dare you...!" Insulted by this affront against his lifelong training to master the poison arts, the Poison Demon trembled with rage. Gathering the energy of the Myriad Poisons Formation, he blasted it at Baek Suryong.

ROAAAR!

The materialized green fog surged toward the Azure Dragon Hero like a tidal wave, but unfortunately, the Poison Demon had more than just one person to worry about.

"...Are you some kind of disaster magnet? Or are you jinxed? Why is it that some incident or another always happens wherever you go?" Namgung Su sighed.

BZZT!

"Kuaaaak!" Screaming, the disciple in charge of the eastern position was instantly charred to a crisp.

Well done! Baek Suryong grinned and winked at Namgung Su. Their strategy was successful. While he distracted the Poison Demon with his taunts, Namgung Su would take the opportunity to strike elsewhere.

Although Namgung Su didn't show it outwardly, he was also pleased with their performance. After learning the weak points of the Myriad Poisons Formation from Baek Suryong through telepathy, he rushed at the closest enemy without hesitation. 

Deep down, he was curious as to how Baek Suryong knew about the Blood Cult's formations, but that was irrelevant at the moment.

I have to take advantage of this opportunity to repay my debt!

Enveloped in lightning qi, Namgung Su burned away the poison as he advanced. At the same time, Baek Suryong took action, smirking all the while. The two men veered in opposite directions, scattering their enemies' focus.

Dismayed at the gradual unraveling of his formation, the Poison Demon shrieked, "Block them!"

Objectively speaking, the Poison Demon's disciples were powerful. Each of them possessed peak level martial arts and poison arts, comparable to those of the Sichuan Tang Clan.

Nevertheless, they were no match for the combined might of the Azure Dragon Hero and the Lightning Dragon Hero.

SWISH! SWOOSH!

As a third and fourth disciple vomited blood and collapsed, the poisonous fog began to dissipate. With four of the eight members dead, maintaining the Myriad Poisons Formation was no longer possible.

"Retreat!" the Poison Demon roared, forced to admit that the situation was becoming dire. He could no longer just watch from behind and manipulate the formation.

Looking at the bodies of his dead disciples, he clicked his tongue. "Fools, all of them!"

He did not mourn the loss of their lives. There would be plenty of replacements once he returned to the Blood Cult.

"It seems that I will have to risk my own life to kill you."

Fortunately, the Azure Dragon Hero and the Lightning Dragon Hero were not unscathed either. Parts of the Azure Dragon Hero's martial arts uniform were corroded by the poison, and his skin was swollen and red.

It's hard to believe that's the only effect it had on him, but at least the other one seems badly poisoned...

At a glance, the Lightning Dragon Hero's face was pale, sweat was dripping down in buckets, and his arms were visibly trembling. It was obvious that he could barely suppress the poison.

The Poison Demon stepped forward and ordered his disciples, "Focus a simplified version of the Myriad Poisons Formation on me.

"...Yes, Master."

As the mist that had spread receded, the energy of the surviving disciples converged on the Poison Demon. Within seconds, a visible dark green poison qi coiled around his hands, and his eyes gleamed with a green brilliance.

He stepped forward confidently, baring his yellowed teeth. "As expected, you're quite formidable. From now on, I will face you myself."

Baek Suryong raised his guard, cursing himself for not eliminating more enemies before the formation changed.

It won't be easy from here.

An elder of the Blood Cult was not only a master of poisons, but also possessed martial arts skills on par with the world's finest. Now that the Poison Demon was entering the fray, the upcoming clash was bound to be brutal.

It would be great if I could use the Heaven Defying Divine Art... but that's not an option right now.

He dreaded having to come up with a plausible excuse for Namgung Su, and it would be disastrous if an enemy managed to escape. Until there was no other choice, the Heaven Defying Divine Art had to wait.

For now, I have to fight with other martial arts.

Baek Suryong lunged forward and swung the Azure Dragon Sword at the approaching Poison Demon.

CLANG!

A silver arc split the darkness, unleashing a shockwave that swept everyone away except for the Poison Demon and Baek Suryong. Enhanced sword qi cut deep into the ground wherever it grazed, and poison qi dissolved everything it touched.

While Baek Suryong and the Poison Demon clashed, Namgung Su kept the disciples at bay.

Biting his lip, which was now turning purple, Namgung Su reached out telepathically. [Baek Suryong. Five minutes is my limit. I can't last much longer while poisoned.]

He had only managed to endure thus far because of his recent Body Reformation, which had greatly increased his resistance to poison.

Baek Suryong nodded, worried about Namgung Su's condition. [You should go and report this to the Murim Alliance. I'll take care of things here.]

[...That won't do. Innocent people might get involved.] 

If Namgung Su left, the Poison Demon's disciples would go after him, and their poison might harm innocent civilians who got in the way. The destruction these poison masters could cause was unimaginable, and a catastrophe might ensue.

Most importantly, Namgung Su's pride wouldn't let him abandon his benefactor and run away.

I owe you too much already to incur another debt to you.

Well, he wasn't determined to continue fighting for no reason. He already had a plan in mind.

[...I have a strategy.]

[What strategy?]

Namgung Su quietly outlined his plan. After a brief back-and-forth, Baek Suryong accepted it.

"Alright. Let's do it!" he said.

That was their cue. Baek Suryong shoved the Poison Demon aside and raised his left hand toward the sky.

RUMBLE!

The White Ice Bangle on his wrist glowed brightly, drawing in all the nearby moisture, though he did not freeze it. He paused just before completing the ice technique, letting the water fall all over the area like tiny raindrops.

"What are you doing..." The Poison Demon, who had been on guard against Baek Suryong's ice arts, frowned. Why did he cancel his martial art halfway through?

Grinning from ear to ear, Baek Suryong sprang into the air. "NOW!" he yelled.

Namgung Su drove his inner qi-charged sword into the ground.

CRACKLE!

Electricity coursed across the soaked ground in every direction, moving faster than usual and scattering in wild patterns, filling the area with crackling currents that ripped through the Poison Demon and his disciples.

"Dodge!" the Poison Demon screamed, jumping into the air to escape.

His disciples, however, were too focused on the Myriad Poisons Formation to react in time.

"Gah!"

"Ugh...!"

"Aaaah!"

Within moments, all four remaining disciples were paralyzed by the electric shock.

Baek Suryong and Namgung Su immediately seized the opportunity. Baek Suryong cut down one of the four survivors with his sword, then crushed the heart of another with the White Ice Divine Palm. At the same time, Namgung Su decapitated one and then hurled his sword to pierce the heart of the last one.

Now only the Poison Demon remains!

Sensing danger, the Poison Demon telekinetically pulled a corpse toward him, using it as a shield.

SPLURT!

The Azure Dragon Sword pierced through the corpse cleanly, but it failed to reach the Poison Demon. Flinging the corpse to the side, he fled without delay.

"Cough!" Namgung Su dropped to one knee, coughing up blood.

"Namgung Su? Are you alright?" Baek Suryong asked, his voice filled with concern.

Namgung Su glanced up at Baek Suryong. "...Hurry and go after him."

"I can't leave you here alone in this state."

Namgung Su shook his head. He had only inhaled a small trace of the mist and had never been directly struck by poison arts. "I can easily expel the poison as soon as I start meditating, so hurry!"

Baek Suryong quickly searched through the bodies and found an antidote. "Use this before you meditate, okay?"

"Don't waste time... Hunt him down before he gets further away."

Baek Suryong nodded quickly. There was no time to argue.

BOOM!

As he activated his movement arts, his body quickly blurred into a fleeting afterimage.

Namgung Su closed his eyes and began to meditate.

Thanks to that, he did not see Baek Suryong's hair gradually turning red as he disappeared into the distance.


Chapter 318: If Not You, Who Else Is Qualified?

I made a miscalculation. A potentially fatal one.

The Poison Demon clenched his teeth as he executed his movement arts at maximum output. The sound of wind ripping past brushed his ears, and every time his feet struck the ground, the surrounding scenery changed in a flash.

"Azure. Dragon. Hero...!" He spat out his nemesis's alias, syllable by syllable, biting back his rage.

The wound inflicted by that bastard burned fiercely. He had blocked it by using a useless disciple as a shield, but the sharp blade had still pierced right through the corpse and sank about half an inch into his chest. If it had gone even a bit deeper, it would have punctured his heart.

The Poison Demon felt both anger and a chilling sense of fear at the same time.

How could this be?

He was the Sixth Elder of the Blood Cult, and he had deployed the Myriad Poisons Formation along with his disciples. Even if the Azure Dragon Hero managed to free his arms and utilize his inner qi, it was a battle they should never have lost.

How? He was definitely familiar with the Myriad Poisons Formation. No, he doesn't just know it, he could probably even deploy it himself.

Before he could react, Baek Suryong and Namgung Su had already destroyed the core of the formation. From the way the Azure Dragon Hero had immediately found all the weak points with minimal effort, he definitely knew the weak points of the formation beforehand.

...And it wasn't only the formation that was deciphered.

When he faced the Azure Dragon Hero one-on-one, he had noticed an even bigger problem.

"He saw through my technique and countered it perfectly, almost as if he'd faced it before..." he mumbled to himself as cold sweat dripped from his forehead.

The reason he couldn't defeat the Azure Dragon Hero even with the power of the disciples was partly because the poison didn't work on him, but mostly because the Azure Dragon Hero had read his technique in advance and countered it.

Therefore, when the Lightning Dragon Hero intervened and killed his disciples, he had no choice but to flee without hesitation. If he had continued to fight at that point, his head would have gone flying in no time.

KA-BOOM!

The Poison Demon concentrated his qi at the Yongquan acupoints on his feet and launched himself forward at full speed.

I must report this!

He had a lot of questions, but one thing was certain—the Azure Dragon Hero Baek Suryong was more dangerous than any venom.

He is far more dangerous than the rumors suggest. He will undoubtedly become the greatest obstacle to our Cult's grand design!

The Poison Demon was not afraid of dying in battle, but the thought of dying like a dog without accomplishing anything terrified him. If he died in vain in a place like this, his decades of living in hiding he had endured for the glory of the Blood Cult would be for naught.

There's still no sign of pursuit.

Realizing that no one was chasing after him, the Poison Demon felt somewhat relieved.

It's probably because of the Lightning Dragon Hero.

Unlike the Azure Dragon Hero, who was unfazed by Mortal Venom, the Lightning Dragon Hero clearly showed signs of poisoning. Their relationship seemed close, so the Azure Dragon Hero would likely prioritize finding the antidote.

I'm not sure how much time that will buy me... but I have to leave Wuhan as quickly as possible.

Even if he had to abandon all plans with the Murim Alliance, he intended to return to the cult. He would go and warn them of the threat posed by the Azure Dragon Hero, and then have him designated as a higher priority assassination target than the Murim Alliance Chairman.

Before he knew it, he had traveled far from the city. Entering a small mountain, he let out a sigh of relief.

"It's quiet around here, so it should be okay to stop here," a voice said from behind him.

"...!!" Instantly, the Poison Demon spun around and unleashed a palm technique. A dark green streak colored the air as his attack exploded over a wide area, scattering deadly venom in all directions.

It was a tactic designed more to buy time than to kill his opponent, but Baek Suryong ignored the poison and deflected the impact of the palm technique.

"You already know that your poison has no effect on me, right?" he sneered.

"Hiek...!" The moment the Poison Demon saw Baek Suryong, he forgot to run and screeched to a halt, his jaw dropping so low that it looked dislocated.

Baek Suryong grinned. "So we're alone, huh. I came while keeping an eye out, in case there was a trap."

Bright red eyes, vivid crimson hair as if drenched in blood... Also, there's only one martial art that exudes such a tyrannical aura.

"...The Heaven Defying Divine Art!" the Poison Demon shouted with an expression of disbelief.

To think that someone managed to master the Heaven Defying Divine Art to this extent!

The Poison Demon couldn't stop his body from trembling with a different kind of fear than before.

Baek Suryong blinked in confusion. Why do all these cultists react the same way? Should I try to trick him too?

He decided to put on another act. The Bloody Spirit he had slain at Namgung Estate had mistaken him for the Blood Demon, and he had taken advantage of that misunderstanding to extract various information from the guy.

He released a terrifying aura, causing his crimson hair to billow around wildly, while his Blood Demon Eyes blazed as if reflecting the fires of hell.

CRACK!

He stomped powerfully to display his might. "How insolent. How long do you plan to stand before me? Kneel!"

The Poison Demon reflexively dropped to one knee. "...Are you telling me you are the Cult Leader, sir?"

"Then are you saying someone other than me has mastered the Heaven Defying Divine Art?"

"Kufufu, kufufufu...!" The Poison Demon suddenly laughed like a madman.

"What's so funny?"

CHOMP!

The Poison Demon bit his tongue and swallowed the blood, resisting the Heaven Defying Divine Art. He forced his instinctively bent knees to straighten, then stood up, glaring directly at the Azure Dragon Hero, a chilling killing intent flickering in his eyes.

"Amazing. Who would've thought that someone from outside our Cult could master the Heaven Defying Divine Art?" he snarled through gritted teeth.

"Aww... You caught me. Did I slip up somewhere?" Baek Suryong chuckled, his eyes twinkling. "Anyway, from the looks of it, you seem to know more than the Bloody Spirit."

"Don't you dare compare me to a fool who merely inherited the title of elder instead of earning it. That annoys me..." The Poison Demon paused, as if something had just occurred to him. "...I see. The Fifth Elder was telling the truth after all."

"The Fifth Elder?"

"Didn't you meet him at Namgung Estate? The Night Emperor, that is."

"......" Baek Suryong furrowed his brow, remembering the Night Emperor's crazed expression as he plunged his sword into the Blue Sky Sword King's stomach.


"...This makes no sense. This can't be happening... There's a candidate I don't know about?"



Among all the masters he had met so far, that one was the most terrifying. He was the kind of lunatic you never wanted to meet again.

Oh, right. That bastard got away.

It seemed the Night Emperor had reported about him after returning to the Blood Cult's headquarters.

"...The Night Emperor said that the masked man who got in his way had mastered the Heaven Defying Divine Art. Until now, I assumed he had just made up nonsense to dodge responsibility... I never thought that person would be you, Azure Dragon Hero."

"I was thinking that from the start, but I guess I really can't let you live."

"That goes without saying for both of us." The Poison Demon let out a sinister laugh and drew out every last drop of the Mortal Venom he had accumulated over decades. No, even that wasn't enough, so he burned his very life force.

DRIP, DRIP...

A thick, pitch-black poison seeped from the Poison Demon's body, surpassing a dark green hue, and mixed into the energy around him.

Seeing the Poison Demon's resolve, Baek Suryong steeled himself and also drew out his full power. 

He's really putting his life on the line, huh. Not that there's any other way to counter the Heaven Defying Divine Art, the pinnacle of all the Blood Cult's martial arts.

ROAR!

A massive vortex surrounded both Baek Suryong and the Poison Demon, until finally, storm clashed against storm. The dark green flow collided with a crimson flow as red as blood, forming a tornado that shot into the sky. Dirt, stones, leaves, and branches were all swept up by the fierce wind and flung in every direction. Rocks shook, and even ancient trees hundreds of years old swayed dangerously.

RUMBLE! CRASH!

Continuous thunder boomed within the tornado as enhanced sword qi and poison qi clashed fiercely. Shockwaves tore through the air and left terrible scars on the ground, and the grass all around blackened. The once-green earth instantly became a barren wasteland where nothing could grow, and not even a single insect could survive in that terrible venom-filled atmosphere.

The two traded dozens, even hundreds of strikes in the blink of an eye. Both of them went all out, so it didn't take long to determine the winner.

SHWAA...

The swirling energy gradually subsided, revealing two figures standing amid a scorched land that looked as though it had been hit by a massive military bombardment.

THUD!

"...Impressive," the Poison Demon muttered as he fell to his knees, a fist-sized hole through his abdomen. Struggling to lift his head, he looked up at Baek Suryong. "To think the Heaven Defying Divine Art is this complete... I've seen many candidates, but never have I witnessed anyone reach your level."

SHHH...

Baek Suryong's crimson hair and eyes gradually returned to normal. He brushed off the poison clinging to his now-tattered martial arts uniform, then wiped the blood from his mouth with the back of his hand. "I've heard the word 'candidate' before. Don't tell me, are you guys teaching the Heaven Defying Divine Art to multiple Cult Leader candidates and having them compete?" he asked grimly.

The Poison Demon nodded readily, an expression of admiration creeping over his face as he studied Baek Suryong. "Your guess is correct. However, none of them have reached your level. Most died because they couldn't handle the Divine Art."

Baek Suryong assumed it was because he was on the verge of death, but even though the light was quickly fading from the Poison Demon's eyes, his expression and tone were strangely frenzied.

Suddenly, the Poison Demon requested, "Azure Dragon Hero. Please become the Blood Demon."

"...What the fuck?"

"You are more than qualified."

Before dying, the Poison Demon wanted to give meaning to the life he had lived as a follower of the Blood Cult.

I'm not dying like a dog, this is martyrdom. If I can offer counsel to the Supreme Lord, then this life was worth living...

In a moment of terminal lucidity, a final, crazed light flared in the his dying eyes. Putting more strength into his voice, he declared fanatically, "If not you, who else is qualified to be the Blood Demon? Your incredible martial prowess, your cunning mind that toys with enemies, your silver tongue, and your unbreakable resolve. Of all the candidates I've seen, you are the one most suited to be the Blood Demon."

Baek Suryong shook his head. "You're delusional. Including you, two elders have died by my hand. Do you seriously think the Blood Cult would let me off the hook?"

"I don't know why you're so hostile to our Cult, but I'm sure even the Apostles would change their minds when they see you, a candidate with such remarkable gifts... You could fulfill our Cult's long-cherished wish..."

SLAM!

Baek Suryong kicked the Poison Demon in the chest, making him cough up blood and collapse backward. "Shut up and tell me where the Blood Cult Headquarters is. You know where it is, right?"

"I'm sorry... I cannot tell you that while your heart is still filled with hatred for our Cult... but I'll give you this instead."

WHOOSH...

The Poison Demon summoned all the poison qi and lifeforce remaining in his body and condensed it into a bead about the size of a fingertip. Because it was the energy that remained until the very end, it was pure and untainted.

"Depending on how you use this, it could become a poison that kills ten thousand people, or an unparalleled elixir for a poison arts practitioner."

"...The hell? You're giving me a present!?"

"You cannot escape your destiny." A faint smile appeared on the Poison Demon's lips. "...Hail the Blood Demon! Please remember me..."

As his vision faded away, he saw a vision of Baek Suryong as the Blood Demon who had conquered the murim, and himself standing at that man's side.

It is done. This is enough...

He closed his eyes. Slowly, his body melted away, leaving no trace behind save the poison bead.

"Goddamned unhinged religious fanatics..." Baek Suryong groaned as he picked up the poison bead.

It was perfectly refined, and didn't release any poison qi when he held it, so he tucked it into his pocket. He would decide what to do with it later.

"Hoo..." he let out a long sigh.

He had just fought a life-or-death battle with a Blood Cult Elder who had squeezed out even his lifeforce. There was no way he could be perfectly fine. His joints were making strange creaking noises, and he had sustained severe internal injuries.

Still, he had no time to rest.

"Let's see... so Ryu Seol is that way, huh?"

Baek Suryong stared at the location where two powerful auras were colliding. Fortunately, it wasn't too far away.


Chapter 319: Secrets

"Where the hell do you think you're going?" Ryu Seol shouted sharply at Moyong Jun.

She wanted to chase after him and smack him on the back of the head, but Moyong Jun's movement arts were much faster than she had thought. Right now, she was barely able to keep up with him.

He was actually this fast?

Ryu Seol bit her lip hard. The friend she had known for twenty years felt like a complete stranger.

"...Just follow me a little longer. We're almost there," Moyong Jun replied.

Some time later, he stopped halfway up a small mountain and turned around to face a tense Ryu Seol.

"Do you remember this place?" he asked, smiling faintly.

"......"

"There's no ambush, so stop looking around so nervously. You really don't remember, do you?" Moyong Jun mumbled in disappointment, scratching his cheek.

His composure drove Ryu Seol up the wall. Glaring at him, she snapped, "Why are you acting all high and mighty, you bastard? You're just a filthy traitor who clung to the Blood Cult..."

Moyong Jun interrupted her with a mischievous laugh, "Back in the day, do you remember how you'd run here and cry whenever you got beaten by the Chairman?"

"W-What the hell are you talking about!" Ryu Seol immediately denied, her face turning red.

That was a story from more than ten years ago, but Moyong Jun still remembered how she had been back then, since they had joined at the same time. She had only cried during her first year in the Elimination Corps and never again after that, but he remembered it as if it had happened only yesterday.

"See that rock over there?" he asked.

"......"

It was a dark night, but the two of them could see clearly enough to notice even the movement of tiny insects. Where Moyong Jun pointed, there was a massive rock the size of a small house. The surface was covered with countless cracks, and Ryu Seol immediately recognized them as her handiwork from the past.

"You still don't remember?"

"Shit. This place did feel familiar."

Embarrassing memories flooded back. Memories of being beaten for defying the chairman and running here to cry her eye out. Memories of feeling so unfairly wronged that she had repeatedly slashed that rock, only to come back drunk out of her mind, crying and sniffling as she caused a scene.

Damn it.

In most of those memories, Moyong Jun had been right beside her.

"Whenever you got drunk, you'd slash the hell out of that rock. You said it looked like the Chairman's big flat face, and when you got stronger, you'd split it clean in half..."

"Shut up, seriously?"

Moyong Jun chuckled. Mischief glittered in his eyes. "I never thought that crybaby girl would become the Elimination Corps Commander."

"What the hell, you idiot..."

No one would believe it now, but when Ryu Seol first arrived at the Murim Alliance, she was incredibly weak. The Elimination Corps wasn't the kind of soft organization that would go easy on a scrawny girl with an eye patch. Most people either looked at her unkindly or tormented her at the martial arts academy.


"Moyong Jun. Help Ryu Seol get settled."

"What? Why me?"

"Shut up and do it, you little punk."



Back then, the Elimination Corps Commander had practically dumped Ryu Seol on Moyong Jun. They were about the same age, and the Commander thought their circumstances were somewhat similar. Moyong Jun had run away from his family and Ryu Seol had become an orphan overnight.

Moyong Jun didn't like being tied to Ryu Seol, but an order was an order, so he had no choice... even though he had a pretty rough personality himself at the time.


"Hey, Cyclops. Let's go eat. You need something in your stomach if you want to get through afternoon training."

"Call me that one more time and I'll kill you."

"Look at you, acting rude when I'm trying to be nice. Want me to beat you and drag you along?"

"Should I beat you until you shut up?"



That was how Moyong Jun and Ryu Seol's friendship began. After that, they ate together for twenty years, protected each other on the battlefield, and crossed the line between life and death many times.

...And then all the trust they'd built up in each other collapsed in a single day.

"Why did you betray the Alliance?" Ryu Seol asked, devastated.

"I told you. I wanted to become stronger than you." Moyong Jun laughed softly and slowly drew the sword from his waist.

SHING!

Moonlight reflected off the blade, giving it a shimmering glow. As he took his starting stance, he looked solemn as if he was performing a ritual.

Moyong Jun pointed his sword at Ryu Seol and smiled faintly, his eyes filled with a cold killing intent. "I chose this place because it's full of memories. I thought it would serve well as your grave."

"You're mad..." Ryu Seol couldn't understand what was going through Moyong Jun's mind.

This bastard has completely lost it!

She gripped her twin blades tightly and gathered her strength. Her martial arts uniform fluttered wildly from the surge of energy.

"Stop yapping and come at me! I won't feel better until I crush you right now!"

Whatever. She would beat him half to death and then think about other things.

Moyong Jun stared at Ryu Seol calmly. "Ryu Seol, can you really kill me?"

"Ha! Looks like you finally got scared!"

CLANG!

Ryu Seol stomped on the ground and shot forward like a cannonball. Her twin black daos crossed, slicing through the darkness, while dark qi flickered over her body like flames.

Moyong Jun didn't dodge, instead thrusting his sword at her with sophisticated swordsmanship. A thin layer of intensely purified transparent qi surrounded his blade.

Their clash was like fire against ice. Ryu Seol cloaked her Black Dao in dark, enhanced dao qi and swung fiercely, while Moyong Jun's sword moved calmly, rendering her attacks useless.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

Each time their three blades collided, the resulting shockwaves distorted the scenery. Soon, the small mountain that held their memories began to crumble, as if to symbolize the catastrophic end of their relationship.

"You act all high and mighty, but all you do is block. Is that the only sword style you learned after betraying the Murim Alliance?" Ryu Seol sneered.

Moyong Jun smiled coldly. "Ryu Seol. When will you get serious?"

"What the hell are you talking about..."

At that moment, Moyong Jun blurred and reappeared right in front of Ryu Seol, closing the distance in the blink of an eye.

Ryu Seol's eye widened. She had lost sight of him for a split second.

SPLURT!

Ryu Seol jerked her head back. A thin line appeared on her neck and tiny beads of blood formed along the shallow wound.

It was a blow that made the hairs on her neck stand up. Had she been a fraction slower, she would have been decapitated.

Moyong Jun giggled eerily when he saw the blood. "I betrayed you with the intention of killing you, so don't insult me by going easy on me. If you carry on like this..."

Moyong Jun's aura began shifting as the elegant qi of the Unlimited Sword boiled over.

Is that... Berserk Qi?

That was the only way Ryu Seol could describe what she saw in Moyong Jun's eyes.

Moyong Jun whispered, "...You're going to die in the most painful way."

"You're crazy...!"

Moyong Jun, who now resembled a sword demon, launched his assault. His blade overflowed with killing intent so violent, it was hard to believe that he was the same person from a few moments ago.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

Ryu Seol gritted her teeth as she blocked his ferocious strikes.

What kind of martial art is this?

She felt more pressure from Moyong Jun than she'd ever felt from the Murim Alliance's greatest swordsman, the Divine Sword Commander. However, it wasn't demonic arts. She would have noticed that.

At the same time, it didn't look like a complete martial art either.

It's only been a year or so since he betrayed us.

In that short time, Moyong Jun had become unnaturally strong.

"Did they give you an elixir? Or a divine art?" Ryu Seol asked even though she knew that it couldn't be that simple.

This abnormal situation could only mean one thing.

"...No, that's qi deviation. You've been consumed by that martial art."

Moyong Jun burst out laughing, "Hahaha! I'm sure you want to believe that. After seeing that I've surpassed you, you must want to dismiss me somehow!"

BOOM!

Moyong Jun flung Ryu Seol away and raised the tip of his sword to the sky, admiring it with a spellbound expression. "...I have been chosen by the sword."

Moyong Jun felt an indescribable thrill and exhilaration. He was overpowering the martial artist he'd admired for half of his life. He believed that he could do anything now.

ROAR...!

A fierce storm surged from Moyong Jun's sword.

Ryu Seol sensed something ominous and immediately rushed in, but it was too late.

The Unlimited Tempest, one of the Unlimited Sword's ultimate techniques, was revived in the hands of his descendant.

CRASH!

There was nothing left where the raging wind had ripped through. It looked as if part of the small mountain had been completely torn away.

"Ugh..." Although Ryu Seol had crossed her twin blades to withstand the Unlimited Tempest, slash wounds covered her entire body.

"Haha! Still not dead? That's the One-Eyed Demon Blade Ryu Seol for you." Moyong Jun strode over to the trembling Ryu Seol, confident that the outcome had already been decided. "...I know everything about you. Your habits, how you hold your blade, the movement of your shoulders, the way you shift your gaze when you feint, which technique you use in which situation."

"You perverted swine!"

"Isn't it natural? We've spent half our lives together."

"Creepy son of a bitch..."

Moyong Jun snickered. "I just wanted you to know that this was a fight I couldn't lose... Goodbye, Ryu Seol."

Moyong Jun raised his sword, aiming for Ryu Seol's heart, when suddenly his head throbbed painfully. He felt nauseous, like he was about to vomit. His heart was beating wildly and his sword hand was quivering uncontrollably.

He felt as if his body was rejecting the very act of killing Ryu Seol.

Why am I...

Suddenly, Moyong Jun found it strange that he was holding a sword at all. Another emotion briefly surfaced in his eyes, clouded by the berserk qi.

He quickly shook his head from side to side. He would feel better once he'd drawn blood. If he killed Ryu Seol with the strongest swordmanship in the world, this trembling would stop immediately.

CLATTER!

"You're so full of yourself. You think you know everything about me?" Ryu Seol screamed, dropping her weapons to the ground.

"What?"

"You think you're the only one hiding some big secret?"

Moyong Jun chuckled, "If you think I'll spare you just because you surrender now..."

"You idiot. No matter what you do, you can't defeat me." Ryu Seol had not given up the fight. Resting her right hand on the patch covering her left eye, she warned, "I really didn't want to do this... Moyong Jun. You can consider yourself dead."

It was the eyepatch she'd never removed—not during training, on the battlefield, not even when she was slept. Made from famously tough silkworm thread, it had never torn or needed replacing.

Not even Moyong Jun, who had been her friend for twenty years, had never seen what lay beneath.

For the first time in twenty years, Ryu Seol removed the eyepatch in front of someone else.

"Your eye...!"

In her left eye socket, which should've been empty, a violet Demonic Eye shone like a jewel, emitting an ominous aura.

"This is my true demonic art."

Moyong Jun's body froze the moment he met Ryu Seol's Demonic Eye. It only lasted a moment, but that was all she needed.

POW!

Ryu Seol's fist slammed into Moyong Jun's jaw. As he staggered, she attacked mercilessly.

POW! POW! POW!

Her punches landed in rapid succession. Face, abdomen, torso, she didn't discriminate. Her fists, hard as iron, pounded every inch of Moyong Jun's body.

"Do you need a beating to snap out of it? Huh? You think you can pull this insubordination crap on your commander?"

"Guh! Guhuk...!" Moyong Jun groaned and tried to swing his sword to fend her off, but each time, Ryu Seol's Demonic Eye flashed, paralyzing his body and clouding his mind.

Is it an illusion? Sorcery? No, it's not that simple!

Before he knew it, Ryu Seol's entire body was enveloped in a deep violet current, faster and stronger than anything he'd ever seen before.

"W-Wait...!"

A palm strike from Ryu Seol struck Moyong Jun's left cheek.

In other words, she slapped him across the face.

SMACK!

Moyong Jun spat blood as he flew backwards and landed half-buried in the same rock that Ryu Seol had once used to vent her emotions.

"I will split this rock today, along with your skull," Ryu Seol spat, wiping the blood from her fists onto her clothes.


Chapter 320: The Deepest, Darkest Secret

"...Can you stop hitting me now? I genuinely feel like I'm about to die," Moyong Jun grumbled with a swollen face.

Behind him, the shattered remains of rock were scattered everywhere, lifeless and broken.

"Oh! You've already regained your senses! I should stop..."

POW!

Contrary to what she said, Ryu Seol threw one more punch before finally ceasing her relentless assault.

Panting, she asked, "Whew! Have you really come to your senses this time?"

"...Fuck. Why can't I defeat you even once?" Moyong Jun grumbled with a sigh.

Confirming that there was no more trace of berserk qi in Moyong Jun's eyes, Ryu Seol calmed down. However, she continued to glare fiercely at Moyong Jun.

"Argh, you damned bastard!"

"...Just kill me already. Why waste your time on something so pointless?" Moyong Jun sighed, staring at the pale-faced Ryu Seol.

She had pushed herself to the limit, and using her Demonic Eye obviously took a heavy toll on her, but that wasn't the real reason why she was exhausted.

"You're the only mad bitch who performs meridian cleansing this brutally," Moyong Jun grumbled. Despite being battered, his body felt oddly light.

"What nonsense are you spouting, you dumbass? I just beat you until my anger subsided."

As a result of using martial arts far beyond his limits, Moyong Jun's body had become a wreck. His qi flow had gone haywire, damaging his internal organs.

I must have been insane or suicidal to attempt executing the Unlimited Tempest at my current level.

Until a moment ago, qi deviation had caused him to completely lose control of himself. He hadn't been wielding the sword, the sword was wielding him. He had become nothing but a lunatic whose soul had been stolen by the blade.

Meeting Ryu Seol's gaze, he laughed hollowly, "Thanks... for not letting me die a madman."

"Shit..." Ryu Seol cursed.

If she hadn't secretly stabilized some of his qi flow under the guise of a beating, Moyong Jun would already be dead. Regardless, that had only bought him a little more time.

Ryu Seol asked bluntly, "How much longer can you hold out?"

"Not sure. Several minutes, maybe?"

Moyong Jun was aware he didn't have much time left, and it was impossible for Ryu Seol not to know it too. The reckless technique he'd learned was now raging uncontrollably, destroying his body from within. 

His death was inevitable.

After a brief silence, Ryu Seol slumped to the ground in front of Moyong Jun. "Don't you have anything to say to me?" she mumbled dejectedly.

"What's up with that eye?"

"It's called the Demonic Eye of Illusions. Because of you, my head feels like it's about to split open." Ryu Seol pressed her left temple, seemingly in pain.

"......" Moyong Jun stared blankly, captivated by her jewel-like eye.

So this is what she looks like without the eyepatch.

"What are you staring at? Aren't you going to look away?"

"Are you embarrassed or something?"

"Imagine removing underwear you haven't taken off even once in twenty years. How do you think that feels?"

"Eww... Stinky... Disgusting..."

SMACK!

"Nngh..." Moyong Jun groaned, clutching his head in pain. Having made a stupid remark, Ryu Seol had promptly whacked him in the head.

"You must be fearless since you're about to die."

"Does the Chairman know about your eye?"

"Yeah. That old man told me to hide it no matter what. As you can see, it's not just a demonic art, some evil sorcery is mixed in too."

Ryu Seol's violet eye radiated a charm capable of entrancing anyone who saw them. There was no way the orthodox sects would tolerate such a sinister Demonic Eye.

"He said that I need to at least reach the level of the Ten Supremes to openly walk around with this eye."

"Considering your skills... aren't you already pretty close?" Moyong Jun asked.

He believed Ryu Seol was powerful enough to threaten the ranks of the Ten Supremes. No, if it was Ryu Seol without her eyepatch, she could definitely...

As if reading his thoughts, Ryu Seol scoffed, "You idiot. Do you think the Ten Supremes are pushovers? Moreover, the Chairman is a monster even among them. I've had my skull cracked more than once trying to stand up to him."

"...If you fought the Azure Dragon Hero, who would win?"

"How can you still spout random nonsense when you're already on death's doorstep? We wouldn't know unless we fought."

The two exchanged trivial banter, spending half of Moyong Jun's remaining time as though it were just another ordinary day. 

Because this was how the Elimination Corps parted with their comrades on the battlefield.

"Now, tell me. Why did you do it?" Ryu Seol asked, her voice taking on a stern tone.

As the Acting Chairman of the Murim Alliance and the Commander of the Elimination Corps, she couldn't overlook the betrayal by her Vice Commander.

"I already told you. I wanted to surpass you..."

"Look me in the eye." Ryu Seol grabbed Moyong Jun by the collar and pulled him close, her violet Demonic Eye flaring fiercely at a distance close enough for their breaths to mingle. "Tell me the truth. Why did you betray the Alliance? Are there other Blood Cultists besides the guy who came with you? What have you been doing behind my back? Spill everything."

Moyong Jun opened and closed his mouth several times, seemingly organizing his thoughts. After a pause, he finally said, "One day two years ago, I found a letter in my room."

Moyong Jun. You're wasting your swordsmanship talent.

"Initially, I dismissed it as a prank by someone from the Elimination Corps and didn't take it seriously, but another letter in the same handwriting appeared the next day."

I'll give you a chance to learn the greatest sword technique in the world.

"That's when I finally felt something was amiss and secretly investigated who was behind these letters. As there was still a chance it was merely a prank, I didn't bother informing you of it. However...the investigation led nowhere. Then, a third letter arrived along with an incomplete martial arts manual."

This is the world's strongest sword technique, and it was created by your ancestor.

"The manual was titled "The Unlimited Sword." After skimming the first few pages, I realized this martial art was perfectly suited for me, and I became so absorbed that I read through it in no time."

If you want to read the next chapter, leave your window open tomorrow morning.

"The next morning, I left my window open and went to the Murim Alliance. One day at a time, the Blood Cult lured me in, feeding me the formulas of the Unlimited Sword bit by bit, like taming a pet with treats. At first, I even entertained thoughts that perhaps some hidden master of murim had recognized my talent and wanted to take me as a disciple."

"Oh, come on. You're not that naive."

"I know, but am I not allowed to even fantasize a little?" Moyong Jun's expression darkened. "...When I finally realized that the culprit behind the letters was the Blood Cult, it was already too late. All I could see was the Unlimited Sword."

"You truly are an idiot."

"Yeah, I have no excuse," Moyong Jun admitted bitterly.

The inferiority he felt towards Ryu Seol as a martial artist had always tormented him, and the desire to surpass and earn her acknowledgment had spiraled out of control as he trained in the Unlimited Sword. It was a clear sign of qi deviation, something Moyong Jun knew but couldn't stop.

"The only conspirators I know are the Poison Demon and his disciples. Eliminate them, and there shouldn't be anyone else left to root out."

"......"

"By the way, I leaked quite a bit of the Murim Alliance's classified information to the Blood Cult... Ugh!" Moyong Jun's voice trailed off weakly as he grimaced in unbearable agony, feeling as though his organs were being shredded. 

He wanted to confess everything, but time was running out. His qi flow, which had been temporarily calmed by Ryu Seol, surged violently again.

"...The cinnamon tree in my yard. Do you remember burying liquor beneath it?" he choked.

"What liquor?"

"You can't remember anything clearly, can you?" Moyong Jun tried to laugh, but even breathing was difficult for him now. "...We made a promise back then that if either of us got married, we'd dig it up and drink it to celebrate."

"Ah..." Finally, Ryu Seol remembered that day. It was a drunken joke they shared over ten years ago.


"Ryu Seol! What do you think you're doing in someone else's yard!"

"Hehehe! If either of us is lucky enough to get married, we'll dig this liquor out and drink it. Got it?"

"Haah... Fine. Whatever."

"Ah, but what if neither of us ever gets married? That would be a waste of good liquor..."

"...Then marry me. I doubt anyone else would want a wildcat like you... If neither of us is married by forty, I guess I could just take you in..."

"WHAT ARE YOU TALKING ABOUT, YOU IDIOT?"

"C-Come on, can't you take a joke?"



"When you get back, dig it up. There's a journal buried next to the liquor. Reading it might help clear things up." Moyong Jun shook with quiet laughter, recalling the distant memory. Oddly enough, the pain seemed to subside a little.

He rubbed his eyes with the back of his hand, but his vision blurred regardless. He couldn't even see Ryu Seol clearly now.

"...Now that I think about it, maybe this is what I wanted. To die at your hands."

"You're spouting nonsense even at the very end."

Ryu Seol clenched her teeth and stared directly at the friend she'd known all her life. She did not cry. She would keep her eyes open wide, watching him until the very last moment.

"Ryu Seol."

"Hmm?"

"I just wanted to call your name one last time."

"Idiot."

"Take care."

"...Alright."

Moyong Jun slowly closed his eyes, a peaceful expression settling on his face. Now that it was time to pay the price for his poor decisions, he felt strangely calm.

A death accompanied by the woman I'm madly in love with. This isn't so bad.

He smiled faintly. His deepest, darkest secret wasn't his martial arts, but his feelings for Ryu Seol. It was a secret he would carry with him to the grave.

He accepted death quietly, his consciousness fading as if he were sinking into a deep sleep.

"Hey. Who said you could die?" Baek Suryong snapped, approaching the couple.

Ryu Seol quickly covered her Demonic Eye and turned around sharply.

Baek Suryong chuckled, "I've already seen it, so no need to overreact. It's nothing special."

"You...!" Ryu Seol's eyes widened in shock.

Baek Suryong's clothes were draped over him like tattered rags, and his face was as pale as a corpse's. At a glance, it was clear that he had suffered severe internal injuries. Above all, seeing the normally playful young instructor wearing a serious expression left her speechless.

His battle with the cultists must have been brutal.

"......" Baek Suryong's eyes narrowed as he surveyed the battlefield.

He used the Unlimited Tempest.

It was one of the Unlimited Sword's most ferocious techniques, impossible to imitate without immense inner qi and a deep understanding of martial arts.

No, it's been altered. The true essence of the ultimate technique is lost, leaving only pure destructive power.

He approached Moyong Jun and examined his condition closely. 

"There's no point, it's too late. There's nothing we can do now." Ryu Seol shook her head grimly.

"That would be true... if I hadn't arrived."

This time... I'll definitely save him.

Baek Suryong looked at the dying Moyong Jun. For a moment, he saw the face of an old trainee overlapping with his.


"Instructor! I'm counting on you!"



He was a child with gentle eyes, with a gift comparable to the present Wiji Cheon. However, under the Demonic Strategist's orders, he had destroyed that child's soul, turning him into nothing more than an emotionless killing machine.

Even now, he clearly remembered how, little by little, all warmth faded from those gentle eyes, leaving only a ruthless focus on the sword.


"...Instructor, what happens if we give up?"

"The Cult has plenty of replacements for you. The instant you give up, you'll be discarded like trash."

"......"



Discarded like trash. As though that's all you ever were.


"...You're the one who made me this way."



The sword marks left by Moyong Jun strangely resembled that child's swordsmanship.

I don't regret making those faulty manuals, but...

If he hadn't altered his masters' martial arts and passed them down normally, the Blood Cult would have turned the world into a sea of blood ages ago.

Nevertheless, a pang of guilt stirred within him. The incomplete Unlimited Sword had been born as a result of his own actions. He couldn't remain indifferent as someone who had unknowingly practiced it lay dying before him, especially when that person was a descendant of the Moyong Clan and a relative of Master Sword Saint.

"I won't let you die before you spill everything you know about the Blood Cult."

Baek Suryong placed his palm on Moyong Jun's qi center and sensed the flow of his qi. As the only living person who was familiar with the complete Unlimited Sword, only he could correct all the flaws in Moyong Jun's sword technique.

HISS...!

It seemed that Moyong Jun had gone into qi deviation due to the faulty energy pathways in the altered art, so he corrected the tangled qi channels and expelled the stagnant impure energy within Moyong Jun's body.

Finally, the Unlimited Sword's rampaging qi began to subside. Slowly but surely, Moyong Jun's dying body regained its vitality.

"...!!" Ryu Seol's eyes widened in disbelief, and she clenched her fists tightly. What Baek Suryong had done was nothing short of a miracle.

Several minutes later, Moyong Jun slowly opened his eyes.


Chapter 321: Benefactor!

Moyong Jun fought to lift his eyelids, a hazy face swimming into view before him. He blinked several times, and slowly, his vision sharpened.

"Are you awake?" Ryu Seol asked.

"...!!" Moyong Jun's eyes flew wide open. His head still felt fuzzy, and he mumbled in confusion, "So, you ended up dying too? Don't tell me it was because of that injury I gave you..."

"What the fuck are talking about, you idiot!?" Ryu Seol shouted, but managed to stop herself from punching a patient. Instead, she pinched his side, hard.

Moyong Jun yelped, "Argh!"

"Since you're well enough to scream, you must be feeling much better," Ryu Seol laughed in relief as she watched Moyong Jun twist around in pain.

Only then did Moyong Jun finally come to his senses, though his eyes were still glazed over. Pressing his side, he groaned, "What in the world happened? How am I still alive? My qi deviation was definitely irreversible...huh?"

Moyong Jun's voice trailed off as he checked out his body's condition. His internal injuries had been stabilized, and the berserk qi that had been rampaging inside him was calm. The symptoms of qi deviation were completely gone.

"...How did you pull this off?" he asked incredulously.

"I don't know. He saved you, so go ask him." Ryu Seol nodded and glanced to the side.

There, Moyong Jun spotted Baek Suryong sitting cross-legged in meditation.

"Chief Instructor?"

"Hoo..." Baek Suryong paused his mediation and opened his eyes, giving the couple a small nod. His already pale face was even whiter now, reflecting the severity of his internal injures.

"Ha... haha... I actually survived," Moyong Jun stuttered, feeling pure happiness for a moment. However, it wasn't long before his face clouded over.

Regret, guilt, and shame hit him all at once.

It would've been better if I died.

Still, he had to thank the person who saved him first. Getting up shakily, Moyong Jun bowed deeply to Baek Suryong. "I'm not sure if I deserve to call you this... but thank you for saving me, Chief Instructor."

"Why look so down if you're thankful?" Baek Suryong asked tiredly.

In truth, he wanted to collapse and fall asleep right there. After all, he had just fought a crazily powered-up Poison Demon, then immediately used up the rest of his energy correcting Moyong Jun's chaotic qi flow.

Nonetheless, he couldn't rest just yet. He had to first sort things out with the guy.

"...I'm glad I'm alive, but honestly, I can't just be happy about it," Moyong Jun muttered.

Baek Suryong rolled his eyes. "Why not?"

"I betrayed the Murim Alliance. That's something that can never be forgiven."

Ryu Seol nodded firmly. "...That's right. This guy needs to pay for what he did." 

They were both totally serious about stuff like this. Although they could have hidden the truth if they could get Baek Suryong and Namgung Su to agree to keep quiet, neither of them seemed to want to do so.

Well, asking them to cover it up would be going too far.

It would be an insult to Ryu Seol's and Moyong Jun's pride as martial artists, and Baek Suryong didn't want to go there.

"What's your plan?" he asked.

"I'm going to confess everything and accept whatever punishment is fair," Moyong Jun replied. 

He figured that he wouldn't get away without a serious punishment, like having his qi center destroyed and the tendons in his arms and legs severed. Even though he was suffering from qi deviation, he had still worked with the Poison Demon to kill the Beggars' Gang Chief.

If the Chief really died, I doubt I would have been able to continue living with myself, anyway...

The attempted murder of one of the leaders of the Nine Sects One Gang was a serious crime. Even if the Murim Alliance let him off, the Beggars' Gang wouldn't.

However, there was something Moyong Jun didn't know.

"I'll ask the Chief to go easy on you," Baek Suryong said.

"...Excuse me?"

Baek Suryong shrugged. "I treated that old guy a few days ago too. He can't really say no to a request from the person who saved his life, right?"

Persuading people is one of my specialties, after all. I could probably talk him around by altering the story a bit and insisting that Moyong Jun had been fallen into qi deviation after being blackmailed by the Blood Cult.

Moyong Jun stared at him blankly. "Why... would you go this far for me?"

Because you're a victim of the faulty martial arts I made, and because you share blood with Master Sword Saint.

Baek Suryong wasn't going to say that though. Instead, he simply smiled and brushed it off, saying, "You remind me of one of my old students."

"...I see."

For a while, there was silence. All three of them were badly hurt and totally wiped out.

Baek Suryong was also close to his limit. He'd only treated his internal injuries enough to keep them from getting worse, and he had plenty of cuts and bruises as well. Plus, his clothes were so tattered that it would have been more modest if he just took off his shirt.

"...There are a lot of things I want to ask you about, but let's just go back for now. I'm tired."

"Me too."

"Sure."

The three of them walked down the mountain together. By now, the long night was over, and the sun was creeping over the horizon.

Ryu Seol asked Baek Suryong carefully, "So, Junior... Are you like the Divine Physician's secret disciple or something?"

Baek Suryong blinked in confusion. "Why are you talking about the Divine Physician all of a sudden?"

Ryu Seol grinned. She was already calling Baek Suryong 'junior' again, but he hadn't gone back to using polite language. She didn't really mind such things, though.

She explained her train of thought, "Well, think about it. Saving people isn't really your thing, right? Yet you saved the Beggars' Gang Chief who got poisoned, and you even saved this guy who fell into qi deviation. Also, the Poison Demon's poison didn't seem to bother you at all. Just be honest."

"That's..." Baak Suryong hesitated.

Come to think of it, considering what I've done, it's obvious that she would get the wrong idea.

The truth was, he couldn't be as far away from the Divine Physician's disciple as possible. He had never even met the guy, for heaven's sake!

Whether it was poison or qi deviation, since they were both connected to the Blood Cult in the end, it was easy for me to deal with them. Still, I can't use that as an excuse.

Baek Suryong shrugged... when he was suddenly struck by the annoying feeling he'd forgotten something.

He screeched to a halt.

"...Right. Namgung Su. I totally forgot about him!"

"Took you long enough to remember."

The bushes rustled and Namgung Su stepped out. He looked tired and battered too, but he was definitely better off than the other three.

"How's your condition?"

"I managed to expel all the poison. You should worry more about yourself than me," Namgung Su said, shaking his head. Baek Suryong's clothes were so ragged that he could scarcely bear to look at him.

Baek Suryong grinned sleepily and shuffled over to Namgung Su. "Good timing. You still have some energy left, don't you?"

"...Why?"

"I need a favor. I'm too tired right now. I'll probably pass out the second I get back to the Murim Alliance."

"Just get to the point."

Baek Suryong smirked and told Namgung Su what he needed. 

After listening, Namgung Su sighed and nodded. "Fine. I'll go."

He turned around and went somewhere else, while the remaining three continued to the Murim Alliance.

They got back to the Murim Alliance just as dawn broke, and of course, the Murim Alliance instantly went crazy.

BANG!

Later that morning, someone threw a door open so hard it sounded like it might break. 

The Heavenly Justice Commander stormed into a guest room and looked around wildly. He quickly found his target, Baek Suryong, buried under the blankets, snoozing peacefully.

"Azure Dragon Hero! Hey! Wake up!" he bellowed at the top of his lungs.

"...What now?" Baek Suryong slowly turned his head towards the Heavenly Justice Commander, barely conscious. His eyes were half-lidded, and his clothes were a mess.

"Is it true you left the Alliance last night without making a report?"

"...Huh?"

"A report came in late last night about a big clash of qi in the mountains outside of Wuhan. Funny how that coincides with the time you were out without permission. Are you going to keep playing dumb?"

"So what?"

"I know that you did not return to the Alliance until dawn. I'm going to report this to the disciplinary board. Do you have anything to say for yourself?"

Despite his question, the Heavenly Justice Commander's sharp eyes quickly noticed that Baek Suryong wasn't in normal form. He didn't need any more proof of the man's guilt than that.

There's someone out there who could hurt a master this badly? Who could that be...? Eh, time enough to figure it out during questioning.

"...My head's killing me, so keep it down, okay? I haven't even slept two hours since I got back," Baek Suryong mumbled from under the covers, showing no sign of getting out from under his blankets.

"Ha! So you admit it now." Looking carefully, the Heavenly Justice Commander noticed the handcuffs on Baek Suryong were gone. "You even took off your restraints. Did the Elimination Corps Commander give you the key? Then she's responsible too."

"It was kind of awkward to fight with them on..."

"You...! Can't you at least be serious?"

The Heavenly Justice Commander really didn't like the Azure Dragon Hero Baek Suryong, and the reason was simple. It was because he was a strong candidate for the next chairman. That alone me him a rival.

Even though he's just a rookie who got a little famous, he's already aiming to be the next chairman.

According to rumors, when the Azure Dragon Academy and the Murim Alliance joined forces, Baek Suryong had demanded the position of vice chairman. From that day on, the Heavenly Justice Commander had considered him a rival and had been trying to keep him in check.

But this time it's over. As of today, you're done being Chief Instructor.

A victory smile spread across the Heavenly Justice Commander's lips. He had pulled all the strings and used all his influence to sway this disciplinary hearing. What's more, the Azure Dragon Hero had not only destroyed the front gate of the Murim Alliance, he had also broken bail and went out on his own last night.

With most of the captains on my side, not even the Chairman can protect him anymore.

"Get up. You haven't forgotten that the disciplinary hearing is today, right?" he demanded eagerly.

"...This early in the morning?"

"You caused so much trouble that people decided they couldn't wait. They've all gathered."

"......" Baek Suryong curled up in bed. Is he that happy that he got some dirt on me?

"By the way, where's the Lightning Dragon Hero, who's supposed to be watching over you?"

"He went out to meet someone."

"Young Master Namgung said that he would stake his clan's honor on this, so the Namgung Clan needs to formally take responsibility for this too, huh. Well, the Namgung Clan's honor really isn't what it used to be, though."

"Watch what you say."

"...!!" The Heavenly Justice Commander immediately shut his mouth, flinching at the faint hint of killing intent radiating from Baek Suryong.

Baek Suryong slowly got out of bed and stretched lazily. "Yaaaawn. So noisy. Fine, I'll go. Where do I need to be?"

"You'd better be ready to face the consequences... Just follow me."

They left the room and walked towards the Murim Alliance's Grand Arena.

Normally, a disciplinary hearing would be held in the Law Enforcement Hall, but the Heavenly Justice Commander had deliberately chosen the Grand Arena to make a bigger show of it.

"Everyone, take your seats! The disciplinary hearing is about to begin!"

Pushed by the Heavenly Justice Commander, the Divine Sword Commander and the Righteous Corps Commander, who had arrived a day early, were already seated.

One was an old man with a fancy sword at his waist, and the other was a middle-aged man with a spear on his back.

"That must be the Azure Dragon Hero."

"He doesn't look too bad."

"I heard he was out fighting somewhere last night too, hoho. So young."

"The Heavenly Justice Commander looks angry."

"Jin Gwang has been pushing for the Chief Instructor's dismissal. What do you think?"

"If he committed a serious crime, then isn't that only natural?"

On the other side sat the acting chairman of the Murim Alliance, Ryu Seol. She didn't look good, thanks to the internal injuries and the fatigue from last night, and Moyong Jun was nowhere to be seen.

Besides the commanders, about twenty captains and more than a few hundred regular warriors had gathered to watch.

Everything was ready.

The Heavenly Justice Commander brought the Azure Dragon Hero onto the open-air stage and stood next to him.

"We will now begin the disciplinary hearing for Murim Alliance Chief Instructor Baek Suryong!" he announced loudly.

Normally, the representative of the Murim Alliance Chairman, Ryu Seol, should have made this announcement, but for some reason, she had given all the power to the Heavenly Justice Commander.

"Before we start the disciplinary hearing, there's something we need to take care of first."

Normally there would be a show of discussion, but he had already convinced most of the captains to push for the Chief Instructor's dismissal.

"This isn't just about the Azure Dragon Hero breaking the front gate. The Murim Alliance gave him the privilege of having a guarantor, yet he left the Alliance without permission last night..."

He continued with a long list of accusations and complaints from the center of the platform, when suddenly, a weird smell started drifting in on the breeze.

"Bleargh!"

"Ugh, what's that smell?"

People automatically covered their noses and turned towards the direction of the stink.

"They're here," Baek Suryong mumbled, pinching his nose.

Moments later, the Beggars' Gang Chief appeared, leaning on the Little Beggar for support, along with six elders and dozens of beggars.

Startled, the Heavenly Justice Commander rushed over to greet the Chief. "Dragon Head, what brings you here without any warning?"

The Beggars' Gang Chief was sometimes also referred to as the Dragon Head. It was a term of major respect, comparing the Beggars' Gang to a dragon.

Looking exhausted, the Chief said, "I've come to see my benefactor."

"Your benefactor?"

"Yes. I heard that the person who saved me from a fatal poisoning and defeated the evil Blood Cult Elder was here. I wanted to come and pay my respects myself."

The Heavenly Justice Commander's eyes opened wide, and everyone else was equally shocked.

What poison? The Blood Cult? Benefactor?

"W-What do you mean, exactly...?"

"Ah, there he is." The Chief slipped past the Heavenly Justice Commander and bowed to Baek Suryong. "I owe you my life, Azure Dragon Hero. The Beggars' Gang will never forget your kindness."

""The Beggars' Gang will never forget your kindness!""

Following their Chief, the Little Beggar and the Beggars' Gang Elders also bowed in gratitude.

The Murim Alliance leaders were stunned speechless. 

Baek Suryong stepped forward, returning the greeting with a serious look. "You're too kind. I only did what I had to do."

When he saw Namgung Su standing behind the beggars, he grinned mischievously, suppressing his laughter. Thinking about how the clean freak Namgung Su must have felt tagging along with the smelly beggars, he couldn't help but want to burst into laughter.

While everyone else was still reeling from shock, the Heavenly Justice Commander stood there, white as a sheet, muttering to himself, "H-He's the Beggars' Gang's benefactor...? How... Why...?"


Chapter 322: Isn't There One Person You Need To Thank?

The Heavenly Justice Commander, having barely regained his composure, stepped in front of the Chief, a stiff, forced smile barely touching his lips. Although the other party was the leader of one of the Nine Sects One Gang, he refused to yield.

"Chief, forgive me for interrupting, but... this disciplinary hearing was arranged to address the Murim Alliance Chief Instructor's sins. Please wait until after it concludes to express your gratitude."

"What did you say?"

The Heavenly Justice Commander's gaze flickered towards Baek Suryong.

So what if the Azure Dragon Hero is the Beggars' Gang's benefactor? This is the Murim Alliance, and he is here to pay the price for his sins! Does he think he's safe because of the Beggars' Gang Chief's support? That I'd let him go because of intimidation? Hmph, I'm the one with the proper justification here!

The Heavenly Justice Commander resolved to push forward with the hearing regardless of the Chief's displeasure.

"A disciplinary hearing? Are you telling me that you are gathered to persecute the Azure Dragon Hero?" the Chief demanded, his expression puzzled.

"...I understand that you came here personally because the Azure Dragon Hero is the Beggars' Gang's benefactor. However, he is here now in his capacity as Chief Instructor, and this is the Murim Alliance's internal matter."

Conviction hardened the Heavenly Justice Commander's voice as he steeled his resolve. Baek Suryong absolutely had to be dismissed from the position of Chief Instructor right here, right now.

If that bastard's fame grows any further, he might be a genuine candidate for the next Chairman. I have to nip it in the bud here!

Whether the Beggars' Gang repaid their debt to the Azure Dragon Hero or not meant nothing as long as Baek Suryong was already dismissed.

"The Heavenly Justice Commander is right."

"The affairs of the Beggars' Gang and the Murim Alliance are separate!"

"Um, didn't the Chief just mention the Blood Cult? I'd like to hear about it..."

"Still, the disciplinary hearing takes precedence!"

Public opinion sided with the Heavenly Justice Commander. His planted agitators performed their roles flawlessly, and the hearing's outcome was already determined.

The Heavenly Justice Commander recounted Baek Suryong's supposed wrongdoings one by one in a resonant voice imbued with inner qi. "We shall resume the hearing! Chief Instructor Baek Suryong stands here accused of damaging the prestige of the Alliance by destroying the Murim Alliance's main gate. Furthermore, during his period of self-reflection, he left the Murim Alliance without authorization..."

The momentary chaos caused by the Beggars' Gang quickly subsided under his authority.

"Heh. I didn't realize the Murim Alliance had sunk to such ignorance," the Chief sighed.

Beside him, the Little Beggar shook his head, and the Six Wind and Cloud Beggars clicked their tongues, eyeing the Heavenly Justice Commander like a pathetic worm.

Finally, the Heavenly Justice Commander snapped. "Outsiders, refrain from speaking!" he roared, his annoyance clear. He only tolerated the Beggars' Gang Chief out of respect for his rank and seniority in the murim.

The Chief, however, merely snorted back, "Heavenly Justice Commander, do you know why the Azure Dragon Hero destroyed the Murim Alliance main gate?"

"He claimed it was to check the training status of the Alliance's warriors. An utterly nonsensical excuse, in my opinion..."

"Wrong." The Chief's sharp voice sliced through the Commander's words as he looked around. Although his face was gaunt from the poison's aftereffects, befitting the leader of the largest murim organization, he instantly commanded the assembly's attention. "He deliberately acted that way to unmask the traitor hidden within the Murim Alliance."

"...What did you say?"

"A traitor?"

"Explain what you mean right now!"

The Murim Alliance leaders gathered for the disciplinary hearing jumped to their feet, the pressure on the Chief was painfully intense as dozens of martial masters focused their gazes on him.

Undeterred, the Chief continued calmly, "There was a traitor among the Murim Alliance leadership colluding with the Blood Cult. While secretly tracking that person, I was ambushed and poisoned. Until just a few hours ago, I was hovering near death."

Shock rippled through the heart of the Murim Alliance as if a bomb had exploded. Suddenly, the disciplinary hearing was all but forgotten.

"Chief!" the Divine Sword Commander, the highest ranking among the Five Commanders, shouted, his voice laced with anger as an aura like a sword blade rose from his body. "Can you vouch for those words?"

"This body may be old, but I haven't gone senile yet."

"I'm asking if you have proof!"

"W-What on earth..." the Heavenly Justice Commander stammered, watching the scene unfold with a dumbfounded expression.

The Divine Sword Commander fixed the Chief with a chilling glare. "This concerns our honor. If you accuse a Murim Alliance member falsely without proof..."

"Are you saying you intend to fight the Beggars' Gang?"

"It's not impossible."

The hall crackled with tension as martial artists from both sides let their auras flare. One wrong move, and a violent conflict between the Murim Alliance and the Beggars Gang would break out.

"Ahem!" Ryu Seol rose from her seat. "...Please allow me to explain last night's events."

"Elimination Corps Commander?"

"Acting Chairman! What on earth is going on?!"

"If the Chairman finds out, he'll have a fit..."

"Silence!" Ryu Seol commanded, then explained Moyong Jun's betrayal and the battle against the Poison Demon the previous night.

Her story left the Lieutenants of the Murim Alliance, including the commanders of the Five Corps, utterly stunned.

"How could such a thing..."

"I-Is it true?"

"Unbelievable! Why would our Vice Commander betray us!"

Many still refused to believe the story, and the backlash from the Elimination Corps martial artists was particularly fierce. However, when Moyong Jun walked out head bowed a short while later, bound in ropes, silence fell over the hall.

Utterly haggard from the mental shock of the past few hours, Moyong Jun muttered, "I'll confess everything. I colluded with the Blood Cult. I'll accept my punishment without complaint."

"...!!"

Head still bowed, Moyong Jun admitted to all of his crimes, though he refused to mention the qi deviation, unwilling to offer excuses for his decisions.

Naturally, chaos erupted the moment he finished.

"You filthy traitor!"

Furious, some Elimination Corps members hurled insults, threw stones, and wept openly. Because they had trusted him, the betrayal cut even deeper.

Blood trickled steadily down Moyong Jun's head.

Ultimately, it took nearly an hour to bring the situation under control.

Moyong Jun was temporarily locked in prison, and Baek Suryong's disciplinary hearing was naturally canceled.

"Let's conclude this. Everyone return and properly reassure your affiliated martial artists..." the Divine Sword Commander announced, surveying the other Commanders with a complex expression.

"Wait! Amidst the confusion, you have all overlooked something important. I cannot stay silent any longer," the Beggars' Gang Chief interrupted sharply. "Isn't there one person you need to thank before you go?"

He pointed at a bewildered Baek Suryong, who blinked in shock as all eyes turned his way.

"The Azure Dragon Hero is not only the benefactor of the Beggars' Gang but also the benefactor of the Murim Alliance. Consider what might have happened if he hadn't unmasked the traitor."

"......"

An enemy within was always more terrifying than one on the outside. If the Blood Cult and the Murim Alliance had been at war, the Alliance's troop strengths, formations, and even supply routes would have been exposed to the Blood Cult.

...Just the thought of that was terrifying.

By catching that rat, Baek Suryong had prevented the Murim Alliance from shedding rivers of blood.

"Even if you were unaware of it, a few moments ago, you just tried to persecute your benefactor! You must apologize and compensate him properly! Otherwise, our countless compatriots in the jianghu will most assuredly mock the Murim Alliance!" the Beggars' Gang Chief boomed.

He was a man with a firm stance on debt and enmity. He was here to ensure that the Azure Dragon Hero received both gratitude and recompense.

Among the commanders of the Five Corps, the Divine Sword Commander was the first to turn red with shame. He clasped his hands together and bowed slightly, saying, "The Chief is right. Chief Instructor. On behalf of the Divine Sword Corps, I convey our gratitude. The Divine Sword Corps will never forget this debt."

The Righteous Corps Commander immediately followed suit. "The Righteous Corps feels the same. We have received a great favor from the Chief Instructor and will not forget today's events."

Ryu Seol, who could not completely evade the responsibility for her vice commander's treachery, smiled faintly. "The Elimination Corps stands ready whenever the Chief Instructor wishes. Just call, and we'll answer."

Finally, the Heavenly Justice Commander reluctantly clasped his hands together. "On behalf of the Heavenly Justice Corps, I thank you. I will... not forget this debt."

This was, in effect, a declaration of surrender, but to abstain now would brand him as narrow-minded.

With the exception of the Ironblood Commander, who was away on a distant mission, every commander present had now pledged their gratitude to the Azure Dragon Hero. The weight of their combined pledge was immense.

"I was only doing my duty," Baek Suryong protested, feeling overwhelmed as the weight of dozens of gazes bore down on him. It turned out to be more stressful than he'd thought.

I never wished for this much?

He'd only asked the Little Beggar, via Namgung Su, to come to the disciplinary hearing and resolve things. He never expected the Chief himself to come.

Most importantly, he hadn't wanted this circus.

My face is practically on fire.

Unfortunately, the Beggars' Gang Chief's performance was just beginning. As the head of the murim's largest intelligence network, he was, naturally, extremely skilled at manipulating public perception.

The Chief addressed the crowd. "Just look at the Azure Dragon Hero's pale face! Despite suffering severe internal injuries, he's quietly enduring the pain without showing a single hint of his suffering!"

Huh? The injuries weren't that bad, and I feel much better after sleeping. Plus, my skin's naturally this pale...

"A-About that..." Baek Suryong started.

The Chief steamrolled over him. "Furthermore, he kept silent about his deeds until the very end! Such seriousness! Such humility!"

"Ahem..." Baek Suryong tried again. Being framed isn't my idea of fun, so if they hadn't shown up, I'd have spoken up myself, but this is absurd...

However, the Chief ignored him pointedly. "He swallowed Qi Dispersing Poison voluntarily! Wore handcuffs! Risked his life to expose the traitor! Who among you would do the same? Raise your hand!"

"Cough..." Baek Suryong's face flushed. Sorry, the poison didn't work on me, the cuffs were useless, and I was never in danger!

Unfortunately, none in the crowd doubted the Chief's words.

"Indeed..."

"He's truly a model orthodox martial artist!"

"It's an honor to learn martial arts from the Azure Dragon Hero!"

Except for the Heavenly Justice Commander, who looked like he'd just lost a war, the Murim Alliance martial artists gazed at Baek Suryong, their expressions full of awe.

The Chief delivered the coup de grâce. "The Beggars' Gang hereby appoints the Azure Dragon Hero Baek Suryong as an Honorary Beggar! The beggars of the Beggars' Gang scattered throughout the land will share their food with him and willingly yield the mats they sleep on. From today, the Azure Dragon Hero is brother to all beggars!"

""The Azure Dragon Hero is a brother to all beggars!""

"...!!"

That was the highest praise a Beggars' Gang martial artist could offer. Baek Suryong could now access the Beggars' Gang information network freely and, theoretically, demand food from them.

...Though I'd rather starve than do such a thing.

Baek Suryong had zero desire to become brothers with beggars, and even less desire to solicit meals from them.

Of course, outwardly he widened his eyes, feigning deep emotion, while inwardly scrambling for a polite refusal.

"C-Chief, the title of Honorary Beggar... it's too excessive for me. Please, withdraw it..."

"Nonsense, don't decline! So humble! Even though you're already one of the Ten Supremes at your age..."

"That's not it..."

It's because I don't want to be treated like a beggar, damn it!

He desperately wanted to shout his true feelings out loud, but the atmosphere made it impossible.

In the end, Baek Suryong became an Honorary Beggar of the Beggars' Gang, something he had never remotely expected.

"Ha, haha... T-Thank you..." he stammered, bowing his head.

Suddenly, he met Namgung Su's gaze.

There was a satisfied smirk playing on the man's lips. To others, it might have looked the same as his usual expressionless face, but Baek Suryong could definitely spot the difference.

Did that bastard perhaps say something to the Chief?

His intuition screamed that everything was all Namgung Su's fault.

...And Namgung Su's telepathy confirmed it instantly.

[On the way here, I told the Chief that you have the type of personality that never refuses anything given to you.]

[What kind of bullshit is that?]

[I think I've repaid quite a lot of my debt this time.] 

[You're crazy... ]

And so, the Azure Dragon Hero's legend spread even further throughout the murim.


Chapter 323: Who Could They Be?

Thanks to the appearance of the Beggars' Gang and the subsequent report from them and Ryu Seol about the Blood Cult's infiltration, the disciplinary hearing was canceled, and the Five Commanders hastily convened a meeting to decide the punishment for the traitor Moyong Jun.

As the Murim Alliance Chief Instructor, Baek Suryong should have participated, but he cited poor health and instead returned to his room.

"Ugh... Can't you go a little easier?" he groaned.

He hadn't lied about his condition. It wasn't just the internal injuries he had sustained during the battle with the Poison Demon, he felt like all the fatigue he had accumulated over time had burst out at once.

In fact, he was so tired, he had unthinkingly nodded when Namgung Su offered to give him a chiropractic massage.

That...might have been a mistake.

"Shut up. It gets less effective when you open your mouth," Namgung Su replied, standing on the bed and towering over Baek Suryong, who was lying face down.

TAP! TAP TAP TAP!

Namgung Su precisely targeted the acupoints and muscles on Baek Suryong's back, stepping on them with his toes.

"Ow! Ouch!" Grimacing with every step, Baek Suryong turned his head and glared at his nemesis. "Are you making this more painful on purpose? You are, aren't you?"

"I'm following my family's chiropractic massage secret manual strictly," Namgung Su stated expressionlessly, continuing with the massage.

Baek Suryong pouted. As painful as it was, the effect was undeniable. Soon, his stiffened muscles loosened, his blood circulation improved, and his qi flow became much smoother.

When the massage no longer felt particularly painful, he pleaded, "Hoo... I'm feeling somewhat better now, so get off..."

"I'm only done with one side. Flipping you over now."

THUMP!

Namgung Su kicked the edge of the bed with his foot, and Baek Suryong's body flipped over swiftly like a pancake.

The chiropractic massage continued.

STOMP STOMP STOMP!

"Uggggh...!"

About fifteen minutes later, Baek Suryong lay sprawled on the bed, looking like a wrung-out dishcloth. Although it sucked, the fact that the chiropractic massage hurt so much was proof that his body was really in bad shape.

"Looks like I really overdid it this time. I'll have to rest here for a few days without moving," he moaned wearily.

"...A golden opportunity to repay my debt!" Namgung Su muttered under his breath.

Baek Suryong's eyes widened. "Repay what?"

"I'll make you a nutritious meal from my family's secret recipe book for dinner," Namgung Su said, his eyes shining with fervor at the opportunity to repay his debt to Baek Suryong.

"...Why does your family have so many secret manuals?"

"Because we're the Namgung Clan," Namgung Su replied matter-of-factly, a hint of pride showing beneath his expressionless face. "I'll go check if I have the necessary ingredients for the dish..."

He stood up and left the room in a hurry.

"What did I do for him to bear such a grudge against me?" Baek Suryong muttered, glaring at the door Namgung Su had just exited through.

KNOCK KNOCK!

"May I come in?" a familiar voice asked.

It's the Beggars' Gang Chief.

Baek Suryong hastily grabbed his outer robe and put it on, then called out, "Please, come in."

The Chief opened the door and hobbled into the room, using the Beggars' Gang's sacred Dog Beating Staff as a cane. Although he was a short and raggedy old man, he didn't give off the impression that he was small or weak at all.

Baek Suryong got up from bed to greet him.

"I heard your internal injuries were severe. How is your body?" the Chief asked.

Baek Suryong replied, "I think I'll be fine after resting for a few days. How are you doing, Chief?"

"Me? I'm just a little tired. The antidote the Lightning Dragon Hero brought worked very well."

The previous night, Namgung Su had searched the belongings of the deceased Poison Demon's disciples, found an antidote, and visited the Beggars' Gang at Baek Suryong's request. Since the Chief was already in the recovery phase, after taking the antidote, he regained consciousness quickly.

The Chief took out a pill, about the size of two finger joints, from deep within his clothes and offered it to Baek Suryong. "Take this. It's internal injury medicine from the Beggars' Gang secret manual."

Baek Suryong hesitated, his sensitive nose instantly twitching. Holy shit, is that...cow dung I smell?

The Chief grinned mischievously. "Don't be prejudiced just because it's medicine made by beggars. I can guarantee its effects surpass any internal injury medicine from the Nine Sects."

"Haha. Of course not. I was just wondering if it's okay for me to accept it when you're the one who needs it more... But thank you, I'll accept it gratefully," Baek Suryong laughed awkwardly and accepted the pill.

I'm definitely not going to eat this right away.

He had eaten things picked up off the ground to survive in his past life, but he wasn't going to do that anymore this time around. The Murim Alliance had plenty of internal injury medicine.

I know! I'll save it for when I need it more later!

Rationalizing it like that, he shoved the pill into his pocket.

Unfortunately...

"By the way, I ran into the Lightning Dragon Hero on my way here, and he seemed very happy when I mentioned the internal injury medicine," the Chief chirped happily.

Baek Suryong's heart sank. "Don't tell me..."

The Chief stroked his beard and smiled, pleased. "You have a very good friend. He even said that the effects of the medicine might be enhanced if it were served as part of a nutritious meal, so I gave him another pill, and he ran straight for the kitchen. Keep the one I just gave you for emergencies."

"...Fuck."

Oops, the curse slipped out unintentionally.

The Chief's eyes widened. "What did you just say?"

"Uh, fuck those Blood Cult bastards, I mean. Just the thought that I ended up like this because of them made me so angry that I couldn't help swearing..."

"Aah, yes, indeed! I understand your feelings! I understand them a hundred times over! Those bastards deserve death!"

Venting his pent up rage, the Chief poured out a stream of coarse curses towards the Blood Cult for a while.

Baek Suryong chimed in agreement, then asked, "By the way, what happened with Moyong Jun?"

He knew that the Chief had attended the meeting with the Five Commanders. Since the Chief was the most direct victim of the incident, he undoubtedly had significant influence over the outcome.

The Chief replied, "We decided against destroying his qi center and cutting the tendons and meridians in his limbs. When I said I didn't want that kind of punishment for him, everyone seemed quite surprised."

Baek Suryong breathed a sigh of relief. Fortunately, the worst had been avoided.

I should visit Moyong Jun later.

He offered the Chief a clasped hands salute. "Thank you for your leniency."

"Hoho, my benefactor requested it, after all. Besides, they said he wasn't in his right mind due to qi deviation, so we can't exactly hold him entirely responsible."

The Chief was a rare kind of good person. While clear about debts and grudges, he also knew how to show mercy depending on the other party's situation.

"Anyway, the meeting seemed like it would drag on, so I slipped out alone. I wanted to talk with you rather than see the same tired old faces all the time. May I sit for a bit?"

"Ah, my apologies," Baek Suryong said, only now realizing that he had kept the old man standing. "Please sit here. Would you like a cup of tea?"

"Have you ever seen a beggar refuse free food? If you have snacks, bring some too."

The two sat facing each other across the table.

The Chief chuckled and sipped the tea that Baek Suryong brought. "The rumors about you were so widespread, I really wanted to meet you at least once. I didn't expect that we would meet like this, though, hoho."

The leader of the world's largest murim sect regarded the young man before him, wisdom evident in his eyes. Although he wasn't a master ranked among the Ten Supremes, he prided himself on the fact that his eye for judging people was in no way inferior to theirs.

I've seen all Ten Supremes of this era with my own two eyes. None among them were as unique and unconventional as the Azure Dragon Hero. Throughout the history of murim, how many masters have grown so strong and built fame so rapidly?

After observing Baek Suryong for a moment, the Chief soon murmured admiringly, "Rumors are usually prone to exaggeration... but that doesn't seem to apply to you."

Baek Suryong briefly pondered how to reply. Since no one else was around, responding artificially felt awkward, so he decided to be honest.

The Chief has probably already grasped my personality anyway, so there's no point pretending I'm someone I'm not.

He grinned mischievously. "I hear that often."

"Hohoho!" the Chief laughed heartily. "Just as I heard, you are overflowing with self-confidence. As expected, the modesty you showed earlier was all an act."

"Well, earlier there were... quite a few eyes watching, weren't there? And I was really embarrassed because you praised me so much."

The Chief regarded Baek Suryong with interest. "That's unexpected. I heard from the Lightning Dragon Hero that you've reached such an extreme level of mastery in the Thick Skin Divine Art that you can no longer feel shame..."

Baek Suryong cursed Namgung Su inwardly even as he scrambled to clear up the misunderstanding, "Ahem! I don't know what Namgung Su told you, but I'm not that shameless of a person. Also, I didn't save you because I wanted a reward, Chief. So, uh, about that Honorary Beggar title from the Beggars' Gang... I don't think I really deserve such a honor..."

Before he knew it, the Beggars' Gang had conferred upon him the title of Honorary Beggar, but deep down, he wished the Chief would rescind it.

Just how badly will those damn students tease me about that when I return to the academy?

Just imagining it was dreadful. That Wonkang bastard especially would probably tease him for a month even if his head got repeatedly cracked open as punishment. 

The Chief, however, seemed to take even Baek Suryong's reluctance as modesty. Smiling warmly, he shook his head. "I can't do that. The Beggars' Gang never takes favors lightly. From now on, you are a brother to the Beggars' Gang."

"......"

"Also, though I couldn't say it earlier..." Suddenly, the Chief's face turned serious. Simultaneously, his somewhat vague aura sharpened, and the air in the room grew heavy.

Wow, the atmosphere changed in an instant. He's not the leader of one of the Nine Sects One Gang for nothing, Baek Suryong marveled inwardly.

"...I heard you were the one who identified the Blood Cult rat among us," he whispered.

"Did you hear that from the Little Beggar?"

The Chief nodded. Back when he visited the Wuhan Branch, Baek Suryong had discovered a Beggars' Gang member practicing Blood Cult martial arts and quietly relayed that fact to the Little Beggar. 

Since it was an internal Beggars' Gang matter, though, the Chief had refrained from mentioning it when others were present.


"How can you act so recklessly without any proof that he's really the Azure Dragon Hero?"



The suspect was the Elder who had vehemently opposed Baek Suryong meeting the Chief.

"What did you do with the rat?" he asked, curious.

"We took care of him according to the Gang's rules," the Chief answered nonchalantly.

Baek Suryong shuddered. So he beat the spy to death with the Dog Beating Staff used for beating dogs.

From the start, since the Beggars' Gang mostly consisted of orphans with unclear origins, it was easy for the Blood Cult to plant spies within their ranks.

The Chief smiled at Baek Suryong's reaction. Even so, to think there was a traitor among the Elders. No wonder I was discovered so easily while secretly searching for traitors in the Murim Alliance.

He couldn't help but admire the Azure Dragon Hero's sharp senses and keen insight.

"The Namgung Clan, the Murim Alliance, and even my Beggars' Gang. How are you so good at catching these Blood Cult bastards?" he asked.

Baek Suryong hesitated for a moment. There was no way he could answer honestly, so his mind raced as he thought up an excuse.

I don't think he's suspicious of me, just purely curious.

In the end, he said, "Um, how should I put it? After fighting the Blood Cult a few times, I seem to have developed an instinct for such things."

"Instinct, hmm...? That's right, for a peerless master, there's nothing more reliable than that. It seems that you possess an exceptional qi sense for detecting evil and demonic arts. That's truly a great fortune for the orthodox sects," the Chief chuckled. Considering the Azure Dragon Hero's actions so far, this reason seemed only natural.

Phew! He doesn't suspect anything! Baek Suryong sighed inwardly in relief.

The Chief continued, "Azure Dragon Hero. The incidents in the Namgung Clan and the Murim Alliance are likely just the tip of the iceberg. Since there was a traitor in the Beggars' Gang too, we can't guarantee that the other Nine Great Sects don't have them either."

"......"

"That's not all. There are traces suspected to be the Blood Cult's work scattered throughout the murim. Sects and prestigious families suddenly annihilated, unorthodox sects whose masters changed overnight, martial artists who disappeared and then reappeared one day much stronger... There are so many suspicious cases. Too many for even the Beggars' Gang to grasp fully."

After the war with the Blood Cult ended fifty years ago, the Beggars' Gang meticulously searched the world over to root out their remnants, but they had little success. Far from locating the Blood Cult's main headquarters, they had at best only managed to weed out spies hidden in some sects.

"And yet you've already foiled the Blood Cult's plans twice. No, including saving me, that's thrice already."

"I was lucky."

The Chief shook his head and looked at Baek Suryong. "When the same thing repeats three times, one doesn't call it luck, but fate."

"......" Baek Suryong knew that wasn't true, but he said nothing. He had only accomplished what he did because he understood the Blood Cult's martial arts and nature better than anyone else. The Chief, unaware of this fact, could only attribute the reason for the coincidences to fate.

The old man's expression became even more serious. "Be careful. Those mad cultists will no longer sit by and watch as their plans fall apart. You will become their prime target."

Baek Suryong nodded. "I am prepared for it."

Through various overlapping coincidences and incidents, his fame had risen beyond imagination. There was no longer any chance the Blood Cult would leave him alone.

The same was true for him, however.

The real war starts now.

The Blood Cult would begin to move in earnest. Whether sending assassins, setting traps, or devising schemes, they would try to eliminate him using any means necessary.

I'll counter every single thing.

If assassins came, he would kill every last one. If they set traps, he would defiantly make fools of them. If they used schemes, he would counter with even more cunning schemes.

Baek Suryong planned to smash all of it, and by doing so, he believed he could eventually obtain information about the location of the Blood Cult's headquarters.

"...Seeing the look in your eyes, it seems my worry was needless. Think of it as an old man's nagging."

"Not at all. Thank you for your concern."

"If you have anything you're curious about, feel free to ask me. I will tell you everything I know."

Baek Suryong blinked in surprise. A promise from the head of the murim's largest information organization was in itself no different from a miraculous encounter.

"Well, there is something..." Baek Suryong hesitated for a moment as he recalled the words spoken by all the Blood Cult Elders he had faced so far.


"The First Apostle told me to annihilate the Namgung Clan and bring him the Soulless that the Yin Yang Demon Lord created..."



The Apostles. A rank that originally didn't exist in the Blood Cult, but now, they were beings who treated even the Elders like minions.


"I don't know why you're so hostile to our Cult, but I'm sure even the Apostles would change their minds when they see you, a candidate with such remarkable gifts... You could fulfill our Cult's long-cherished wish..."



To stand above the Elders required not only superior martial arts but also justification.

Who on earth could they be?

Baek Suryong had thought many times about who the Apostles might be, but whether it was the many Blood Cult masters he knew of, or the successors of the Eight Great Families, none among them seemed powerful enough to become an Apostle.

...Until suddenly, he arrived at one hypothesis.

A past he wanted to turn away from but absolutely could not ignore.

His former trainees.

What if... those kids are still alive...?

"What is it that makes you hesitate so?" the Chief asked, puzzled by Baek Suryong's long pause.

"......" Baek Suryong's pupils trembled, and he bit his lip hard.

He was afraid to face the truth, but this wasn't something he could avoid forever.

He forced open lips that didn't want to move.

"...C-Can you tell me everything you know about the Blood Cult's Apostles?" he stuttered.

Damn it.

His voice had trembled despite his best attempt to control his rampaging emotions, but... it couldn't be helped.


Chapter 324: If, For Example...

"The Apostles..." the Chief murmured with a surprised expression, then nodded to himself. This was information the Azure Dragon Hero deserved to know, and indeed ought to know. 

He replied, "Almost nothing is known about the Blood Cult's Apostles. We only know that each is a peerless master, and that they first revealed themselves fifty years ago during the war between the Blood Cult and the Murim Alliance."

"...You mean they were masters no one had seen before?"

"That's right. Until the moment they revealed themselves, nobody knew about the existence of the Apostles. Who would have known that the Blood Cult was hiding such secret weapons?"

At the words 'secret weapons', Baek Suryong quietly gritted his teeth. Without realizing it, he was clenching his fists so tightly that his knuckles had turned white.

"Are you all right? You're trembling and your face is pale..." the Chief asked worriedly, alarmed by Baek Suryong's pallor.

Baek Suryong took a deep breath to calm his rampaging emotions. If he reacted too sensitively to the wrong thing now, the chief might notice that something was off about him.

Calm down. It's not certain yet.

It was actually fortunate he had sustained internal injuries. He had an excuse even if he couldn't control his expression.

He forced a smile and pretended he was fine. "I'm just a little tired. Please continue talking."

Fortunately, the Chief was too concerned about his physical condition to notice his suspicious behavior.

"Tell me if it's too difficult to stay awake. I can tell you the story another time," the old man said concernedly.

Baek Suryong shook his head. "Don't worry, it's not that serious."

"So stubborn... Anyway, I participated in the last war."

During the war with the Blood Cult fifty years ago, the Chief, then a young and spirited martial artist, had joined the battlefield alongside his master, the previous Beggars' Gang Chief.

He dazedly recounted his past, "The Murim Alliance was optimistic about victory, and the Blood Cult was weakened by internal conflict. Half of their elders were dead, and information from spies indicated that a fierce battle had broken out within the Blood Cult Headquarters. How could we miss such an opportunity? And so, the martial artists of the orthodox sects, their morale sky high, invaded Xinjiang, where the old Blood Cult Headquarters was located.''

The Nine Sects One Gang and the Five Great Clans gathered, along with sects and families that were famous in their own regions, even if they were not included among the greats. Even unaffiliated masters who were unparalleled in the jianghu, retired masters of the previous generation, even teenagers who revered justice and chivalry traveled long distances to fight alongside them.

He chuckled to himself at the memory. Rejecting those kids and forcibly sending them home had been quite the ordeal.

The spirit of the orthodox murim, gathered under the universal banner to 'Eradicate Demons and Destroy Evil', was tremendous. They marched relentlessly to destroy the Blood Cult, and no one doubted their victory.

"As we had heard, the Blood Cult wasn't in a normal state. Even from a distance, we could see destroyed buildings. It was almost as if a great earthquake and storm had swept through their city. The Taoist masters muttered that it was divine punishment. We shouted war cries and climbed over the collapsed walls. On the other side, the remaining cultists swarmed towards us, weapons clenched tightly..." the Chief paused for a moment and took a sip of tea.

After taking a long breath, he continued, "The smell of blood permeated everything. The battlefield reduces even sane men to rabid fiends. Beside me, my brothers and sisters lay dying, their limbs torn off by stray attacks. It was a place where unimaginable, horrible things were commonplace."

As the old man recalled the distant past, the corners of his wrinkled eyes trembled slightly, as if he could still see the faces of his friends who had died in the hellscape that was war.

"It was obvious that we couldn't sustain the battle for long, so we formed small elite suicide squads to simultaneously attack the Blood Demon Palace from the north, south, east, and west. I was a member of one of those squads."

From the Chief's lips, the secret history of the war, unknown to most martial artists, was revealed.

"While the main force drew their attention, we advanced towards the Blood Demon Palace. Unexpected formations, traps, poison, jiangshi, and the like blocked our path, but we broke through all of them. Everyone was consumed with rage. Our only thought was to run to the Blood Demon Palace and cut off the Blood Demon's head. However, when we were only about hundred meters away from the Blood Demon Palace..." 

The Chief paused again, a strange emotion flickering in his eyes.

Baek Suryong was stunned. Is that...fear? What memory scares him so badly?

Finally, the Chief continued, "...The Apostles blocked our path."

"...You saw the Apostles yourself?"

The Chief nodded gravely. "Yes. One of them, anyway."

"Who was it?"

For a moment, the Chief thought the question was a little strange. Who was it? Aren't questions like how strong they were, what they looked like, or what martial arts they used more appropriate?

Well, it wasn't that important.

If even his words are getting muddled, his internal injuries must be worse than I thought.

The Beggars' Gang Chief could clearly see the cold sweat trickling down Baek Suryong's body. The young instructor's skin was pale as a corpse's, his lips were deathly blue, and his breathing was ragged.

"You. I think you really need to rest now," the Chief repeated, aghast.

Baek Suryong shook his head. "I'm fine. Besides, if you stop the story here, I won't be able to sleep, so I'll get even less rest."

"You sound just like a grandchild pestering their grandpa for a bedtime story."

"......" Baek Suryong didn't laugh at the joke.

Chuckling awkwardly, the Chief continued, "He wore a black hat and a black robe that covered his entire body. The face visible under the black hat was covered with sword scars."

"...Sword scars."

"I had never seen such a swordsman in all my life. He swung his sword like a phantom. No, it was..." The Chief paused for a moment, searching for the right words. "Shall I say he resembled a demon-possessed sword controlling a person? It's hard to put it into words."

"......"

"He defeated and killed the senior who was known as the Sword King at that time. If I remember correctly, the battle ended in less than twenty exchanges."

The Chief took another sip of tea, but his hand holding the teacup trembled slightly. Even though decades had passed, the fear of the existence known as the Apostles was deeply ingrained.

"He didn't seem human at all. Even when he was bleeding profusely and vomiting blood under the joint attacks of the Murim Alliance masters, he didn't let out a single groan. It was as if he felt no pain."

"......"

"Of the hundred selected for the suicide squad, only about ten, including myself, survived. But even that wasn't because we defeated him, but because he retreated on his own. If we had fought to the end, he probably would have died as well, but..."

The number of sacrifices the orthodox murim needed to take down one demon was too shameful to be recorded in history.

The Chief laughed hollowly and looked at Baek Suryong. "That man was the Blood Cult's First Apostle."

"The First Apostle..." Baek Suryong's face fell. He could no longer deny the identity of the First Apostle.

Number One. So you were the First Apostle.

Baek Suryong recalled the boy with the gentle eyes, whose emotions he himself had obliterated while raising him as a secret weapon of the Blood Cult.


"You're the one who made me like this."



Although he needed only two to four hours of sleep a day, he still frequently had nightmares about his former trainees.

Taking a deep breath, he asked, "...What happened after that?"

"After the Apostle withdrew, we made our way to the Blood Demon Palace. Even if it meant dying, we wanted to see the face of that legendary Blood Demon at least once."

Blue veins bulged on the wrinkled back of the hand holding the Dog Beating Staff as the Chief said in agitation, "However, by the time we arrived at the Blood Demon Palace, the Blood Demon was already dead."

"...!!" Baek Suryong's jaw dropped. The ending of the story was so surprising, it even made him forget his thoughts about his former trainees. "Who was it? Who killed the Blood Demon...?"

"I don't know. What was even more surprising was that there were no signs of a fight nearby."

Baek Suryong's eyes widened in disbelief. There's no assassin in the world capable of killing the Blood Demon without him resisting! But that would mean...

"...Are you saying the Blood Demon committed suicide?" he asked hesitantly.

"That's right."

"Then the story about you guys killing him in a joint attack..."

"A lie. Who would want such an anticlimactic victory? We, who would soon return to our respective sects, desperately wanted a heroic tale to be recorded in history."

"......"

Why the fuck would that Blood Demon do such a thing?

All sorts of questions arose in Baek Suryong's mind, but only the dead Blood Demon knew the answer.

"Do you know? The bastard was smiling even as he sat on the throne, looking down as if he was mocking us who'd risked our lives to get there. He toyed with us even in death."

"......"

Finishing the long story, the Chief let out a weary sigh. His face seemed to have aged several years in that short time. "Seems the story got longer in the telling. Since you don't seem well, I should take my leave now."

Rising from his seat, the Chief lightly patted Baek Suryong's shoulder.

Poor child. He must be really shocked. Well, how could he not, as a martial artist of the Murim Alliance?

He would surely need time to sort out his thoughts.

"Take good care of yourself."

"...Go safely."

Baek Suryong saw the Chief off, but even after the old man's figure disappeared around the corridor, he kept staring at the empty space with unfocused eyes.
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Baek Suryong stared up at the hazy moon ringed by a pale blue halo, lost in thought. 

All this time, he had assumed those kids were all dead, even though he hadn't confirmed their deaths himself.

How complacent was I to make such a stupid mistake? No, I just didn't want to think about it.

Baek Suryong knew his own personality very well. There was no way he wouldn't have foreseen something like this. Deep down, he must have considered the possibility.

The possibility that one day he would have to point his sword at his former trainees again.

"Pfft!" Baek Suryong laughed in self-mockery. "Cowardly bastard. Now that it's certain, there's nowhere left to run."

According to the Beggars' Gang Chief, Number One was alive, and the other three children were probably alive as well.

Could I kill those kids?

In his previous life, he wouldn't even have hesitated.

Back then, he was the kind of person who did anything to survive. Whoever the opponent was, if they threatened him and tried to kill him, he would slaughter them mercilessly.

Could he still do that now, though?


"Instructor!"

"Mr. Baek!"



He looked down at his trembling hands. The faces of his former Blood Cult trainees and his current Azure Dragon Academy students overlapped in his mind.

"Ha... haha..." he laughed hollowly, the low, empty murmur fading into the night air.

"Why are you moping all alone up here?" Namgung Su asked, climbing onto the roof.

Baek Suryong turned to his colleague. "Namgung Su. Let's say, just hypothetically. If, for example..."

"......"

"...If a student's life was ruined because of you, and that student came to you for revenge later, what would you do?"

"What the hell are you talking about all of a sudden?" Namgung Su scowled, narrowing his eyes.

Baek Suryong forced a playful smile. "Well, it could happen, right? Like getting qi deviation from learning unwanted martial arts, or the childhood beatings remaining a lifelong trauma, or hating their lying teacher enough to want them dead... Was that last one a bit much?"

Baek Suryong's voice trailed off. He hadn't confided in Namgung Su because he wanted an answer. It was just words rambled out of frustration.

"......" Namgung Su, however, listened with a serious expression.

Baek Suryong waved his hand dismissively. "I was just spouting nonsense. Don't take it too seriously."

"If it were me, I would teach them again."

"What?"

"If a student went down the wrong path because of my mistake, I have to take responsibility as a teacher. That means I have to correct my mistake and teach them the right thing."

"What if that's impossible?"

Baek Suryong's eyes darkened. The Blood Cult had subjected those children to all manner of brainwashing, sorcery, and even surgery, for they were children who would learn the most powerful martial arts in the world. Beings who would be an enormous threat to the cult if they ever betrayed them.

That's why they stripped the children of their emotions, instilling in them only loyalty to the Blood Cult. They also made them incapable of teaching their martial arts to others, crippling their own martial arts, or committing suicide.

They were sealed and controlled by countless methods, not all of which Baek Suryong was familiar with even.

Can I teach them again?

It was impossible. None of the teaching methods he knew would work, and most importantly, there was no way those kids would accept him as their teacher again.

Namgung Su snorted. "Before you say its impossible... Have you even tried?"

"......"

"Strange. The Baek Suryong I know isn't the type to talk like that."

"Easier said than done..."

"Baek Suryong." Namgung Su cut Baek Suryong off firmly. In the darkness, his golden eyes blazed like fire. "Did you think becoming a Star Instructor was easy? I don't know what trouble you caused, but if you made a mistake, then take responsibility for it."

"......"

"If you need counseling, just say so. As your senior, I can at least offer you some advice."

"Heheh..." Baek Suryong's shoulders shook as he laughed. He hadn't found the answer in Namgung Su's words, but talking about it had cleared his head a little. "You're right. A teacher has to take responsibility for their students. One way or another..."

The answer might be surprisingly simple.

I just have to take responsibility for the mistakes I committed in the past. To do that...

"I guess that first, I have to meet them again."

He would meet his former trainees. 

He still had no idea what he would say when they met, or what he should do, but still, he would meet them.

He absolutely had to meet them.

Now that he had steeled his resolve, the trembling in his hands subsided a little.



Translator's Note: Right in the kokoro!


Chapter 325: Rumors

""Haaaap!""

At the crack of dawn, the Murim Alliance Main Training Ground echoed with powerful shouts as a hundred people thrust their fists simultaneously, the wind from their punches pushing back the morning breeze.

Like flowing water, they immediately rotated their bodies like spinning tops and followed up with a high kick, their legs raised above their heads.

WHOOSH!

For a moment, a whirlwind swept through the Murim Alliance Main Training Ground.

Even though the hundred martial artists were practicing the basic external arts that everyone who joined the Murim Alliance learned, the sight of so many experts moving as one was still quite the spectacle. 

Despite the simple movements, a tremendous air of excitement and anticipation filled the vicinity.

"Put your full effort into each and every movement! Anyone who performs the basics carelessly will be considered to be disrespecting me, your instructor!" Baek Suryong bellowed sharply as he walked among the trainees.

His eyes, observing the training, glittered sharply, and the Black Dragon Pointer in his right hand moved ceaselessly.

THWACK!

"When you step forward firmly, advance about half a step more."

"Yes, sir!"

THWACK!

"Lower your center of gravity more and relax the power in your fist."

"Understood!"

SMACK!

"Who told you to sneakily use inner arts?"

"I'm sorry!"

Thwack-thwack-thwack sounds echoed without rest as the Black Dragon Pointer, which had previously been used to discipline the Emperor and the Azure Dragon Academy students, fell just as impartially on the bodies of the Murim Alliance warriors.

Opposite Baek Suryong, Namgung Su was also correcting the martial artists' postures, his golden eyes flashing dangerously. "Anyone dissatisfied with the training is welcome to excuse themselves. Are there any volunteers wishing to be excused?"

""None!""

As one would expect from someone from the prestigious Namgung Clan, Namgung Su's speech was polite and courteous, but for some reason, more martial artists were afraid of the Lightning Dragon Hero compared to the Azure Dragon Hero.

"Are you sure there are none? Very well. Then I will assume everyone agrees and increase the training intensity."

""Wait...!!""

In just a few days, the two martial arts instructors had taken control of the Five Corps martial artists, to the point where no one dared raise objections or rebel during the training.

Though, that was only to be expected.

The Azure Dragon Hero and the Lightning Dragon Hero were benefactors of the Murim Alliance. Notably, the Azure Dragon Hero had received apologies from the commanders of the Five Corps, and the Chief of the Beggars' Gang had even declared him an Honorary Beggar.

It had reached the point where some were already trying to align themselves with the Azure Dragon Hero, saying he was the likely next Chairman of the Murim Alliance.

That wasn't even all.

"That's enough for today. You're dismissed."

""Thank you for your hard work!""

Martial artists were drawing numbered tickets to participate in Baek Suryong's daily exclusive, one-hour dawn training, limited to the first hundred arrivals. 

The real reason? Those who received guidance from the two instructors had visibly improved in just a few days.

Even the most prideful martial artists, who had initially dismissed the duo as mere instructors who taught kids at an academy, changed their minds after receiving personal guidance from the Azure Dragon Hero and the Lightning Dragon Hero.

"Certainly, the Alliance's martial artists are a lot more advanced than our students."

"It's harder to correct their old habits, though."

"Rather than correcting their old habits, wouldn't it be better to maximize their strengths?"

"That's realistic, but..."

When the short dawn training ended, Baek Suryong and Namgung Su discussed the day's training as they headed out for breakfast. Normally, they would have eaten at the Murim Alliance dining hall, but today, they had plans to dine outside.

""Oppas!"" Jaegal Soyeong and Namgung Mi called out, waiting for them in front of the Murim Alliance main gate, all dressed up for a day out.

Examining Baek Suryong's complexion, Jaegal Soyeong asked, "I heard your internal injuries were severe. Are you feeling better now?"

Baek Suryong grinned and nodded. "I'm almost fully recovered."

"This is some restorative medicine my father prepared for you."

"Oh, you shouldn't have." Baek Suryong accepted the bundle of restorative medicine Jaegal Soyeong offered. Just by the smell, he could tell that top-quality medicinal ingredients were used to make it. "Please be sure to pass on my thanks to the Jaegal Patriarch."

"My father also asked me to invite you to visit the Jaegal Estate..."

Baek Suryong shook his head firmly. "Sorry, but that might be difficult."

"Ah, please don't worry about it. I only mentioned it because Father kept nagging at me." Jaegal Soyeong smiled brightly, looking relieved.

Still, she could tell that something was off about Baek Suryong.

...His demeanor feels different from normal?

This wasn't the usual confident, relaxed-looking Baek Suryong. Although he was smiling now, should she say that he seemed lost in thought somehow?

Jaegal Soyeong glanced towards Namgung Su. If she could notice it, there was no way he wouldn't.

However, Namgung Su showed no particular indication that whatever plagued Baek Suryong was important, instead changing the topic, "I'm hungry. Let's go get breakfast."

"I'm hungry too!" Namgung Mi replied, eagerly holding her brother's hand, overjoyed to see him again after several days apart.

Anticipating a commotion on the streets, Baek Suryong and Namgung Su did the smart thing this time and put on human-skin masks so that no one would recognize them.

Even so, wherever they went, they could hear passersby talking about the Azure Dragon Hero and the Lightning Dragon Hero.

"I heard the Azure Dragon Hero defeated a Blood Cult Elder? Isn't this the second time already?"

"I heard that too. They say he fought alongside the Lightning Dragon Hero this time."

"Heh. He has both powerful martial arts and a handsome face... It makes one resent the unfairness of the world..."

"Did you also hear that the Azure Dragon Hero became an Honorary Beggar of the Beggars' Gang? They say the beggars of the Beggars' Gang will yield their rice bowls to their benefactor..."

"That's not particularly enviable. It's not like the Azure Dragon Hero is a beggar..."

"...Doesn't having the title of Honorary Beggar make him a beggar?"

"I-Is that how it works?"

Arriving at a famous restaurant in Wuhan, the group could hear talk about themselves coming from all directions. Despite the early morning, most seats were already taken.

"Let's go up to the third floor. I rented the whole restaurant under the Jaegal Clan's name," Jaegal Soyeong said, naturally taking the lead as if she had been here many times.

While waiting for their meal, the group caught up with each other, sharing what they had done lately.

When Baek Suryong told the story of his fight with the Blood Cult Elder, Namgung Mi balled her small fists, her eyes sparkling brightly. "Wow! My Oppas are heroes who saved the Murim Alliance!"

Namgung Su scowled as he wiped off the food that had dribbled out of his sister's mouth as she spoke. "Mimi. Didn't the family teach you not to speak loudly at the table?"

"B-But..."

Leaving Namgung Mi to receive an etiquette lesson from her brother, Jaegal Soyeong asked Baek Suryong, "So, will you be staying at the Murim Alliance?"

Baek Suryong shook his head. "No, I've already spent too much time at the Murim Alliance as it is. Since I've recovered from my injuries, it's about time for me to leave."

"When are you heading off?"

"Tomorrow," Baek Suryong replied without hesitation.

Jaegal Soyeong and Namgung Mi's eyes widened.

"Tomorrow?"

"So soon?"

"......" Namgung Su too turned away from his sister and glared at Baek Suryong as if he was hearing this for the first time.

Pressured by the intense stares, Baek Suryong shrugged. "I can't stay here until the vacation ends. My original business wasn't here anyway, and I'm quite a bit behind schedule."

Baek Suryong's original destinations were Shaanxi and the North Sea Ice Palace. Visiting both places would consume most of his remaining vacation, and he would likely have to rely heavily on movement arts if he wanted to do more than just travel around.

After a moment of silence, Namgung Su asked, "Are you planning to go alone?"

"Yeah. I need to keep a low profile this time."

"Low profile, yeah right..." Namgung Su shook his head. He couldn't believe Baek Suryong's words about keeping a low profile, as the man seemed doomed to attract incidents and cause chaos wherever he went.

However, seeing Baek Suryong's determination, he couldn't exactly insist he wanted to tag along.

In the end, he simply nagged, "Don't be late coming back."

"Whatever you say..." Baek Suryong chuckled.

Namgung Su furrowed his brows. It was the same confident laugh as usual, but for some reason, he could sense that it was less genuine than before.
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Before leaving Wuhan, though, Baek Suryong had one last matter left to resolve. He headed to the Chairman's office and rapped on the door.

KNOCK KNOCK!

"Come in... Oh, it's you, Junior," Ryu Seol said, carelessly tossing aside a document she was reading. Since Moyong Jun was incarcerated, she now had to take care of the Acting Chairman's work by herself... or not.

Beside her sat Moyong Jun, his hands in cuffs.

Moyong Jun sighed, looking at Ryu Seol in exasperation. "Hey. You should finish with the documents you were looking at before putting them down. If you don't organize them properly, how will you find them later?"

Ryu Seol's expression suddenly turned serious. "How dare a traitor peek at the Acting Chairman's paperwork?"

"What are you suddenly talking about? Until just a moment ago, you were asking me about this and that..."

WHAM!

"Ugh!" Struck in the solar plexus, Moyong Jun bent forward like a cooked shrimp, writhing in pain and gasping as if he couldn't breathe.

"Don't fabricate things if you don't want to die." Ryu Seol said, calmly getting up from her seat and approaching Baek Suryong with a bright smile. "Please, take a seat. Want some tea?"

Baek Suryong asked in disbelief, "I heard Moyong Jun was here... but what the hell are you two doing right now?"

Ryu Seol cleared her throat, looking slightly embarrassed. "Ahem! As you can see, I'm this guy's guarantor. Since he's a major criminal, isn't it best if I keep him right beside me at all times to prevent him from escaping or committing suicide? So, I decided to watch him myself until the old Chairman returns."

"And the other Commanders approved that?"

Ryu Seol snorted derisively. "I'm the Acting Chairman, which bastard dares to say anything? Until the old Chairman comes back, I'm the highest authority in the Murim Alliance."

"Just lock me up in prison..." Moyong Jun groaned from behind.

Ignoring the guy as usual, Ryu Seol sat down. "So, what brings you here? You haven't shown your face for several days."

"There's something I want to ask Moyong Jun."

"...Should I leave?"

Baek Suryong shook his head. "It doesn't matter if you stay. It's something that will become known eventually anyway."

A short while later, Moyong Jun sat facing Baek Suryong with a tense expression. They both had questions for each other.

Baek Suryong began, "Have you ever heard the name Moyong Dan?"

That was the name of the Sword Saint's son. He needed to first confirm if there was a chance he might still be alive.

"Moyong Dan..." Moyong Jun thought for a moment, then shook his head. "It's the first time I've heard that name. However, if it's a distant branch family member, it's possible I wouldn't know of him. Shall I look into it for you?"

"No, if you don't know, it's fine."

As it was an answer he had somewhat expected, Baek Suryong wasn't greatly disappointed.

Looks like he really is dead.

The Sword Saint wasn't from a branch family. If Moyong Jun didn't know his son's name, it likely meant he had died at the hands of the Blood Cult.

He frowned bitterly, then continued asking, "How is your body's condition?"

"It's surprisingly comfortable. My qi and blood have found balance, and the qi deviation has also disappeared. However..." Moyong Jun hesitated, but it was obvious he wanted to ask Baek Suryong something.

Baek Suryong answered the unspoken question, "You're curious how I know the Unlimited Sword's qi meditation method, aren't you?"

Moyong Jun nodded. "...Yes."

Baek Suryong took a deep breath. Ever since the moment he decided to save Moyong Jun, he had braced himself to answer that question. "Do you know who the creator of the Unlimited Sword is?"

"The Blood Cult said that it was a martial art created by one of my ancestors, but I don't have any evidence..."

"The Sword Saint Moyong Hon."

"The Sword Saint?" Moyong Jun tilted his head in confusion for a while. Finally, he let out an exclamation, "Ah! I heard that the Sword Saint was a powerful swordsman of the main family decades ago, and he was even referred to as one of the Three Great Swordsmen. So he's the creator, huh?"

"The Three Great Swordsmen?" Baek Suryong repeated, his eyebrow twitching.

Wrong, wrong wrong! The Sword Saint was, both in name and reality, the world's strongest swordsman of that era! Back then, that fact was acknowledged by all the other swordsmen, including the other two Great Swordsmen!

Why? Because the Sword Saint defeated them and 'broke' their swords, that's why!

Few knew about the duels between the Three Great Swordsmen simply because the victor, the Sword Saint, didn't wish for the result to become widely known.

Baek Suryong said firmly, "The Sword Saint was the strongest swordsman of that era by a mile. No, he might even have been the world's strongest."

"The world's strongest..." Moyong Jun's face went blank with shock. The more he heard, the greater his curiosity grew until he couldn't hold back any longer and asked, "...Chief Instructor, how do you know that?"

Even now, the public burned with questions about the Azure Dragon Hero Baek Suryong, especially since nothing was known about his martial arts techniques. Everyone wanted to know just what divine technique allowed him to become strong so quickly.

However, since he had never spoken of it himself, they could only speculate.

Well, this was a problem I had to address eventually.

After various worries and calculations, Baek Suryong decided to reveal a small fragment of the truth.

"That's because... I'm actually the Sword Saint's disciple," he replied.

Both Moyong Jun and Ryu Seol's eyes shot wide open in surprise.

Right here and now, I'll reveal that I possess the true Unlimited Sword...and by doing so, I'll also send a message to my dear former trainee, the First Apostle.


Chapter 326: The Sword Saint's Disciple

If the Azure Dragon Hero Baek Suryong is the Sword Saint's disciple, then that would definitely explain why his martial arts is so profound.

Still, Moyong Jun couldn't easily believe this revelation.

"You're the Sword Saint's disciple...?" he asked cautiously. "But as far as I know, the Sword Saint died a very long time ago, before you were born..."

Even fifty years ago, the Sword Saint had been an old man. Of course, peerless masters often lived well over a hundred years, and the murim was known to contain all sorts of unimaginable miraculous encounters, but...

The timing doesn't fit.

Until just a few days ago, Moyong Jun had been in a position to examine all kinds of information within the Murim Alliance, including information the Murim Alliance had gathered on high-level masters.

Although it was hard to believe, that was when he learned that the Azure Dragon Hero had been born with a weak constitution.

The Azure Dragon Hero lived mostly in his hometown. Although he went on trips with his father once a year, he was never away long enough to learn martial arts from someone.

That fact had been confirmed directly by Murim Alliance informants in the Azure Dragon Hero's hometown. Hence, if Baek Suryong couldn't explain when and how he learned from the Sword Saint, then his claim of being the Sword Saint's disciple had to be false.

Of course, Baek Suryong had anticipated that question and already prepared an answer to it.

"Ah, don't get me wrong, I didn't learn the Unlimited Sword directly from the Sword Saint. It's only me who considers him my master."

"What do you mean by that...?"

"Well, since I was young, I traveled with my father once a year during the anniversary of my mother's death. We toured all sorts of famous places in the jianghu."

Baek Suryong began to add lies built upon a foundation of truth. It didn't matter if the pieces didn't fit perfectly, because the fact that he knew the Sword Saint's martial arts was undeniable.

"I was very weak when I was young, so my father took me to all sorts of famous healing locations, saying he'd help me absorb good qi. We also visited countless renowned physicians, and he even bought elixirs for me despite our poor circumstances. Unfortunately, no matter what he tried, there was no improvement."

Baek Suryong smiled gently. Ever since he realized the secret behind his 'reincarnation,' some memories of his lost childhood had gradually returned to him.

In other words, everything he was saying about his childhood was the truth.

"Then one day, I chanced across a secret manual while exploring," he lied for the first time, intending to weave the Sword Saint's story into his own history.

Moyong Jun asked dubiously, "...Are you saying that during your travels in the jianghu, you discovered a secret manual left behind by the Sword Saint?"

Baek Suryong nodded, though even he had to admit that attributing everything to 'miraculous encounter' was quite a convenient explanation.

Regardless, I don't intend to just gloss over everything with only the words 'it was a miraculous encounter'.

Baek Suryong looked Moyong Jun straight in the eye. "I can't tell you where I found it. Not only was the secret manual the Sword Saint left behind there, but so were records about his life. I don't want them damaged."

"......" Moyong Jun still listened to Baek Suryong's story with a half-believing, half-doubting expression.

No matter. Baek Suryong intended to make him believe this story starting now.

"The Sword Saint's name was Moyong Hon. He was born as a direct descendant of the Moyong Clan, but as a child, he wasn't particularly known for his talent. Apparently, he was a quiet child who loved the sword so much he'd even sleep embracing it."

Baek Suryong recounted the Sword Saint's life in a calm tone.

"The times he left the Moyong Clan grounds in his entire life could be counted on one hand. Because he had such a quiet nature, was the fourth among his brothers, and had no interest besides the sword, he didn't marry until a late age. To him, just swinging the sword alone was more enjoyable than anything else."

"......" Moyong Jun's uncertain expression gradually became serious.

"Finally, the Sword Saint had a son late in life. A precious son born after he was over fifty. It sounds dumb, but only after decades did he realize that he was actually in love with a maidservant who he had been together with since childhood."

"......" Moyong Jun flinched. He too had spent twenty years with Ryu Seol while denying his own feelings.

"However, the Moyong Clan disapproved of the Sword Saint's son because of his mother's low birth. On top of that, the child was also physically weak. In the end, the Moyong Clan refused to register his birth under the Moyong name."

"Sons of bitches..." 

Ryu Seol, who had been listening quietly, cursed under her breath, while Moyong Jun let out a deep sigh.

Baek Suryong chuckled softly. "You know what's really interesting? That refusal was the reason the Sword Saint, who had only trained his swordsmanship within the family his entire life, ventured out into the jianghu. He believed that if he slew lots of villains and became famous, the Moyong Clan would accept his son."

As he spoke, the Sword Saint's bitter voice seemed to echo again in his ears.


"My wife died a few years after giving birth to the child. All I had left was my young son, and I wanted that child to live proudly as a member of the Moyong Clan."



"...In reality, after emerging into the murim, the Sword Saint became one of the murim's Three Greatest Swordsmen in just one year. He gained the alias 'the Sword Saint' then too."

"Damn, he did exactly as he said he would. What a cool guy!" Ryu Seol nodded, smiling pleasantly.

Yeah, it would be a nice story... if it ended here. If the tragedies that happened next never happened.

Baek Suryong smiled bitterly, recalling the Sword Saint's words.


"What I saw upon returning to the family estate was my son coughing violently as he swept the yard."



The Moyong Clan was located in Liaoning, quite far from the Central Plains. Because of that, news of the Sword Saint's newfound fame took a long time to reach there.

The Sword Saint, wanting to see his son again even a day sooner, returned to the family using his movement arts at full power, but what he actually saw was heart-wrenching.


"I didn't ask for much. I just wanted them to give Dan the Moyong surname and treat him ordinarily."



Right then and there, the enraged Sword Saint had cut down the family's dojo signboard with a single sword strike.

The Moyong Clan was turned upside down. When Moyong Hon, who had always kept a low profile, suddenly cut down the family signboard, the Patriarch flew into a rage and tried to punish him.

Unfortunately, the Sword Saint was no longer someone the Moyong Clan could control by force.


"I defeated them all, including my Hyung-nim who was the Patriarch, and the Elders. Although I managed to suppress my killing intent and didn't kill them, I also cut ties with my family right then and there."



Baek Suryong ended the story, "...In the end, the Sword Saint, enraged and disappointed, left the Moyong Clan and went into seclusion deep in the mountains with his son."

A brief silence followed.

After organizing his thoughts for a moment, Moyong Jun asked, "Wait, then... the Moyong Dan you asked about earlier..."

"Yes, I was talking about Master Sword Saint's son. Seeing as you don't know him, it means he was never accepted into the Moyong Clan."

"......" Moyong Jun bowed his head deeply, unable to lift it out of shame for what his family had done.

Visibly steeling his resolve, Baek Suryong continued, "I will no longer hide the fact that I inherited the Sword Saint's martial arts. However, even if the Moyong Clan demands the Sword Saint's martial arts from me, I have no intention of yielding to them. Blood relation or no, I'll never let them have it. Moyong Jun. Make sure you deliver this message to your family."

"...Understood."

If the Moyong Clan had added Moyong Dan's name to the family registry, even belatedly, Baek Suryong would have been willing to share the Unlimited Sword's secret manual with them. However, the Moyong Clan never acknowledged the Sword Saint and Moyong Dan, right to the end.

In that case, that's the end of it.

The Moyong Clan was unworthy of possessing the Unlimited Sword.

"...I am an outcast from the family anyway. I will not pass on the Unlimited Sword to anyone. I swear it," Moyong Jin said firmly.

Baek Suryong nodded, accepting his oath.

"Wait a minute. But why does the Blood Cult possess the Sword Saint's martial arts?" Ryu Seol asked.

She understood the story about the Sword Saint and the Moyong Clan, but none of it explained why the Blood Cult possessed the martial arts of the Sword Saint, who had gone into seclusion.

As the Acting Chairman, this was a question she couldn't just overlook.

Baek Suryong mixed truth and lies appropriately regarding that reason as well.

"Because the Blood Cult kidnapped the Sword Saint's son while they were living in seclusion," he explained.

This was true.

CRASH!

Ryu Seol slammed her fist on the table, splitting it in half. "Those crazy sons of bitches!"

Moyong Jun also stared at him, wide-eyed.

Baek Suryong continued, "...The last record I saw said this: I will go to rescue my son, and I may not return, so I shall leave all my martial arts here. If anyone should read this message and succeed my techniques, please ascertain my son's fate..."

This was a lie.


"If I die, and you manage to survive... Could you look after my son?" 
"Master Sword Saint, please don't say such ominous things. You should take care of your son yourself. Why push him onto others?"

"...If, I said. Just if..."

"I told you not to jinx it."

"......"

"Sigh, I understand. I'll look after your son and teach him your martial arts so he can become healthy."

"...Thank you."



Recalling the Sword Saint's face smiling faintly with relief, Baek Suryong bit his lip hard without realizing it.

"From here on, I'm just speculating. The Blood Cult probably tried to steal the Sword Saint's martial arts after trapping and capturing him, but they failed and only managed to obtain an incomplete technique, which is the fake Unlimited Sword that Moyong Jun learned."

"Indeed..."

"That seems plausible."

Ryu Seol and Moyong Jun nodded in agreement.

Baek Suryong couldn't say, nor did he intend to say, the fact that the Sword Saint had been locked up in the Blood Cult's underground prison and had his martial arts completely stolen.

He couldn't tell the whole truth if he wanted to protect his master's honor.

I'm sorry, Master Sword Saint. This is the best I can do.

Still, even if only in this way, Baek Suryong wanted to make it known that the Sword Saint Moyong Hon had indeed existed, and that the peerless swordsmanship he left behind had been passed down to later generations.

Looking brighter, Baek Suryong turned to Moyong Jun. "Have all your questions been answered?"

"...Yes. Thank you for sharing such your story."

"Good, because I'm leaving Wuhan tomorrow."

"So suddenly?"

"Why?"

Baek Suryong shrugged. "I never intended to stay here long from the start. It just turned out that way."

"But..."

"If you had told us earlier, we could have at least prepared a farewell ceremony."

Baek Suryong scowled in absolute disgust. "Don't you dare tell anyone. I'm going to leave quietly, alone, at dawn."

He rose from his seat and clasped his hands together in farewell.

"Well then, let's meet again later."

"Thanks for everything," Ryu Seol said.

"...I will definitely repay this debt," Moyong Jun added.

With that, Baek Suryong left the Chairman's office.

The remaining two stared blankly at each other for a while.

Ryu Seol said first, "What do you think about the Chief Instructor's story? It didn't seem like a lie."

"...I think most of it is true. I can easily confirm the part about the Moyong Clan if I put my mind to it. He wouldn't tell a lie that could be exposed," Moyong Jun replied.

Ryu Seol nodded. From her perspective too, the Azure Dragon Hero's words seemed mostly true.

His eyes weren't ones that were lying.

Whenever Baek Suryong spoke about the Blood Cult, Ryu Seol could see the immense anger blazing within those eyes. It was deeply submerged, but the fury shimmering within was enough to make her flinch.

"One thing is certain, though. The Blood Cult has made an enemy out of the worst possible opponent," she muttered, looking at the door Baek Suryong had just walked out of.
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Baek Suryong returned to his room and quickly packed his belongings. His business at the Murim Alliance was finished, and he intended to leave quietly before dawn broke.

I can't meet those kids in my current state.

The fact that his former students were alive had haunted him greatly over the past few days.

I have to become stronger than I am now.

They were his trainees. He knew their talents and abilities better than anyone.

Besides, decades had passed since then. He couldn't even begin to guess how strong they had grown in fifty years.

They're at least at the level of the current Ten Supremes, or perhaps even beyond.

Baek Suryong recalled the strongest martial artists among the Ten Supremes he had met personally. The Chairman, the Blue Sky Sword King, and the Night Emperor.

To face his former students on equal footing, he needed at least that level of strength.

It's not like there's no way.

Baek Suryong opened a wooden box about the size of his palm. Inside was the Blood Demon's finger that he'd obtained from the Namgung Clan and the poison essence the Poison Demon had given him as he died.

Baek Suryong stared at the items inside the wooden box in a daze.

"If I can completely overcome the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians..."

The Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians was the optimal constitution for learning the Heaven Defying Divine Art. Thanks to it, Baek Suryong had grown stronger at an unprecedented rate, but now he had reached the limit of relying on raw talent.

Currently, his Heaven Defying Divine Art was at the 8th Star. To achieve anything beyond this, he had to completely overcome his constitution and transform the Severed Meridians (絶脈) into Divine Meridians (神脈).

I knew for sure while fighting the Poison Demon.

Right now, his body was a vessel filled to the brim with water, and just one more drop could cause the water to overflow and spill, or the vessel to shatter. To become stronger, he needed to improve the vessel.

I need to either seek out the Divine Physician and beg him for help or find a way to break through the barrier myself.

Of course, the Heaven Defying Divine Art wasn't the only martial art he had learned. He had received instruction in all four of his Masters' martial arts. The reason he focused so much on the Heaven Defying Divine Art until now was because it was the one best suited for his constitution, the one he had most talent in learning.

During the remaining vacation, he planned to focus on raising his mastery of the other four martial arts.

"...I'll save these for a last resort."

Baek Suryong closed the wooden box, tucked it inside his robes, and continued packing his belongings.

Suddenly, his thoughts turned to his students at the Azure Dragon Academy.

"I wonder if they're all doing well...?"

Since it came to mind, Baek Suryong decided to write letters to his students before leaving the Murim Alliance.


Chapter 327: The Hyonwon Clan Delinquent (1)

In Shanxi Province, Dingxiang County, lay the home of the Hyonwon Clan, a family that once vied with the Hebei Peng Clan for the title of the world's strongest blademaster clan.

Dawn hadn't fully broken yet, but Hyonwon Kang was already in the middle of his morning training. 

"Huff... huff..."

Sweat poured off him, and steam rose gently from the solid muscles covering his entire body. His shirt, soaked through with sweat, had been tossed aside ages ago. 

SWISH! SWOOSH!

Each time his Black Dao cut through the empty air, it made a sharp sound.

Hyonwon Kang gritted his teeth, counting inwardly. I need to repeat this a hundred more times.

Since returning home, he had never skipped morning training even once, or slacked off on his training. On the contrary, the intensity of his training was even higher than when he was at the White Dragon Manor. 

He pushed himself relentlessly, determined not to slack off just because it was vacation.

At first, the family retainers had watched, whispering, "How many days will this last?" 

However, after more than ten days, they had no choice but to believe that Hyonwon Kang had turned over a new leaf.

It truly sank in that their Young Master, once called the delinquent of the Hyonwon Clan and the family's disgrace, had returned as the Sky Sundering Blade Hyonwon Kang, one of the most outstanding prodigies of the Azure Dragon Academy and a personal disciple of the Azure Dragon Hero.

WHOOSH!

Hyonwon Kang swung his dao, lost in a state of selflessness. Whenever he performed his footwork, clear footprints remained on the ground. Whenever he swung the Black Dao, it drew a dark arc across the brightening sky.

By now, at this hour, no one dared disturb Hyonwon Kang's training... except for one person.

SWISH!

Hyonwon Kang tilted his head back, dodging the wooden dao that flew at him from the side. Although he had just been ambushed, a small smile played on his lips. He was used to this person showing up in the morning by now, and learning how to deal with surprises was undoubtedly also a good form of training.

"Tsk!" 

His opponent clicked her tongue in disappointment, but fluidly transitioned to her next attack, raising her leg for a high kick. In response, Hyonwon Kang extended his knee to block the kick while simultaneously striking the side of her wooden dao with his left hand, knocking it out of her hands.

"Eek!"

Having lost her weapon, she retreated with a backward somersault. Perhaps wary of a counterattack amidst the movement, she kicked up dirt with her foot to obscure his vision.

However, Hyonwon Kang didn't press the attack, merely picked up the fallen wooden dao and twirled it between his fingers playfully. It was much smaller and lighter than his own Black Dao.

"Did the Azure Dragon Hero teach you how to deal with surprise attacks too?" his ambusher asked, her eyes wide like a startled cat. 

This cheeky girl was Hyonwon Kang's younger sister, Hyonwon Ran. She was a petite, short-haired girl who barely reached Hyonwon Kang's chest.

Hyonwon Kang snorted. "I could deal with this much even before learning from him, you know?"

"Before you came home this time, I succeeded once out of every three tries, but now it doesn't work even once!" The twelve-year-old tomboy huffed in dissatisfaction. "Just watch. When I turn fifteen, I'll enroll in the Azure Dragon Academy and become stronger than you, Oppa."

"I'll be twenty then. You think you'll be a match for me?"

"Does winning against your sister who's five years younger than you make you so damn happy?!"

Hyonwon Ran ran up and kicked her brother hard in the shin, but it was she who ended up hopping and whimpering, clutching her foot. After being away from home for several months, her brother's body seemed to have become as hard as iron.

"I'll close my eyes, wanna try attacking again? If you even graze me, I'll buy you candy."

Hyonwon Ran glared at her brother fiercely. Candy? I'm already twelve, and he's still treating me like a kid!?

"I quit, this isn't fun anymore. Also, a letter came for you. Here." She held out a letter addressed to Hyonwon Kang.

Hyonwon Kang tilted his head in confusion. "A letter for me? From who?"

"Dunno. Didn't open it. Maybe it's a girl?" Hyonwon Ran's eyes sparkled brightly.

Hyonwon Kang rolled his eyes and lightly smacked his little sister on the head. This kid had strange romantic notions about academy life. "What does a little squirt like you know? There's no way it's from a girl."

For a moment, an illusion of pure white hair flickered in his mind, but he quickly shook his head to dispel it. 

Still... What if?

Unable to discard a sliver of hope, he cautiously broke the letter's seal.

Hey Wonkang! How are you? You're probably skipping training since it's vacation, right? If you don't want to die by my hand, I trust you won't slack off, right?

The moment he read the first greeting, Hyonwon Kang realized who had sent the letter. Or rather, who else in the world would send such a letter besides Baek Suryong?

"Should I count this as checking in on me or blackmailing me?" he groaned.

Anyway, the gist of the letter was that if he slacked off during the holidays, he would regret it when school reopened. At the same time, Baek Suryong also mentioned that he was looking forward to seeing his growth after the break.

Good thing I trained hard...

Baek Suryong had even included various pieces of advice regarding martial arts training, estimating his progress accurately. Hyonwon Kang reread that part several times, engraving it in his heart.

Lastly, his teacher talked about his recent fun experiences.

Hyonwon Kang's jaw dropped in disbelief. "The Murim Alliance? The Beggars' Gang? The Blood Cult? Wait, how many days has it been since school vacation started...? How the fuck did that guy get himself into trouble so quickly yet again?"

"Who is it? Show me too!" Hyonwon Ran sidled up beside her brother, craning her neck to peek at the letter.

However, Hyonwon Kang simply held the letter up high, out of her reach. "You wanted to know who sent me this letter, right? Fine, I'll tell you. It's from someone I want to beat up someday."

"Someone you want to beat up someday?"

Well, it does kind of feel like my goal is only getting farther away from me with each passing day, but... 

Nevertheless, Hyonwon Kang had no intention of giving up.
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Some time later, the Hyonwon Clan gathered together for breakfast. The Hyonwon Patriarch, seated at the head of the table, was all smiles right from the morning.

"Even families and sects we didn't invite are apparently clamoring to attend the banquet," he remarked gleefully.

That evening, the Hyonwon Clan planned to hold a grand banquet, inviting guests to their estate for the first time in years. This was something they couldn't even dream of in the past due to the cost of hosting such events, but circumstances were different now.

"Ever since we signed a contract with the Golden Dragon Trading Company, we've been gradually expanding our businesses, and we're now even being contacted by sects and families we've lost touch with for decades."

Decades ago, the Hyonwon Clan was nearly wiped out by the Crazy Demon's Massacre. After that, the family's fortunes plummeted, and the clan that once competed with the Hebei Peng Clan for the title of the world's most powerful blademaster clan was reduced to a small regional martial family.

However, having recently restored the lost Earth Shattering Blade and signing a contract with the Golden Dragon Trading Company, they gained significant financial leeway.

The Hyonwon Patriarch did not miss this opportunity. He intended to hold a banquet, invite guests, and formally announce the revival of the Hyonwon Clan.

"These days, I feel full even without eating," he said, smiling contentedly as he looked at his eldest son, who sat opposite him.

His son, who had recently begun to make a name for himself in the jianghu.

His son, who had earned the title of the Sky Sundering Blade.

His son, who was the reason people were saying the day the Hyonwon Clan would spread its wings again and soar was not far off.

"For someone who feels full, you're eating quite a lot," Hyonwon Kang chuckled sarcastically.

Oh my, why does he seem so cute, even when making snide comments with that ugly mug?

The Hyonwon Patriarch grinned goofily to himself. Unlike him, who had no aptitude for martial arts, Hyonwon Kang was exceptionally talented.

I always felt sorry for not being able to support you properly...

Watching his child's talent blossom dazzlingly after meeting an excellent master at the Azure Dragon Academy, he felt like bursting into tears like a foolish parent.

"What the hell? Are you crying again?"

"Father..."

"Haa..." Sighing, Lady Hyonwon handed a handkerchief to her husband.

The Hyonwon Patriarch took the handkerchief gratefully and dabbed his tears away.

Is it menopause? I'm crying a lot these days.

"I'm not crying. Some dust got in my eye," he lied, resolving that he would help the family grow as much as possible before retiring.

Then, in his son's generation, they would once again be able to compete with the Hebei Peng Clan for the title of the world's strongest blademaster clan.

The Hyonwon Patriarch regarded his son with a profound gaze. "Wonkang," he said.

"Cough! Splutter!" Hyonwon Kang choked on his food. Eyeing his father with a baffled expression, he protested, "Dad, I told you not to call me Wonkang! Do I have to be called that even at home?"

"When you think about it, haven't things gone well ever since Mr. Baek Suryong started calling you Wonkang? To me, it feels like a nickname that brings good luck."

"What nonsense..." Hyonwon Kang was flabbergasted. What Baek Suryong had started calling him as a joke was now used more often than his real name.

The Hyonwon Patriarch grinned mischievously. "I'll tell all the servants too. From now on, they'll all call you Young Master Wonkang."

"What the fuck? And you call yourself the Patriarch of the Hyonwon Clan?!"

"Wonkang-oppa?" Hyonwon Ran teased.

"Not you too!" Hyonwon Kang roared, but he was smiling. 

He knew they were just joking.

Wait, they are just joking, right? Surely they wouldn't really do that to me.

...Truthfully, there were times now when being called Kang felt awkward.
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Before the sun set, guests began arriving one by one at the Hyonwon Clan estate.

"Greetings, Hyonwon Patriarch. I've heard so much good news about you lately. Are you enjoying a stroke of luck?"

"Hohoho! Moonless Matriarch! Long time no see!"

"I heard that your son inherited the title of Sky Sundering Blade. Congratulations."

"Welcome, Dark Righteous Sect Leader. My boy is still far too lacking to handle such a title."

"Isn't he learning martial arts directly from the Azure Dragon Hero? If so, won't he become the world's strongest bladesman in the future?"

"Hahahaha!" The Hyonwon Patriarch couldn't help but beam proudly at the praise for his son. "Please, no more excessive praise, I hardly deserve the credit. Oh, and I must bring out more alcohol. Please pardon me for a moment. Hahahaha!"

Guests from sects and families representing Shanxi arrived at the Hyonwon Clan one by one, and the Hyonwon Patriarch personally went out to greet each guest one by one. It was more crowded than expected, to the point of being hectic.

Standing beside his father, Hyonwon Kang offered guests an awkward smile, clearly uncomfortable in formal attire with his short hair slicked back neatly with oil.

As expected, maintaining polite speech and behavior is killing me, but I have to play along.

When was the last time he had seen his father's face so openly happy? For today at least, he had no choice but to skip his evening training. 

He'd just have to work doubly hard tomorrow instead.

"Esteemed fellow martial artists of the murim! Thank you for taking time out of your busy schedules to attend our family's banquet! I hope today's event will be a good place to meet friends both old and new."

The Hyonwon Patriarch raised his cup in the center of the banquet hall, and the guests responded in kind, eating, drinking, and conversing. The stars of the banquet, no matter what anyone said, were the Hyonwon Clan and Hyonwon Kang.

"Can you tell us what happened at the Valley of Evil? I want to hear the story directly from you!"

"My child turns fifteen next year. We have many questions about the Azure Dragon Academy..."

"What kind of person is the Azure Dragon Hero?"

"Do you perhaps have a prospective marriage partner in mind?"

Hyonwon Kang felt like his soul was about to leave his body under the flood of attention and questions. It was the first time so many people had visited the Hyonwon Clan.

"Looks like we're a bit late!" 

At the resonant voice imbued with inner arts, the guests' heads turned towards the main gate. A group of uninvited guests had arrived.

A man built like a bear strode boldly into the banquet hall. A large dao was slung diagonally across his back, and the character 'Peng' (彭) was clearly embroidered on the left chest of his navy martial arts uniform.

"The Hebei Peng Clan..."

"Why is the Peng Clan here?"

Everyone was flustered by the Hebei Peng Clan's appearance, but the Hyonwon Patriarch hurried forward to greet them. 

"It has been a long time, Patriarch," the middle-aged man leading the Hebei Peng Clan greeted.

Recognizing him, the Hyonwon Patriarch hid his nervousness and returned the greeting. "Master Peng Sagun? What brings you here...?"

"Have I come somewhere I shouldn't?" Peng Sagun replied, looking rather hurt. "Considering all the rice and money exchanged between us over the years, we aren't strangers, are we? It's only right we come to congratulate you. Surely... you don't consider us uninvited guests?"

The Hyonwon Patriarch stiffened. His words are dripping with sarcasm.

After the Hyonwon Clan fell into ruin, the Hebei Peng Clan was the first to extend a helping hand. The two families, both prestigious blade clans vying for supremacy, had a long history of frequent interactions. Therefore, when the Hebei Peng Clan offered immense financial support to the Hyonwon Clan and help in restoring their lost martial arts, the entire orthodox murim applauded them.

However, it was also precisely due to this that the Hyonwon Clan had now been reduced to little more than a vassal of the Hebei Peng Clan.

Just when we were finally trying to escape their shadow...

The Hyonwon Patriarch bit his lip. Even though Peng Sagun was not the Hebei Peng Clan's Patriarch or an Elder, but merely a commander of one of their troops, for now, he dared not issue an order to expel the uninvited guests.

"...Uninvited guests? Hoho. How could that be? Please, come this way," he said deferentially, as if the star of the event had changed in an instant.

The banquet, briefly interrupted amidst the somewhat uncomfortable atmosphere, continued.

"Thank you for the welcome. Everyone, come in!" Peng Sagun laughed heartily as he shouted towards the back, upon which over twenty Peng Clan martial artists entered.

These motherfuckers... This is just a show of force to intimidate us!

Hyonwon Kang glared at the Peng Clan martial artists with hostility, but when he saw the young man who had entered last, his eyes instantly widened.

"Peng Sahyuk?"

It was their first reunion in several months, ever since Peng Sahyuk had left for the Heavenly Martial Academy.


Chapter 328: The Hyonwon Clan Delinquent (2)

STEP, STEP...

Peng Sahyuk approached the main hall, but the sound of his footsteps alone was enough to put everyone on edge. He wasn't even releasing his aura or projecting any killing intent, his natural air of command was sufficient to silence the crowd.

"Peng Sahyuk..." Hyonwon Kang murmured.

In the few months they hadn't seen each other, Peng Sahyuk seemed to have grown even larger. His broad shoulders and thick chest muscles strained against his martial arts uniform, too bulky to hide completely. 

Despite his size, though, he didn't look slow at all. Rather, he had the air of a leopard ready to pounce at any moment.

He wore a loose navy coat over his martial arts uniform, and his eyes scanned the crowd like a giant tiger searching for prey from a misty mountaintop.

He's gotten stronger.

Hyonwon Kang knew it right away. Peng Sahyuk had left the Azure Dragon Academy, transferred to the Heavenly Martial Academy, and returned much, much stronger. Just as he wasn't the same old delinquent anymore, the Peng Sahyuk standing there was no longer the same spoiled brat he was before.

His palms felt sweaty from anticipation, and a strange smile played on his lips.

"The Peng Clan's Young Master?"

"What's the Young Master doing here?"

"I didn't hear anything about the Hyonwon Patriarch inviting the Peng Clan..."

The martial artists gathered here were all respected figures in Shanxi Province, but the Hebei Peng Clan was on a different level. As one of the Five Great Clans, they were a major martial family with centuries of history and power, known for producing countless blademasters through their aggressive and powerful dao techniques.

Even when the Hyonwon Clan was at its peak, they were compared to the Hebei Peng Clan only for their refined blade arts, and could never challenge the Peng Clan's influence.

So why was the heir to that clan crashing the Hyonwon Clan's banquet?

Is he here to congratulate them or warn them?

This isn't good, especially considering the messy history between the Hyonwon and Peng Clans.

Is the Peng Clan trying to stomp on the Hyonwon Clan now that they're trying to rise again?

Confusion spread among the martial artists from the various sects and families of Shanxi.

"Hmm..." Peng Sahyuk muttered, when he spotted Hyonwon Kang. 

A flicker of interest lit up his bored-looking face.

Hyonwon Kang glared right back at Peng Sahyuk. What the fuck are you staring at?

Neither backed down, and it turned into a staring contest.

It ended abruptly, though, when the Hyonwon Patriarch stepped forward. "Hoho, it seems that the Young Master of the Hebei Peng Clan has graced us with his presence! Every time I see you, you seem to have reached new heights. Your progress is truly astounding, Young Master."

Hyonwon Kang gritted his teeth. His father's submissive attitude said it all. The current Hyonwon Clan was literally the Peng Clan's vassal, existing only because of their mercy.

Peng Sahyuk took the praise in stride, replying, "Sorry for showing up unannounced. Please forgive our sudden arrival."

"Hoho, there is nothing to forgive. Please make yourselves comfortable. You've come a long way, so you're welcome to spend the night here."

"Thank you for your hospitality. We'll take you up on that offer."

After the brief greeting, Peng Sahyuk stepped back, and Peng Sagun naturally stepped into his place. He was too young to have a formal exchange with the Patriarch.

""......""

Hyonwon Kang and Peng Sahyuk's eyes met again, but neither said anything.
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After the Hebei Peng Clan's group arrived, tension filled the banquet air as all eyes shifted from the Hyonwon Clan to the newcomers, making it seem as if the hosts of the party had suddenly changed.

No, they actually had.

"Alright everyone, let's have a drink!" Peng Sagun shouted, raising his cup. 

Nobody dared to refuse.

"The Hebei Peng Clan has long shared a bond of friendship with the Hyonwon Clan. We congratulate the Hyonwon Clan for finally overcoming their struggles and reclaiming their past glory."

Peng Sagun had addressed the Hyonwon Clan with a slightly dismissive tone. It might have seemed like a slip-up, except for the fact that an official envoy would never make such a blunder.

He's here to put them down.

The Peng Clan planned this.

Everyone present could feel how much the Peng Clan looked down on the Hyonwon Clan.

The Hyonwon Patriarch forced a smile. "...Hoho. Thank you."

Decades ago, when the Hyonwon Clan fell after the Crazy Demon's Massacre, he had once believed that the Peng Clan offer of help was genuine.

How wrong I was. I didn't realize back then that they wanted to be our masters, not our friends.

Now that they had recovered the Earth Shattering Blade, the Hyonwon Clan didn't need the Peng Clan anymore, and he knew the Peng Clan wouldn't like that.

Still, he hadn't expected them to crash his family's banquet and humiliate them so openly.

"That's not the only thing to celebrate!" Peng Sagun bellowed, standing right next to the Hyonwon Patriarch.

Everyone stiffened. Even if the Hebei Peng Clan was way bigger and more powerful than the Hyonwon Clan, that was plain rude.

"The Hyonwon Clan has gained a strong friend in the Azure Dragon Hero, haven't they? That's also worth congratulating!"

"...Thank you."

"Of course, many still argue whether the Azure Dragon Hero really deserves to be one of the Ten Supremes. Haha!"

"......" Hyonwon Kang's face darkened with every moment. Every word pricked like a thorn.

On the other hand, Peng Sahyuk simply enjoyed the banquet like none of it was his business.

"Hyonwon Patriarch. Don't push us away just because you found a new friend."

"Push you away? What do you mean..."

"You know exactly what I mean." Peng Sagun sneered. "One martial master may bring glory for a century, but a family lasts for centuries. Our history and might are on a different level."

"......"

It was a warning not to get cocky just because they had the Azure Dragon Hero, and also a blatant threat that if the Hyonwon Clan tried to leave the shadow of the Peng Clan, they wouldn't just watch quietly.

"...Master Peng Sagun. Are you quite finished?" Hyonwon Kang snapped. He couldn't take it anymore.

So crashing our party isn't enough for these bastards? They're going to openly insult and threaten us too?

He strode forward, stopping only within inches of Peng Sagun.

Peng Sagun looked puzzled. "Did I say something wrong?"

"Of course you did. If that wasn't a threat, what was it?"

A smug smile spread across Peng Sagun's face, and he looked down at Hyonwon Kang like he was dirt. "Well well, look who's all grown up now. I still remember the kid who couldn't even meet my eyes."

Hyonwon Kang mirrored the smug grin. Even though he was done being a delinquent, he couldn't call himself Baek Suryong's disciple if he let such an affront go. 

"Yeah. I've grown up a lot. Enough to punch that face of yours," he chuckled.

"...What?" Peng Sagun's face hardened at the unexpected retort. 

Behind him, Peng Sahyuk giggled, "Pfft!"

"...Did getting the 'Sky Sundering Blade' title inflate your ego? Or are you offering me a demonstration of those legendary skills?"

"Anytime," Hyonwon Kang said confidently.

"That's enough!" 

Shocked, the Hyonwon Patriarch tried to stop his son, but Hyonwon Kang shook his head firmly.

If we back down now, the Hyonwon Clan will never get out from under the Peng Clan's thumb.

Peng Sagun was neither the Patriarch nor an elder of the Peng Clan, but a mere troop commander. Sure, that rank carried weight in the murim, but he was hardly one of the top masters in the Hebei Peng Clan.

I don't think I'd lose.

He couldn't have imagined thinking that just six months ago, but now, he wasn't just being cocky for the sake of it.

Placing a hand on the hilt of his dao, he said plainly, "Bring it on. I'll show you just how sharp the Hyonwon Clan's blade is."

"Arrogant brat...!" Peng Sagun snarled, his eyes flashing in rage.

How dare this kid talk about the Hyonwon Clan's blade arts in front of the Hebei Peng Clan? Did learning a trick or two from the Azure Dragon Hero make his ego swell sky high?

"Fine. I'll teach you what real blade techniques look like. Draw your weapon," he growled, releasing a powerful, imposing aura.

Sparks flew between the two bladesmen as they geared up for battle.

"Hyung-nim, stop spoiling the mood. You're making the wine taste bad," Peng Sahyuk remarked offhandedly.

"...Young Master?" Peng Sagun stared, baffled, at his much younger cousin.

"I wanted to stay quiet, but you went too far. If you want a fight, go pick on someone your age! Don't take it out on a kid!" Peng Sahyuk chuckled, wildly waving a wine bottle around as if he was drunk.

"...Young Master, this is a formal banquet. Please watch your language."

Peng Sagun was utterly dumbfounded. The whole point of the Hebei Peng Clan coming here was to put the Hyonwon Clan in their place. Even the Patriarch had approved it, so why was their own Young Master messing things up?

"Me? Watch my language?" Peng Sahyuk snorted. "Hah! Crashing someone else's party is far ruder than any shit I can spout. Give it a rest. What's the meaning in bullying a little brat less than half your age? Pathetic. Tsk tsk."

"Peng Sahyuk!" Peng Sagun glared daggers at his cousin, his face as red as a beetroot.

However, Peng Sahyuk met his stare calmly. "We came to drink, so let's drink. Stop this nonsense. Same goes for the rest of you."

Peng Sahyuk nodded towards the Peng Clan martial artists. The ones with hands on their swords hesitated, then lowered them.

Peng Sagun was their commander, but Peng Sahyuk was the Young Master. It was obvious whose orders they should priortize.

"You! The Patriarch will not forgive you for this..."

"I'll deal with my own problems myself. Besides, I hated this plan from the start. Why does our family need to pull stupid third-rate stunts like this?" Muttering to himself, Peng Sahyuk turned back to Peng Sagun. "Hyung-nim, you head back first. I'm staying to drink some more."

"...!!" Peng Sagun's face crumpled. Not even the Hyonwon Patriarch dares to embarrass me like this!

"Didn't you hear me? That's an order," Peng Sahyuk warned in a low voice.

"...You'll regret this."

With those parting words, Peng Sagun stormed out of the Hyonwon Estate, taking half the Peng Clan men with him.

Peng Sahyuk watched him go for a second, then turned to the remaining guests with a wide grin. "Okay, everyone! Let's relax and enjoy the party now!"

His eyes scanned the crowd and landed on Hyonwon Kang again.

"Guess I should congratulate you. You must've crawled through hell to get this far."

Hyonwon Kang's jaw dropped. "What the fuck is that crazy asshole thinking?" he muttered to himself.

The banquet went on as usual, but even after it ended and everyone left, he couldn't shake the feeling that Peng Sahyuk was up to something.
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Late at night, Peng Sahyuk wandered around the courtyard like a predator in search of prey, occasionally taking a sip from a bottle of liquor.

"Stop hiding like a rat and come out," he suddenly said, glaring into the shadows.

Hyonwon Kang stepped out. "Why'd you do that earlier?" he demanded, getting straight to the point.

"Do what?"

"Kick your cousin out. Aren't you gonna get chewed out when you go back?"

"Hahaha!" Peng Sahyuk chuckled, his lighthearted laughter seeming out of place with his intimidating appearance. "I'm the confirmed heir, the Young Master of the Peng Clan. I'll get yelled at a bit, but not even my father can really punish me."

"Right. Bet you think you're hot stuff."

"Hotter than you, at least." Peng Sahyuk casually showed off a muscular forearm before downing the last of his drink. 

Hyonwon Kang glared daggers at him. "You still haven't answered my question. Why did you butt in earlier? I could've beaten Peng Sagun even without your help."

"Idiot. Why would I help you?"

"What did you just say, you son of a bitch?"

Peng Sahyuk looked at Hyonwon Kang like he was dumb. "I stopped him because the main family would lose face if Peng Sagun lost. That moron couldn't even judge his opponent's strength. He's just all flash, no substance."

Hearing that faint praise, Hyonwon Kang felt the corners of his mouth twitch upwards. "...Hmph. Well, I guess I have gotten pretty strong."

Peng Sahyuk snorted. "Yeah, right. But at least there's some real defiance in your eyes now."

In truth, he was genuinely surprised. Back at the Azure Dragon Academy, when they'd agreed to fight again someday, he never dreamed that Hyonwon Kang would grow this strong.

"......"

"......"

Hyonwon Kang's eyes burned, and Peng Sahyuk met his gaze unflinchingly. There was no one left to stop them this time.

Hyonwon Kang broke the silence. "...This is it. I can't wait any longer."

CRACK, CRACK.

He cracked his neck from side to side, then drew the dao hanging at his waist.

"My body's itching for a fight. There's no way I can hold back until the Heavenly Martial Festival. Let's go."

Shoulders shaking with silent laughter, Peng Sahyuk drew his own dao like he'd been waiting for this exact moment. "Maybe beating you up will actually be fun this time."


Chapter 329: The Hyonwon Clan Delinquent (3)

Under a night sky brilliantly illuminated by the full moon, Hyonwon Kang and Peng Sahyuk stood facing each other, blades drawn, in the center of the Hyonwon Clan's training ground.

"Let's fight without using inner arts," Hyonwon Kang proposed.

Peng Sahyuk let out a short, mocking laugh. "Why? Think you can win if we don't use inner arts?"

"Are you dumb? What if one of us gets seriously hurt with no witnesses around? Someone's bound to misunderstand."

"Don't worry. I'll go easy on the beating so no one notices the bruises."

"Son of a bitch..."

Although he had turned over a new leaf (mostly), Hyonwon Kang had been known for his short temper during his time as a delinquent, and even now he wasn't the type to keep his mouth shut when insulted.

Hyonwon Kang sneered, "What? Have you already forgotten? About the time I knocked you out cold?"

"......" Peng Sahyuk fell silent. That was something that had happened when they were kids. During a sparring match, Hyonwon Kang had accidentally hit his head with a wooden dao. He collapsed, bleeding, and had to be carried away.

...And on that fateful day, for the first time, Hyonwon Kang witnessed his father kneeling before the enraged Patriarch of the Hebei Peng Clan, pleading for mercy.

Caught off guard by Hyonwon Kang's mention of this particular event, Peng Sahyuk was inwardly quite flustered, but of course, he didn't let it show on his face.

"...Did you learn how to piss people off from Baek Suryong too?" he shot back in the end.

Hyonwon Kang shrugged. "Well, I can't deny it."

"Fine. I don't need inner arts to thrash you anyway," Peng Sahyuk chuckled, savage fighting spirit flickering in his eyes as he raised his dao into a starting stance.

Despite not using any of his inner arts, his entire presence changed in an instant, giving off the feeling that he was a growling tiger waiting to pounce.

Hyonwon Kang immediately understood why this was. Peng Sahyuk's martial art was the Hebei Peng Clan's Five Tiger Demolition Blade, a peerless blade art that was always mentioned when discussing the world's strongest blade techniques.

"Come at me first. I'll give you the first move," Peng Sahyuk taunted.

Hyonwon Kang raised his dao to a middle guard and moved slowly, carefully observing Peng Sahyuk's movements.

Have I managed to close the gap between us? By how much?

The last time they fought, Peng Sahyuk had defeated him handily. However, in the few months since then, Hyonwon Kang had trained more intensely than anyone else.

I'll win this time.

Hyonwon Kang kicked off the ground, darting forward.

WHOOSH!

He closed the distance in an instant. Since neither bladesman could use their inner arts, the deciding factor was who could move their body better and who was able to read and feint their opponent first.

CLANG!

Hyonwon Kang estimated his opponent's raw strength from the first clash. As expected, he was slightly lacking. Even though he had a stout build, Peng Sahyuk was both taller than more heavily muscled than him.

It doesn't matter if he's bigger than me.

He had practiced the external arts every day with inhuman muscle monsters like Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok. As a result, he knew how to fight opponents who were stronger and tougher than himself.

He launched himself into the air, confident in his superior flexibility and agility. 

WHOOSH!

Peng Sahyuk's dao cleaved through the space where he had stood just a moment before.

SWISH!

Hyonwon Kang spun his body in midair, adding rotational force to his attack as he slashed downward.

CLAAANG!!

"Guh!" A groan escaped Peng Sahyuk's lips, and his knees bent slightly from strain. 

Hyonwon Kang grinned, baring his teeth fiercely. "You'll be utterly humiliated if you think I'm the same as last time."

"...Don't get cocky." Eyes flashing fiercely, Peng Sahyuk twisted his wrist, deflecting Hyonwon Kang's attack sideways.

SCREECH!

Sparks flew as the blades scraped against each other.

As a bladesman, Peng Sahyuk had also trained his body using the Hebei Peng Clan's unique external arts. His well-defined muscles were like armor, and he certainly didn't lack flexibility.

ROAAAR!

His blade tore through the air with unbelievable power and speed for an attack without inner qi.

Hyonwon Kang retreated backward, narrowing his eyes.

He really is strong.

The hairs all over his body were standing on end. If he lost sight of his opponent's movements for even a second, it was over. 

He focused his mind, but contrary to his seriousness, his lips curled into a grin of pure joy.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

The two daos danced in the hazy moonlight. Dozens of trajectories intertwined, stirring up fierce gales.

I can see it.

For the past few months, Hyonwon Kang had trained every day, imagining the day he would fight Peng Sahyuk again. It wouldn't be wrong to call it an obsession.

This time, I'll win.

He had engraved the trajectory of Peng Sahyuk's dao swings, his habitual ticks, replaying his past battles hundreds, thousands of times, all to avenge his past defeats.

"I told you... I'll win this time!" Hyonwon Kang swung his dao, his senses heightened to their peak.

"...You've improved quite a bit," Peng Sahyuk whispered, hiding his shock.

The growth of a martial arts prodigy who was completely focused on defeating a single rival was astounding. Hyonwon Kang's movements had improved so much that he doubted if he was the same person he had been months ago.

Finding himself suddenly pushed onto the defensive, Peng Sahyuk clenched his jaw tightly.

Fucking geniuses.

Years ago, as a child, he had admired Hyonwon Kang. Although they were the same age, Hyonwon Kang had wielded the dao with skill he couldn't possibly imitate and fought in unpredictable ways driven purely by natural instinct.

In his eyes, that young boy had sparkled like a brilliant star.

I wanted to shine like him. 

For this reason, whenever Hyonwon Kang came to visit his clan, Peng Sahyuk would follow him around and pester him to spar.


"Kang! Let's fight!"

"Okay!"



...But that was all just talk from their foolish childhood days. Days that were long gone.

The current him neither admired nor envied Hyonwon Kang.

I learned that there are plenty of geniuses in the world besides you.

Deciding there was nothing more to learn at the Azure Dragon Academy, he had transferred to the Heavenly Martial Academy, thinking things wouldn't be any different. He, who had reigned like a tyrant at the Azure Dragon Academy, would dominate the Heavenly Martial Academy too...

Until he saw them.

Until he understood that absurd geniuses truly existed in the world.

He had challenged them, lost, got back up, then challenged them again. Losing became a familiar feeling, but the Young Master of the Hebei Peng Clan had never known the meaning of giving up.

Finally, one day, he had a stroke of good fortune.

A new instructor at the Heavenly Martial Academy had taken an interest in the third-year transfer student from the Azure Dragon Academy.


"You. You may be a bit lacking in talent, but you're interesting."



That instructor had helped Peng Sahyuk find his own path. He taught him how to overcome his inferiority complex, and how to defeat geniuses.


"I can help you get stronger if you want. Are you good at enduring pain?"



Peng Sahyuk glared at Hyonwon Kang, his eyes burning like flames. "...No matter how much of a genius you are, I am stronger."

RIIIIP!

His muscles swelled, ripping his shirt apart. Roaring, he swung his dao with tremendous force.

"Crazy!" Hyonwon Kang's eyes widened. After transferring to the Heavenly Martial Academy, Peng Sahyuk had improved much more than he had expected.

It was too late to dodge. He held his dao as close to his body as possible to minimize the impact.

BOOOOOM!

Sent flying far back, Hyonwon Kang finally absorbed the shock and landed on the ground, rubbing his stinging wrist.

"What the fuck was that?" he groaned, bewildered.

Peng Sahyuk explained, "I merely returned to my original body. I usually keep my muscles contracted using a special technique."

"That's nuts... Why would you do something like that?"

"It's a form of training."

Hyonwon Kang blinked in disbelief. Peng Sahyuk's true physique was massive, not losing out even to Geo Sangwoong or Ya Suhyeok. No, in terms of sheer intimidation, he might be even greater.

Peng Sahyuk strode towards Hyonwon Kang, towering over his opponent like a giant boulder. "Hyonwon Kang. Ready to get pummeled all night long?"

"Peng Sahyuk. What makes you think you've won just because you got bigger?"

Hyonwon Kang charged at Peng Sahyuk again, and Peng Sahyuk did the same. Except for the fact that neither of them were using inner arts, the two clashed with their entire beings.

CLANG! CLANG! KAKLANG!

Shockwaves rippled outward with every collision of their blades, the wind generated by the impact of their blows savagely raking the battlefield and carving distinct marks into the ground.

"Good heavens..."

"Am I dreaming...?"

As the match dragged on with no clear winner, the Hyonwon Clan, the Peng Clan, and the guests who were staying overnight were jolted awake by the commotion and gathered to watch the boys' duel.

"For the two Young Masters to be so outstanding..."

"Whew! So there was a good reason the Azure Dragon Hero chose Young Master Hyonwon Kang as his disciple."

"They're this strong even without using inner arts?"

"Truly, a battle between dragon and tiger. A duel between well-matched rivals, the likes of which I haven't seen recently."

Rivals. 

The word resonated aptly as the two fighters pitted their finely honed skills against each other.

"Just don't get hurt..."

"Oppa..."

The Hyonwon Patriarch and Hyonwon Ran watched Hyonwon Kang's fight anxiously. Although the boys didn't use any internal arts, the fight was so intense that it wouldn't be surprising if one of them was seriously injured.

The Peng Clan martial artists were just as nervous, ready to jump in immediately the instant Peng Sahyuk got hurt.

At that moment, Hyonwon Kang and Peng Sahyuk, who had been clashing furiously without giving an inch, stepped back as if by agreement.

"Hoo..."

"Haa..."

They panted heavily, glaring at each other for a long moment, before slowly lowering their daos. If they continued, their competitive spirits would drive them to use their inner arts, and they both knew very well that this would escalate things too much.

"...Let's settle this next time," Hyonwon Kang said reluctantly.

"...In an official setting," Peng Sahyuk added.

Regret lingered on the faces of the two who couldn't conclude their match, but they also looked somewhat relieved.

Suddenly, a shower of praise and applause rained down on them.

"Magnificent! Truly magnificent!"

"I'll bet these two will soon contend for the title of the world's strongest bladesman!"

"May the rivalry between you two Young Masters continue to push you forward!"

Ultimately, the fight that day ended in a draw.
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The next day, the martial artists of the Hebei Peng Clan packed their belongings early in the morning, and Hyonwon Kang accompanied his father to see the Peng Clan off.

Peng Sahyuk, who hadn't said a word since they parted after the duel, approached Hyonwon Kang. "Hey, Kang."

"...Uh, are you talking to me?"

Peng Sahyuk's mouth twitched in exasperation. "Is there another Hyonwon Kang here besides you?" 

"......" Hyonwon Kang clamped his mouth shut. He simply couldn't bring himself to say, "Actually, I'm more used to being called Wonkang these days." 

In the end, he scrunched his brow fiercely and snapped, "What? Why? What do you want, you bastard?"

"...Did you hit your head yesterday?"

"Got a problem? Wanna go another round right here?"

"Pfft!" Peng Sahyuk snickered at the silly provocation. "What I showed you yesterday wasn't even thirty percent of my strength. If you think our next duel will be the same, you can expect to be beaten to a pulp."

"I only showed you twenty percent of my strength."

"You hate losing just as much as ever." Smiling faintly, Peng Sahyuk casually dropped the words he really wanted to say. "See you at the Heavenly Martial Festival. I'll definitely win next time."

"Look forward to it. That's when the real fight happens."

Peng Sahyuk bid farewell to the Hyonwon Patriarch, then departed from the Hyonwon Estate.

"...Damn son of a bitch. Still annoyingly strong," Hyonwon Kang muttered, glaring at his rival as he vanished into the distance.

If we kept fighting, I would have lost.

Hyonwon Kang knew this better than anyone, and Peng Sahyuk probably sensed it as well. Nevertheless, he had lowered his blade and accepted a draw in front of an audience.

To Hyonwon Kang, that felt like the pity of the stronger fighter. He was so frustrated that he couldn't sleep at all last night.

"Just you wait. Next time, I'll beat you so bad you won't make a peep."

That day Hyonwon Kang wrote a reply to Baek Suryong's letter. He tried to keep it short, but his account of the fight with Peng Sahyuk took up several pages.

"Hmm..."

Hyonwon Kang pondered what to write at the end of the letter, but in the end, he squeezed his eyes shut and wrote:

Mr. Baek. When the new semester begins, give me special training for the Heavenly Martial Festival!



Translator's Note: Another pair of best friends and rivals.


Chapter 330: Should I Try It?

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

From early morning, the clear ring of metal echoed ceaselessly around the mountain villa. In consideration for any herb gatherers, woodcutters, or passersby who might be startled by the sounds of violence, a large signpost was planted at the villa's entrance.

[Azure Dragon Academy Swordsmanship Research Society Summer Vacation Training Camp]

"Haaaap!"

"Yaaaah!"

Boys and girls crossed swords in the courtyard under the brilliant sunlight. Each time a loud clash rang out, startled mountain birds took flight in unison from the trees surrounding the villa.

"Everyone, breakfast is ready!"

When the students on cooking duty called out, the trainees immediately ceased their sparring and gathered in the dining hall. The appetizing smell made everyone's mouths water.

"Food! Food!"

"Good, I was starving."

"So it's you guys on duty today? Looks like we can expect something scrumptious."

The SRS had rented the entire mountain villa for their training camp. The goal was to sharpen each other's sword skills while eating and living together for a month.

This camp also served as an opportunity for seniors and juniors who weren't usually close to get to know each other better.

"Is the spot I accidently injured earlier okay?"

"It's fine. You only grazed my arm slightly."

"Sorry, my sword deviated mid-swing..."

"Would you mind putting some wound salve on it for me, Senior?"

"Uh, is that okay?"

When young men and women lived and ate together in one place for about a month, it was natural for some couples to form. Sweet glances were exchanged here and there, and affectionate whispers could be heard everywhere. After more than ten days in the camp, many students were now walking around in pairs.

Of course, while some guys had all the luck in love, others simply...didn't.

"Damn couples..."

"What are they doing during our sacred training camp?"

"It's so annoying I can't even watch."

"I'm planning to train wearing an eye patch starting tomorrow."

The students who hadn't found a partner devoted themselves to training, hoping to at least gain something in swordsmanship. Needless to say, their sword techniques grew more polished by the day.

Regardless, Yoo Yiran was feeling displeased.

"......"

"Hey President. Is it just me, or have you been in a bad mood lately?" Vice President Jeong Yeonhee asked mischievously.

Yoo Yiran looked at her friend. "Me? What reason would I have to be in a bad mood...?"

"Since the very first SRS summer camp, we have had a tradition of matchmaking many couples."

"Couples..."

Unconsciously, Yoo Yiran's gaze shifted to a pint-sized boy eating among the male students at the opposite end of the dining hall. Although hidden by the unnecessarily large male students surrounding him, she could vividly imagine Wiji Cheon stuffing his cheeks with food and chewing diligently.

"Look at that gaze. You've got it bad," Jeong Yeonhee whispered, nudging Yoo Yiran's side. "Half the camp is already over. Are you just going to let it pass without doing anything?"

"What am I supposed to do...?"

All her life, Yoo Yiran had never been interested in boys, let alone made an effort to attract their attention. Or rather, it was usually the other way around, which made her habitually cold towards men.

"Honestly, I'm not even sure exactly what these feelings are..." she mumbled hesitantly.

"Wow, everyone around you knows, so how come only you don't, President?" Jeong Yeonhee sighed deeply. "Aren't you being too complacent? Technically, you're not even his girlfriend. What will you do if someone else snatches him away?"

"...Someone else? Who?"

"Anyone." Jeong Yeonhee folded her arms. It seemed some shock therapy was needed. She lowered her voice further and whispered, "He's skilled with the sword and has a good personality. Plus, he's Mr. Baek Suryong's top disciple. There must be plenty of girls aiming for him besides you."

Yoo Yiran's eyes narrowed sharply. "Don't tell me you too..."

Jeong Yeonhee firmly shook her head. "I prefer bulky guys. If I had to pick, someone like Senior Hyonwon Kang?"

"...I-I see." Yoo Yiran sighed in relief, but she still had absolutely no idea how to express her feelings.

Sighing, Jeong Yeonhee decided to offer her some subtle help. "This afternoon's training session. Isn't it your turn to teach the first-years?"

"Hm? Yes, it is."

"How about using sword instruction as an excuse to talk about various daily lifestyle things? Or maybe casually brush hands..."

"Y-You want me to do such a shameless thing?!"

All eyes in the dining hall turned towards the two of them, and even Wiji Cheon tilted his head in curiosity.

Yoo Yiran froze. She must have unconsciously raised her voice.

Jeong Yeonhee pressed a finger to her lips, then sent a message telepathically to Yoo Yiran. [Who said anything about seducing him outright? What I meant was, show him your charms as a woman, not just a swordswoman.]

[I understand what you mean, but...]

[Ugh, this is so frustrating. Okay, this is what you have to do...]

Jeong Yeonhee gave Yoo Yiran various pieces of advice.

Yoo Yiran nodded. Although she had no intention of following her vice president's words exactly, she decided to muster her courage just once.
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During the summer training camp, the third and fourth years took turns teaching the first years every day. Today, it was Yoo Yiran's turn to teach.

Wearing her finest martial arts uniform, Yoo Yiran stood in front of the first-years. "First, I'd like each of you to demonstrate the swordsmanship you're most confident in. After that, we'll have a guided sparring session. Then I'll observe your free sparring with each other. Understood? Then let's begin."

""Yes, ma'am! We look forward to your instruction!!""

The tense freshmen demonstrated their swordsmanship one by one. Most of them were too nervous to demonstrate their skills in front of the president and repeatedly made mistakes.

Each time, Yoo Yiran offered advice to her juniors, from general tips on their swordsmanship to suggestions on how to tweak minor movements. 

As expected from the SRS President, she had a very keen eye.

"Thank you!"

"Thank you!"

The juniors all looked deeply moved by Yoo Yiran's priceless advice.

Finally, it was Wiji Cheon's turn.

"I'm Wiji Cheon," he greeted, then unsheathed his Soul Sword and began his demonstration.

Yoo Yiran marveled at the smooth, flowing movements.

There's nothing to correct.

There were moves she might have executed differently, but that was simply due to differences in physique and gender, not because his form was wrong.

Wiji Cheon instinctively traced the movements that suited him best, fully exploiting his dazzling innate talent.

However, Yoo Yiran wasn't just admiring him.

"...Excellent, but when you executed the third technique earlier, what if the opponent responded like this?" Drawing her sword, she countered the technique Wiji Cheon had just shown her.

Even though Wiji Cheon was stronger than her, it didn't mean that she couldn't criticize his swordplay. After all, there were definitely flaws that one couldn't perceive on their own.

"You're right... That's amazing, Senior!"

"W-What? It's nothing."

Yoo Yiran subtly avoided Wiji Cheon's brightly shining eyes and addressed the other first-years. "Alright, let's move on to guided sparring, one by one. Come up in the same order as before."

Again, Wiji Cheon was a crane among chickens. While the other first-year students struggled to block even ten of Yoo Yiran's strikes, Wiji Cheon easily dealt with her blows, equaling or even surpassing her.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

Sword slashes flashed back and forth, too fast for most students' eyes to follow. Despite this, both fighters maintained their composure.

Since this wasn't a duel with victory or defeat on the line, the two occasionally paused their exchange to engage in discussion.

"Senior. Just now, I think it would have been better to shift your center of gravity further back and relax your wrist more."

"Why?"

"It's more advantageous to deflect the attack first and then counterattack. Since your wrist is more flexible than mine..."

"I understand. Let's try again."

The deeper she got into her swordplay, the more Yoo Yiran forgot about showing Wiji Cheon her charms as a woman.

It didn't suit her anyway. She was most beautiful when she swung her sword with all her might.

The SRS executives watched from afar, sighing.

The Vice President Jeong Yeonhee muttered with a look of resignation, "...How can he not fall for her after seeing that side of her?"

"You know... what if the feelings we feel when we observe the President are the same feelings the she feels when she observes him?" one of the executives suggested.

Everyone else unconsciously nodded in agreement.
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The days of diligent training in the mountain villa quickly turned into nights.

Countless stars dotted the night sky. Looking up from the mountains, the sky was literally an alternate world, mesmerizing enough to make one lose track of time as one stared blankly upward.

Most importantly, the freshly barbecued meat the students shared under the stars tasted the best in the world.

"Who caught that huge wild boar?"

"Wiji Cheon!"

"Are you good at hunting too?"

"I lived in the mountains with my grandfather when I was really young, hehe."

Students who loved the sword crossed blades daily for a month. It was enough time to open up to each other and have honest conversations. Before they knew it, they had all become quite close.

The conversations they had while sitting around after dinner had no real theme. They just chatted aimlessly about this and that until someone suddenly brought up a topic of interest.

"Seniors, what are you going to do after graduation?"

The third- and fourth-year students who were about to graduate had many worries about their future after leaving Azure Dragon Academy. The juniors were also curious about the seniors' thoughts.

Everyone gathered around the campfire, and starting with the seniors, they shared their dreams one by one.

"I plan to take over my family's business and run our escort agency. I want to expand it under my leadership."

"I want to get a job at one of the Ten Great Companies and tour the jianghu. I'll be able to make money and travel, killing two birds with one stone!"

"For me, it is obviously the Murim Alliance. I'm going to take the entrance exam for the Divine Sword Corps."

"Won't you fail the background screening?"

"We get opportunities for internships after allying with the Murim Alliance, remember? I'm aiming for one of those spots."

While there were those with such realistic goals, others held more romantic notions about the jianghu.

"I'll roam the jianghu, helping the weak and punishing the villains."

"I want to hone my swordsmanship and become one of the top 100 swordsmen."

"If you're talking about the romance of the jianghu, isn't it being a freelancer?"

"Freelancing is a bit..."

"It's dangerous and the pay sucks. You'll die penniless."

The conversation started by the seniors naturally flowed down to the juniors. The juniors also talked about their own goals and dreams. It was the kind of atmosphere where everyone felt they should share.

"Hey, Wiji Cheon. What are you going to do after graduation?"

Curious, everyone's gaze turned towards Wiji Cheon.

How would he answer?

To them, Wiji Cheon was a prodigy of the sword. Moreover, his master was the Azure Dragon Hero, one of the Ten Supremes. Even if he declared that he was aiming to become the world's strongest swordsman, no one would laugh.

Wiji Cheon's face turned red as a ripe persimmon as attention focused on him. In a voice barely louder than an ant's, he stammered nervously, "Ah, me... I-I want to become a teacher."

"A teacher?"

The completely unexpected answer made everyone's eyes widen.

Wiji Cheon scratched his cheek, looking embarrassed. "Well, the person I respect the most is Mr. Baek Suryong. Ah, excluding my grandfather, of course."

Wiji Cheon slowly began to tell the story of how he first met Baek Suryong, though naturally, he omitted the parts related to the Blood Cult.

"...Mr. Baek saved me when I was suffering from qi deviation. After that, he helped me enroll into the Azure Dragon Academy. It's all thanks to him that I was able to meet all of you... Also, whenever I heard the voice of the evil sword, he helped me stay on the right path."

Wiji Cheon was not a very good speaker. He was also very shy, so when many people looked at him, his face would turn red and his voice would get softer and softer.

Nevertheless, the boy's sincerity reached everyone.

"...That's why, I also want to become a teacher." Wiji Cheon lowered his head deeply after finishing his explanation.

A brief silence fell over the group following Wiji Cheon's unexpected confession of his dark past.

Until finally, Yoo Yiran broke the silence, asking, "Then how about a trial run?"

"Pardon?"

"Tomorrow, for one day. Why don't you try instructing everyone in the SRS on swordsmanship?"

"W-What? But that's so sudden..."

"What does everyone else think?" Yoo Yiran turned to the rest of the club members.

The SRS executives readily nodded in agreement.

"The Sword Wonder's instruction is highly welcome."

"I wanted to learn from you anyway."

"Sounds fun. You could probably put this on your resume later, too?"

As the unimaginable became reality, Wiji Cheon's eyes widened. "R-Really? But I'm only a freshman..."

"What does that matter? You're the best swordsman here," Yoo Yiran grinned and patted Wiji Cheon's shoulder, giving him her full support.

After hesitating for a moment, Wiji Cheon replied with a determined expression, "Understood. I'll do my best!"

Unfortunately, no one knew the consequences of their decision at the time.

The next day, Demon Instructor Wiji Cheon graced the SRS training camp.



Translator's Note: This chapter marks the exact halfway point of the novel. We're half way there~ Take my hand, we'll make it, I swear~ Oh-oh, livin' on a prayer


Chapter 331: Actually, I Held Back

The next morning, the SRS members gathered in the training ground stared wide-eyed at their instructor of the day, Wiji Cheon. Unlike usual, he wore a red headband, procured from who-knows-where, tied tightly around his forehead. Embroidered in the center were the characters for "Certain Death" (必死).

"Good morning. I am Instructor Wiji Cheon, and I will be coaching everyone in swordsmanship today," he said.

"Haha! Cheon looks like he's really serious about today."

"Yeah, let's work hard. We'll do our best too."

"Are you perhaps imitating Mr. Baek Suryong? So cute!"

The SRS students mostly laughed off the funny look as they recalled the Wiji Cheon from the night before, sitting by the campfire and shyly saying, "I want to be a teacher."

All of them had decided to support the boy's dream, so they agreed to undergo his swordsmanship training for a day.

The problem was that each and every one of them had grossly underestimated Wiji Cheon's resolve.

"Students. This instructor did not come here to play house with you." Wiji Cheon drew his sword and held it out, the blade glistening blue as it reflected the morning sun. 

WOOONG!

The Soul Sword responded to its master's will, emitting a chilling aura.

At that instant, the smallest and gentlest boy in the SRS transformed into someone else entirely.

"I will warn you in advance. For today, anyone who speaks informally to this instructor or disobeys instructions..."

SWOOSH! CRACK!

Wiji Cheon swung his sword casually, releasing a sharp, clear wave of sword qi and splitting a large tree in two.

"W-Why the tree...?"

"H-Hey?"

Finally, the students grew flustered, having sensed that something was very wrong.

Wiji Cheon glared at them with disturbing excitement, then continued, "...will be punished for defiance against this instructor with one-on-one guided sparring."

The moment they saw Wiji Cheon's eyes, everyone had the same thought.

He's serious. He's fucking serious.

He's lost it! Look at his eyes!

They had forgotten. Although the Sword Wonder Wiji Cheon was usually a boy gentler and kinder than anyone else, he was also a person who completely transformed the moment he held a sword.

"Uh, umm. Well..."

"This isn't quite what we wanted..."

"Aren't you getting a little too worked up...?"

Wiji Cheon casually ignored his seniors' words. Determined to emulate his most revered teacher, the boy pointed his sword at the mountain behind the villa. "First, before breakfast, we will begin with some light physical conditioning. Based on my observations so far, I have concluded that your basic stamina is abysmal."

A few students pouted, looking displeased. Coming from Wiji Cheon, who looked the least physically fit, the words stung even more.

"All trainees are required to reach the mountain peak and return. Begin."

Everyone hesitated, glancing at each other instead of moving immediately.

Wiji Cheon sighed. I guess acting like Mr. Baek isn't easy.

He decided to push a little harder to establish his dominance.

"Are everyone's ears clogged? Or does this instructor look like a joke to you?"

The seniors' jaws dropped at the coarse language from their usually shy, cute, and excessively polite junior.

"Even if you're the instructor for the day, isn't that a bit rude..."

"So, you don't want to do it?" Wiji Cheon released his sword qi and raised his blade.

The mouths that had opened in complaint instantly snapped shut.

"I-It's not that we don't want to, but..."

"But?"

"We'll do it, sir..."

"I will let it slide this first time," Wiji Cheon warned. Baek Suryong would have instantly smacked the head of the student talking back, but he wasn't quite that far gone yet. "You have exactly fifteen minutes. Any student who returns later than the allotted time can forget about breakfast."

"We have to climb a mountain and come back in fifteen minutes?"

"That's impossible, sir!"

While everyone was still grumbling, unable to grasp the situation, one person moved.

"It's better to move than waste time like this," Yoo Yiran grumbled, speeding off with the grace of a deer using her movement arts.

WHOOSH!

The SRS leaders and a few other opportunists followed.

"Senior! How could you start without us!"

"This is unfair! Wait for us!"

"...Ah, screw it!"

Finally, the other students began to run like foals with their tails on fire. Reaching the mountaintop indicated by Wiji Cheon and returning within fifteen minutes was an extremely challenging task.

Eventually, a spectacle unfolded where the entire SRS sprinted at full speed to secure their breakfast.

However, most of them still hadn't fully grasped the reality. Some even giggled, finding the situation amusing.

Wiji Cheon watched them, smiling evilly. "...Laugh while you can. Later, you'll find it hard to even move the corners of your lips."

Unknown to him, it was a smile remarkably similar to a certain someone's.
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Awaiting the students who barely made it back from the summit was an unidentifiable, nutritious special meal created by the Medicinal Cooking Research Society.

"What... is this?"

"You expect us to eat this?"

"Is this perhaps training against poison?"

As the students entered the dining hall with disbelieving eyes, Wiji Cheon proudly said, "This is a special meal made with ingredients that this instructor gathered from the mountain at dawn. It contains various ingredients with different nutrients, made into a porridge for better absorption."

The special meal that Wiji Cheon had prepared was a miscellaneous porridge with an ominous green hue. The fact that it was a variation of the food distributed to martial artists in the Blood Cult was a secret known only to Baek Suryong.

"Is it really okay to eat that? It looks like it tastes terrible..." someone protested hesitantly.

Wiji Cheon frowned. "Student, did you come to this training camp just to eat delicious things?"

"No, sir."

There were no more complaints. The special meal prepared by Wiji Cheon was completely devoid of any taste, but since hunger was the ultimate sauce, everyone ate diligently.

Wiji Cheon watched them and nodded in satisfaction. "Eat heartily for breakfast. You'll be eating dinner in hell."

"Cough!"

One by one, the students spat out the porridge, but the food was so easily digestible that no one choked or suffered from indigestion.

"When you have finished eating, we will begin the morning training."

What followed was group sword drills. The students swung their swords under the scorching sun, dripping with sweat, while Wiji Cheon walked among them, correcting their postures.

"Overall, your swordsmanship is full of unnecessary flair. Don't be aware of others. Concentrate more on the sword."

Wiji Cheon's eyes were sharp as he observed the students, and he made sure to chew each student up equally. After all, that was the first principle of education he had learned from Baek Suryong.

THWACK!

"Is this the best you can do? You're trying to slack off, aren't you?"

"Sorry, sir!"

SMACK!

"Where are you looking? I told you to focus on the sword. Are you defying the instructor now?"

"No, sir!"

WHACK!

"Stop lazing off! Keep your focus! Didn't you eat breakfast?"

"I did, sir!"

"Then why is your voice so soft?"

"I ATE BREAKFAST, SIR!!"

Instructor Wiji Cheon's lessons were harsh and strict, and he pushed the students to their absolute limits. Even the students who were easygoing at first grew increasingly pale.

Eventually, rebellion broke out.

"Damn it! I can't take it anymore!" Fourth year Jo Yeongeol, one of the SRS executives and a lay disciple of the Diancang Sect, shouted. He was a swordsman who had mastered the Four Suns Sword Technique, a swift sword technique, to a considerable level. "I know you're good, Wiji Cheon, but everyone trains differently. I don't think my swordsmanship will get any faster by training in such a primitive way."

Everyone nervously watched Wiji Cheon. Some silently cheered Jo Yeongeol on. They too had felt skeptical about this spartan training.

To their surprise, however, Wiji Cheon nodded readily. "Very well. Then let's duel using only pure swift sword techniques, without inner arts. If Student Jo Yeongeol defeats me, we will end the training."

"...Are you serious?"

"Of course."

"Ha!" Jo Yeongeol scoffed. No matter how much of a sword genius Wiji Cheon was, he didn't think he would lose if they competed with only fast sword techniques without inner arts.

If it's a single strike match, I win.

Jo Yeongeol declared confidently, " Okay. If I lose, I'll follow your instruction without complaint."

No more words were needed. The two faced each other. No starting signal was necessary. The moment the two swordsmen's hands touched their hilts, the match began.

SWISH!

Jo Yeongeol's famous quick sword draw flashed out like a ray of light. He had no doubt in his victory. Though his overall skill may not have been as good as Wiji Cheon, he was easily the fastest swordsman in the SRS.

Yes! I was faster!

The moment he was certain of that.

CLANG!

Despite drawing his sword a fraction of a second later, Wiji Cheon knocked Jo Yeongeol's blade up high, instantly creating an opening for the diminutive boy to dart through his defenses.

Jo Yeongeol's eyes widened in confusion. Huh? But I was definitely faster?

Wiji Cheon clenched his small fist tightly. The match was decided, but he had no intention of forgiving the troublemaker for disturbing the class atmosphere. This too was something he had learned from observing Baek Suryong.

"You're the SRS's fastest swordsman? Don't make me laugh, you're so slow."

Wiji Cheon's fist struck Jo Yeongeol hard on the bridge of his nose.

PWAAK!

"Cough!" Blood spurted from both nostrils as Jo Yeongeol staggered back and collapsed to the ground. 

Wiji Cheon stood before him, looking down with arrogant eyes. "Student Jo Yeongeol. Return to training as soon as your nose stops bleeding."

"Keuk..."

"Did you not hear me?"

"Y-Yes, sir. Understood."

Just like that, the spark of rebellion was ruthlessly stamped out before it could grow.

Wiji Cheon glanced over the other students. "Any student with complaints may step forward at any time. However, be prepared for the consequences."

"......"

Today's Wiji Cheon was a miniature Baek Suryong.
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The arduous training continued until nightfall. After completing all the scheduled activities, Wiji Cheon removed the red headband from his forehead and said, "We will stop here."

As if there was some sorcery in that headband, the moment he removed it, Wiji Cheon reverted from the demon instructor back to the boy with innocent eyes.

"Is everyone okay?" he asked shyly.

The SRS seniors collapsed to the floor, pointing fingers at him in unison.

"You...!"

"Wiji Cheon, you brat!"

"I almost cried earlier because of you!"

Wiji Cheon looked at his seniors sprawled haphazardly on the ground with an apologetic expression. "I'm sorry, but the special training wouldn't be effective if I didn't do it seriously, so I had no choice..."

Instructor Wiji Cheon's training had been brutal. Hardly anyone could stand properly on two feet right now.

Still, everyone had persevered until the end. It was grueling, but the students felt a strange sense of accomplishment.

It was unexpectedly fun? They thought.

Wiji Cheon felt the same way. He was more exhausted than any other student, yet his face was incredibly bright. He felt like he would want to teach again if given the chance.

"Rest for a while. I'll prepare dinner," he said, dashing towards the kitchen.

Sighs immediately erupted from everywhere.

"Do the White Dragon Manor kids really train like this every single day?"

"That's inhumane..."

"I'm going to be sick in bed tomorrow."

"We should have known something like this would happen when he said that the person he respected the most was Mr. Baek Suryong..."

"I heard earlier that even this is mild compared to Mr. Baek Suryong's training?"

"Is he crazy?!"

Everyone shuddered as they remembered the day's workout.

CLAP!

Yoo Yiran clapped her hands, attracting everyone's attention. Although she had fared better than the other students, she also looked quite exhausted. As the president of the SRS, she objectively evaluated Instructor Wiji Cheon's teaching abilities.

"It was tough, it's true... but wasn't he surprisingly good at teaching?" she remarked.

"That's true. It seemed primitive, but it was precise, and he didn't push us beyond our limits." Vice President Jeong Yeonhee nodded tiredly in agreement. 

The other executives echoed similar sentiments. Beneath the radical and violent aspects, Wiji Cheon's swordsmanship instruction was extremely meticulous and detailed.

One by one, the other students began to nod in agreement.

"Definitely..."

"I had an epiphany after receiving his guidance."

"When pushed to the limit, techniques I always failed at suddenly advanced by leaps and bounds."

"His killing intent was so intense... I had no choice but to try my best."

After receiving Wiji Cheon's instruction for just one day, everyone realized how complacent their usual training had been. Therefore, the general mood was one of self-reflection and repentance.

Yoo Yiran looked around at the students. "...So, about that."

This was separate from her feelings for Wiji Cheon. She genuinely felt that Wiji Cheon's instruction would be of great help to the SRS.

"How about learning from Wiji Cheon for a few more days? I think this is an opportunity that won't come around again."

"Umm..."

"A f-few more days?"

"I like it, but I hate it..."

The students of the SRS were all boys and girls who loved the sword. If they could become stronger, if they could wield the sword better, they were willing to endure any hardship.

Although they hesitated, they all eventually agreed.

Yoo Yiran personally went to Wiji Cheon to deliver the news. "If it's okay with you, could we ask you to teach us for a few more days?"

"Really?" Wiji Cheon's face, which had been somewhat downcast, immediately brightened.

My teaching ability has been acknowledged!

He beamed and nodded. "I'll do my best!"

"P-Please don't try too hard..."

"Actually, I held back today because I was conscious of others. I'll increase the intensity tomorrow!"

"...Let's keep that a secret from the others."

Thus, even after that day, Wiji Cheon occasionally donned the red headband and instructed the SRS students in swordsmanship.

Time passed remarkably quickly at the training camp. 

Lush green trees and leaves rustled in the wind. Sunlight glistened on the morning dew. Cicadas wailed desperately, and youths sweated as they swung their swords with equally powerful shouts.

"Students! Stay sharp!"

Summer had indeed arrived.


Chapter 332: Old Scars

"The Sixth Elder has become a martyr."

A figure in a black hat, who had been meditating cross-legged, opened his eyes. For an instant, the light within them blazed crimson, then subsided as if it had been an illusion.

With a breath of mist, the figure looked down at the man on his knees. "Who killed him?"

"The Azure Dragon Hero."

A brief silence followed. The prostrate man felt cold sweat trickle down his back.

Fortunately, his superior's voice was calm as he asked, "I've been hearing that title a lot lately. What was the content of the Sixth Elder's final report?"

"He stated that the Azure Dragon Hero had appeared at the Murim Alliance, that he seemed to have caught wind of our plan, and that he would take care of the meddler."

"And?"

"We lost contact with him shortly thereafter, and the Beggars' Gang Chief officially announced that the Azure Dragon Hero had killed the Sixth Elder."

"......" The figure in the black hat rose from his seat.

Although all he had done was stand, the prostrate man felt the illusion of hundreds of swords slicing through his entire body. A sense of reverence naturally arose in him.

The First Apostle grows ever stronger.

The prostrate man was the Ninth Elder of the Blood Cult. He was also a renowned demonic master, but in front of the First Apostle, his own existence felt insignificant.

Is there any master in the murim who can block his sword?

The Ninth Elder admired the overwhelming strength of the First Apostle. It was he who had demonstrated his fearsome power against the despicable Murim Alliance decades ago, and he who had gathered the scattered cultists after their defeat and rebuilt the cult to its present state.

More recently, he had suppressed the revolt of the most powerful elder of the Blood Cult, the Night Emperor, and imprisoned him underground.

The day our Cult marches forth to conquer the murim, all those hypocrites of the orthodox sects will kneel beneath the sword of the First Apostle.

Recently, however, an annoying flea had thwarted the Cult's plans at every turn.

"First Apostle. I have more to report regarding the Azure Dragon Hero."

"Speak."

"He claims to be the successor of the Sword Saint."

The scars visible under the First Apostle's black hat twitched in unison. "Did you just say the Sword Saint?"

"Yes..." Despite trembling with fear, the Ninth Elder relayed the contents of the report he had received. The story was that the Azure Dragon Hero had revealed to the Murim Alliance that he had inherited the Sword Saint's martial arts, and had declared that he would not pass them on to the Moyong Clan.

After hearing the full story from the Ninth Elder, the First Apostle muttered coldly, "If left unchecked, he will become a huge threat to us."

The Azure Dragon Hero had foiled the cult's long-laid scheme to exterminate the Namgung Clan and killed the Eighth Elder, the Bloody Spirit. Not only that, he had also eradicated the spy they had carefully planted in the Murim Alliance over a long period of time and even killed the Sixth Elder, the Poison Demon.

Two of the elders of our sect fell to the same man. Moreover, he has even learned the Sword Saint's martial arts... Could this be fate? Is the Azure Dragon Hero's destiny somehow intertwined with that of the Blood Cult?

The First Apostle asked, "Is the Azure Dragon Hero still at the Murim Alliance?"

"He left the Murim Alliance a few days ago. We are currently tracking his location. It shouldn't take long."

"Entrust this task to Deathshroud."

The Ninth Elder wasn't surprised. Deathshroud was the assassins' guild widely acknowledged as the strongest in the murim, and unknown to most, they were a subsidiary organization of the Blood Cult. With his head bowed, he asked, "May I convey the order for Skykiller himself to move?"

The First Apostle nodded. "Permission granted."

If he could, he would have gone to capture the Azure Dragon Hero himself, but he had business to attend to here. Mobilizing Skykiller was the best alternative.

"The Azure Dragon Hero is a master who ranks among the Ten Supremes. I would prefer to capture him alive, but kill him if that proves impossible."

"Understood."

"We don't know where he might have gone, so inform the other apostles as well. If they encounter the Azure Dragon Hero, they should capture him alive if possible to retrieve the Sword Saint's martial arts. If capture is impossible, tell them not to hesitate and simply eliminate him. That would be better than letting him escape."

"As you command." The Ninth Elder rose to his feet, bowed respectfully, and then dissipated like a puff of smoke.

The First Apostle glanced briefly at the spot where the old man had vanished before turning around and leaving.

"The Azure Dragon Hero..."

From what he had heard, the man was not from the Nine Sects One Gang or the Five Great Clans, nor was he a disciple of a famous master, but rather a mere martial arts instructor from the countryside.

"He seems to be extremely skilled at teaching martial arts..."

Suddenly, an old memory suddenly surfaced.


"Starting today, I am the martial arts instructor in charge of your training. You my address me simply as Instructor."



His old master, who had a rough appearance and habitually used foul language.


"Get stronger. That is your reason for existing."



If they didn't meet his standards, they would be beaten. In exchange for learning peerless martial arts, their bodies and souls were completely reshaped.


"There are plenty of replacements for you. If you don't want to be discarded after being deemed as useless trash, then struggle as if your lives depend on it. Because they do."



The effects of that merciless training lingered even now, decades later. And yet, that same person had looked quite pathetic in the end.


"...Step aside. I don't want to kill you with my own hands."



The old scars on his face throbbed. Some of them were inflicted by his old instructor. Occasionally, he would experience random flashes of phantom pain.

STEP, STEP...

The deeper he descended underground, the more the phosphorescent pearls embedded in the walls dimmed, as if slowly losing their life force to the darkness.

Arriving at his destination, the First Apostle stood before a massive iron door carved with the image of a bleeding demon gazing up at the sky.

CREAAAK... THUD!

The First Apostle pushed the door open with both arms, and it swung open slowly to the sides with a heavy sound.

"Growwwwl..." 

In the pitch-black darkness, he couldn't see an inch ahead, but he could hear what sounded like a beast's growl from far away. The First Apostle, however, continued on as if he was familiar with the route.

After some time, he reached his destination.

"Keke... kekeke..."

Two bloodshot eyes gleamed in the darkness, accompanied by eerie giggling.

The First Apostle said to the beast crouching in the darkness, "Fifth Elder. Have you reflected enough?"

The Night Emperor was bound to the wall, chains wrapped around his arms and legs. As he writhed, the chains rattled against each other.

"Kekeke. Have you finally come to kill me?"

Since he had not eaten properly, his body was emaciated to the point where he was literally skin and bones, and his cheeks were hollowed out. A large golden needle was embedded in his qi center, preventing him from using inner arts.

The Night Emperor rattled his chains and approached the First Apostle, his raspy voice reverberating within the prison and his eyes glittering with berserk qi as he chuckled, "Want to know a secret? While I've been locked up here, I've been savoring the formulas of the Black Night Demonic Art every day. This is the first time I've done isolation training. Kekeke... Kuhahaha!"

Even confined to the deepest part of the prison, the Night Emperor refused to surrender. Though weakened to the point where he seemed on the verge of death, his back remained ramrod straight. In the midst of fear and loneliness, he had not lost himself. With his innate berserk qi, he had even endured being infected with a parasite.

The First Apostle looked at him with emotionless eyes. "You show no sign of remorse, even at the end."

"Keke. Stop bullshitting and kill me while you still have the chance. Do you think I'll stay chained forever?"

SHWAA...

Despite his inner arts being sealed, the surrounding darkness resonated with the Night Emperor, sending a tremor through the golden needle in his qi center and causing the chains to writhe like living snakes.

It was no bluff. Given more time, the Night Emperor would break out of prison on his own, becoming an even more terrifying monster than before.

The Night Emperor was a monster that no one could tame. He was a creature of darkness, a madman since birth.

"Fifth Elder. You will have no further occasion to practice the Black Night Demonic Art." The First Apostle casually flicked his hand. A Finger Sword Technique, formed by joining his index and middle fingers, sliced through the darkness.

Seeing the sword qi flying towards him, the Night Emperor grinned widely. "Kuhaha! Good thinking. Now, hurry up and kill me!"

SWOOSH! CLANG!

However, it was not the Night Emperor's head that was severed, but the chains that bound him.

"What kind of joke is this?" Freed from the chains, the Night Emperor tilted his head, his gaze chillingly cold at the thought that he was being mocked.

The First Apostle looked directly into those eyes and stated flatly, "From now on, you will learn the Heaven Defying Divine Art."

"You're giving it to me now? Why?"

"Because it is more beneficial than killing you here. If you refuse, I will kill you right now."

The Night Emperor's face morphed bizarrely into a mixture of wrath and ecstasy. "Why would I refuse?"

Ever since he had fought the mysterious master of the Heaven Defying Divine Art at Namgung Estate, he had replayed this scene over and over again in his mind.

A divine art with an imposing force that crushed all other demonic arts. He had been captivated by its overwhelming power, and had even started a revolt to learn it.

SLURP...

Licking his lips with his tongue, the Night Emperor pulled out the golden needle, glaring at the First Apostle with blazing eyes. "Hand it over."

The First Apostle took out a secret manual entitled Heaven Defying Divine Art (逆天神功) from his robes and threw it to the ground.

The Night Emperor rushed forward and opened the manual, the darkness of the prison posing no obstacle to his vision as he greedily devoured the contents of the Heaven Defying Divine Art manual as if he were relishing the world's finest delicacy.

"Kekeke..."

"...I will return tomorrow," the First Apostle said, turning to leave.

"Wait. Since you're teaching me anyway, why don't you teach me that Unlimited Sword of yours too?" the Night Emperor looked up, calling out to him. His greed knew no bounds. Even with the world's most destructive martial art in front of him, he still desired the Unlimited Sword.

"...That's impossible."

"Why?"

The apostles could not teach their martial arts to others because of the brainwashing, prohibitions, and suggestions imposed on them in childhood, but the First Apostle had no desire to elaborate on such complicated matters to a prisoner. He simply explained, "I tried a few times, but they all died, unable to withstand my teaching methods."

"Oho! That makes it even more interesting."

Shaking his head, the First Apostle drew the line firmly. "Do not be too greedy. The Heaven Defying Divine Art is more than enough for you."

The Night Emperor grinned slyly. "By the way. Once I master the Heaven Defying Divine Art, the first person I'm going to kill is you. Is that okay with you?" he asked provocatively.

The corners of the First Apostle's lips turned up. "I look forward to it. If you can achieve such mastery of the Heaven Defying Divine Art, I will gladly offer you my neck," he replied without hesitation.

"Kekeke!" The Night Emperor's shoulders shook with laughter, and the darkness undulated with him. "I forgot. You're every bit as crazy as I am!"

"Get stronger. That is your reason for existing."

The Night Emperor buried his head back in the secret manual. The conversation was over. 

Glancing at him one last time, the First Apostle turned and ascended back to the surface.

THUD!

After closing the door behind him, he headed towards the Blood Demon Palace, muttering to himself, "...Get stronger. That is your reason for existing."


"Get stronger. That is your reason for existing."



He hadn't said it consciously, only repeated the words his old instructor had told him time and time again. Like the countless scars that adorned his skin, those words were etched into his heart.

"......"

The Blood Demon Palace was empty. It was only natural, given the Blood Demon's absence. Nevertheless, the First Apostle often visited this place.

He looked up at the vacant jade throne.

"...It won't be long now."

The wound left by his old master throbbed again.

Strange. Why are the phantom pains so frequent today?
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Meanwhile, Baek Suryong arrived in Shaanxi.


Chapter 333: The Portrait

Before the shock from the news that the Blood Cult had attacked the Namgung Clan could even subside, another sensational new headline had already begun to sweep across the murim.

Treason in the Murim Alliance! Azure Dragon Hero Exposes Blood Cult Spy.

This alone was breaking news, but a series of astonishing follow-up news about the events that took place at the Murim Alliance began to spread like wildfire.

Azure Dragon Hero Saves Poisoned Beggars' Gang Chief from Brink of Death!

Azure Dragon Hero Cuts Down Blood Cult Poison Elder!

Azure Dragon Hero Is Actually the Legendary Sword Saint's Successor!?

Many people didn't believe it at first, finding the stories too far-fetched, until the rumors were backed up by solid testimony from the Beggars' Gang Chief.

"Everything we said is true. We have even appointed the Azure Dragon Hero as an Honorary Beggar. He is now a brother to us, so from now on, anyone who persecutes the Azure Dragon Hero will be considered to be persecuting the Beggars' Gang," the Chief of the Beggars' Gang declared passionately.

This was only the beginning. Whenever beggars throughout the murim went out to beg on the streets, they boasted about their newfound brother.

"The Azure Dragon Hero is our brother and fellow beggar!"

"He's the only man allowed to put his spoon in a beggar's rice bowl!"

"I call him Hyung-nim, you know?"

With the members of the Beggars' Gang bragging so proudly, people had no choice but to believe them eventually.

Of course, those beggars had never sought the consent of the person involved.

"Fucking crazy beggar scum..." Baek Suryong grumbled, barely suppressing his rising murderous intent as he strode down the street. Despite his usual shamelessness, he felt so embarrassed that he wanted to kill himself from the rumors echoing from all directions.

Thank goodness I put on a human skin mask before entering the city.

He had recently arrived in Xi'an, the heart of Shaanxi. This area was traditionally the territory of the Mount Hua Sect and the Zhongnan Sect, but these days, everywhere he went, people were talking about the Murim Alliance and the Azure Dragon Hero.

"I heard that the Murim Alliance went through quite the ordeal?"

"Yes. The Azure Dragon Hero has pulled off yet another incredible feat, slaying a second Blood Cult Elder..."

"Wow! I wonder if any orthodox master has acted more aggressively against the unorthodox in the past few decades than him."

"His fame is growing by the day. Right now, the title of Ten Supremes no longer seems like an exaggeration."

As soon as he entered an inn, his ears were bombarded with all kinds of ridiculous rumors. Baek Suryong formed a barrier around his eardrums with his qi and quickly approached the innkeeper.

"A room, please."

He went straight to his room, changed into a neat white scholar's robe, and held a folding fan in one hand. Since his face had already been changed to an ordinary one with the human skin mask, when he looked in the mirror, he saw only a frail-looking scholar before him.

Good, I should be able to blend in anywhere like this.

He left the Azure Dragon Sword at his waist. Many scholars and commoners carried swords for show, so it wouldn't look strange.

Leaving the inn, he immediately headed toward the Beggars' Gang Xi'an Branch. 

On the way, he was stopped several times by beggars who told him, "The Azure Dragon Hero is the beggars' brother..."

Goddamned beggars. No, thinking about it, this is all Namgung Su's fault. He's the one who caused this mess by saying unnecessary things to the Beggars' Gang Chief.

Baek Suryong vowed to pay his rival back someday.

As it turned out, the Beggars' Gang Xi'an Branch was located under a bridge.

A beggar lying on a straw mat, picking his nose, glanced briefly at Baek Suryong. "Who're you? This ain't a place for a scholar like you."

Baek Suryong took a letter from his robes and handed it to the beggar. "Please deliver this to your branch manager."

The letter, which emitted a faint, stale odor, was infused with a special stench used only by members of the Beggars' Gang at the branch manager level or higher. He had received it from the Chief before he left the Murim Alliance.

"This is...!"

A short while later, after confirming the contents and handwriting of the letter, the Xi'an Branch Manager rushed out of his shack in one bound. The protagonist of the rumors currently rocking the murim was standing before him.

Looking deeply moved, he opened his mouth wide and shouted, "Azure Dra... Mmph!"

Baek Suryong clamped the branch manager's mouth shut with the folding fan. At the same time, he shoved the cursed beggar back into the shack, smiling with narrowed eyes. "That should suffice to prove my identity, so shall we talk inside?" he threatened, subtly releasing his killing intent.

"Mmph, mmph!" The Branch Manager nodded vigorously. Fortunately, he wasn't so stupid that he didn't realize that Baek Suryong was working undercover.

Baek Suryong removed the fan.

"...P-Please come inside."

After entering the hut, Baek Suryong was treated lavishly... by beggar standards. The boiled rice water with visible rice grains floating in it was practically indistinguishable from Longjing tea in the Beggars' Gang.

"Brother, we have been eagerly awaiting your arrival. The Chief informed us you would be coming this way."

"Ah, yes..." Baek Suryong grimaced. Even the unnecessarily dramatic tone rubbed him the wrong way. He wanted nothing more than to finish his business and get out of here as soon as possible. "What about the item I requested?"

"Here you go." The Branch Manager handed over a map that had been rolled up in a corner of the shack. It marked the locations of all the old bookstores in Xi'an.

Baek Suryong quickly scanned it. It's only been a few days since I left the Alliance. Color me impressed, or should I say, as expected of the world's top information organization?

Before leaving the Murim Alliance, he had asked the Chief to look into the old bookstores in Xi'an, citing the need to find a certain book. Immediately after, he had made a beeline for Shaanxi using his movement arts. 

No matter how fast the Beggars' Gang's messenger pigeons were, the Xi'an Branch Manager had probably received the Chief's message only a day or two ago. Nevertheless, he had already found and compiled the information that Baek Suryong wanted.

"I heard you were looking for a specific book from an old bookstore? If you tell us the title, we might be able to find it for you..."

"This is sufficient. I will look for the book myself." Baek Suryong tucked the map into his robes and smiled. 

I can't exactly tell him that I'm actually searching for the other White Ice Bangle, the sacred treasure of the North Sea Ice Palace.

The Branch Manager grinned mischievously, revealing his yellowed teeth. The expression on his face was as if he had understood what kind of book Baek Suryong sought. "Fufu. Everyone has a secret hobby or two. I hope you find something to your tastes. My lips are sealed, so don't worry."

Does he think I'm looking for some kind of ancient porn book? I oughta just...

Suppressing the urge to punch the cheeky asshole, Baek Suryong rose to his feet. "Well then, I shall be on my way."

The Branch Manager quickly protested, "Since you're here, won't you stay for a meal? It's almost dinnertime..."

He brought over a rice bowl from the corner, containing a mixture of cold rice and some unidentifiable side dishes.

"...I already ate," Baek Suryong said firmly through gritted teeth. If Namgung Su had been standing next to him, he would have beaten the bastard to a pulp.

"Oh dear, what a shame..."

Baek Suryong spun around and promptly left the shack.

Behind him, the Branch Manager called out with a genuinely disappointed expression. "Please visit again! I'll treat you to a proper meal... Wow! He's fast!"

Before he could finish speaking, Baek Suryong had already vanished into the distance.
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Baek Suryong came to Xi'an with two goals. One was to track down the White Ice Bangle that the Ice Moon Goddess had supposedly given to her lover, and the other was to visit the Black Tortoise Academy and meet the Dark Heaven Goddess.

Finding the remaining White Ice Bangle is my first priority. Without it, I won't be able to visit the Ice Palace. The Black Tortoise Academy can wait.

Baek Suryong unfolded the map he had received from the Beggars' Gang, planning to begin his search starting from the nearest old bookstore marked on the map. It was the reason he was dressed as a scholar today.

"She definitely mentioned that they met at an old bookstore."[1]


"We met at the bookstore where he worked. I was wearing a veil and a black hat to avoid drawing attention to myself, when a delicate-looking man approached me and handed me a lantern. He told me that reading in the dark could harm my eyes, just as it had harmed his."



Baek Suryong recalled the warm smile on the Ice Moon Goddess's face when she spoke about her lover.

"...I hope he's still alive."

Fifty years, no, if he added the years that Eun Yerin had been kidnapped by the Blood Cult, over sixty years had passed. It was too long, far too long, to wait for just one person.


"He was an ordinary person...no, he was quite frail for a man. He spent his days reading books...because that's just who he was."



That man had probably married another woman long ago and had children. It wouldn't be surprising if he even had grandchildren by now.


"When we escape this place, the first thing you must do is hold your wedding. I will attend it with my son."

"This Big Brother won't miss it either!"

"I will attend as well."



Baek Suryong smiled bitterly, recalling the conversation he had with his masters long ago.

"We all promised to attend Master Eun's wedding together."

Back then, they had needed such conversations just to endure life in prison. They had desperately clung to the hope that one day they would escape that hell and live the life each of them yearned for.


"When I escape from this place, I'll go live with him in a faraway place, somewhere no one will find us."



The Ice Moon Goddess' wish was ultimately not granted, but Baek Suryong still wanted to convey her message to her lover.

I want him to know how much she missed him until the very end.

Before he knew it, he arrived at the first old bookstore marked on the map.

He asked the owner of the old bookstore, "Excuse me, by any chance, did someone named Moon Yul work here in the past?"

The only clues he had about the Ice Moon Goddess's lover were that he once worked at an old bookstore and his name, Moon Yul.

The elderly owner thought for a moment, then shook his head. "Moon Yul? Doesn't ring a bell..."

Baek Suryong asked again, "Do you know anyone with a similar sounding name? Or someone from the Moon family..."

"Well... I've been doing business here for twenty years, and I don't think I've ever heard that name before."

"...Thank you."

Baek Suryong left the bookstore without lingering. Xi'an was a big city. He hadn't expected to find the man on his first try. Even if he spent a whole day, it wouldn't be easy to visit all the bookstores marked on the map.

WHOOSH!

When there were no people around, he used his movement arts. 

Just like that, he visited the old bookstores marked on the map, crossing them off one by one. The answers he got everywhere, however, were mostly similar.

"Moon Yul? Never heard the name."

"I've lived in Xi'an for thirty years, and I've never heard of an old bookstore owner with that name."

"Stop asking useless questions, if you're not buying, then get out!"

He spent more than half the day visiting Xi'an's old bookstores one by one. Before long, the sun set below the horizon, and night fell.

I guess this is the last one for today.

Abandoning his expectations, Baek Suryong entered the final old bookstore. Small oil lamps were lit inside the shop. The shop owner was an elderly man who looked troubled to see a customer arriving so late. 

"My apologies, but we're about to close for the day."

"Sorry for the late hour. I just need to ask one quick question. By any chance, do you..." Baek Suryong's voiced trailed off mid-sentence.

His eyes widened as he stared blankly at the wall behind the sales counter.

"...Master Eun?"

A portrait of the Ice Moon Goddess Eun Yerin was hung on the wall. In it, she wore a happy expression the likes of which he had never seen before.



Footnotes:

[1] Refer to chapter 227.


Chapter 334: Who Painted It?

Bright summer sunshine dappled a forest path where a woman stood looking straight ahead. Her face was fresh, brightened by a radiant smile that seemed both exotic and saintly at the same time.

That's definitely Master Eun.

The woman looked younger than the Eun Yerin Baek Suryong was familiar with. Perhaps it was painted before she acquired the alias 'Ice Moon Goddess'.

So you could smile like this.

Baek Suryong stared blankly at the portrait. The Ice Moon Goddess in his memory was either expressionless or looked somewhat vacant, her gaze directed somewhere far away.

If they had managed to escape the Blood Cult together that day, he might have seen that smile in person. He could have attended Master Eun's wedding and congratulated her along with the other masters, and they could have met up once in a while afterward to share a drink and reminisce about the good times.

Unfortunately, that was not to be.

Baek Suryong recalled the final moments of the Ice Moon Goddess as she lay bleeding to her death. The words she whispered as she stared into the distance with unfocused, hazy eyes.


"...Don't wait for me. I will go first, but please, take your time coming to where I am."



The words she had wanted to convey to her lover, who would be waiting endlessly for her in some old bookstore in Xi'an.

Is this the bookstore where they met? If it's not too late, I will deliver your message.

Feeling a pang of sorrow, Baek Suryong unconsciously took a step closer to the portrait.

"Step back!"

A sharp voice instantly snapped him back to reality. The owner of the old bookstore was glaring at him coldly.

Only then did Baek Suryong realize his mistake.

If this old man is Master Eun's lover, and some random bum just showed up and stared at his beloved's portrait, it's only natural that he would be mad.

Baek Suryong tried to clear up the misunderstanding first. "My apologies. Seeing the painting reminded me of an old friend..."

"Leave. It is already past closing time," the old man said firmly, cutting Baek Suryong off with a frown.

Baek Suryong pleaded, "Wait, Elder, I think there's been a misunderstanding. If you could just listen to me for a moment..."

"Did I not tell you to leave? Are you looking down on me because I'm a helpless old man?" The old man grabbed a large broom leaning in a corner with both hands and swung it at Baek Suryong. "Get out this instant!"

Baek Suryong sighed. The old man was an ordinary civilian who had never learned any martial arts. He could overpower him anytime he wished, but he simply stepped back and dodged the broom. "Please wait just a moment, Elder. I can explain..."

"You rascal! I told you to get lost!" the old man bellowed, swinging the broom again.

Fighting a Blood Cult Elder is easier than trying to reason with this stubborn old codger... but I can't carelessly use force on someone who might be Master Eun's lover.

Again and again, Baek Suryong dodged the broom nimbly. They were tussling around inside the old bookstore when suddenly, he noticed people approaching from outside.

KWAANG!

The door burst open violently, and rough-looking men entered the bookstore.

Among them, a man with narrow, fox-like eyes demanded, "I was wondering why your lights were still on this late. What's this? You have a customer? You?"

The old man, who was panting from swinging the broom, shouted with a flushed face, "You rascals! So you were all in it together!"

"...In what together?" Baek Suryong asked.

"Have you gone senile? What nonsense are you spouting?" The man with slanted eyes scowled, before finally turning to look at Baek Suryong, who had positioned himself in front of the portrait at some point. "Don't tell me, did you come here to buy that painting too?"

He unleashed his killing intent. He was only at the level of a neighborhood thug, but since Baek Suryong remained silent, he judged that the man was merely an intimidated run-of-the-mill scholar and sneered. "Give it up. That painting already has an owner."

Baek Suryong asked curiously, "...And who might that be?"

"Bastard. Didn't you hear me tell you not to get interested?" The thug approached Baek Suryong and poked him repeatedly in the shoulder with his finger. He didn't seem to be concerned about the sword hanging from Baek Suryong's waist, as scholars often wore them for fashion. "Get lost while I'm still asking nicely, or there'll be trouble. Got it?"

"......" Baek Suryong said nothing. Understanding the situation was the priority.

The thug turned his attention back to the old man. He had lost interest in the cowardly scholar shaking in his boots. 

Meanwhile, the old man blinked in confusion. "...Aren't you with that scholar?"

The thug scoffed. "What makes you think we'll allow some nerd to hang out with us?"

Baek Suryong chucked inwardly. From his coarse speech to his swagger, everything about this idiot just screams third-rate hoodlum.

Approaching the old man, the man scratched his neck. "Damn old geezer. Won't you just sell it already? It's because you keep dragging this out that you attract annoying flies like him. It's not like we won't pay you."

"Scram, you scum!" The old man swung the broom with all his might.

However, the thug caught it effortlessly. "Have you lost your mind?"

Snapping the big broom in half, he pushed the old man lightly, sending him tumbling backward onto his butt. 

Baek Suryong shook his head. He's just a frail old man who has never learned martial arts. There's no way he can stand up to a healthy man in his prime. Still, just a little longer...

"How many days do you have left before you need a coffin, huh? Why are you so stubborn? If you keep acting like this, it makes us look like the bad guys."

"You rotten scoundrels...!"

The thug crouched down in front of the fallen old man, sighed, then glanced at the portrait of the Ice Moon Goddess with a lewd expression. "My, she's quite pretty. Even though it's just a painting, I get excited just looking at it. Old fart. Why don't you stop bothering our sect leader and just sell it?"

The other ruffians snickered in agreement.

"...You. How dare you look at her with those kinds of eyes?" an icy voice rang out.

"What?" The man spun around, but it was too late. 

CRACK!

Things seemed to blur together, and then an intense pain shot through him. His jaw was broken.

"You bastard!"

"Hyung-nim!"

Baek Suryong mercilessly thrashed the thugs who had broken into the old bookstore. He deliberately didn't use any inner arts. It would cause them more pain if he stuck to only external arts.

He also made sure not to spill a single drop of blood. He didn't want to defile this place, which was filled with Master Eun's memories, with the blood of vermin.

"P-Please spare me! Master!"

"I'm sorry! We didn't recognize a great master!"

Realizing that they were facing a master beyond their abilities, the men who had only moments before been mocking the old man prostrated themselves on the ground, begging for mercy.

THUMP! THUMP! THUMP!

Baek Suryong ruthlessly stepped on the back of their heads, grinding their faces into the floor. Muffled screams escaped from beneath his feet, but his eyes were glacial as he glared down at them.

"If it were up to me, I'd kill you all, but I'll hold back because I don't want to soil this place with your filthy blood."

The men's hearts constricted from Baek Suryong's terrifying killing intent, and their entire bodies trembled with fear. Fainting would have been better, but they were not allowed that reprieve.

"T-Thank you..."

"Fuck off."

The battered thugs supported each other and staggered out.

The old man, who had watched everything, sighed. "...So you were a martial artist."

I thought he would be afraid, but he's a man with backbone.

Baek Suryong hadn't wanted to use martial arts if possible, but the thugs had gone too far. Hoping the old man wouldn't misunderstand, he asked politely, "Are you Mr. Moon Yul?"

The old man's eyes widened momentarily, and Baek Suryong did not miss it. The answer that followed, however, was not what he expected.

"...How do you know Moon Yul-hyung?" the old man asked incredulously.

Hyung? I see. He isn't Master Eun's lover, but he does know him.

Baek Suryong thought for a moment before replying, "He is a close friend of my master. I heard a long time ago that he worked in an old bookstore in Xi'an, so I've been asking around, hoping to at least greet him."

"Oh... so there was such a connection. I apologize for the misunderstanding earlier."

"Please, speak freely. There's no need to be so polite."

The misunderstanding was finally cleared up.

Finally, the old man answered his burning question. "It's true that Moon Yul-hyung worked here before, but he doesn't anymore."

Baek Suryong's heart sank. He asked anxiously, "Could it be... has he passed away?"

The old man shook his head and gazed at the portrait, seeming to be reminiscing about times long past. "I don't know. One day, he brought this portrait to me and asked me if he could hang it up here. When I said yes, he made me promise never to sell it. I agreed. After that, Hyung-nim thanked me and left. I haven't seen him since."

"......" Feeling somewhat lost, Baek Suryong looked at Master Eun's portrait. In the end, he had still failed to locate her lover.

Suddenly, he wondered who painted the portrait.

"Did Mr. Moon Yul paint that picture himself?" he asked.

"I heard he asked an acquaintance to paint it. Hyung-nim could draw reasonably well, but he wasn't talented enough to create something like this."

An acquaintance... I wonder if the painter might know something?

Baek Suryong asked, "Do you happen to know who that acquaintance is?"

The old man shook his head. "No. I only heard he was an outstanding painter."

Baek Suryong sighed dejectedly. Since that was all the old man knew, his business here was finished, but the earlier incident bothered him. Judging by the thug's words and behavior, it didn't seem like the first or second time they had come to cause trouble.

"Who were those men from before? The ones that demanded you sell the portrait," he asked.

"They are thugs hired by the Pure Cultivation Sect," the old man replied.

"The Pure Cultivation Cult? Judging by their name, they sound like an orthodox sect."

"Only their name is orthodox. Their deeds are no different from an unorthodox sect." The old man scowled in disgust. "Their sect leader has a vile hobby of collecting portraits of beauties. He came to me several times and demanded that I sell this painting. When I refused, he sent those thugs to harass me every day. Thanks to him, my business has completely dried up lately, and I have to extend my opening hours in the hope that a customer will show up after all the other bookstores have closed."

Baek Suryong blinked in confusion. "Why didn't you just sell it to them?"

"How many days do I have left to live? I didn't want to break a promise for such a selfish reason. Besides, I've grown fond of it after seeing it every day for decades." Embarrassed, the old man avoided Baek Suryong's gaze and cleared his throat awkwardly.

Baek Suryong smirked. It seems there's another man here smitten by Master Eun.

"You mentioned earlier that the Pure Cultivation Sect Leader's hobby is collecting paintings. Do you think he would know who painted that portrait?"

"He might, but why would he tell you after what you did?"

Baek Suryong shrugged and smiled. The old man was concerned for his safety, especially since he had beaten up the Pure Cultivation Sect Leader's men. "I'm stronger than I look. Please just tell me where to find those bastards."

After hesitating for a moment, the old man finally revealed the location of the Pure Cultivation Sect.

"Elder." Before leaving the old bookstore, Baek Suryong had one more question. He wanted to know if this old man knew Master Eun, since he knew Moon Yul, and if it wasn't just affection for the painting that kept him from selling it. He asked, "The woman in that painting. Have you ever seen her in person?"

The old man smiled sadly. "Hoho... One of the greatest regrets of my life is that I didn't have Moon Yul-hyung's courage."

Ah. I was right.

The old man was a person who had kept a promise for decades, even at the cost of his own safety. Though he had never confessed his feelings to her, he was also a precious friend of Eun Yerin's.

"I will come again later," Baek Suryong said.

"Safe travels."

Baek Suryong left the old bookstore and made a beeline for the Pure Cultivation Sect.

At the same time, he prayed that this old bookstore, which held the memories of Master Eun and her lover, would stay in business, and wished the old man a long and healthy life.
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"You ran away after being beaten by a scholar?" a middle-aged man's voice echoed coldly.

Before him knelt the men who had fled the old bookstore. Their bruised and battered bodies were a pitiful sight, but the middle-aged man looking down upon them had no interest in their injuries.

"H-He wasn't an ordinary scholar. He was a martial master," the thug leader explained.

"Don't tell me he took the painting?"

"N-No, probably not. If he intended to take it by force, he would have done so already..."

BOOM!

Before he could finish, the thug was sent flying with a single, powerful palm technique, enough to knock him unconscious.

"Useless trash. Throw him out."

"Yes, Sect Leader!"

While his martial artists dealt with the thugs, the Pure Cultivation Sect Leader returned to his room. Its walls were adorned with dozens of portraits of beautiful women, each painted by artists of outstanding skill.

Only one spot was empty, reserved for the painting the Pure Cultivation Sect Leader desired most but couldn't obtain.

The portrait of the Ice Moon Goddess painted by Artist Pung Wol.

"I gave him multiple chances, yet the stubborn old fool hastens his own demise."

To those unaware of its value, it was merely a pretty picture, but to collectors like himself, the painting was a treasure worth more than a thousand gold.

"Do I truly have to kill him to take it...?" he muttered.

That one line sealed the Pure Cultivation Sect Leader's fate.

"Good. Now I can beat you up without my conscience bothering me."

"Who goes there!" Turning around, the Pure Cultivation Sect Leader saw a hand rushing towards his face. "How dare you!"

With a loud roar, he swung his sword like lightning. He was a peak-level swordsman. He was confident that he could defeat any assassin with a single strike.

Unfortunately, he never imagined that his opponent would be a master far beyond his abilities.

CLANG!

A hand parried the sword of the Pure Cultivation Sect Leader and seized his throat in a single move. 

Who is this assassin? Even I, the leader of a sect, cannot put up a decent resistance!?

"C-Cough!"

Baek Suryong slammed the Pure Cultivation Sect Leader, whose eyes were bulging in disbelief, into the wall. He had deployed a qi barrier simultaneously with the attack, so no one noticed the commotion.

"The painting in the old bookstore. You know who painted it, right?" he demanded.

"Y-You, who, who..."

"I hope you know the answer to my question. It's the only reason I might let you live."

A terrifying killing intent exploded from Baek Suryong's eyes.


Chapter 335: Handsomeness is a Good Trait

The match was decided in a single exchange. The Pure Cultivation Sect Leader couldn't even accuse Baek Suryong of blindsiding him. The man had clearly warned him before making his move.

"H-How dare you ambush me?" he stammered.

The gap between their martial arts skills was simply too overwhelming, but he refused to acknowledge that. The Pure Cultivation Sect was a sect of considerable size in Xi'an. While he was nothing compared to the masters of Mount Hua and Zhongnan, he could proudly claim to be one of the top twenty martial artists among the other Xi'an sects.

Baek Suryong frowned. "What?"

"Who instigated you to do this? If you release me now and confess obediently, I will show mercy and spare your life."

The Pure Cultivation Sect Leader forced out an air of dignity befitting his position. In truth, the current Pure Cultivation Sect was built from the blood and sweat of his grandfather and father. Compared to them, he was more interested in collecting art and indulging in luxury and pleasure than in martial arts, but most people were unaware of that.

"Do you think you'll be safe after hurting me?" he demanded. "Xi'an will be turned upside down. The martial artists of my sect and countless chivalrous heroes of the orthodox murim with whom I am acquainted will find you! Mount Hua, Zhongnan, and the Beggars' Gang will also come forward. Can you take them all?"

"Hah, what a fool. I see you still haven't grasped your situation." Baek Suryong looked at the Pure Cultivation Sect Leader with an expression of utter disbelief.

He calls himself the leader of a sect, yet he acts so high and mighty even when he is being held by the throat. Plus, this is the bastard who hired thugs to intimidate an old man over a single painting.

If Baek Suryong hadn't known what the Pure Cultivation Sect Leader had done, he might have been slightly impressed by the man's attempt at bullshitting. Now, however, he just looked like a hypocrite desperately trying to save face.

He said nothing more, but his expression grew colder by the second.

Sensing the impending danger, the Pure Cultivation Sect Leader's words started tumbling out faster. "D-Did someone pay you to do this? I'll give you double. No, triple, five times the amount! First, let go and let's talk..."

"You really don't understand why I'm here, do you?" Baek Suryong sighed, then punched the Pure Cultivation Sect Leader in the stomach with his free hand.

"Kuheuk!" The Pure Cultivation Sect Leader writhed in agony. He weakly tried to swing his sword to cut off his opponent's arm, but it only sliced through empty air.

Releasing his killing intent, Baek Suryong slowly tightened his grip on the Pure Cultivation Sect Leader's neck. "If you spout nonsense one more time, I'll gouge out your eyes and then yank off your limbs one at a time. You only need a tongue to answer my questions. If you think I'm lying, the go ahead, keep talking shit."

"Uh, uuuuhh... S-Spare me..." The Pure Cultivation Sect Leader's consciousness began to fade, and tears welled up in his eyes. As the fear that he might actually die finally seeped into his entire body, his lofty pride crumbled into pieces.

"Are you ordering me around?"

"Please... spare me..."

Baek Suryong dumped the Pure Cultivation Sect Leader on the floor.

"Cough, cough!" After coughing for a long while, the Pure Cultivation Sect Leader knelt down on his own accord, trembling like someone possessed. He dared not even raise his head to meet Baek Suryong's eyes.

It was shameful for a martial artist, but he, who had spent his whole life strutting around Xi'an, had never faced such a threat to his life.

Baek Suryong snorted. He's just a pampered young master who grew old without learning anything.

There was no need to torture such weak-willed trash. A few words were enough to make him submit.

"Let's start from the beginning. I'm going to ask you some questions, and you will answer me without straying off-topic."

"Y-Yes, sir!" the Pure Cultivation Sect Leader nodded desperately. Although Baek Suryong was dressed as an ordinary scholar, he no longer thought of him as a scholar.

He's a demonic master, and a frighteningly powerful one at that! Perhaps one of the Ten Great Villains, or, judging by his cruel methods and skill, maybe even one of the most fearsome Three Blights.

Baek Suryong got straight to the point. "The painting in the old bookstore. You know who painted it, right?"

"A-Artist Pung Wol painted it."

Baek Suryong tilted his head. "Just who is Artist Pung Wol?"

"He is a legendary painter who has now retired. Among collectors like us, paintings drawn by him are priceless..."

About a year ago, the Pure Cultivation Sect Leader learned about the portrait in the old bookstore on the outskirts of the city. A washed-up scholar who knew his love for paintings subtly told him about it, but even then he couldn't imagine that such a treasure would be displayed in a shabby place frequented only by poor scholars.

He visited the old bookstore just for fun, but the moment he saw the portrait, he fell in love at first sight. Although his martial arts were mediocre, he had a good eye for art. Thanks to that, he realized that the style of painting matched Artist Pung Wol's other work.

"I tried to buy it for a fair price, honestly! But that stubborn old man just refused to sell... Kuheuk!" Grimacing from another punch to the gut, the Pure Cultivation Sect Leader looked up at Baek Suryong with fearful eyes. The ordinary-looking scholar was smiling coldly. "W-Why?" he asked, confused.

"You dare lie to me even now? You tried to buy it fair price? Admit it, you planned to rip him off and take it for cheap, didn't you?"

"That's not..."

"Tell me how much you offered. Didn't you just say yourself it was a priceless treasure? If it's not an amount that surprises me, I can rip that mouth of yours off, right?"

"I-I'm sorry... The truth is..." the Pure Cultivation Sect Leader quickly apologized.

Baek Suryong shook his head. It's obvious even without looking. He must have tried to forcibly take it for cheap, claiming it was too precious a treasure for an old man who didn't know its value to possess.

Indeed, the Pure Cultivation Sect Leader had sent people several times afterwards, expressing his intention to buy the painting, but he was refused every time. Angered, he hired the thugs and ordered them to visit the old bookstore every day, disrupting the old man's business so it couldn't operate properly and threatening him into selling the painting.

"You call yourself an orthodox sect, yet you behave worse than unorthodox scum."

"......" The Pure Cultivation Sect Leader wanted to retort, "Aren't you the same kind of scum?" but didn't dare voice his true feelings and lowered his head deeply.

Baek Suryong fell into deep thought. No wonder it didn't seem like an ordinary painting.

Even to him, who had no knowledge of art, the portrait of the Ice Moon Goddess was extraordinarily lifelike, like seeing her younger self in person.

"Tell me everything you know about Artist Pung Wol," he demanded.

The Pure Cultivation Sect Leader immediately spilled out everything he knew about the artist Pung Wol. The painter was a master who ranked in the top three painters in the world, but after retiring, he no longer produced any new art.

The martial artists the painter interacted with in his youth included the current sect leaders and elders of the Mount Hua Sect and the Zhongnan Sect, demonstrating his wide network of connections, and he himself was said to be a considerable martial artist.

Most importantly, he currently lived in seclusion in a mansion in Xi'an.

Good, at least he's in the same city. That saves me some trouble.

"...He is also known as a rather powerful sorcerer. One reason his works are famous is that they are steeped in sorcery."

"Sorcery?"

"It's just a rumor, but they say that those who see the portraits of women he painted meet that beauty in their dreams and do this and that..."

SLAP!

The Pure Cultivation Sect Leader's head snapped sideways as Baek Suryong struck him across the face. Even his molars felt like they had been loosened. "W-Why... All of a sudden..."

"Shut up, you pervert bastard."

Baek Suryong glared at the Pure Cultivation Sect Leader with murderous eyes. So the reason this bastard tried to seize Master Eun's portrait was to meet her in his dreams and do this and that to her? He should be grateful that I only loosened a few teeth and not cracked his skull.

"Anything else you know?" he snarled, furrowing his brows and scowling.

The Pure Cultivation Sect Leader flinched and trembled with terror. "T-That's everything I know..."

"Hmm... I have a favor to ask you."

Although Baek Suryong had framed it as a favor, the Pure Cultivation Sect Leader knew that it was an order.

A feeling of relief washed over him. If this scary man wanted something from him, that meant at least he wouldn't kill him.

"Pl-Please speak," he stammered.

Baek Suryong grabbed the edge of his human skin mask and peeled it back slightly, but not enough to reveal anything.

The Pure Cultivation Sect Leader's eyes widened in shock.

"A human skin mask! So that appearance was..."

"Kekeke. Consider yourself fortunate. If you had seen this old man's true face, you would already be dead." Baek Suryong scraped his vocal cords to produce an old man's voice. It was a very simple technique for him.

"...!!"

"The reason I showed you this is to let you know it's useless to try looking for this old man. This face is fake anyway, so you will never find me in your lifetime."

"I-I would never think of it!"

The Pure Cultivation Sect Leader meant what he said. He had absolutely no desire ever to get involved with this demonic master ever again. He was fundamentally a timid man, after all.

"Kekeke. Good that you understand quickly. I'll get right to the point. I like the painting in the old bookstore. but I have other pressing business and don't have the leisure to carry it around with me right now. It would be inconvenient if blood got on it, you see."

"B-Blood..."

What on earth is this demonic master planning to do out in the jianghu?

A blood-soaked tapestry materialized in the Pure Cultivation Sect Leader's imagination.

"Kekeke. Do you want to know where I'm heading?"

"N-No, sir. Absolutely not."

Baek Suryong pressed the slightly peeled human skin mask back. Now came the important part. Exuding killing intent, he warned, "Until I return, you will watch over that painting for me."

"Yes...?"

"Do not lay a single fingertip on it, leave it exactly as it is in the old bookstore, but guard it secretly so that no other thief steals it."

"Such a..."

"If the painting is gone when this old man returns, or if the owner of the old bookstore has changed..." Baek Suryong's eyes flashed crimson as he activated the Blood Demon Eyes. 

"......" The Pure Cultivation Sect Leader's pupils glazed over from fear.

"...I will return and tear your limbs apart before killing you."

"Uh, uuuuhh..." The Pure Cultivation Sect Leader's mind went blank, absolute terror engraved onto his psyche. Prostrating himself on the floor, he sobbed, "Y-Yes, sir. I will guard it without fail! I will do as you command, so please, just spare my life..."

"...I will return at a later date."

The voice came from far away, but the Pure Cultivation Sect Leader waited for a while before he dared to lift his head again. The demonic master who had made him quake in fright was long gone.

Dashing out of his room, he summoned his sect's martial artists and commanded, "Starting tomorrow, no, starting right now, all of you will patrol the area around the old bookstore and watch for any suspicious persons approaching!"

"...?" The martial artists of the Pure Cultivation Sect blinked in bewilderment at their Sect Leader's unexpected display of panic.
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"That should stop him from trying anything funny for a while."

As Baek Suryong left the Pure Cultivation Sect for his next destination, his steps were noticeably lighter. In his past life, he had dealt with demonic masters on a daily basis. Imitating them was effortless.

Elder, the thugs won't dare harass you anymore.

A satisfied smile formed on Baek Suryong's lips as he thought of the old man at the bookstore, but as he approached his destination, he gradually scrunched his face in revulsion.

No matter how many times I meet them, I can't get used to this damn stench.

In his hands, he carried a bundle of leftover food bought from a late-night restaurant. Drawn by the enticing aroma, beggars swarmed around him as soon as he stepped under the bridge.

"Food!"

"Did you bring that for us?"

"Hehe, bless you!"

Baek Suryong smiled awkwardly at the beggars who had instantly surrounded him as if trapping him in a formation. "Sorry for visiting at this late hour. I brought this for all of you to share."

Emerging from his shack, the Xi'an Branch Manager exclaimed with a deeply moved expression, "As expected of our bruh...! Mmph!"

A dumpling zoomed through the air like a hidden weapon and landed squarely in the Branch Manager's mouth. 

The one who had thrown it was Baek Suryong.

Goddamnit, enough with the brother talk already!

Quickly entering the Branch Manager's shack, Baek Suryong got straight to the point. "I need information."

"Haha! Ask away! It's not like we're strangers!"

Please, I wish we were. Sighing inwardly, Baek Suryong asked the Branch Manager about Artist Pung Wol.

"Artist Pung Wol, you say? Regarding him..."

The Branch Manager's story was almost identical to the version he had heard from the Pure Cultivation Sect Leader. He had gone to the Beggars' Gang to double-check the information because he didn't fully trust the Pure Cultivation Sect Leader, but it seemed that the asshole hadn't lied.

Hmm... Could Pung Wol be Moon Yul's artist pen name?

According to the old man at the bookstore, it wasn't Moon Yul but his acquaintance Pung Wol who painted the picture. He appeared certain that Moon Yul did not have the artistic talent to be a painter.

Still, Baek Suryong didn't rule out the possibility that Moon Yul was Artist Pung Wol.

"Branch Manager, do you know Artist Pung Wol's real name?"

The Branch Manager shook his head while stuffing the dumplings Baek Suryong brought into his mouth. "No, and probably almost no one knows it. He's quite the eccentric figure."

There were many eccentrics and unusual characters in the murim. People who became famous not because of their martial arts, but by being absolute weirdos. Artist Pung Wol was such a person.

Nodding, Baek Suryong continued, "You mentioned that he retired and currently lives in seclusion. Can I meet him?"

He couldn't just barge in unannounced like he did at the Pure Cultivation Sect. From what he had heard, this man didn't seem like the most easy-going person.

"Well... He's not the type to grant meetings just because someone is famous..." The Branch Manager shook his head, frowning. Suddenly, though, he clapped his hands as if he had just remembered something. "Ah! Come to think of it, there is one way you can meet him without much difficulty."

"How?"

The Branch Manager grinned slyly. "Everyone knows how much Artist Pung Wol loves beauties. Inviting beautiful people to his mansion to eat and chitchat is said to be his greatest pleasure in life."

Baek Suryong blinked, dumbfounded. "Beauties... Are you telling me to cross-dress?"

"Haha!" The Branch Manager chuckled. "That wouldn't be bad either, but there's no need for that. When I say beauty, I mean regardless of gender."

If that's the case... then it's a simple matter of taking off the human skin mask... but still...

"...Does he ever do strange things to the beauties who visit his house?"

"If he did that, he would have been branded a pervert and become a public enemy of the murim long ago. He just eats with beauties, talks, and gives gifts when he's in a good mood. That's all."

Although Baek Suryong looked ordinary at the moment thanks to the human skin mask, the Branch Chief couldn't help but feel envious. He had seen the portrait of the Azure Dragon Hero and was familiar with the unforgettable visage hidden beneath the disguise.

"Artist Pung Wol turns away even powerful figures who offer a thousand gold for his time, but you could probably get in easily, Brother."

Baek Suryong nodded nonchalantly. "Well, I suppose handsomeness is a good trait to have."

He wasn't bragging. Nope, not at all.


Chapter 336: Don't Move!

The next morning, Baek Suryong donned his blue martial arts uniform for the first time in a long time. He also carefully combed his hair, slipped on new leather shoes, and fastened a fragrant scented pouch to his waist.

"This should be enough," he muttered, then left the inn and headed towards Artist Pung Wol's manor.

As he walked down the streets, pretty much everyone who saw him started whispering to each other.

"That man, doesn't it look like he's going to meet Artist Pung Wol?"

"Oho. It's been a while since a courageous man appeared."

"He's dressed up quite nicely for a man, but I bet he'll get rejected this time too..."

"You never know. Isn't the chief steward, Geomno, known for having peculiar taste in people?"

"Even so, isn't his face a bit plain? I'll bet five taels that Geomno rejects him before counting to five."

"Will he even need to count to five? I'll bet he gets rejected before the count of three!"

The closer Baek Suryong got to Pung Wol's manor, the more people gathered around, gossiping as if it were a grand spectacle. They even betted as to whether he would be rejected or not.

This must be the most entertaining spectacle in Xi'an...

Baek Suryong recalled what the Branch Manager had said to him last night while munching on dumplings.


"Men and women who are confident in their appearance often seek a meeting with Artist Pung Wol. In Xi'an, watching them is the most entertaining sight after fires and fights."



More precisely, watching people get turned away at the main gate was the entertainment. Seeing those self-confident people fail to even cross the threshold of the manor, turning back hastily with flushed faces as if they were fleeing, was apparently a sight to behold.


"We have quite a few beautiful flowers in our Beggars' Gang, so we tried to send them in, but they were all rejected without even passing through the main gate. Brother might not make it either, so be prepared..."



Are you fucking comparing me to beggars?

The words almost leapt out of Baek Suryong's mouth, but he couldn't in good conscience say that to the Branch Manager who was advising him sincerely.

"...Brother, my ass."

He shuddered at the thought that he had, even for a moment, considered the beggars his brothers.

Wait. Could it be...? Are those beggars slowly brainwashing me by constantly reminding me about the honorary beggar thing? Holy shit. From now on, I should avoid getting involved with beggars as much as possible.

Baek Suryong shook his head, making a resolution he probably couldn't keep. Regardless, he was confident he would pass Artist Pung Wol's test.

I inherited my looks from the Handsome Prince, after all.

Filled with confidence, Baek Suryong arrived in front of a large manor.

"Is anyone home!" he shouted.

He waited a moment, but there was no response. He did not call a second time. He sensed movement in the manor.

There's nothing to gain by being impatient.

He waited leisurely with his hands clasped behind his back. About an hour later, the main gate of the manor opened, and a large-framed old man shouted, "Who goes there!"

Baek Suryong unconsciously narrowed his eyes. Wow! He's an incredible master.

Despite suppressing his aura, the old man looked so ferocious that most people wouldn't even be able to meet his gaze.

I don't think he's Artist Pung Wol. A bodyguard, then?

The old man lowered his voice, "I asked, who are you?"

"I have long admired Senior Pung Wol, and have traveled a long way to visit him. Might I trouble you for a cup of tea?" Baek Suryong replied confidently, clasping his hands together in greeting.

The old man's eyebrow twitched slightly. "Artist Pung Wol has no appointments today."

"But it is a fine day for tea, no? Why not make an appointment now?" Baek Suryong joked, smiling.

However, the old man did not smile. Rather, he looked like someone who had never learned to smile since birth. He simply stared intently at Baek Suryong without saying a word.

Baek Suryong met his gaze calmly. There was no reason to look away.

If anything, the onlookers watching from afar looked more nervous.

"Whew! That man must have two lives. Did you see him just joke with Geomno?"

"Isn't he scared...?"

"Won't we end up having to dispose of a corpse at this rate?"

Baek Suryong's eyes flashed. Listening to the distant whispers, it seems that this old man is called Geomno (Sword Elder), but that can't possibly be his real name. He's probably one of the retired masters of the previous generation. Regardless, with such a master protecting him, it's no wonder that Artist Pung Wol has no need to worry about thieves.

"Remove the human skin mask. This place does not admit guests with false faces," Geomno said expressionlessly, like a wooden puppet with a moving mouth.

That statement, however, enraged the onlookers.

"A human skin mask?"

"He's a fraud!"

"Damn it! This makes my bet void!"

Such things had occasionally happened. Some martial artists would wear human skin masks or use bone contortion arts to change their faces in order to meet Artist Pung Wol. However, none of them had ever managed to fool Geomno's eyes.

Huh? Why is that man still so calm?

The onlookers stared at Baek Suryong in puzzlement, but all they could see was his unwavering back.

"Hahaha! As expected, you noticed it immediately. I was worried about causing a commotion on the way here, so I had no choice but to hide my real face," Baek Suryong admitted, then slowly peeled off the human skin mask.

Although this mask was better-looking than the one he had worn yesterday, and could even be considered handsome in its own right, it was far inferior to his original appearance.

"......" Geomno stared at Baek Suryong's true face for quite a long time. He did not react visibly, but Baek Suryong did not miss the flicker of interest in his eyes.

Baek Suryong grinned. "If you suspect that I used some kind of bone contortion art, you're welcome to touch and check yourself."

Geomno shook his head. "There's no need. After working here for a long time, I've learned to quickly distinguish between real and fake. Besides, even if it was fake, that's still good enough to pass." Pausing for a moment, he sighed in dismay, "Haa... looks like there will be chaos."

"Pardon?"

"It's nothing. Come in."

Geomno turned around, and Baek Suryong followed him into the manor.

CLANG!

Only after the gate closed did the onlookers, who had been listening with bated breath, begin to buzz.

"W-What? Who on earth is that man?"

"Did you hear that? He said he wore a human skin mask because he was worried about causing a commotion!"

"Geomno actually let a visitor in! How many years has it been?!"

"Who in the world is that man! Does anyone know?!"

Everyone burned with curiosity, but unfortunately, no one had seen the true face of the man who had passed Geomno's test.
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"I am Geomno, the chief steward," Geomno introduced himself.

Baek Suryong replied, "My name is Baek Suryong. Though I am often known as the Azure Dragon Hero in the murim, I hardly deserve the title."

"I see." Geomno nodded and gestured for Baek Suryong to follow him, giving no indication that he was familiar with the title of Azure Dragon Hero.

Is he completely uninterested in the affairs of the murim?

Baek Suryong actually found Geomno's indifferent attitude pleasant. Recently, he had felt uncomfortable more than once due to his growing fame.

The two walked together in silence. Baek Suryong looked around, marveling.

It's like a completely different world.

The visible scenery transformed with every passing moment, like the changing seasons. Small birds sat in the trees and sang, and flowers in full bloom swayed in the breeze. A trickling stream flowed by, and deer frolicked around it. After spring, it was summer, then winter, then red and yellow leaves bloomed on bare branches.

What an impressive display of sorcery. Perhaps this is what the Peach Blossom Spring where immortals live would be like.

Baek Suryong sensed artificial flows of qi throughout the manor, indicating that significant parts of it had been created with sorcery. If he had tried to break into this place recklessly, he would have had quite a hard time.

They soon crossed the courtyard, arriving at a detached building. If not for Geomno, Baek Suryong would have gotten lost several times on the way.

"Please wait here for a moment. I will fetch the Master."

"Understood."

"Feel free to look around, as long as you don't go too far out."

Geomno left the detached building, and Baek Suryong wandered around inside, exploring the place.

"A painter is a painter, after all."

Artist Pung Wol's portraits, said to be unobtainable even with a thousand gold pieces outside, adorned every wall, depicting beautiful men and women in diverse settings. Their expressions and gestures varied widely, but they all shared one common trait.

Everyone was smiling happily.

"...Hm?" Suddenly, Baek Suryong froze, and his eyes widened in shock.

At first, he doubted his eyes. There was a painting of a person he never expected to see displayed in such a place. The more he looked, however, the more certain he became.

"Dad?"

The man in the painting looked even younger than the current Baek Suryong, but it was definitely Baek Muheun. His face hadn't changed much, the only difference being his inquisitive eyes and confident smile that must have made the hearts of countless women flutter.

"Ha! No wonder he was called the Handsome Prince," Baek Suryong chuckled, looking at his young father.

His father, however, was not alone. Right beside him stood a woman, holding his hand tightly.

"......"

The woman was petite, thin and looked extremely frail. Her sparkling eyes, however, were more defiant than anyone else's, and the smile on her lips was filled with such pure joy that it made him envious.

"Haha..."

So that's Mae Yakbing.

The mother whom he had never seen before.

To think that I would come across a portrait of my parents in their youth in a place like this.

Although the memories of his past life as a Blood Cult instructor were still more vivid in his mind, the memories of Baek Suryong's present life were slowly returning to him.


"Your mother was the most beautiful woman in the world. You can tell just from the fact that she captured your daddy's heart for a lifetime, can't you?"



He remembered the stories his father used to tell him when he asked about his mother as a child. The childlike sparkle in his eyes as he spoke of her.

"I admit it. Mae Yakbing, you are more than beautiful enough to steal that old man's heart."

A faint, nostalgic smile formed on Baek Suryong's lips. He didn't know the reason why a portrait of his parents was hung here, but he gazed at the painting for a long time, unable to tear his eyes away.

Time flew by.

"...Stay right there, don't move!"

"Hm?" Sensing an unfamiliar presence behind him, Baek Suryong turned his head.

"STOP! I told you not to move!" the owner of the voice just now burst out angrily.

Baek Suryong blinked in confusion. The new arrival was a person whose age was difficult to estimate. He had the voice of an old man, but a wrinkle-free face that made him look much younger. Although his hair was white, it was thick and lustrous. His bright purple silk robes, which were difficult for most people to pull off without looking ridiculous, suited him extremely well.

It wasn't hard to guess who he was.

"Could you be... Artist Pung Wol?" Baek Suryong asked.

"Who I am is not important right now!"

Then what's important? Feeling completely befuddled, Baek Suryong recalled that eccentrics in the murim tended to be weird even among the weirdos.

"Ah, I told you not to move! Please, I beg you!"

Baek Suryong stopped mid-motion just as he was about to perform a clasped hands greeting.

No, he couldn't move.

What the hell!? Did he use sorcery on me?

Baek Suryong sensed that he could easily break free if he felt like it, but he didn't want to piss Artist Pung Wol off for no reason. Thus, he simply stared at the madman with a puzzled expression.

"I'll go fetch my painting tools right away, so just stay like that. Understood? Absolutely. Do. Not. Move!"

Having said that, Artist Pung Wol turned and zoomed out of the building as if taking flight.

Geomno, watching from behind, sighed and apologized on his master's behalf, "My apologies. As you can see, he's that kind of fellow. He hasn't matured at all despite his age."

"Is that person really Artist Pung Wol?"

"Embarrassingly, yes."

"Then do I have to keep standing like this?"

"Probably, yes."

"......"

Speechless, Baek Suryong remained as still a stone statue until Artist Pung Wol returned.


Chapter 337: Proof

A short while later, Artist Pung Wol rushed back, clutching a large wooden box containing painting tools.

"Stay right there!" he shouted at Baek Suryong.

He took out the painting tools and spread them out on the floor. To Baek Suryong's amazement, the paper flew into the air on its own and unfolded diagonally. Next, even the brushes, paints, and all kinds of art tools floated gently around Artist Pung Wol.

Artist Pung Wol picked up his favorite brush, but even though he held only one, the other brushes moved in tandem.

So that's how he imbues his paintings with sorcery...

Baek Suryong watched Artist Pung Wol's sorcery with fascination. This wasn't telekinesis. If telekinesis was controlling objects with qi, then Artist Pung Wol's sorcery was breathing life into objects to make them move on their own.

"Could you look at the painting in front on you like before?"

"...Like this?"

Despite wondering why he had to pose for a portrait when he had come here to find Master Eun's lover, Baek Suryong obediently did as he was told. He would just consider it payment for the portrait of his parents in their youth.

Artist Pung Wol, however, turned out to be extremely demanding.

"Lift your head just slightly. With a slightly more wistful expression. Don't think about anyone watching. Try to summon the emotion you felt the moment you first saw that painting!"

Geomno, who was watching from the side, rebuked his master, "You damn punk. What you're asking for is easier said than done. Stop embarrassing us by making such outrageous demands of a stranger..."

"Is this acceptable?" Baek Suryong interrupted.

"That's it! Well done! You're a natural!"

"......" Geomno sighed again.

Baek Suryong willingly posed as Artist Pung Wol instructed. The word 'humility' didn't exist in his dictionary, so it wasn't difficult or embarrassing at all.

Seeing Baek Suryong striking poses so shamelessly and confidently, Geomno muttered in despair, "It seems that a formidable guest has arrived..."

Regardless, Baek Suryong didn't just stand still. Keeping his gaze fixed on the painting, he asked without moving his lips or changing his wistful expression, "I thought you didn't paint anymore after retiring?"

Ventriloquism came easily to him.

"Nonsense. What would a painter do if he did not paint? That rumor probably spread because Master no longer shows or sells his work to others," Geomno replied.

Artist Pung Wol was so completely immersed in painting that he didn't hear the conversation between the two at all.

He has incredible concentration.

Glancing at Artist Pung Wol out of the corner of his eye, Baek Suryong said to Geomno, "Senior, please feel free to speak comfortably."

Geomno shook his head. "I do not talk down to guests just because I am old. I am not such a rude person."

Huh, he's quite the principled man. Baek Suryong grew curious about Geomno's identity. "I am speaking not as a guest, but as a junior martial artist."

"Then it is even more inappropriate. A martial artist's skill isn't determined by age, and you seem to be a master at a level where murim seniority hardly matters."

"...You flatter me."

Just as Baek Suryong had recognized Geomno's strength, Geomno also acknowledged his strength. However, there was no tension between the two of them. Although Geomno looked intimidating, he was an old man who had lost the fieriness of youth, and Baek Suryong hadn't come looking for a fight either.

"If you have any questions, feel free to ask me. That fellow wouldn't hear a thing even if thunder struck right now."

"Excuse me if I'm prying too much, but what is the relationship between the two of you?"

"We're... friends. As you can see, this fellow earned a lot of money selling paintings, so I'm staying here and managing things for him."

Baek Suryong was curious about Geomno's true identity, but the elder's firm tone indicated that he did not want to be questioned any further. With no other choice, he changed the topic.

"How long will it take for the painting to be completed?"

"Not long. It should be finished within an hour."

"...That's incredibly fast."

Considering the quality of the beauty portraits hanging on the wall, one hour was an unbelievably short time.

I seriously thought I would have to stand here for at least half a day. It must be because he uses sorcery to paint.

Even now, the brushes floating in the air moved at a speed most people couldn't follow with their eyes. Artist Pung Wol was so focused on his work that he had long since fallen into a trance.

"My apologies for making you endure this even though you just arrived. Usually, he asks someone if he can paint them after drinking some tea and chatting for a bit..." Geomno glanced at the fully immersed Artist Pung Wol and the painting he was creating. "I think he was greatly inspired by you. A priceless masterpiece will likely be born today."

Baek Suryong didn't know it, but it had been over ten years since Geomno had said the word 'masterpiece'.

This feels strange. To think that I would ever end up having my own portrait painted while looking at my parents' portrait.

Somehow, he felt like his parents' broad smiles were directed at him.

"When the painting is finished, this fellow will offer you a gift as thanks, so it might help if you think about it beforehand."

A gift...

The moment he heard that, Baek Suryong knew what he would ask from Artist Pung Wol.

As the two of them conversed softly to keep each other entertained, Artist Pung Wol laid down the final brushstroke and completed the painting. His eyes finally returned to normal.

"Excellent!" He burst into a hearty laugh as he admired the finished painting. Turning to Baek Suryong, he said, "Thank you. Thanks to you, I've created a painting that I'm very happy with for the first time in a long while! Your hazy expression when you looked at the painting, your natural posture! It's my favorite among all the paintings I've done in the past decade!"

Artist Pung Wol's radiant smile was so pure and infectious that it belied his octogenarian age.

Baek Suryong smiled faintly. "May I move now?"

"Oh dear! It seems I made a guest stand for so long. Steward, could you go prepare some food?"

"I've already instructed the attendants. Let's go to the dining hall." Geomno led the way, followed by Artist Pung Wol and Baek Suryong.

Baek Suryong moved beside Artist Pung Wol, who was gathering his painting tools with sorcery, and asked, "May I see the completed painting?"

"Of course."

"......"

Baek Suryong's side profile was depicted against the backdrop of the detached building, looking at a painting hanging on the wall. Even the sunlight streaming in through the window and his hair fluttering in the wind were portrayed in fine detail.

Divine technique indeed. I can feel the emotions so clearly from the painting!

In the painting, Baek Suryong's succulent lips held tenderness, while his eyes held wistful longing. It felt strange to say it himself, but even he had to admit that it was a picture-perfect scene.

Though it's a pity he didn't add any details about the painting I was looking at.

He had secretly hoped that the portrait of his parents would be included in the scene, but the star of this painting was clearly him.

"How is it?"

"...It feels strange to look at myself like that."

"Haha! I knew you'd say that!"

Arriving at their destination, the three sat around a table laden with a feast.

"By the way, how are you related to the people depicted in the painting you kept staring at?"

That was quick, Baek Suryong thought inwardly. He smirked. "They're my parents."

"Oh! Indeed...! Such a good-looking son could only be born from those two. No wonder I thought you kind of resembled them."

"Do you remember my parents?"

"Of course. I remember everyone in the paintings I've drawn. Especially your parents..." Artist Pung Wol smiled gently as he reminisced the past. "They were truly a well-matched pair. When they came to me, they had just gotten married and were on a honeymoon around the jianghu. They clung to each other so closely, and even insisted on holding hands as I painted their portrait. That was a first for me, you know."

Artist Pung Wol shook his head slowly, then grinned mischievously. "Your father was quite the doting fool. He was always worried that your mother would break if he held her too tightly, or fly away if he breathed too hard on her... I still clearly remember him fussing over his newlywed wife."

"That sounds just like him," Baek Suryong chuckled. He didn't have to see it to know that Artist Pung Wol's description was correct. His father must have been completely wrapped around his mother's little finger. He asked, "What kind of person was my mother?"

"She was... a woman with guts. She looked frail, but she bluntly said everything that was on her mind. Most importantly, your mother was the only person who ever barged into my house in the wee hours of the morning and demanded that I paint a picture for her."

Baek Suryong's jaw dropped. "...I beg your pardon? My mother did what?"

"Hmm, I remember that too." Geomno nodded with an expressionless face.

My mother fearlessly barged into a manor guarded by this scary old man?

"She proudly stated that she was absolutely confident that they met my standards and demanded that I paint quickly because every second she spent waiting was time wasted."

"...I am so sorry about my parents' behavior," Baek Suryong apologized. He somehow felt he ought to. Mae Yakbing was an even more incredible woman than he had imagined. "Thank you so much for forgiving my delinquent-like parents, and thank you for preserving their painting for so long. Though... it would have been okay if you asked Geomno to beat my father up a bit..."

Inwardly, though, Baek Suryong was thinking, Why the fuck do I, the son, have to apologize for my parents' bad behavior!?

"Haha! That's all ancient history. Now, it's just an amusing memory for me. Besides, that painting is one of my finest works," Artist Pung Wol exclaimed, genuinely amused.

"Don't worry, it's alright," Geomno agreed. As one aged, it wasn't easy to meet people who shared old memories.

"So, how are your parents now? Still healthy and happy?" Artist Pung Wol asked.

"My father is well, but my mother passed away soon after giving birth to me. Today is actually the first time I've ever seen her face."

"Oh no..." Artist Pung Wol wore a look of pity.

Baek Suryong, however, grinned as if it was okay. Hearing about his parents legendary exploits in such an unexpected place actually put him in a good mood.

"This must be fate too. I'd like to give you a gift. Tell me if there's anything you desire," Artist Pung Wol said seriously.

He could give anything, whether it was money, fame, or connections. If Baek Suryong wanted money, he could write a bank check to be collected at the Ten Great Companies. If he wanted fame, he could lend his name. If he wanted connections, he could write a letter of introduction to the sect leaders of the Mount Hua Sect and the Zhongnan Sect.

Baek Suryong, however, wanted something else. "Can you please paint one more picture for me?"

"Hm?"

"Please paint a family portrait of me standing together with my parents."

"Hmm... That's a bit..." For the first time, Artist Pung Wol looked troubled. This was not a request he would normally accept. 

He only painted what he wanted to paint, and he made it a rule never to use his imagination to paint people who weren't physically present. Hearing Baek Suryong say it was the first time he had actually seen his mother, however, made him hesitate.

Seeing Artist Pung Wol waver, Baek Suryong added sadly, "Actually, I'm not making this request for myself. I want to give that painting to my maternal grandfather."

How happy would Mae Geuklyom be if he saw a painting of his daughter, whom he was estranged from and hadn't seen for thirty years? Baek Suryong couldn't even imagine what Mae Geuklyom's expression would be if he could see her again, even if only in a picture.

"My maternal grandfather couldn't even attend my mother's funeral. That is his life greatest regret..."

"S-Stop. Hearing such stories weakens my heart." Artist Pung Wol, who had been pondering Baek Suryong's request, finally sighed and nodded. "Alright. I'll paint it for you."

"Thank you." Baek Suryong's face brightened up as if he was never sad at all. 

Finally, having secured Artist Pung Wol's promise for his grandfather's gift, he felt it was time to get to the real reason behind his visit.

"Actually, I came here because there was something specific I wanted to ask you."

"I'm listening."

"Is your real name Moon Yul?"

The eccentric impression that Artist Pung Wol gave off was vastly different from the lover Master Eun had described, but sixty years had already passed since the two parted. A person could change a lot within that time.

It was enough time for even a sickly scholar to learn sorcery and become the world's most famous painter.

What if he kept painting all this time so as not to forget the person he missed?

To his surprise, though, Artist Pung Wol's expression hardened. "...Where did you hear that name?" he demanded coldly.

Baek Suryong blinked, startled by the sudden change in attitude.

"Answer me! Where did you hear that name!?"

Baek Suryong considered his answer for a moment, then said, "I have a message to deliver to that person."

"You do? Or is it a message from someone else?"

"Eun Yerin."

"......" Artist Pung Wol's eyes shot open wider than realistically possible. The murim might remember the Ice Moon Goddess, but almost no one knew her real name.

"What is your relationship with her?" Artist Pung Wol growled, his aura changing completely.

Despite it being broad daylight, the surroundings began to darken as the sorcery enveloping the entire manor resonated with its master.

CRASH!

The qi in the area fluctuated wildly, creating a sudden gale that blew away the food on the table.

Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes. This could be dangerous.

The entire manor was effectively a complex formation created by Artist Pung Wol. It was impossible even to guess what kind of nightmare the sorcery that usually displayed peaceful mystical scenery might transform into.

"Answer my question!" Artist Pung Wol's feet lifted off the ground, and his voice echoed from all directions. His eyes were endlessly transparent and cold.

Baek Suryong realized clumsy lies wouldn't work on this opponent. He said truthfully, "...I am her disciple. I cannot reveal the full circumstances now, but I inherited the Ice Moon Goddess's martial arts, and I came seeking the one named Moon Yul to deliver her last words."

"Did you just say, her last words?" Artist Pung Wol's expression darkened. Anger, despair, loss, resignation, various emotions mixed like paint on his face, making it impossible to tell what he was thinking.

Finally, after a long pause, he whispered in a slightly calmer voice, "If you to know about Moon Yul, you have to prove yourself first."

"What do you mean?"

"You must prove to me that you are neither from the Ice Palace nor an agent of the Blood Cult."

"...!!" Baek Suryong was startled. For Artist Pung Wol to bring up the Blood Cult was the last thing he expected.

Did he know that Master Eun was captured by the Blood Cult? Since when?

Well, if he wanted his questions answered, he would have to prove himself as Artist Pung Wol demanded. The painter's stubbornly closed lips seemed unlikely to open until then.

ROAAAAR!

Summoning his inner qi, he asked, "How should I prove myself?"

"That's simple. Show me the Goddess' Ice Arts. I've heard they are different from those of the Ice Palace."

"Do I simply need to demonstrate the martial arts?"

Artist Pung Wol shook his head. "I learned martial arts late in life, and compared to sorcery, I am terrible at it. At least, I'm nowhere near good enough to distinguish between the different types of Ice Arts."

"Then why did you ask for a demonstration...?"

"Because fortunately, there is a man here who has fought the Ice Moon Goddess before."

Both men turned toward the only other person in the room.

Geomno, who had been standing silently with his arms crossed, stared at Baek Suryong icily. "If our guest here is an agent of the Blood Cult, he will not leave this place alive."



Translator's Note: Some fanart by a korean reader:
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Chapter 338: The New Moon White Ice Dance

Now that he was reminded of it, Baek Suryong recalled how he had once asked the Ice Moon Goddess about her martial arts.


"Master Eun, what's the difference between your White Ice Divine Art and the Ice Palace's White Ice Divine Art?"



The martial arts of the other masters could all be considered their unique, exclusive arts. Master Maeng's Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest was a martial art he had created himself. Master Crazy Demon's Asura Blood Heaven Blade, although based on the Sky Sundering Blade, was different enough to be considered an entirely new martial art. Even Master Sword Saint had incorporated his own ideas into the Moyong Clan's sword techniques to create the Unlimited Sword.

Master Eun's White Ice Divine Art, however, wasn't much different from that of the North Sea Ice Palace. Although she had mastered the various techniques recorded in the White Ice Divine Art and merged them into a single style, even that was still incomplete.


"That's because I didn't change the martial art much. The White Ice Divine Art is already a perfect art, so clumsily trying to redefine it would only ruin it."

"Are you trying to show off how privileged you are?"

"How absurd."



Master Maeng and Master Crazy Demon bristled, but Master Eun didn't even look in their direction. They were all masters with immense pride in their own martial arts. It was only natural that their martial arts philosophies would differ. Sometimes, they would even argue all day over a minor disagreement.


"Then what did you change?"



Master Eun pondered for a moment, then answered.


"The most important change is... the mental image."



A mental image was the ultimate form of a martial art that one envisioned in one's mind. Master Eun emphasized that this was what made her White Ice Divine Art different from the Ice Palace's version.


"The White Ice Divine Art was created to adapt to the harsh environment of the North Sea. For humans to survive in extreme nature, they must always remain cold and rational... In other words, we need to suppress our emotions to an extreme degree."



It was well-known in the murim that the martial artists of the North Sea Ice Palace were always cold and indifferent, and aside from the fact that she was an incomparable beauty, the Ice Moon Goddess gave off that kind of impression as well.


"Isn't that true for everyone? To survive, one must keep calm and never make rash emotional judgments."



In his past life, Baek Suryong had also learned all sorts of skills to survive in the Blood Cult, always acting on the basis of reason rather than emotion. That was the only to survive in an environment even harsher than the North Sea.


"...I guess that's true for you too, huh? Anyway, for a long time, I lived according to how I was taught... until I met him, that is." Master Eun smiled wistfully. "After meeting him in Xi'an, I gradually learned what it meant to feel emotion. Unfamiliar, mysterious feelings filled me. I never imagined that they would influence my martial arts, but before I knew it, my mental image of the White Ice Divine Art had changed. A flame had blossomed in the cold, hard ice inside me."

"......"

"At first I thought I was suffering from qi deviation, so I tried to resist it. I even pushed him away once. However, the result was only more agony, and I felt as if I would die if I couldn't be with him. So..." Master Eun smiled brightly. "I decided to fully embrace my feelings, even if it meant giving up my martial arts. That's how much I wanted to be with him."

"...Wow."



At that time, I was truly flabbergasted. Why would a peerless master like the Ice Moon Goddess give up martial arts? How big of a decision must it have been to let go of all the desperate effort, time, and dedication that she had invested to reach such a level?

Ironically, it was that decision that created an opportunity for the Ice Moon Goddess's martial arts to develop even further.


"From that moment on, my White Ice Divine Art evolved into a new martial art. The techniques I was so familiar with seemed completely different, and the oral formulas appeared to convey a new meaning. All that from just a change in my mental imagery."

"......"



The White Ice Divine Art was created for survival in a harsh environment. Emotions were considered impurities, and icy detachment was the pinnacle of the divine art. Nevertheless, Eun Yerin, the greatest talent in the history of the North Sea Ice Palace, broke this taboo.


"...Honestly, I don't quite understand. I don't even know if there's really a difference. From my point of view, it seems less like you modified the martial art and more like you reached a new realm of enlightenment in it."

Master Eun looked at me with a pitying expression. "I hope the day comes when you can understand my words. Truly."

"Are you telling me to find a lover like you did?"

"That could be good, or there might be other ways."

"...Okay. If I ever escape this place, I'll think about it then."



Even if I didn't understand her mental image, the White Ice Divine Art was already perfect. At the time, I had thought that was enough.

"...You seem lost in thought. Do you need more time for preparation?"

A formidable aura snapped Baek Suryong out of his reverie.

STEP, STEP...

With each step forward, Geomno's aura surged.

Incredible. It's as if Mount Tai itself is approaching me.

Baek Suryong temporarily set aside his memories of Master Eun. Geomno wasn't an opponent he could beat without being fully focused. "I'm ready now," he said.

Geomno nodded and extended his hand to the side. A sword flew from afar and landed in his grasp. It was an old, crude iron sword that was chipped in many places, as if it hadn't been maintained in decades.

To Baek Suryong, however, the shabby sword looked massive enough to crush a mountain.

"In my youth, I once fought the Ice Moon Goddess."

"......"

"The result was my complete defeat. I didn't even last thirty exchanges, I think. I was very confident and spirited in those days, so the shock was tremendous."

Baek Suryong nodded. To last thirty exchanges against the young Ice Moon Goddess, he must have been already ranked among the murim's top hundred at that time.

"Back then, the Ice Moon Goddess was barely past twenty, yet she was already so strong that few in the murim could match her," Geomno added calmly. even though his aura grew more menacing with each passing moment.

Baek Suryong swallowed dryly as he watched Geomno's movements intently. 

Geomno raised his sword and pointed it at Baek Suryong. "...I swore that if the Ice Moon Goddess ever returned, I would fight her again. I was confident that I wouldn't be defeated as helplessly as before, but if you're telling the truth and she's already left this world, then I guess that's an impossible dream now."

"My apologies, but I've never heard my master talk about you."

A faint smile played on Geomno's lips. "I suppose so. After all, she only ever had eyes for one man. Anyway, this talk has gone on too long. Shall we begin?"

Baek Suryong assumed a ready stance. His legs were naturally spaced apart, his left palm was extended forward, and his right hand was lightly clenched into a fist at his side. "I am Baek Suryong, the Azure Dragon Hero. I have learned various martial arts, but here and now I will only use the ice arts that Master Eun taught me."

He deliberately did not draw his sword. After all, his goal wasn't to win, but to prove that he was the disciple of the Ice Moon Goddess.

"Geomno. I forgot my real name long ago." Geomno returned the greeting, then stepped forward with powerful footwork.

I need to focus on how the Ice Moon Goddess's martial arts differs from those of the North Sea Ice Palace.

Ideas swirled in Baek Suryong's mind. In the past, he hadn't understood how a mental image could influence the martial art at all, but now he felt that he might be able to grasp it a little.

VWOOOOM!

The White Ice Bangle on his left hand responded to his will, enveloping his body in a pure white current and summoning a biting wind, reminiscent of a northern blizzard, from beneath his feet.

"That's the Goddess' bangle," Geomno, who had closed the distance in an instant, muttered. Even as he swung his sword, though, his eyes remained indifferent.

WHOOOSH!

The old, crude sword moved along a clearly visible trajectory, but it was impossibly fast. Baek Suryong gritted his teeth and thrust out both palms.

CLAAANG!

Baek Suryong retreated, dispersing the shock. 

He's not even using his full strength yet, and his blows are already this heavy? If Dokgo Jun polished the Nine Swords of Dokgo for decades, would he become like this?

He stared at his opponent, but even after unleashing such a powerful sword strike, Geomno's expression remained unchanged.

"Here I come again," Geomno said in a deadpan voice.

FWOOOSH!

Closing the distance in an instant, he swung his sword again. Baek Suryong unleashed the White Ice Divine Palm consecutively, creating a barrier of frigid energy. The formidable ice qi caused frost to form on Geomno's eyebrows, but he stubbornly broke through and continued pushing the offensive.

CRACK! CRACKLE!

As Geomno charged at him, Baek Suryong could see the disappointment in the old man's eyes.

The Ice Moon Goddess's unique Ice Arts.

Baek Suryong tried not to lose sight of the theme as he executed his techniques. Since learning Ice Arts, this was the first time he had used it so desperately.

"You're strong, but that isn't the Ice Moon Goddess' martial arts."

"...Please wait just a little longer. I think I'll get the hang of it soon."

"I am not fond of jokes." Geomno's face turned serious. He stomped his foot, and the ground erupted.

The next thing Baek Suryong knew, the old sword was right in front of his eyes.

BOOOOOM!

A deafening thunderclap rang out, and to his dismay, Baek Suryong was sent flying back. Blood dripped from the corner of his mouth. He had suffered internal injuries during that exchange.

Fuck...

For a moment, he regretted saying he would only use Ice Arts.

Noticing the irritation in Baek Suryong's eyes, Geomno warned, "Don't even think of running. You are already in the middle of a sorcery formation."

Baek Suryong glanced around. Even though he felt like he had been thrown back at least ten yards, the scenery around them remained unchanged.

That's not all.

An unnaturally large crescent moon hung in the sky. It had clearly been daytime, but before he knew it, the surroundings had turned to night.

This was obviously Artist Pung Wol's sorcery.

VWOOOOM!

Enhanced qi gathered on Geomno's old iron sword, as if he was declaring that he would no longer hold back.

Baek Suryong wiped the blood from his lips with the back of his hand and sighed, "Do you really have to go this far?"

"I know that you are hiding your true strength, and I will force you to reveal everything no matter what it takes."

"......"

He was right. Baek Suryong hadn't used his full power. He hadn't even used his other masters' martial arts, let alone the Heaven Defying Divine Art.

"Draw your sword. I knew from the beginning that you were a peerless swordsman."

"Damn it..."

The refusal of the Ice Moon Goddess' acquaintances to accept him as her only disciple deeply wounded Baek Suryong's pride. He even felt sorry toward Master Eun, who had taught him her unique martial arts.


"The most important change is... the mental image."

"A flame had blossomed in the cold, hard ice inside me."

"That could be good, but there might be other ways."



While fighting Geomno, he continuously replayed the conversation he had with his master.

The flame that arose in Master Eun.

Before, he couldn't understand it at all, but after seeing her portrait in Xi'an, he somehow had a feeling that he could understand the emotion that arose in an isolated girl who had spent her whole life in the North Sea Palace, doing nothing but practicing martial arts. 

The earnest heart that cherished someone so much that she was willing to give up even martial arts for him. The love that drove her to walk into a trap despite the danger.

What about me?

The Blood Cult instructor he was in his past life had nothing. No family, no friends, no lovers. He was surrounded by rivals and enemies, and he had to do whatever it took to survive. In that cruel world, there was no room for warmth in his heart.

Now, though, it was different.

I have family, cute delinquent students, fellow teachers and comrades.


"I hope the day comes when you can understand my words. Truly."



It finally hit him. His mental image didn't have to be the same as Master Eun's.

He repeated the formulas of the White Ice Divine Art in his mind, but this time, he planted a single thread of warmth into the frigidly flowing qi.

ROAR!

A flame blossomed within Baek Suryong.

Outwardly, nothing changed. However, the moment he unleashed the White Ice Divine Art again, it seemed like a completely different martial art.

CRACKLE... CRUNCH!

The ice that shattered against Geomno's iron sword reattached itself. The cold energy hadn't intensified. Rather, it writhed as if alive and began to dominate its surroundings.

"This is...!?" For the first time, Geomno's expression changed, and he stopped attacking. Even his aura, which had the power to split mountains, vanished as if it had never existed.

Baek Suryong grit his teeth. "...You asked for it."

SHING!

He drew his sword and looked up at the gigantic crescent moon in the sky. Although it was an illusion created by sorcery, it somehow added to the ambiance.


"I first met him on a crescent moon night."



Smiling, he launched into a sword dance. Around him, countless pieces of ice floated in all directions, and the gently glistening moonlight reflected off the ice fragments, creating a scene more magical than any fantasy.

This was the ultimate technique the Ice Moon Goddess Eun Yerin had created through her complete mastery of the White Ice Divine Art.

"......" Artist Pung Wol was so entranced that the brush in his hand moved instinctively.
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Several minutes later, when Baek Suryong finished the sword dance, he said softly, "This is the New Moon White Ice Dance (新月氷白舞), a technique my master created out of longing for her lover. It's not actually a sword technique, but as I am most familiar with the sword, I chose to demonstrate it like this."

"...A fitting name."

Geomno lowered his sword. No further confirmation was needed. What Baek Suryong had just displayed was unmistakably the Ice Moon Goddess' martial art.


Chapter 339: Moon Yul

Artist Pung Wol lowered the brush he held and looked at the painting he had just completed. Two people were featured in the painting, the Ice Moon Goddess and the young man who claimed to be her disciple.

Although Baek Suryong had performed the sword dance alone, he had unconsciously painted the Ice Moon Goddess opposite him, as if she were there dancing with him.

I painted her without even realizing it.

Under the soft moonlight, snowflakes scattered around the two dancers, creating a scene of breathtaking beauty.

Also, in the painting, the Ice Moon Goddess Eun Yerin remained beautiful and noble, with eyes for only one person.

"So you saw the same thing I did," Geomno, who had approached Artist Pung Wol quietly, remarked as he looked at the painting.

"...Anyone who knew Eun Yerin would surely have recalled her from that sword dance just now."

The two old men gazed at the painting with mixed emotions. Memories they had thought long faded resurfaced in their minds.

A long time ago, on the day they had first met the Ice Moon Goddess Eun Yerin. She, who was always annoyed by the flies constantly buzzing around her, had sighed with a totally exasperated expression upon seeing them.


"Did you two also fall for my beauty and come to confess? I refuse in advance, so get lost while I'm still being nice."

"What the hell?"

"Hey, fight me!"

"...Huh?"



However, it was Eun Yerin who was instead bewildered by the two of them. At the time, Artist Pung Wol was a young painter mad about painting, and Geomno was a young martial artist mad about martial arts.

They were different from the other men who had approached Eun Yerin because they were captivated by her beauty.


"I thought I'd try painting a martial artist from the North Sea Ice Palace since you guys are a rare sight here, but your personality seems quite awful."

"Personality doesn't matter as long as she's strong. So fight me!"

"...What in the world?"



Not long later, the three eccentrics, each peculiar in their own unique way, became close friends and often spent time together.

Then ome day, Eun Yerin, who always treated men as coldly as ice, brought along a frail scholar and introduced him as her lover.


"Nice to meet you, my name is Moon Yul. I've heard that you two are Yerin's best friends. Please take good care of me."

"......"

"......"



Initially, the two men had thought that Moon Yul was a martial artist so extraordinary that he appeared ordinary, but he turned out to be a very ordinary scholar.

So why on earth was Eun Yerin, who remained aloof even before the most good-looking rich young masters, acting coquettish in front of a mere frail scholar?


"Eun Yerin. Why are you suddenly acting like a graceful lady?"

"Yeah, why is your voice different from usual? Did you eat poison?"

"???" Moon Yul, who knew nothing about how his new girlfriend usually behaved, blinked in confusion and smiled innocently. 

Eun Yerin, on the other hand, glared at her friends with a murderous expression and warned telepathically, [You guys wanna die?]



"Pfft..."

"Kukuku..."

The two old men chuckled simultaneously. Thanks to the painting before them, they could reminisce the good old times, even if just for a moment.

"Whew..." Baek Suryong finished catching his breath and opened his eyes.

The two old men approached him with apologetic expressions.

"Sorry for the misunderstanding. Are your internal injuries okay?" Artist Pung Wol asked. 

"I'm fine." Baek Suryong nodded. He had coughed up a little blood, but the internal injuries weren't severe.

From their words, he understood that the two old men suspected the Blood Cult was the reason Eun Yerin had disappeared. In such a situation, if someone suddenly appeared claiming to be her disciple, that was certainly grounds for suspicion.

Looking at Artist Pung Wol, Baek Suryong reminded, "So, the answer to my question..."

"Follow me. I'll explain everything on the way."

"I will go ahead and prepare," Geomno said, then used his movement arts and zoomed off.

Artist Pung Wol watched him for a moment before turning back to Baek Suryong. "It will take some time, so let's walk for a bit."

"...Okay."

As the two took a stroll along an autumn forest path covered in fallen leaves, the scenery changed from night back to day. Despite the intense battle, it seemed thay the sorcery formation still encompassed the entire manor.

"...Did you witness her final moments?" Artist Pung Wol asked.

Baek Suryong nodded. "Until the very end, she always pined for her lover."

Artist Pung Wol came to a halt, looked up at the sky and sighed. "First, let's get one thing straight. I am not Moon Yul."

"...Is that so?" Baek Suryong muttered. He had held a slight hope that perhaps Moon Yul had learned sorcery and operated under the alias Artist Pung Wol, but it seemed that it was just an empty wish.

Damn it, Moon Yul must be dead...

Baek Suryong sighed, about to give up, when Artist Pung Wol added, "Moon Yul is staying here with us. Geomno is waking him up right now."

"...He's alive?"

Artist Pung Wol nodded, but his expression was bitter. "He's still breathing, at least."

Baek Suryong looked at him in confusion. Something about his choice of words sounded peculiar.

Artist Pung Wol explained, "Moon Yul has been frail since a young age. He didn't have a specific illness, but he was born with a weak constitution and is prone to catching ilnesses."

The scenery of the path they walked gradually changed. The path covered in fallen leaves became a white path covered in snow, and the two men left footprints on the softly piled snow.

"The Ice Moon Goddess wanted to make her lover healthy in the hopes that they could grow old together. As you know, murim masters have very long lifespans."

Baek Suryong nodded in understanding. A peerless master like the Ice Moon Goddess could easily live for well over a century. If the person they loved wasn't beside them, however, what meaning would such a long life hold?

"One day, she excitedly told me that she heard rumors about the Divine Physician's whereabouts."

"......"

From here on, it was a story Baek Suryong was familiar with.

The Blood Cult had been watching the Ice Moon Goddess ever since she emerged into the murim. They, who were looking for an opportunity to steal the greatest Ice Arts, learned that she had a secret lover who was very sickly, and that she was searching for a way to make him healthy.

"The unknown source of that rumor made me uneasy, so I tried to persuade her not to go, but..."


"Nine out of ten rumors in the murim are nonsense. It might be a trap!"

"If there's even a one-in-ten chance, it's worth investigating."

"You stubborn fool... Fine. Who can bend your will?"

"Just watch over him until I return. I'll be back as quickly as possible."



After that day, however, Artist Pung Wol never saw the Ice Moon Goddess again.

"She probably didn't want to worry him, so the wicked woman lied to Moon Yul, saying she was going out for a few days. What was I supposed to do if she never came back?"

The scenery surrounding them changed increasingly rapidly. The passage of the seasons, spring, summer, autumn, and winter, unfolded repeatedly, as if to illustrate the fleeting years the friends had shared, devoid of purpose or significance.

"Moon Yul waited for her here all that time, never uttering a single complaint. During that time, he learned both painting and sorcery from me. That period lasted over ten years."

"Ten years..."


"When she returns, I will show her a healthier version of myself."



Whenever the sorcery training became too strenuous, Moon Yul would say that with a pale face. He never asked a single word about the Ice Moon Goddess, as if he knew why she had left.

"Those were very chaotic times. The Blood Cult's power had significantly weakened due to internal strife, and the orthodox murim was assembling forces to finish them off... In the midst of all that, one day, Moon Yul suddenly disappeared."

"...What?" Baek Suryong exclaimed in surprise.

*The man who had waited patiently for ten years disappeared without a word? ...Wait a minute! Wasn't that shortly after Master Eun's death? Did he sense something when she passed?

"I distributed portraits of Moon Yul and searched high and low, but I couldn't find him since that troublesome fellow used a human skin mask. Sigh, he could have at least said something before going..."

"Didn't you say earlier that he was here?" Baek Suryong asked.

Artist Pung Wol nodded sadly. "Yes, because twenty years after he up and left, he returned, barely clinging to life, loaded onto the freight wagon of an escort agency as it traveled to Xi'an."

"......"

"It was a stroke of heavenly luck. The head of that escort agency happened to be an acquaintance of mine and remembered the portrait I distributed years ago. The sorcery Moon Yul learned from me probably helped a little too."

Moon Yul, who had wandered alone searching for his lover for decades, finally returned to Xi'an.

The returned Moon Yul, however, was no longer the man he used to be.

"Try to understand if Moon Yul's reaction isn't what you expect. Too much time has passed."

"What do you mean?"

"You'll know when you see him."

The scenery stopped changing.

Baek Suryong sensed Geomno and a stranger's aura from afar.

This is...

In front of a small detached building at the back of the manor stood an old man leaning on a cane. His aura was so faint, it wouldn't be strange if it flickered out at any moment.

"The old man you see over there is Moon Yul."

"......"

Geomno was supporting the old man by his side.

Spotting Artist Pung Wol, Moon Yul smiled brightly. "Hyung-nim."

Baek Suryong could hardly believe his eyes. Moon Yul's smile was so pure it was hard to believe it belonged to an old man. He wore glasses, perhaps due to poor eyesight, but even with age, he exuded the calm, gentle atmosphere characteristic of a scholar who loved books.

"I heard a guest was coming, so I hurried to get up. You should have told me beforehand." Moon Yul turned to look at Baek Suryong. "Are you Yerin's friend?"

"...My name is Baek Suryong." Unsure how to respond, Baek Suryong performed a clasped hands greeting.

The response that came back, however, caught him completely off guard.

"Oh dear. Yerin has stepped out for a moment. She should return before sunset, so please wait here a bit."

"...Pardon?" Baek Suryong asked, bewildered.

Artist Pung Wol whispered telepathically, [It's dementia. He's not quite right in the head.]

"......"

[His time stopped sixty years ago. He believes his lover will come when night falls, and when tomorrow comes, he forgets what happened today. He waits endlessly. Even if you tell him she's dead... he won't believe you.]

Baek Suryong was speechless. He had only thought about whether Master Eun's lover was dead or alive, and had never imagined a situation like this.

Would it be better not to tell him that she's dead?

He briefly considered it, but ultimately, he decided to convey the truth. Even if Moon Yul didn't believe him or blamed him, he had a duty to deliver Master Eun's last words.

Baek Suryong reached out and took Moon Yul's thin hand. "Elder. I have something to tell you."

Moon Yul, surprised, tried to pull his hand away. "Elder? You seem about the same age as me, so why are you making such a bad joke..."

VWOOOOM!

Suddenly, the White Ice Bangles on both their wrists began to glow pure white and resonate. Within seconds, a clear, cool energy enveloped the two. 

Baek Suryong blinked in shock. He had not anticipated this.

"Ah..." Clarity slowly returned to Moon Yul's hazy eyes.

It was a temporary phenomenon. A miracle created when the pair of White Ice Bangles, separated for so long, sensed and resonated with each other.

"...Did Yerin send you here?" Moon Yul asked, vitality returning to his eyes as he stared at the White Ice Bangle on Baek Suryong's left hand.

"Moon Yul! Have you regained your senses!"

"How...?"

Artist Pung Wol and Geomno stared at Moon Yul in astonishment, and Moon Yul grinned back at them.

Confirming that Moon Yul was now of sound mind, Baek Suryong clasped his hands together in greeting again. "I am her disciple. I came here to deliver her last words."

"...Finally. I was waiting for this" Moon Yul replied calmly, neither flustered nor surprised.

As expected. He already knew that something had happened to her.

Baek Suryong conveyed Master Eun's last words sincerely, "She asked you not to wait for her any longer. She would go first now and wait for you there, so you should take your time before going to meet her."

"......"

"She missed you right up until her last breath. She desperately wanted to return here, to your side."

Moon Yul smiled silently.

To Baek Suryong's surprise, however, the smile of a man who had waited decades for his lover wasn't sad but radiant.

"Can you tell me more about Yerin? I want to know how you met and what you talked about," Moon Yul asked.

"That's..." For a moment, Baek Suryong regretted not being able to tell him everything truthfully. Since Moon Yul was Master Eun's lover, he didn't want to fabricate a story to hide the uncomfortable facts.

I've already said too much.

Moreover, Artist Pung Wol and Geomno were listening. Although they were retired from the murim and uninterested in its affairs, there were still secrets that should never be revealed to the world.

"My apologies. This is all I can say."

"If it is too difficult to speak directly, then..." Moon Yul carefully extended his hand. "Would you allow me to meet the Yerin in your memories?"

"Pardon?"

"It's a type of sorcery. Don't worry, it won't cause you any harm."

"No, Moon Yul! You can't use that spell!" Artist Pung Wol exclaimed in horror.

Moon Yul shook his head gently. "Hyung-nim, this is my last wish. Please allow me this bit of stubbornness."

"You...!" Artist Pung Wol cried out. Deep down, though, he knew that Moon Yul's current mental clarity was nothing more than terminal lucidity. His old friend had no reason to fear the consequences of using forbidden sorcery.

Finally, Artist Pung Wol turned and walked away, sighing, "...Fine, do as you wish."

Geomno also nodded at Baek Suryong and left the room. "It seems like you won't take no for an answer, so I'll accept your decision.

"Thank you."

Moon Yul held out his right hand, which sported the White Ice Bangle, and Baek Suryong extended his left hand to meet it. The moment their palms touched, Moon Yul uttered a soft incantation.

FWOOOSH!

Baek Suryong felt his consciousness being sucked away, and the next moment, he regained consciousness in an unfamiliar place... No, it wasn't completely unfamiliar.

Isn't this place... the old bookstore where Master Eun's portrait was displayed?

The atmosphere in the bookstore back then was quite different from what it was now, but more importantly, a young Eun Yerin and Moon Yul were there, standing right in front of him.


Chapter 340: If There's a Way

Is this... an illusion created by sorcery?

Baek Suryong looked around. He was definitely in the same old bookstore he had visited just a few days ago, but the layout of the shelves and bookcases, as well as the arrangement of the displayed books, was entirely different. The furniture also didn't look as old or worn out.

This is the old bookstore from fifty years ago, back when Master Eun and Moon Yul were still together.

Baek Suryong assessed the situation calmly. He might have been flustered if it were his first time, but he had already experienced something similar when he read his diary and relived his past life.

It's similar to that dream, only this time, I'm not the protagonist but an invisible observer.

He couldn't speak or touch anything, only watch as Eun Yerin and Moon Yul's love story unfolded in front of him.

CREAK...

The door of the old bookstore opened, and a woman whose face was completely hidden by a black hat and veil entered. Baek Suryong recognized her instantly. It was his master, Eun Yerin.

This must be the day they first met.

"Welcome!" Moon Yul, who was organizing books in the store, greeted with a smile. 

"Are you closing soon?" Eun Yerin asked plainly.

"Not at all. Please take your time browsing our wares. Now that a customer has arrived, I can read more books too."

"......"

Eun Yerin looked around the bookstore, picked up a random book, and began to read. After a short while, though, she looked up as a shadow loomed over her. "...What is it?" she asked warily.

"Reading in such a dark place will ruin your eyes, just as it ruined mine," Moon Yul said, holding out a small oil lamp.

Eun Yerin eyed Moon Yul suspiciously. She was used to men harboring ulterior motives behind kind gestures, but the scholar in front of her was no martial artist. There was no way he could see her face through her veil.

"I'm a martial artist, so it's fine," she said curtly.

"Even so, wouldn't having a lamp make reading more comfortable? I'll leave it here."

"......"

Suddenly, Moon Yul, who had just set down the lamp and was about to leave, smiled brightly. "I enjoyed reading that book, too. It's a heart-wrenching story of forbidden love. If you're looking for similar romance novels, I can recommend some."

"...Thank you."

"Take your time reading."

Sometimes, emotions sprouted from a single, seemingly insignificant action or word. Though their conversation was brief and trivial, Eun Yerin's gaze lingered on the frail-looking bookstore assistant for a long time. It was amusing how he had brought her a lamp, only to bury his nose back in a book almost immediately after.

Watching them, Baek Suryong unconsciously smiled. I can feel Master Eun's emotions.

"...I'll come again next time," Eun Yerin finally said.

"Take care!" Moon Yul greeted.

Eun Yerin left the bookstore and walked slowly down the street. Looking up, she saw a crescent moon hanging in the sky.

"What a strange person..." she muttered, her voice as soft as the slightly chilly night breeze.

Back then, Eun Yerin had no idea that she would end up visiting this old bookstore again and again.

The scene changed.

On a hot summer's day, Moon Yul and Eun Yerin went to a lake to enjoy a leisurely boat ride. Unlike before, they were now calling each other casually.

However, just as they were about to board their boat, some thugs appeared.

"Yerin! Hide behind me!" Moon Yul shouted.

Eun Yerin sighed, "Haa..."

The trouble started because she had briefly taken off her veil. Thugs attracted by her beauty had immediately sent dirty looks her way.

"D-Don't worry! I won't let them lay a finger on you!" Moon Yul stammered, stepping forward to protect the woman he loved. He held a sword with thin, untrained arms, his hands trembling visibly as he struggled just to bear its weight.

"Kuhahaha! Look at that wimp pretending to be a man!"

"Why so scared? We just want to join in the fun!"

"Does a pansy who probably can't even perform his manly duties deserve to be with a beauty like that?"

The ruffians, inebriated despite the fact that it was broad daylight, advanced, snickering. Moon Yul, his face pale, warned them not to come closer again, but they simply mocked and threatened the frail scholar.

"Mongrels," Eun Yerin snarled, narrowing her eyes. She waved her hand, and a frigid chill instantly swept over the thugs.

CRACKLE!

They trembled violently, their faces filled with horror, as frost spread out over their bodies.

"Get lost," Eun Yerin said icily. The only reason she didn't kill these bastards was because she didn't want to show her cruel side in front of her lover.

"U-Uwaaaah!"

Wailing, the thugs fled with their tails between their legs.

Moon Yul stared at Eun Yerin, shocked. "Yerin...?"

"Haven't I already told you several times that I'm a martial artist?"

"Y-Yes, but you never said you were a master."

"Do you dislike me being a martial artist?" Eun Yerin asked nervously, twiddling her thumbs. Those were merely thugs. If Moon Yul had seen her fight against a real master, he might have fainted. 

"How could I hate you for that? I like you no matter what you are."

Did his answer soothe her heart a little? Baek Suryong wondered.

Grinning mischievously, Eun Yerin stepped onto the boat. "...You row the boat. Don't tell me you expect me to do it just because I'm a martial artist?"

"Of course I'll row! Do I look like someone who would make my woman do hard labor?"

"You're such a smooth talker..."

Ultimately, however, Eun Yerin ended up rowing the boat. After seeing her poor lover panting just a few strokes in, she couldn't bear to watch him suffer any longer. She stirred up wind with her inner arts, slowly pushing the boat around the lake.

The scene changed again.

The two lovebirds enjoyed many happy times together. They traveled to famous places, ate delicious food, and went on scenic tours. Occasionally, they returned to Xi'an to meet up with friends.

"Don't you two get tired of sticking together like that all the time?" a young Artist Pung Wol complained.

"Eun Yerin! Long time no see! Let's have a match!" Geomno demanded.

Baek Suryong watched them fondly, when suddenly, he had a revelation.

Wait. These aren't events that happened in reality.

Moon Yul had asked him to let him meet the Eun Yerin in his memories. He didn't know exactly how, but he knew that Moon Yul had borrowed his memories to manifest her here.

This is both Moon Yul's and my dream, and... it's also Moon Yul's final dream.

Having finally understood the nature of the dream, Baek Suryong projected his own desires into it, hoping that at least here, Master Eun and her lover could find the happiness they had always sought.

VWOOOM!

The dream world shook as if an earthquake had struck.

"How...?" Moon Yul turned toward Baek Suryong, his eyes wide with surprise. Even if this was partially his dream, how could someone who hadn't studied sorcery interfere?

There was no way he could have known that Baek Suryong had experienced something similar before and learned to manipulate dreams.

The scenery changed once more.

"HAHAHAHA!" a man roared, his booming voice reverberating through the mountains and rivers. "Our Ice Goddess is getting married! There's no way this Oppa will miss the wedding!"

A huge shadow fell over Baek Suryong as Master Maeng arrived carrying a tiger the size of a house over his shoulder and set it down on the ground.

"A wedding gift! Since ancient times, tiger balls have always been the best tonic for..."

"Ignorant fool! Must you act like this, even on her big day?" Master Crazy Demon cut him off, clicking his tongue. He wore the Hyonwon Clan's uniform proudly and carried loads of silk and luxury goods, but his stern demeanor remained the same as ever. "I brought some daily necessities as wedding gifts."

"Hohoho! My gift seems shabby in comparison," Master Sword Saint chuckled, entering the compound with a young man who looked exactly like him. "My apologies, but I don't have much to offer, just some herbs I gathered from the mountains."

Master Sword Saint opened the bundle he carried.

Master Maeng's eyes instantly widened. "Hey. I-Isn't that fleeceflower root? And it looks at least five hundred years old?"

"Hoho, is that so? No wonder I felt spiritual energy from it."

On Master Eun's wedding day, the other three masters gathered at her house early in the morning, chatting merrily. The scene was incredibly peaceful.

Just then, Master Maeng looked at Baek Suryong. "Brat! What are you doing standing over there! Come here!"

"...Huh? Me?" Baek Suryong blinked in shock, only now realizing that he too had somehow entered the dream.

"Is there another brat here besides you?" Master Maeng bellowed as his hand shot out like lightning, catching Baek Suryong's head in a playful headlock beneath his massive forearm and armpit.

Of course, it was only playful to the big man. Baek Suryong genuinely felt his life was in danger. "Cough! P-Please spare me, Master Maeng!"

"Kuhahaha! How's the taste of this Master's muscles! You should have trained your head muscles better!"

"Head muscles!? What the fuck is that...!"

"Ugh, shut up! You guys are so noisy I could die!" a woman's voice interrupted.

Everyone turned to face her.

Beautifully dressed in a red wedding gown, Master Eun walked gracefully out of her changing room, looking absolutely stunning. Her face was slightly flushed as if embarrassed to show this side of herself to the other masters.

"Hiyah! SO LOVELY! Our youngest is finally hiding her true nature and getting married, this Oppa is truly..."

"Can someone please shut that mouth?"

"Who in the world could shut that damn mouth?"

"Hoho. Lovely. Truly lovely."

CLAP!

Baek Suryong clapped his hands, drawing the noisy masters' attention. Grinning, he said, "The groom must be waiting by now, so let's hurry along, shall we?"

The three masters and Baek Suryong placed Eun Yerin in a sedan chair, lifted it together, and headed to the groom's house. For today, at least, they were the world's most reliable sedan chair carriers.

"Hahahaha! People of the town, come out and see! The Ice Moon Goddess Eun Yerin is getting married today! Come out and offer your blessings!"

"You crazy idiot! Please just be quiet."

"What the hell? The jianghu's official crazy person is calling me crazy?"

"Masters, must you fight even on a day like this?"

"Hoho! It's a very fine day."

Along the road, Master Maeng and Master Crazy Demon bickered back and forth, Baek Suryong tried to mediate between them, and Master Sword Saint simply went hohoho.

This was the future that everyone had wished for. They escaped the Blood Cult together, returned to their respective lives, and gathered together again on Master Eun's wedding day.

Beaming, Baek Suryong whispered to himself, "...Even if it's just a dream, it's good to see you all like this again."

Far away, Moon Yul, the groom, stood waiting for his bride with a flushed face, dressed in red wedding robes. "...A wedding. I never dared to dream of such a day," he said to Baek Suryong.

"Did I interfere unnecessarily and disturb your dream?"

"Not at all. This place isn't just my dream. Also..."

A smile spread across Moon Yul's lips as he looked at the Bandit King, the Crazy Demon, and the Sword Saint. "I'm happy to know that Yerin made good friends while we were apart."

"......"

Throughout the wedding ceremony, Master Maeng sniffled, while Master Crazy Demon stood with his arms crossed and sighed. Master Sword Saint, when asked to give the groom words of blessing, instead threatened to cut off his 'thingamajig' if he dared cheat on his wife, laughing 'hohoho' all the way.

"Everyone stand together! Put away all your weapons, they'll interfere with the painting! Now, look this way and smile!"

Artist Pung Wol, who was also attending the wedding, captured the scene in a painting.

Master Eun and Moon Yul stood in the center with the three other masters behind them. Baek Suryong squeezed himself between Master Maeng and Master Crazy Demon.

"...Phew, that was tiring."

After the wedding ceremony concluded, Baek Suryong turned to look at his masters. "Masters. Thank you for attending the wedding despite your busy schedules."

Even though their figures were becoming blurred, each of them looked at Baek Suryong with familiar smiles.

"Kuhaha! Let's meet again next time!" Master Maeng laughed more heartily than anyone.

"Don't overdo it when you're alone." Master Crazy Demon nodded with a solemn expression.

"It was enjoyable being called here, even for a short while." Master Sword Saint smiled benevolently while stroking his beard.

PSHHH...

Soon, the masters' figures disappeared completely. 

"Yes, Masters," Baek Suryong whispered, closing his eyes. He wanted to remember what they looked like for even just a little longer.

The scene changed again.

Eun Yerin and Moon Yul, now married, grew old together like ordinary people.

Eun Yerin gave birth to a daughter who looked just like her.

Eventually, the two reached middle age, and Master Eun quietly wiped away tears as they watched their grown daughter get married.

Finally, they became elderly. Eun Yerin became a grandmother, and Moon Yul gradually began to look like he did before entering the dream.

The dream is ending.

Baek Suryong could sense the dream drawing to a close. He could also feel that the moment this dream ended, Moon Yul's life would end.

"Thank you," Master Eun said warmly, her wrinkled eyes brimming with more happiness than he had ever seen in the prison. "Thank you for delivering my words to him and for letting me meet him again."

Baek Suryong glanced around. Moon Yul was gone.

Did he leave so that the master and disciple could talk alone? What an unnecessary gesture.

Turning back to Master Eun, Baek Suryong replied, "Why thank me? I'm the one who's sorry I couldn't come sooner."

"I want to nag you one last time."

Baek Suryong smirked faintly and nodded. "Of course. You have every right to nag me, Master Eun."

Master Eun smiled gently. "Don't be too bound by the past. I hope you find happiness in your current life."

"...That's impossible," Baek Suryong whispered. Since this was a dream, the words Master Eun was saying now must be coming from his own heart.

Not being bound by the past? Until everything related to the Blood Cult is settled, how could I possibly let it go?

"Why would you say such a thing?" Master Eun asked.

Huh? Wait...

Those words didn't come from his subconscious. The only person who could say such words to him was...

"Don't tell me, are you really Master Eun? Did Moon Yul's sorcery summon your soul here?"

"......" Master Eun smiled enigmatically.

Baek Suryong blinked, confused. In hindsight, the words of the masters who had disappeared earlier also seemed strangely realistic.


"Kuhaha! Let's meet again next time!"

"Don't overdo it when you're alone."

"It was enjoyable being called here, even for a short while."



What on earth is this sorcery? Did it simply create a dream based on my memories? Or... did I truly meet my deceased masters?

Looking at the dazed Baek Suryong, Master Eun scolded, "When your teacher asks you a question, you should answer."

Baek Suryong smiled awkwardly. "I'll try."

"...Yes. For now, that's enough."

"Master Eun. Please answer my question. This spell right now. If there's a way to meet you all again..."

Before he could finish speaking, Baek Suryong woke from the dream. Before him sat Moon Yul, his eyes closed in peace.


Chapter 341: That's What We Call An Occupational Disease

Moon Yul's eyes were closed, his expression peaceful.

"Elder? Elder? Are you alright?" Baek Suryong whispered, staring blankly at Moon Yul. 

Am I still dreaming, or am I already awake?

He had just passed through a long dream depicting the lives of two people. Readjusting to the sudden shift back into reality wasn't easy.

TAP!

He carefully reached out to touch Moon Yul's shoulder, but the old man remained perfectly still, a gentle smile fixed upon his unmoving lips.

"Elder...!" Baek Suryong cried out, his expression crumpling. Gripping Moon Yul's shoulders with both arms, he shook him, his tone agitated as he shouted, "There's something I need to ask you! Was the person I met really Master Eun? Please just answer me that!"

Baek Suryong knew. Moon Yul was dead. No matter how hard he shook his shoulders, Moon Yul would never wake up again. It was uncharacteristic of him to act this way, but he couldn't easily let go of his lingering attachment.

"How could you show me a dream like that and then just leave...!?"

In his past life, he had wished for nothing more than to see the happy smiles of his masters. Just for that, it was the best dream he had ever had.

Yet, he could not smile, because ultimately, it was just a dream.

A dream that would never become reality.

"If I had known they were my real masters, I would have asked them lots of things...!" Muttering weakly, Baek Suryong suddenly noticed the White Ice Bangle laid beside Moon Yul. Beneath it, lay a single sheet of paper with a letter.

This object lost its partner long ago. Please keep it safe so they are never separated again.

It was his last will. He left the White Ice Bangle he received as a token from his lover, Eun Yerin, to her disciple, Baek Suryong.

However, that wasn't all. Amazingly, the writing on the letter faded away and new words appeared.

O one born with a heaven-defying fate. I have seen your previous life.

Baek Suryong wasn't surprised. When Moon Yul asked to read his memories, he had suspected that something like this might happen.

I saw why Yerin could not return to me, how much she suffered, and how deeply you care for your masters. I could not begin to guess how much you must have agonized when deciding whether to deliver Yerin's last words to me.

The handwriting on the letter was neat and gentle, reflecting Moon Yul's personality.

I wish to speak with you at length, but I do not have much time left. Thus, while you conversed with Yerin, I decided to leave these few words behind.

"...Don't tell me, did you concede your final moments with Master Eun to me?"

Moon Yul gave up some of the last moments he could have spent with his lover for Baek Suryong. He had arranged it so that Baek Suryong could speak with Eun Yerin, albeit briefly.

What an incredibly foolish man.

You're probably wondering this right now, so I'll answer your question. The dream we had it is a heaven-defying sorcery that temporarily summons the spirit of the deceased using memory as a medium.

Baek Suryong's eyes widened in shock. Unconsciously, he crumpled the letter in his hand.

"If that's what it was, then why didn't you say so beforehand...!" he gasped, feeling a slight resentment towards Moon Yul.

Honestly, the likelihood of the sorcery succeeding was quite low. This is because success depends entirely on the depth of the connection between the target of the spell and the deceased. The more time spent together, the higher the chance of success. Using this spell was a gamble for me as well.

"What the..."

Baek Suryong had spent over ten years training with his four masters, inheriting their martial arts. He was also with them in their final moments, so their connection could be said to be deeper than almost any other in the world.

Since this was a spell that could only be performed once in a lifetime, I waited and waited for the best time to do it. Haha. It was worth the wait. Having married Yerin and lived a happy life, I no longer have any regrets.

"It was still just a dream, wasn't it? Ahh, damn it, I don't get you."

Baek Suryong looked at Moon Yul. The smile that lingered on the old man's lips was a reflection of heartfelt contentment.

Do not lament the brief meeting. Though this is the last time for me, it will not be the end for you. Someday, you will meet your masters again.

"I'll...meet them again?"

Moon Yul's words conveyed a conviction that his prediction would surely come true. It felt less like a wish or a hope and more like a prophecy.

O one born with a heaven-defying fate. Even at this moment when I commune with the heavens, I cannot see your future clearly. However, what I can vaguely discern is that a moment will soon come for you to make an important choice.

A heaven-defying fate. Both the Dark Heaven Goddess he had met at the Namgung Clan and the dying mother Silver Tiger had said something similar about him.

What on earth is a heaven-defying fate...?

Surely, they wouldn't dub it a "heaven-defying fate" simply because he had mastered the Heaven Defying Divine Art. If that were the case, all past Blood Demons would have had the same heaven-defying fate.

Is it because I was reincarnated with memories of my past life? Or because of my constitution? And what's this about a choice?

For now, he could only speculate. He simply didn't have enough information to make any informed guesses.

When that moment comes, remember. The people beside you, and also the people who were once beside you...

PSHHH...

The letter began to disintegrate into dust. The residual power of the sorcery was fading.

Please, I pray that you will become the master of your own destiny.

The letter completely vanished into dust, leaving only the White Ice Bangle behind.

Baek Suryong gazed at the White Ice Bangle left by Moon Yul, his eyes filled with emotion. Although one of his goals had been to find Master Eun's lover, his journey had originally begun as a search for the White Ice Bangle. Now that he had achieved his goal, however, he picked up the bangle with mixed feelings.

"I will keep your advice firmly in mind, Elder."

Offering his condolences to Moon Yul, Baek Suryong fastened the second White Ice Bangle onto his right wrist.

VWOOOOM!

After being separated for over sixty years, the White Ice Bangles formed a pair. A pure white current of energy enveloped Baek Suryong's body as they resonated with each other. For a moment, his clothes billowed in the wind.

FWOOOSH!

A cold wind, like a northern blizzard, swirled around Baek Suryong's body, then slowly subsided. The pure white current seeped into his body.

"Hoo..." Baek Suryong sat cross-legged and took slow, deep breaths.

Outwardly, there wasn't much change. His martial arts had already reached a level where elixirs and divine treasures didn't affect him significantly. However, he did feel that his body's condition, which was previously destabilized by the Heaven Defying Divine Art, had become somewhat more balanced. It was a comfortable feeling, difficult to describe.

Baek Suryong concentrated fully on absorbing the energy of the White Ice Bangles.

When he finally opened his eyes again, he found Artist Pung Wol and Geomno standing beside him, looking at Moon Yul with bitter expressions.

"...This bastard. He left us just like this."

"At least he was happy in the end."

The two accepted Moon Yul's death calmly. Geomno lifted Moon Yul's body and carried it somewhere.

Meanwhile, Artist Pung Wol asked Baek Suryong, "Did the couple you met in the dream look happy?"

"Yes."

"...That's good to hear."
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Moon Yul's funeral was a modest affair. Baek Suryong attended the ceremony and stayed at Artist Pung Wol's manor for two more days. He needed time to process the enlightenment he had gained about the White Ice Divine Art during his duel with Geomno, and there was also something he needed from Artist Pung Wol.

"Here, it's finished," Artist Pung Wol said, handing over a family portrait depicting Baek Muheun and Mae Yakbing sitting side-by-side, with Baek Suryong standing behind them.

Baek Suryong beamed in delight. "Thank you. My grandfather will be extremely pleased."

He rolled up the scroll, tied it securely with string, and placed it carefully inside a long wooden box. Then, he stored the box deep within his travel pack to prevent damage on the way back.

There was, however, one more unexpected gift.

"Here, take this too," Artist Pung Wol said, holding out the painting depicting Baek Suryong and the Ice Moon Goddess performing the New Moon White Ice Dance under the crescent moon together.

"This is..." Baek Suryong's eyes widened. Over the past few days, he had seen Artist Pung Wol staring blankly at this painting for hours. "May I really take this? I thought you were quite fond of it..."

"I thought about it, and I think it's only right for you to have it. After all, aren't you the one and only disciple of the Ice Moon Goddess, Eun Yerin?" Artist Pung Wol relinquished his attachment, rolled up the scroll, and handed it to Baek Suryong. He had considered painting another copy but gave up, lacking the confidence to recreate the inspiration he had received at that moment. "Hurry and take it before I change my mind."

Baek Suryong accepted the scroll without further hesitation. "I will treasure it as a family heirloom for life."

"...Of course you should. If you dare sell it, I'll immediately hunt you down at the Azure Dragon Academy."

"That's a good idea. When you come to the Azure Dragon Academy, could you perhaps paint another family portrait for me, this time including my grandfather?"

"What? This punk...!"

The two men smirked as they joked with each other. Though their encounter was brief, it was by no means shallow.

After all, they were people who remembered the Ice Moon Goddess Eun Yerin. For Baek Suryong, this fact alone made their relationship special.

Just then, Artist Pung Wol, who had been smiling gently, narrowed his eyes seriously. "Be careful. The Ice Palace is a dangerous place."

He had heard from Baek Suryong that the young instructor was planning to go to the Ice Palace, which made him worry. After all, in the past, the Ice Palace was the very source that informed the Ice Moon Goddess about the Divine Physician's location.

"The Ice Palace might have colluded with the Blood Cult. I couldn't find concrete evidence, but I still suspect them," Artist Pung Wol warned. This was the reason he had suspected Baek Suryong when he first arrived.

Baek Suryong nodded. "I'll be careful."

But that's all the more reason I need to investigate them.

He needed to find a way to prepare for the possibility that the Ice Palace had joined hands with the Blood Cult, or worse, had been absorbed by it.

In any case, he didn't plan to charge recklessly into the Ice Palace. First, he needed to understand their internal situation after they had isolated themselves.

"Before that, however, I plan to visit the Black Tortoise Academy."

"To meet with the Dark Heaven Goddess, right?"

"Yes."

I've heard the words 'heaven-defying fate' many times now. I need to find out exactly what that is.

The Dark Heaven Goddess was the Principal of Shaanxi's Black Tortoise Academy and one of the most outstanding sorcerers in the world. Baek Suryong planned to meet her and ask her all about what her words meant.

Artist Pung Wol, unaware of these complex circumstances, nodded. "If it's her, she should be able to provide some answers to what you want to ask."

Though this fact was unknown to the world, he was actually a disciple of the Dark Heaven Goddess from a time before the Black Tortoise Academy was even established in the murim.

"Well then, I shall be on my way. Farewell, Artist Pung Wol, Elder Geomno." Standing up, Baek Suryong bid farewell to Artist Pung Wol and Geomno, who had come to see him off.

Geomno nodded stoically. "I wish you good fortune."

Recalling the eager young Geomno in the dream, Baek Suryong grinned mischievously. "Next time, let's have a match with swords."

"...Fine," Geomno grumbled, lips twitching.

As he left Artist Pung Wol's manor, Baek Suryong's steps seemed considerably lighter than when he first arrived.

Gazing blankly at the young man as he disappeared into the distance, Artist Pung Wol muttered under his breath, "Seeing that beautiful figure makes me want to paint again."

"That's what we call an occupational disease, my friend," Geomno groaned, shaking his head.


Chapter 342: The Dark Heaven Goddess (1)

Nestled at the northern end of Shaanxi, the Black Tortoise Academy distinguished itself as the only one of the Five Great Academies to focus on teaching sorcery, engineering, formations, spirit beast training, and artifact research rather than martial arts.

Only those guided by destiny are permitted entry.

This famous phrase, said to have been inscribed by the Dark Heaven Goddess herself beneath the Black Tortoise Academy's signboard, was the reason why many joked that gaining admission here was harder than entering the Heavenly Martial Academy.

"...This is a problem. I didn't expect the academy gates to be closed," Baek Suryong muttered softly, his gaze fixed on the Academy's signboard.

After departing Artist Pung Wol's manor, he had used his movement arts to reach the Black Tortoise Academy in a single day, only to run into an unexpected obstacle. The main gate of the Black Tortoise Academy was locked, with no guards in sight.

I know it's school vacation, but I can't sense any presences inside at all.

Something felt strange. No matter how many times he yelled or knocked, no one showed up and the gates remained shut.

"I can't just barge in... Not that that would be easy."

A grayish, opaque energy enveloped the entire Black Tortoise Academy, forming a barrier that restricted entry.

Baek Suryong found an old inn nearby and stepped inside. He ordered a generous meal and casually questioned the innkeeper about the Black Tortoise Academy.

"This is the first time something like this has happened. Until just a few days ago, the gate was open, and people were coming and going freely. Then, they suddenly sealed it off, " the innkeeper replied.

Baek Suryong prodded further, "So the academy just suddenly closed down unannounced?

"Yes, it happened about... five days ago." The innkeeper, mentally counting the days, lowered his voice and looked around nervously. "All of a sudden, thunder and lightning raged from a clear sky, and a violent downpour began. Dark clouds gathered only over the Black Tortoise Academy and didn't disperse for two whole days. Can you imagine that?"

"Weren't they just performing some kind of sorcery as usual?"

The principal of the Black Tortoise Academy was the Dark Heaven Goddess, who was said to be the world's most powerful sorcerer. Additionally, the students primarily studied sorcery and its related academic fields rather than martial arts.

If they truly wished to, summoning rain clouds should be a simple matter for them.

Baek Suryong had firsthand experience with the Dark Heaven Goddess's formidable abilities at the Namgung Estate. As a result, he couldn't understand why the innkeeper was making such a fuss over what seemed to be a trivial event.

The innkeeper, however, shook his head. "Usually, before performing any large-scale sorcery, the Black Tortoise Academy gives us prior notice. They inform us of the type of sorcery they're performing so that we won't be alarmed. That day, however, there was no warning at all."

"Hmm..."

Now, a clearer picture began to form. The Black Tortoise Academy, an institution that would normally issue a notice before employing sorcery, was struck by an unknown phenomenon resembling large-scale sorcery. Subsequently, they abruptly sealed their gates and refused all visitors.

Did something go wrong with a spell?

Baek Suryong couldn't help but come to that conclusion. He gazed at the Black Tortoise Academy through the inn's window. "What should I do now...?"

Shortly after, the innkeeper emerged from the kitchen carrying the food. "Did you have business with the Black Tortoise Academy?"

Baek Suryong nodded. "Yes."

The innkeeper sighed as if he had expected that answer. "If possible, I'd advise you to come back another time. You might get caught up in something unpleasant if you try to force your way into the academy now."

"I can't, I have important business..." Baek Suryong muttered.

"W-Well, this is merely a rumor, but..." The innkeeper glanced around furtively, then lowered his voice dramatically. "There's talk that the Dark Heaven Goddess used forbidden sorcery and angered the Primordial Heavenly Lord, who then exacted punishment upon her."

"......" Baek Suryong instantly recalled the Dark Heaven Goddess words of warning at the Namgung Estate.


"You have a destiny that defies the heavens. A fate that can overturn celestial order, capable of either destroying or saving the world."

"Revealing the secrets of the heavens usually comes at a terrible price. Since you exist outside the celestial order, however, you are an exception."



Could it be my fault?

There was no apparent reason for a sorcerer as exceptional as the Dark Heaven Goddess to get into trouble with the gods, but what if she was paying the price for revealing heavenly secrets?

While it may be excessive speculation, the coincidental timing of his arrival in Shaanxi and the dark clouds that had gathered only over the Black Tortoise Academy bothered him deeply.

Something significant has clearly happened.

Having come this far, Baek Suryong was not about to turn back now. He was determined to enter the Black Tortoise Academy, even if it meant climbing the walls.

Just as he was about to get up, however, he heard a voice say, "If you go in there, you'll die."

"Hm?" Baek Suryong looked toward the speaker.

An old woman with a deeply wrinkled face and bent back sat like a stone statue in a corner of the inn.

"Granny! I told you not to say unlucky things when customers are around!" Startled, the innkeeper chided her worriedly, then glanced at the sword strapped to Baek Suryong's waist, fearing she might have provoked a martial artist.

Turning to Baek Suryong, he pleaded nervously, "Dear customer. She's an old woman, and her mind isn't entirely sound. She sometimes says strange things, so please be understanding."

"No worries." Baek Suryong nodded, completely unconcerned by the slight.

Indeed, the old woman looked as if she didn't have much longer to live. Her eyes were unfocused, and she was missing most of her teeth. A single plate of cold dumplings sat on the table in front of her.

"Elder," he said. "What do you mean I'll die if I go in?"

"......" The old woman pressed her lips firmly together, her brow furrowed.

Baek Suryong turned to the innkeeper. "Innkeeper, could you please bring some food for the Elder over here? I'll cover the cost."

"Not food, alcohol!" the old woman rasped.

"And some alcohol too," Baek Suryong amended.

Once the food and alcohol were on the table, the old woman's grumpy expression softened slightly. "Something similar happened fifty years ago," she began. "Back then, that place wasn't known as the Black Tortoise Academy, but as the Dark Heaven Sect."

The Dark Heaven Sect was a sorcerers' guild that existed before the Black Tortoise Academy was established. It was the predecessor of the current Academy, and the Dark Heaven Goddess was its sole successor and Sect Leader.

"It was during some murim war. Many people died, and dark rumors abounded.

Baek Suryong immediately thought of the war between the Blood Cult and the Murim Alliance.

The old woman raised a gaunt finger and pointed out the window. "Around there, there used to be a mountain known as the Dark Heaven Mountain. It was a small but sacred peak. The Dark Heaven Sect was situated on its summit. Suddenly, one day, lightning struck, and earthquakes persisted all day long. The next day, the mountain vanished, and the Dark Heaven Goddess descended to this town."

The idea of a mountain being destroyed overnight was hard to believe, but Baek Suryong listened in silence. The fear etched in the old woman's eyes was far too real to dismiss her words as mere babbling.

"Back then, many people were alarmed and went to investigate the Dark Heaven Sect, but most of them never returned. Those who did come back went mad. Hehe. My husband died then, too. He left saying he would pick up a treasure or two... but we still haven't found his body."

As the old woman recounted the old tale, her voice reverberated ominously through the inn. To add to the atmosphere, she didn't touch the food, only sipped her wine.

"The current scene looks exactly the same as back then. No, this time it's worse. Many more people will die..."

"Granny! I told you not to say such unlucky things!" the innkeeper sighed in exasperation.

The old woman cackled, eyeing Baek Suryong as if taunting him. 

He could almost hear her unspoken words: "Now that you've heard my story, do you still dare to go in there?"

Grinning, he shot to his feet. "Hearing this story has made me even more intrigued. I must go to the Black Tortoise Academy at once!"

Fear flickered in the old woman's hazy eyes, and she trembled as if the mere thought terrified her. "Are you mad? You'll face divine retribution! Aren't you afraid of the gods?"

Baek Suryong smirked. "I was never destined to be on good terms with the heavens in the first place."

"...What?"

Baek Suryong laughed. If he was truly born with a heaven-defying fate, then heavenly punishment should be the last thing he needed to fear. In fact, just by existing, he had likely already incurred the wrath of the heavens.

"Innkeeper, please add this Elder's bill to mine."

"Ah, yes."

Leaving the inn, Baek Suryong strode purposefully toward the Black Tortoise Academy.

The innkeeper watched him anxiously. "How do you think he's going to..."

Before he could finish, Baek Suryong leaped into the air, drew his sword, and cleanly sliced through part of the formation surrounding the Black Tortoise Academy.

RIIIP!

As soon as the grayish, opaque energy shrouding the Black Tortoise Academy dispersed, Baek Suryong rushed inside and disappeared. Then, barely an instant later, the sorcery formation restored itself.

The innkeeper's jaw dropped in amazement. "G-Good heavens!"

Meanwhile, the old woman sipped her wine with eerie tranquility.
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The moment Baek Suryong set foot inside the Black Tortoise Academy, he felt a subtle shift in the air around him, similar to what he had experienced at Artist Pung Wol's estate.

"More sorcery, huh."

The scenery around him was a kaleidoscope of colors, changing in real time. Only one thing remained constant—a mountain peak in the distance.

Baek Suryong instinctively realized that was where the Dark Heaven Goddess resided.

I can't trust my eyes.

Illusions indistinguishable from reality deceived his eyes and tricked his five senses, but he remained unfazed. If this were his first encounter with such powerful illusions, he might have been flustered. However, since he stayed at Artist Pung Wol's manor for several days, he had habitually scrutinized the complex formation.

It's not a simple sorcery that can be deciphered by observing it for a short time, but...

Given that the Dark Heaven Goddess was Artist Pung Wol's master, this sorcery formation likely incorporated similar principles. Navigating through it should be doable.

There it is!

The moment Baek Suryong determined the correct direction, he shot forward like an arrow without hesitation.

RUMBLE! BOOM!

He twisted his body sharply to the side, dodging a lightning bolt that crashed down right in front of him. If he had been even a second slower, the bolt would have hit him directly.

Still, that was only the beginning.

RRRRRUMBLE!

An earthquake powerful enough to make standing difficult shook the ground violently, causing the earth to sink in great patches. Beneath it all, a bottomless abyss yawned.

STOMP!

Baek Suryong leaped into the air just before the ground beneath him crumbled. He unleashed his movement arts and ran at full speed, the earth continuing to fall apart in his wake.

SWOOSH!

Next came a storm. Rain hammered down upon him as if a hole had been torn in the sky.

"This much won't stop me," he muttered. He was drenched. Every step felt steadily heavier. He glared at the mountain peak. It still seemed so distant. 

A sharp glint flickered in his eyes.

Why did she suddenly lock the gates? Because my heaven-defying fate will incur divine retribution? If so, then why did she help me at the Namgung Estate? Or... is she testing me?

In order to answer all of these questions, Baek Suryong was determined to meet the Dark Heaven Goddess.

"Even if you've changed your mind and no longer want to meet me, I will find you."

KYAAAAAAK! KIIIIYAAAAA!

Baek Suryong faced more than just natural disasters. Demons crawled up from an underground abyss, and winged monsters swooped down from the gray sky like hail.

Despite all the supernatural phenomena hindering his path to the Dark Heaven Goddess, however, he did not stop.

SWISH! SWOOSH!

He drew the Azure Dragon Sword and swung it, etching dozens of fine lines into the demons charging at him.

CRASH!

Baek Suryong tore through the ranks of his enemies like a tempest, chopping them into dozens of tiny pieces. Nevertheless, the onslaught of demons and monsters continued unceasingly. Among them were even creatures resembling the One-Horned Demon Dragon.

Before he knew it, his eyes had turned red. He lifted his head and scowled at the mountain peak, which still appeared distant.

How much further do I have to go?

Given his speed, he should have arrived at the Black Tortoise Academy long ago. However, within this massive sorcery formation, the laws of the world were distorted.

"...As if I'll give up so easily."

A fierce smile played on Baek Suryong's lips, and fiery determination blazed in his eyes. Gritting his teeth, he picked up the pace.

...How long have I been running?

Baek Suryong felt as if he had run for several days and nights without rest, but finally, he reached his destination.

THUD!

The instant set foot on the summit, the Dark Heaven Goddess appeared before him.

Baek Suryong blinked, dumbfounded. It was the old woman he had met at the inn. "You were the Dark Heaven Goddess?"

"You finally made it," the old woman said. Her appearance regressed through time, growing younger and younger until she finally settled as a mature woman around Baek Suryong's age.

Baek Suryong sighed inwardly. Her technique is completely different from bone contortion and other disguise arts. Thanks to that, I didn't notice anything wrong with her.

He complained, "I thought you were suspicious from the start, but I never would have guessed it was actually you. It would have been fine if we had talked back there. Why did you make me go through hell to get here?"

"I wanted to confirm some things."

"Confirm what?" Baek Suryong asked, feeling slightly annoyed. Throughout his journey here, he had sensed the Dark Heaven Goddess's eyes watching him.

"First, I wanted to confirm that you are not a threat to the world. Second..." The Dark Heaven Goddess's eyes shone with a clear blue light, and a divine aura flowed from her body. "I wanted to confirm if someone reincarnated you for a specific purpose."

"...!!" Baek Suryong's eyes widened.


Chapter 343: The Dark Heaven Goddess (2)

After a long silence, Baek Suryong muttered, "Someone reincarnated me? Deliberately?"

Gritting his teeth, he glared at the Dark Heaven Goddess, thick killing intent seeping from his eyes. This wasn't just a threat. It was a clearly coalesced aura of murderous intent.

"If you keep spouting such nonsense, I'll make you pay for it."

For most of his previous life, he had followed someone else's orders. After losing his parents at a young age, he became a martial artist of the Blood Cult, fighting to survive every day.

Not once had he been the master of his own destiny. Even his final attempt to gain freedom was thwarted by the Blood Cult, and he met his end alongside his masters.

And now she's telling me that someone intentionally orchestrated this life too?

A surge of anger coursed through him, causing his fingertips to tremble, but he fought the urge to grab the Dark Heaven Goddess by the throat and scream in her face.

"Explain yourself clearly. If you keep rambling vaguely, I'll rip that mouth of yours apart."

The Dark Heaven Goddess gazed steadily at Baek Suryong, her expression unchanging despite the savage killing intent and vicious words. "Do you think you can harm me in this place?"

The entire Black Tortoise Academy was her sorcerous domain. Although she had grown weaker in exchange for peeking in on heavenly secrets, within this place, she was invincible.

Still, Baek Suryong snorted. "At this distance, I won't miss."

They were less than ten feet apart. He was confident that he could seize the Dark Heaven Goddess before she could cast any spells.

SSSSSH...

His eyes turned red. Until now, he had tried his best not to reveal the Heaven Defying Divine Art to other masters, but he felt no such need with the Dark Heaven Goddess.

"Since you know I was reincarnated, you must also know who I was in my past life. I'm a vile scoundrel who doesn't give a damn about means or methods as long as I can achieve my goals."

Baek Suryong seethed. There had been another being in the past who spoke to him of fate. Right now, the Dark Heaven Goddess reminded him of that person.


"You were born with a very special destiny, with two possible futures. In one, you will become the cornerstone necessary for our cult to achieve world domination... and in the other, you will ignite the flames that will destroy our cult."



His voice, once heard, lingered in one's memory. Blood-red hair fell against deathly pale skin, framing the inhumanely perfect, sculpted features of a transcendent being who regarded him with languid condescension, as a god might a mere mortal.

The Blood Demon.

"...Even now, looking at you like this, I still can't be certain. Your reincarnation was definitely intentional, but the heaven-defying power I feel from you reminds me of that day fifty years ago. What truly resides within you is..."

WHOOSH!

Baek Suryong darted forward with lightning speed and seized the Dark Heaven Goddess's neck. Bringing his face close to hers, he hissed, "I told you to speak plainly, didn't I?"

The Dark Heaven Goddess did not struggle, as if she had expected this. Even with her throat grabbed, her face was as expressionless as a doll's.

"About fifty years ago, a great distortion of the celestial order was set in motion," she gasped. 

Waves of qi spread out from her suspended body, transforming the surrounding scenery.

FWOOOOOSH!

Suddenly, the two stood before a sect established deep in the mountains—the Dark Heaven Sect.

The Dark Heaven Goddess looked wistfully at her now-vanished homeland. 

"For generations, the Dark Heaven Sect has monitored the spread of heaven-defying power, intervening in earthly affairs when necessary to contain it. Such is the karmic duty bestowed upon us by the heavens."

She lightly flicked her fingertips.

Time rewound rapidly. Dark, ominous clouds gathered over the Dark Heaven Sect, and lightning struck it again and again.

RRRRRUMBLE! KWAKWAKWANG!

Thunderstorms raged and earthquakes shook the land. As if the end of the world had come, natural disasters razed and demolished the Dark Heaven Sect.

"...It was a warning from the heavens. A sign that the celestial order had been compromised and needed to be restored. A foreshadowing that the hellish scene unfolding at the Dark Heaven Sect would soon be repeated across the entire world."

A bloodied young Dark Heaven Goddess stumbled out from the rubble and knelt down upon the charred ground. She was the sole survivor among the disciples of the Dark Heaven Sect. Looking up at the sky, she wailed and sobbed until she could barely breathe.

"I descended to the mortal realm to seek the entity that had disrupted the celestial order. However... I was too slow."

"......" Without realizing it, Baek Suryong began to loosen his grip.

The scenery changed once more. This time, it was a place he knew very well.

"The Blood Cult?"

They stood amid the burning Blood Cult headquarters. Orthodox martial artists and blood cultists were engaged in fierce combat everywhere. Screams and shouts reverberated through the air.

"Kill all the filthy demons!"

"Hail the Blood Demon, in blood shall we reign supreme! For our Supreme Lord!"

Desperate orthodox martial artists and crazed blood cultists faced off brutally. Blood pooled on the ground, and corpses piled up like hills.

"This is a recreation of the memories of a martial artist who participated in the war. I couldn't make it there in time."

BADUMP, BADUMP...

The martial artist's erratic gaze drifted toward a certain location. 

Baek Suryong followed his gaze. He was looking at the Blood Demon Palace.

Just then, someone from the Murim Alliance side shouted, "The Apostles have fled! Kill the Blood Demon!"

A frenzied suicide squad broke away from the chaos and raced towards the Blood Demon Palace at full speed. Every single one of them was a renowned murim master.

CRASH!

The orthodox suicide squad smashed through the gates of the Blood Demon Palace.

There, the Blood Demon greeted them from his grand throne, looking down with a transcendent air that went beyond just appearance or aura.

"Blood Demon! There's nowhere left to run!"

"Even the Apostles protecting you have all fled!"

"We will take your head here and bring peace back to the murim!"

Overwhelmed by the ominous presence of the Blood Demon, the orthodox murim masters blustered like frightened beasts puffing themselves up to seem bigger.

...But something was wrong. Even though the Blood Demon Palace had been invaded, the Blood Demon showed no reaction.

Having heard it from the Beggars' Gang Chief not long ago, Baek Suryong knew why.

"...He's really dead."

The Blood Demon's eyes were closed peacefully, and soon, the masters present realized that he wasn't breathing.

Their first reaction was naturally one of disbelief.

"Huh? Did the Blood Demon commit suicide?"

"That's impossible..."

"Don't let your guard down yet! He might be trying to trick us using the Breath Concealment Technique!"

"Vile fiend! Open your eyes at once!"

Agitation and denial spread among the martial artists. They had risked their lives to come here and kill the Blood Demon, only to be greeted by his lifeless corpse.

Some collapsed to the floor in disappointment, while others approached the grand throne to examine the body.

"...There's no way he committed suicide," Baek Suryong muttered.

The Blood Demon he knew would never choose suicide. Even if he knew his defeat was apparent, he would die fighting as the world's worst Heavenly Blight until the very end.

SHHHHHH...

The sorcery that recreated past memories faded, and the two returned to their original location. After casting large-scale sorcery consecutively, the Dark Heaven Goddess was visibly exhausted.

"The Blood Demon had cast a heaven-defying spell which distorted the celestial order, and paid the ultimate price for it. No, it would be more accurate to say he sacrificed himself for it," she explained.

"Was that the spell...that caused my reincarnation?" Baek Suryong asked.

The truth was, as soon as he heard that someone had orchestrated his reincarnation, he immediately thought of the Blood Demon. Only that monster could have planned something so unthinkable.

"Since that day, I have kept a steady watch on the celestial order. That's when I noticed the slow spread of heaven-defying energy, which in turn sparked all sorts of bizarre events."

Baek Suryong recalled the mother Silver Tiger's words.


[There is someone out there who is spreading the power to defy heaven.]

[All over the world, the power to defy heaven is stirring. Because of that, ancient entities that were dormant for ages are awakening, and events that rebel against destiny will occur.]



It matched the Dark Heaven Goddess's tale.

So the one who spread heaven-defying energy all over the place was the Blood Demon.

"Then one day, twenty-eight years ago, I learned that a child with a heaven-defying fate was born."

Baek Suryong's jaw dropped. "...You've been observing me ever since I was born?"

The Dark Heaven Goddess nodded with her doll-like, expressionless face. "It wasn't just you. Though you are exceptional, I observed all children born with even a hint of a heaven-defying fate. I knew that one of them would be the Blood Demon's reincarnation, but I couldn't tell which one. I just couldn't. A heaven-defying fate cannot be accurately discerned, even with eyes that see the celestial order..."

THUD!

The Dark Heaven Goddess collapsed like a puppet with its strings cut mid-speech.

Surprised, Baek Suryong caught her. "Hey! Are you okay?"

"...It seems that I have said too much. In exchange for revealing heavenly secrets, this body will fall into a deep sleep for a while," the Dark Heaven Goddess whispered, her eyes closing.

Baek Suryong panicked. No! I still have a lot of questions for her!

He asked urgently, "What exactly does he want? Why did he reincarnate me and spread heaven-defying power throughout the world?!"

"...I don't know. All I know is that he will be resurrected in some form and destroy the world, just as he did to the Dark Heaven Sect..." The Dark Heaven Goddess's voice grew fainter, and she looked up at Baek Suryong with hazy eyes.

"I have watched you since you were born. I saw you enter the Azure Dragon Academy, save the Namgung Clan, and cleanse the Murim Alliance of spies. Only then did I completely dispel my suspicion that you might be the Blood Demon in disguise."

"Hah! If you observed me that closely, then you should know how much I detest the Blood Cult."

"...If I still harbored even the slightest suspicion that you were the Blood Demon, I would have annihilated you right here, along with the Black Tortoise Academy."

Baek Suryong felt a chill run down his spine. Holy shit, she's telling the truth.

"Does that mean you no longer doubt me?

"I cannot read the nature of a person with a heaven-defying fate. All I can do is observe the life you have lived. At the very least, I can tell that you regret your past and are striving to become a better person."

"What the..." Baek Suryong was dumbfounded by the sudden praise. How can she say something so embarrassing with a straight face!?

"That is enough for me. Although you were born with a heaven-defying fate, you are not an existence that will destroy the world. Rather, you might be the only one who can stop the Blood Demon..." 

The Dark Heaven Goddess's slowly closing eyes flashed open, and divine energy coursed through her voice. "Will you help me restore the celestial order and save the world?" she asked.

"...Even if you didn't ask, I was planning to eradicate the Blood Cult and kill the Blood Demon anyway." Baek Suryong nodded as if it were obvious, then smirked. "And I'll make sure that damn bastard regrets reincarnating me."

"...What do you mean?"

"Because he reincarnated me, I gained a family I never had in my past life, and even cute delinquent students."

"......"

"I also received a chance to right my wrongs."

As Apostles of the Blood Cult, his former students still lived like ghosts from the past. Thanks to the Blood Demon reincarnating him, however, he could meet them again.

"I don't know what he's planning, but I'll definitely make him regret reincarnating me."

The Dark Heaven Goddess met Baek Suryong's gaze. The firm and unwavering resolve that burned in their depths shook her.

"...I see. I think I might be able to help you with that."

At that moment, Baek Suryong felt the divine energy flowing from her body seep into him.



Painter Foodie's Note: Done painting two layers, one more to go once it dries... I might be able to squeeze out one more chapter? Maybe? My back hurts :(


Chapter 344: The Divine Azure Dragon Sword

What the fuck?

Baek Suryong was startled by the divine energy seeping into his body, but he did not reject it. If it were harmful, his divine art would have reacted automatically. Still, that didn't mean this energy was beneficial.

SLUMP!

Following Baek Suryong's assimilation of the Dark Heaven Goddess's energy, her body tilted to the side. She had lost consciousness.

Baek Suryong caught her before she hit the floor. Her breathing was so faint that it could stop at any moment.

"Hey, are you okay?"

VWOOOOM!

Suddenly, the Azure Dragon Sword at his waist began to vibrate on its own, and a portion of the energy that had seeped into his body flowed into the sword.

[Do not be alarmed. My soul has merely left the flesh for a time.]

Baek Suryong flinched, startled. This voice echoing in my head... it's not telepathy!? She's transmitting her will directly into my mind? How?

"Don't tell me..."

Baek Suryong looked back and forth between the unconscious Dark Heaven Goddess and the Azure Dragon Sword, which was vibrating and singing on its own.

Is she doing this through her divine energy?

Remembering Jongri Yeon from the Namgung Clan, he intuitively realized something.

"Did you... possess my sword?"

[That is correct. Until my physical body awakens, I will accompany and assist you.]

Yep, her voice is coming from the sword. Holy shit.

Baek Suryong stared at the talking Azure Dragon Sword, dumbfounded. "So you did possess my sword like a ghost?"

[You will refrain from making such insulting remarks,] the Dark Heaven Goddess warned in a dignified voice.

However, Baek Suryong remained skeptical. "How is this going to benefit me?"

[I possess vast knowledge gained from observing the heavenly order. I believe that alone will be of great help to you.]

Baek Suryong sighed. She wasn't wrong. As the Dark Heaven Goddess, the world's strongest sorcerer, she knew more about bizarre phenomena and ancient mysteries than anyone else.

[Furthermore, if I borrow your energy, I should be able to perform simple spells.]

"...That would certainly be helpful."

Even something simple to the Dark Heaven Goddess would be far superior to an ordinary sorcerer's spell.

Well, it can't really hurt to have her around, right...?

Nevertheless, a feeling of unease still remained. 

Baek Suryong eyed the Azure Dragon Sword suspiciously. "What if..."

[I know what you're worried about, but rest assured, I cannot control your body without your permission. Besides, the reason my soul inhabited the sword is because your Heaven Defying Divine Art prevented me from dwelling within you.]

That was somewhat reassuring. If the Dark Heaven Goddess could control his body or access his memories at will, he would destroy her, even if it meant breaking the sword.

[I swear by the heavens, such a thing will not happen.]

"...How long are you going to possess my sword?"

[...I do not know either. Until my body awakens, I cannot leave the sword even if I wished to.]

"So you can't just back out even if you don't like it, huh."

[Hmph, this is a great miraculous encounter for you.]

Baek Suryong scowled in annoyance. At his current level, mere 'miraculous encounters' hardly tempted him anymore. "You're not going to chatter noisily in my head all day, are you?" he complained.

[...Are you treating me like some pesky ghost?] the Dark Heaven Goddess said sternly. Her tone remained elegant, but was noticeably sharper.

It was understandable. She had made the significant decision to reside in the Azure Dragon Sword, yet Baek Suryong treated her like an unwanted ghost.

"Ah, sorry. It just feels like I'm possessed by a ghost." With a tone that didn't sound sorry at all, Baek Suryong lightly tapped the hilt of the Azure Dragon Sword.

Despite her deep cultivation, the Dark Heaven Goddess's voice trembled slightly as she said, [...Regardless, let us descend from the mountain. There are a few things we need to prepare before we leave.]

"And how, might I ask, do I go about descending the mountain?" Baek Suryong asked. He looked around, but the sorcery everywhere made it impossible for him to get his bearings.

Suddenly, the Azure Dragon Sword slowly floated up and pointed in one direction. 

Baek Suryong let out a small gasp of admiration. "My, aren't you useful?"

[Watch your words and actions. I am not an object.]

"Then who told you to possess my sword?"

[......]

Baek Suryong picked up the unconscious Dark Heaven Goddess and ran in the direction the sword pointed.

[image: sep]


The two were greeted in the Black Tortoise Academy's staff office by an old man dressed like an immortal deity.

Baek Suryong immediately tried to explain the situation before the old man misunderstood. "What happened was..."

However, the old man smiled gently, as if he already knew what had transpired. "We have been waiting. Please hand me Master's body."

"...Ah, yes."

[Would you excuse us for a moment?]

"Yes, Master."

The old man took the Dark Heaven Goddess's body from Baek Suryong, glanced at the Azure Dragon Sword, then bowed respectfully and withdrew.

"Who was that?"

[He is the Vice Principal of the Black Tortoise Academy, and also my disciple. He, along with the other Black Tortoise Academy teachers, will manage the academy in my absence. They are all my disciples, children I formed connections with after descending to the secular world.]

Hearing her words, Baek Suryong suddenly recalled something.

"Artist Pung Wol is also your disciple, right? He asked me to send his regards."

At some point, Baek Suryong naturally stopped using honorifics with the Dark Heaven Goddess. Fortunately, she wasn't someone who cared much about formalities.

[Artist Pung Wol... Indeed, I thought I sensed Chunsam's sorcery from your travel bag.]

"That's right, he gave me two of his paintings... Wait, Chunsam? Artist Pung Wol's real name is Chunsam?"

[Did you not know? That child's name is Jang Chunsam.]

He couldn't have imagined, but he finally understood why Artist Pung Wol never used his real name. It was simply too embarrassing.

Bwahaha, how could a man with such a refined face be named Chunsam?[1]

"No wonder he never told me his name until the end..."

[That boy always disliked his own name. I scolded him several times for not cherishing the name his parents gave him, but it seems he hasn't changed.]

As if exposing a secret her disciple had hidden for decades was no big deal, the Dark Heaven Goddess casually instructed Baek Suryong to sit cross-legged on a formation in the center of the Principal's Office.

"Why do I have to do this?" Baek Suryong asked curiously.

[I examined your body earlier. You are in quite a precarious state.]

"...I suppose so."

Baek Suryong knew his body's condition best. To use an analogy, it was like a bowl filled to the brim with water. This was a dangerous state, as just one more drop could cause the water to spill onto the floor.

Since she knew about his past life, Baek Suryong honestly admitted, "My attainment in the Heaven Defying Divine Art has reached its limit. To become stronger, I must completely change my constitution."

The Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians was a once-in-a-millennium constitution that allowed him to learn the Heaven Defying Divine Art faster than anyone else, but it had its limits. If he wanted to reach the 8th Star and beyond, he would have to completely transform his constitution and turn his Severed Meridians into Divine Meridians.

"For that reason, I'm looking for the Divine Physician. Do you know where he is?"

[Even I do not know everything. It has been over a decade since the Divine Physician vanished without a trace. No one knows his current whereabouts.]

If the Dark Heaven Goddess doesn't know where he is, then no one else will either.

Baek Suryong sighed softly and reached into his robes, taking out a small wooden box and fiddling with it. The box contained the finger of the previous Blood Demon, which he obtained at the Namgung Estate, as well as the poison crystal left behind by the Poison Demon.

"I know the method, and I have enough materials. I just need to find someone to perform the great ritual..."

Besides the Divine Physician, there were many other famous physicians. However, since none of them possessed martial arts as outstanding as his, they could not perform the great ritual, which required manipulating an absurd amount of inner qi.

[I cannot solve the root your problem, but I can alleviate your condition to some extent.]

Baek Suryong's eyes shot open. "...How?"

[First, sit down.]

As instructed, Baek Suryong sat cross-legged in the center of the sorcery formation and placed the Azure Dragon Sword on his lap.

[Activate the Heaven Defying Divine Art. I will assist you.]

Despite still feeling somewhat skeptical, Baek Suryong obediently activated the Heaven Defying Divine Art.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWA!

His crimson hair whipped around wildly as the overpowering energy of the art filled the principal's office.

VWOOOOM!

At the same time, the Azure Dragon Sword vibrated and released a thin, white thread of energy. One by one, this thread intertwined with the red energy flowing throughout Baek Suryong's body.

A short while later, Baek Suryong finished circulating his qi and opened his eyes. A red light momentarily flashed from his eyes, then gradually subsided.

"...I feel a lot better," he said, looking down at the Azure Dragon Sword on his lap in surprise. "What on earth did you do?"

The Dark Heaven Goddess replied proudly, [The Heaven Defying Divine Art is the strangest martial art in existence. It even touches on the realm of sorcery. To put it simply, I cast a protective spell on your Heaven Defying Divine Art. Your vessel will endure without breaking even if you exert power beyond your limits once or twice.]

"Huh..."

[Of course, this is only a temporary measure. In order to solve the problem completely, you must change your constitution, as you said.]

Still, not knowing who he might fight next made being able to use his full strength once or twice very reassuring.

Baek Suryong stroked the scabbard of the Azure Dragon Sword admiringly. "From now on, I'm going to call you the Divine Azure Dragon Sword. I never imagined I'd receive so much help from you." 

VWOOM!

Was it just my imagination, or did I feel a sense of smugness from the sword?

[Besides this, I can perform various other sorceries, and I possess knowledge you cannot even imagine. You will come to feel even more grateful to me over time.]

"That's amazing! It seems you'll be an incredible help from now on," Baek Suryong praised.

Deep down though, he smirked slyly. I think I've gotten the hang of manipulating this woman.

After basking in praise for a while, the Divine Azure Dragon Sword asked seriously, [So, what are your plans for the future?]

"I'm going to the North Sea Ice Palace."

The North Sea Ice Palace was the last stop on his summer vacation itinerary.

Baek Suryong explained why he wanted to visit the palace. He also briefly recounted Master Eun and Moon Yul's story.

"...I plan to convey Master Eun's last wishes and, if possible, form an alliance with the Ice Palace."

Surely the North Sea Ice Palace would not turn a blind eye to the Blood Cult if they learned that their young mistress had been abducted decades ago, right?

[But what if, as Chunsam suspected, the Ice Palace has joined hands with the Blood Cult?]

"Then... I'll have to devise another method," Baek Suryong replied. Although Master Eun didn't have much affection for the North Sea Ice Palace, as her disciple, he really didn't want to make enemies of them.

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword fell silent, lost in thought. Finally, she said, [I have one disciple from the Ice Palace.]

Baek Suryong fought to keep a smile from spreading across his face.

Hey, this sword is proving to be surprisingly useful!



Footnotes:

[1] Chunsam: Chunsam meaning "Spring Three", or "third son born in spring". It's one of those names that makes it obvious a kid's parents put absolutely zero effort into naming them, and is usually associated with being a country bumpkin. If you're familiar with Japanese media, it's the Korean equivalent of the Taro (meaning 'eldest son'), Jiro (second son), Saburo (third son) naming system. Moreover, Chunsam just sounds absolutely horrible as a name, like Boksoon (remember when Baek crossdressed?).


Chapter 345: I've Got A Better Idea

A strange thought suddenly occurred to Baek Suryong.

"Wait a minute. I heard that the Ice Palace was locked down decades ago. How does the Black Tortoise Academy have a graduate from there?"

Generally, being locked down meant that a sect had cut itself off from all external activities. Certainly, the North Sea Ice Palace had not appeared in the jianghu for decades, to the point where even the Beggars' Gang had almost no information on them.

Baek Suryong recalled the story Seo Ri'ae had told him about why the Ice Palace had isolated itself.


"When she didn't return to the palace for more than ten years, a fierce succession battle broke out. This power struggle greatly weakened the Ice Palace..." 



Ultimately, the Blood Cult was to blame. If they hadn't set a trap and abducted the Ice Moon Goddess, the Ice Palace wouldn't have been thrown into chaos and civil war.

[This disciple is a child who fled the North Sea Ice Palace more than thirty years ago. He cut all ties with his family and devoted himself to the Black Tortoise Academy.]

"...Sounds like someone with quite a backstory."

[You will know when you meet him.]

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword commanded the Vice Principal to summon the disciple. Fortunately, he lived nearby.

After a short wait, a middle-aged man with a pale face and cold, stern demeanor entered the principal's office. Upon seeing Baek Suryong, he clasped his hands in greeting. "My name is Seol Sinwoo. I heard that Master's guest was looking for me..."

So the Vice Principal hasn't told him anything, huh?

Baek Suryong returned the greeting. "I am Baek Suryong, an instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy."

"...The Azure Dragon Hero?"

"People often call me that, yes."

Seol Sinwoo's eyes widened for a moment before he regained his composure. His lack of emotional fluctuation suggested that either this was his natural disposition or he had considerable mental discipline. "For what reason does the Azure Dragon Hero seek me?"

Baek Suryong didn't beat around the bush. "There is something I wish to ask you about the North Sea Ice Palace."

"......" Seol Sinwoo immediately fell silent.

VWOOM!

Trembling, the Divine Azure Dragon Sword expressed its dissatisfaction, [Your personality is truly unfathomable. Why do you talk down to me but speak so politely to my disciple?]

Baek Suryong lightly patted the sword hilt. [I only speak informally to people I'm close with.]

[Are you saying you acknowledge me as your true friend...!?]

...I swear I'm not trying to gaslight her. Nope, not at all!

Baek Suryong gazed steadily at the Divine Azure Dragon Sword, then nodded firmly. [Of course.]

Just then, Seol Sinwoo asked cautiously, "May I ask why you are inquiring about the North Sea Ice Palace?"

"It would be faster to just show you."

KWAKWAKWAKWA!

A pure white stream of qi enveloped Baek Suryong's body, while a cold wind reminiscent of a northern blizzard swept through the principal's office.

Seol Sinwoo's eyes widened in shock. "The White Ice Divine Art... and a complete, flawless White Ice Divine Art at that...!"

"My late master was from the Ice Palace."

"May I ask who your master is?"

"The Ice Moon Goddess Eun Yerin."

"...!!" Seol Sinwoo's composure shattered, as if he never imagined that name would come up. Looking blankly ahead in confusion, he muttered to himself, "That's impossible. She went missing a very long time ago. Besides, she was..."

"Captured by the Blood Cult, right?"

"......"

It was only a little probe, but Baek Suryong noticed the pained expression that crossed Seol Sinwoo's face for an instant.

He definitely knows something.

He was certain now. The North Sea Ice Palace knew that the Blood Cult was responsible for Eun Yerin's disappearance.

He observed Seol Sinwoo more closely.

This man. He's learned the White Ice Divine Art.

Among the information Seo Ri'ae gave him was the method for selecting the successor to the White Ice Divine Art.


"Children with exceptional talent are gathered from a young age to learn the initial stages of the art together. Through competition, the most gifted children are chosen and taught the middle stages of the art. Then, when they turn twenty, the most accomplished one becomes the successor and learns the complete art."



This was the North Sea Ice Palace's long-standing tradition and most important ritual.

Baek Suryong shrewdly assessed Seol Sinwoo's martial arts skill.

He's learned at least up to the middle stages.

In other words, like Seo Ri'ae, this man was a former successor candidate.

Considering his age, he doesn't belong to Master Eun's generation. The next generation, perhaps?

With a pained expression, Seol Sinwoo said, "...I have severed all ties with the North Sea Ice Palace. My apologies, but I have nothing more to say."

"Can I assume that my master's enemy is in the North Sea Ice Palace, then? Did they join hands with the Blood Cult?" Baek Suryong demanded, releasing a subtle killing intent.

Seol Sinwoo pursed his lips. "...I don't know."

"...I will ask you one last time. Please answer me carefully."

Baek Suryong directed the full brunt of his killing intent at Seol Sinwoo. He didn't have the time or patience to persuade the man slowly. If necessary, he was prepared to use force.

[Can you leave this to me?]

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword vibrated with a soft glow, and suddenly, the Dark Heaven Goddess's voice echoed within the principal's office.

[Sinwoo. I sense much anguish in your face.]

"This voice... Master?"

At the Black Tortoise Academy, the Dark Heaven Goddess was akin to a deity. As the world's strongest sorcerer, she was an object of reverence to those who gathered from all corners of the Central Plains to learn the craft... even if she was currently dangling precariously from Baek Suryong's waist.

THUD!

Seol Sinwoo knelt before the Divine Azure Dragon Sword. Although he had long since graduated from her tutelage, he still revered her greatly.

[I know your long-standing anguish is related to your family, so I deliberately refrained from asking about it.]

"Master..."

[However, right now, the heavenly order has been distorted. The man right before your eyes was born with a heaven-defying fate. He has sought me out. I know this will be painful for you, but I need you to confront your fears.]

Seol Sinwoo looked at Baek Suryong in astonishment. A heaven-defying fate? To think the Azure Dragon Hero was born with such a destiny!

As a disciple of the Dark Heaven Goddess, he knew how significant that was.

[His unreadable fate has reached not only me, but also the Ice Palace. The path to restoring the heavenly order may lie therein.]

"Master, I..."

[I ask of you. Will you tell us what happened at the North Sea Ice Palace?]

The Dark Heaven Goddess was not one to pry into her students' pasts. If fate led them to her, she accepted them as disciples and taught them unconditionally.

Thirty-five years ago, she had readily accepted the man from the North Sea who had recklessly knocked on the Black Tortoise Academy's gates.

As such, her plea carried more weight than any threat.

Seol Sinwoo, who had been biting his lip in deliberation, finally let out a long sigh. The North Sea Ice Palace... They made a deal with the Blood Cult. To be precise, my family made a deal with the Blood Cult."

With a look of resignation on his face, Seol Sinwoo described the terrible crime committed by the North Sea Ice Palace.

"There are several families in the North Sea. Among them, the most powerful are the Eun, Seol, and Han Clans."

As most of the past rulers of the North Sea Ice Palace were born from these three families, it was no exaggeration to call them the nobility of the North Sea.

For example, Eun Yerin, who was born with a talent praised as the greatest in Ice Palace history, was a direct descendant of the Eun Clan. However, she found the cloistered life within the Ice Palace suffocating and had little attachment to the position of successor.

The tragedy began there.

"At that time, there was a talented and ambitious woman in the Seol Clan. Unfortunately, she was born in the same era as Eun Yerin. She is my paternal aunt."

After the Ice Moon Goddess went missing, the White Ice Empress Seol Suryeon seized the throne after a bloody succession war.

"In truth, my aunt... joined hands with the Blood Cult to become the Empress."

Baek Suryong recalled Artist Pung Wol's words.


"The Ice Palace might have colluded with the Blood Cult. I couldn't find concrete evidence, but I still suspect them."



He asked icily, "Was it Seol Suryeon who spread false information about the Divine Physician to the Ice Moon Goddess?"

"...Probably."

"......" Baek Suryong firmly engraved his enemy's name into his mind.

Seol Siwoo continued, "My aunt's ambition didn't end even after becoming Empress. She wanted to make the Seol Clan the eternal rulers of the Ice Palace.

"At that time, the North Sea Ice Palace's power had weakened to the point that they had to isolate themselves. For some reason, though, funds from an unknown source began to flow into the palace.

"However, instead of using the funding to strengthen the palace, Seol Suryeon used it to strengthen the Seol Clan. Ultimately, the balance between the Eun, Han, and Seol clans crumbled, and the Seol Clan became the palace's preeminent family.

"As a successor candidate, I heard many stories from my aunt. Having no children of her own, she doted on her nieces and nephews terribly. When my aunt's people found out that I knew the truth, they kept an eye on me, but..." Seol Sinwoo paused for a moment, guilt flickering across his face.

"Didn't the other families protest about the allocation of the funds?" Baek Suryong asked.

"Of course they did. Fiercely. Until one day, martial artists from the Central Plains attacked the Ice Palace."

"......"

"It was a terrible incident. Many of the Ice Palace's masters perished. Among them were successor candidates like me. Many young, talented children were abducted too. After repelling the attack, the Ice Palace united as one."

"Hmm..." Baek Suryong felt a considerable sense of incongruity from that incident, but he didn't bother to point it out.

"Motivated by the attack, I strove desperately to become the successor."

Seol Sinwoo and the other Seol Clan prodigies learned martial arts with tremendous support and the Empress's blatant favoritism.

However, not everything went according to her wishes. A prodigy of unparalleled talent, eclipsing even the Seol Clan's finest, emerged from the Eun Clan.

"...Her name was Eun Hwiryong. She was so outstanding that she was called the reincarnation of the Ice Moon Goddess."

No matter how powerful the Empress, she couldn't ignore the Ice Palace's most important tradition.

"Ultimately, the successor of our generation became Eun Hwiryong. By now, she might have even become the new Empress."

Eun Hwiryong, huh? Baek Suryong also carefully engraved that name in his mind.

"After being eliminated from the succession war, I fled while my aunt was still in shock. I didn't have the courage to face her wrath. I also wanted to escape the sins committed by my family." Seol Sinwoo let out a long sigh, his face seeming to have aged a decade. "I don't know what happened at the Ice Palace after that. I sought refuge at the Black Tortoise Academy, and tried my best to forget about them."

Silence fell.

Baek Suryong organized the story he heard from Seol Sinwoo in his mind.

Seol Suryeon's conspiracy to become the successor. The Blood Cult's funds flowing into the North Sea Ice Palace. The attack on the palace by martial artists from the Central Plains, which seemed suspicious no matter how he thought about it.

It can't have been just money that flowed in. The Blood Cult's martial arts, artifacts, and even some cultists must have also made their way into the Ice Palace.

Given that the Blood Cult has been gradually expanding its influence for decades, it wouldn't be surprising if the North Sea Ice Palace had become a stalwart ally of the Blood Cult by now.

Still, even the Blood Cult can't easily devour a large sect like the North Sea Ice Palace.

The North Sea Ice Palace had an extremely insular culture, so it wouldn't be easy to ignore long-standing traditions. Even if the Seol Clan allied with the Blood Cult, there would certainly be those within the Palace who opposed it.

For example, Master Eun's family, the Eun Clan.

If Eun Hwiryong became the next Empress...

Well, it was worth investigating.

"I guess I'll just have to go there and check for myself," Baek Suryong muttered.

Seol Sinwoo immediately objected, "You can't! The North Sea Ice Palace has never welcomed outsiders. They might try to kill you rather than open their gates."

"If that's the case..."

[Do you think it could work if you disguised yourself as Sinwoo?] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword suggested.

Since both Baek Suryong and Seol Sinwoo had learned the White Ice Divine Art, if Baek Suryong disguised himself, he could surely deceive the Ice Palace.

"It's a good idea, but..."

"It won't work." Seol Sinwoo shook his head firmly. "I'm a fugitive who fled the Ice Palace. If I return, I'll be imprisoned immediately."

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword made a sad hum. 

Baek Suryong tapped the sword lightly and smirked. "I've got a better idea."

[A better idea?]

A fugitive who fled would be imprisoned upon returning, but what if he was his only blood relative? And what if that relative was a master of the complete White Ice Divine Art? Wouldn't the Seol Clan welcome him with open arms?

Baek Suryong grinned at the Seol Clan's direct descendant and former successor candidate. "What if I disguised myself as your son?"


Chapter 346: Please Tell My Grandaunt

"A son...? I've never even married," Seol Sinwoo exclaimed, bewildered.

"It's not like the Ice Palace knows that, right, Master Seol?" Baek Suryong replied with a shrug.

Finally grasping the meaning behind his words, Seol Sinwoo laughed hollowly. "Heh..."

"Just hear me out first. This is the story I came up with: About thirty years ago, Seol Sinwoo fled the North Sea Ice Palace after being defeated in the succession war. He met a woman in the Central Plains and had a son. However, his frail wife couldn't overcome the pain of childbirth and died young, and he too developed a severe heart condition from the guilt of betraying his family. Realizing his days were numbered, he left a last will for his son: 'Return to the North Sea Ice Palace, seek forgiveness, and from now on, live as a man of the Seol Clan.' How about it? Isn't it a perfectly plausible story?"

"...Why do I have to die?"

"To evoke their sympathy, of course."

[You're evil! A world-class degenerate if I ever saw one!] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword lamented.

Baek Suryong snorted. "You don't know what you're talking about. Wouldn't doing it that way put Master Seol more at ease?"

"That's..." Seol Sinwoo couldn't deny it. He was indeed burdened by the thought of news about him reaching the North Sea Ice Palace.

Baek Suryong pressed, "Does the North Sea Ice Palace punish children for the sins of their parents?"

Seol Sinwoo shook his head. "No. And if my aunt is as I remember, she would probably welcome my son warmly."

Seol Suryeon was an iron-blooded woman who had stained her hands with blood to seize the Empress's throne. However, she was also someone who cherished her family dearly.

"Then that settles it. Now, please tell me about your family. I need to know everything so I don't make mistakes."

A plan to infiltrate the Ice Palace was forming in Baek Suryong's mind. It was still just a rough concept, but he planned to flesh it out little by little.

"......" Seol Sinwoo hesitated, unable to easily answer. Although it was true that he had abandoned his family, that didn't mean he felt comfortable selling them out.

Baek Suryong frowned. "Are you going to defend a family that allied with the Blood Cult, even now?"

"That's not it. I just want to ask you one question."

"Go ahead."

"What do you intend to do at the Ice Palace?" Seol Sinwoo twiddled his thumbs nervously, eyeing the young man before him apprehensively.

The Azure Dragon Hero, Baek Suryong, had already cut down two Blood Cult elders. The Seol Clan, having joined forces with the Blood Cult, might also fall victim to his sword.

No, they most certainly would.

How is helping the Azure Dragon Hero any different from killing my own family?

Seol Sinwoo couldn't help but feel worried.

"Master Seol." Noticing the fear and hesitation in Seol Sinwoo's expression, Baek Suryong said reassuringly, "My master, the Ice Moon Goddess, was murdered as part of a conspiracy between the Blood Cult and the Seol Clan. As her disciple, I intend to seek revenge."

"As I thought..."

"However, revenge is not the only reason I'm going to the North Sea Ice Palace." Baek Suryong looked Seol Sinwoo straight in the eye. He had no intention of telling lies. "The Seol Clan and the Blood Cult may be allies now, but how long do you think the Blood Cult will leave the Ice Palace alone? Those fiends will eventually try to swallow the palace whole."

It might even already have happened.

Baek Suryong withheld his speculation. He refused to engage in conjecture without evidence.

"We need to cut out the rotten parts and restore the North Sea Ice Palace before it's too late," he added.

The North Sea Ice Palace was Master Eun's homeland, and he had no intention of letting the Blood Cult defile it.

"Before it's too late..."

"I know what worries you, Master Seol. You're afraid that I'll spill the Seol Clan's blood, aren't you?"

"...Honestly, yes."

Baek Suryong drew the Divine Azure Dragon Sword and stabbed it into the floor. The legendary sword easily pierced through the wood, even without much force applied.

"I promise you this: I will only draw my sword against those directly involved in my master's murder and those who try to harm me. I will leave everything else to the North Sea Ice Palace's discretion," he swore.

This was the most he could concede.

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword added, [I too shall watch over the Azure Dragon Hero, so you need not worry excessively.]

Seol Sinwoo lowered his head in shame. The Azure Dragon Hero is right.

This might be the last chance to right the Seol Clan's wrongs and restore the North Sea Ice Palace to its former state.

"...Understood. I will tell you everything."

Steeling his resolve, Seol Sinwoo discussed his relationships with his relatives, the secrets of the Seol Clan, the culture of the North Sea Ice Palace, and other matters Baek Suryong needed to pay attention to.

Baek Suryong absorbed it all, memorizing details so quickly that Seol Sinwoo, his tutor, could barely keep up.

"To practice and get used to it, may I call you Daddy?"

"...Do whatever you want." Seol Sinwoo, who had unexpectedly become a father, nodded wearily.
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"...Then I shall take my leave now."

[Have a good rest.]

"Thanks, you've worked hard."

Looking haggard, Seol Sinwoo shuffled out of the principal's office.

Baek Suryong waited until he lost track of the man's presence, then muttered, "I think I have enough information to go on. Now, the problem is the disguise..."

It was impossible to fool a keen-eyed master with a human skin mask or excessive use of bone contortion arts. While it might deceive the average person, if he encountered the ruler of the North Sea Ice Palace, he would probably be seen through.

Well, at least the face wasn't a big problem. Seol Sinwoo was a very handsome middle-aged man.

"Our facial features aren't too different. If I adjust my muscles slightly, we'll look pretty alike..." Baek Suryong mumbled.

He was currently standing in front of a bronze mirror in the corner of the principal's office. He sharpened his eyes and lowered the naturally upturned corners of his mouth into a straight line, then made his jaw muscles more angular to create a stronger impression.

A short while later, a young man with a cold, stern expression similar to Seol Sinwoo's was reflected in the mirror.

"How's this? Do I resemble him enough?"

[It's believable.]

Baek Suryong nodded. However, one problem still remained.

"Any idea how I can change my hair color?"

The characteristic white hair of the North Sea Ice Palace was not the same as ordinary white hair. Its luster could not be imitated with mere dye. Rather, it was a phenomenon that only manifested when the North Sea bloodline combined with the White Ice Divine Art.

Baek Suryong had also learned the White Ice Divine Art, but because the Heaven Defying Divine Art overpowered it, his hair color hadn't changed.

Fortunately, this concern was easily resolved by the Divine Azure Dragon Sword.

[It seems you have forgotten that I am a sorcerer.]

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword vibrated, emitting divine energy. Slowly, Baek Suryong's hair began to turn white starting from the tips.

SSSSH...

When the spell was complete, Baek Suryong couldn't help but marvel at his reflection in the mirror.

"Damn, this looks perfect, doesn't it?"

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword vibrated proudly. [Since sorcery and martial arts are based on different principles, no martial master in the world will suspect that your hair color is fake.]

Baek Suryong lightly patted the sword. "You really are an amazing sword, aren't you?"

[Did I not tell you that I would be of great help to you? This is only the beginning.]

"There's more?" Baek Suryong asked excitedly. By now, he had discerned that the Divine Azure Dragon Sword was extremely weak to praise. 

As expected, the Divine Azure Dragon Sword listed the sorceries it could use.

[...If I cast a Distance Shrinking Spell, I can reduce the time it takes you to reach the Ice Palace by a factor of five.]

Baek Suryong smiled. That was welcome news. He had been worried about whether he would be able to return to the Azure Dragon Academy before summer vacation ended.

"Then let's rest well today and leave tomorrow," he said cheerfully.

The next day, Baek Suryong set off for the North Sea Ice Palace.
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WHOOOOSH!

The North was a land of raging biting winds. Visibility was poor due to the perpetual blizzard. With every exhale, white puffs of breath escaped, and snow softly piled on one's shoulders at the slightest pause.

"Brr..."

On top of the North Sea Ice Palace's fortress wall, guards fastened their fur clothes tightly and rubbed their hands together, trying to stay warm.

The North Sea was a land of extreme cold, with year-round blizzards, so it was rare for someone to visit. Nevertheless, the guards did not dare neglect their duties. The Ice Palace was very strict about discipline.

"Huh?" Suddenly, a sharp-eyed guard spotted some movement in the distance. Running to the guard captain, he reported, "Someone's coming!"

The guard captain tilted his head in confusion. "Is it a supply caravan sent by the Cult? But they're not due today..."

"No, sir. It's just one person."

"One person?"

Even the warriors of the North Sea Ice Palace traveled in groups of at least three when they went outside. The North Sea's environment was unforgiving, and even the slightest carelessness could lead to tragic consequences. 

Someone actually dared to come here alone?

"Wow, they're fast!"

"...I see him too."

Due to the distance, the approaching person's face wasn't yet visible, but their hair color couldn't be more obvious.

"Is he one of our own?"

With dazzling white hair streaming behind him and dressed in a pure white martial arts uniform, the approaching figure sped across the snow with tremendous speed. The guards didn't have much time to prepare for his arrival.

"You, hurry and report inside!"

"Yes!"

The guard captain took a deep breath, then shouted at the approaching figure, "HALT!"

A moment later, the approaching figure slowed down, and the guard captain got a proper look at him.

It was a handsome young man who appeared to be carved from ice. His emotionless eyes, pale skin, and firmly set lips seemed to attest to the North Sea Ice Palace's noble bloodline.

STEP, STEP...

He walked on the snow, but left no footprints. Even maintaining balance was difficult in the raging blizzard, yet the man walked as effortlessly as if he were on flat ground.

Is that... the domain of footwork mastery known as the Weightless Snow Walk?

"Who... are you, sir?"

Honorifics flowed naturally from the guard captain's mouth. An air of nobility exuded from the man's every gesture and stride. One glance was enough to see that he was a highborn young master.

Was there someone like that among the youths of the three families? No, if there was, I would surely know about them. Besides, even compared to the Princess, this man's aura is...

Suddenly, the man stopped and clasped his hands behind his back. He lifted his head to look at the guard captain on the fortress wall, white frost settling on his long eyelashes.

"Please tell my grandaunt that Seol Ryonghwi, son of Seol Sinwoo, direct descendant of the Seol Clan, has arrived."


Chapter 347: The North Sea Ice Palace (1)

The Royal Court of the North Sea Ice Palace was a place where decorum was always upheld, yet one woman boldly challenged that norm.

"Empress, have you still not made a decision?" she demanded.

The high ceiling of the Royal Court trembled at the impact of her voice, which was laden with profound inner qi. Even the martial artists who wanted to criticize her for addressing the Empress so disrespectfully were speechless at her immense power.

"So indecisive. The Cult's delegation will arrive soon. Do you truly not understand that this is effectively an ultimatum?"

Presently, the majority of the prominent masters and elders from each clan of the North Sea Ice Palace were gathered within the Royal Court. Despite this, the woman shouting stood out with her exceptional presence, magnified by the splendid red imperial gown she wore instead of the thick fur clothing typically favored by North Sea martial artists.

She was the White Ice Empress Seol Suryeon, Empress Dowager of the North Sea Ice Palace and a formidable figure who ascended to the jade throne after a bloody succession war.

Rumor has it that she grew stronger after her seclusion training, and it might be true. Instead of aging, she looks younger than ever.

Who can stand against her now?

Is our Palace truly about to fall into the Seol Clan's hands?

A considerable number of North Sea martial artists harbored resentment toward Seol Suryeon, but none had the audacity to express their sentiments overtly.

Except for a few stubborn souls, that is.

Eun Hwiryong, the current ruler of the North Sea Ice Palace, sat on the jade throne and looked down at Seol Suryeon. Her hair was silver and her eyes blue, like those of a westerner, and she was taller than most men. Her hair was cut short in the back and lay around her neck in a shapely way. Combined, she gave off an intimidating yet regal presence.

Taking on a dignified tone, she said, "Empress Dowager, please lower your voice. There are no deaf martial artists present."

However, Seol Suryeon simply scoffed. "If you're not deaf, then act like it. I thought you couldn't hear me, so naturally, I raised my voice."

"How could I possibly decide on the fate of our Palace so easily?"

"Opportunities are transient. Fail to seize the occasion, and you will regret it forever. You must consider how greatly the Cult's proposal will benefit us."

"Empress Dowager, you speak as if our Palace is a subsidiary of the Blood Cult."

"And what about you? Are you so prejudiced against me that you can't make a sound judgment?"

The gazes of the two strongest martial artists in the North Sea Ice Palace, the Empress and the Empress Dowager, clashed fiercely. Neither woman backed down an inch.

"The Central Plains murim has become complacent after decades of peace. They don't hold a candle to our Palace's warriors.

"The Cult has promised us fertile land in the Central Plains. This is our chance to escape this godforsaken hellhole."

"Given the support we've received from the Cult thus far, it's hard to dismiss their proposal."

The elders backing Seol Suryeon pressured Eun Hwiryong. Each was a master representing a different clan, but their sycophantic behavior, clinging closely to the Empress Dowager and wagging their tongues, was reminiscent of mindless minions.

Eun Hwiryong quietly gritted her teeth. None of these bastards have ever considered me their Empress, have they?

This year marked twenty years since she had inherited the position of Empress, yet Seol Suryeon still held tight to her authority over the North Sea Ice Palace. Although there was no official position of Empress Dowager, she referred to herself as such and ruled like a shadow monarch.

To them, I'm just a figurehead Empress, with no actual power!

Eun Hwiryong felt like absolute shit, but nonetheless, she would rather break than bend. Releasing the White Ice Divine Art's cold energy to silence the chattering family heads, she declared, "Invading the Central Plains murim is not a matter to be taken lightly. As the fate of the North Sea Ice Palace hangs in the balance, I will proceed with utmost caution."

"Foolish girl!" Seol Suryeon shrieked, releasing an aura so frigid and intense that even the North Sea Ice Palace masters, accustomed to the region's cold, couldn't help but shiver.

CRACK, CRACKLE!

The cold energies unleashed by Seol Suryeon and Eun Hwiryong collided, blanketing the hall in ice.

Narrowing her eyes, Eun Hwiryong shot up from her throne. "...Are you trying to start a rebellion?"

The Empress wielded absolute authority in the North Sea Ice Palace. Although that authority had diminished significantly after the Ice Moon Goddess disappeared with the White Ice Bangles decades ago, many traditional families still pledged loyalty to the Empress.

Therefore, even though Seol Suryeon claimed the title of Empress Dowager, she couldn't openly defy the Empress. Doing so would plunge the Ice Palace into civil war once more, a prospect that appealed to no one.

Seol Suryeon softened her aura and smiled gently. "A rebellion? I merely unconsciously released a bit of my aura out of frustration. Don't you think you're overreacting, my dear little Empress?"

"......" Eun Hwiryong bit her lip. In the past, she wouldn't have tolerated such blatant defiance and would have immediately punished the offender, but now, she felt trapped and powerless. The Seol Clan's influence over the North Sea Ice Palace was just too immense.

Seol Suryeon looked around the Royal Court as if she were its master. "Thirty five years have passed since martial artists from the Central Plains launched a violent assault on our Palace. Empress, did you not lose your younger sister then as well?"

Eun Hwiryong nodded gravely. "Of course I remember. How could I ever forget?"

Several of the successor candidates had died at that time. By a stroke of heavenly luck, Eun Hwiryong had survived the attack and become Princess, but sadly, her younger sister was lost in the chaos.

Hayeon...

She still vividly remembered digging through the snow, desperately searching for her sister's body.

Seol Suryeon continued, "Yes, we lost many brothers and sisters that fateful day. Our Palace, already weakened by civil war, was invaded by despicable martial artists from the Central Plains who sought to plunder our treasures."

On that day marked by darkness, cloaked figures bearing masks launched an assault on the North Sea Ice Palace. Seol Suryeon, the Empress at the time, spearheaded the elite martial artists of the Ice Palace, successfully repelling the invaders. Despite this victory, the North Sea Ice Palace suffered great damage, and hatred toward the Central Plains began to fester.

"For a long time, the Central Plains have treated us as barbarians. They considered us uncivilized for living in a barren land and saw us as an inferior race!"

The Ice Palace martial artists were immediately enraged by these words, and the eyes of those who had lost loved ones to that incident turned bloodshot.

"The moment has arrived to exact retribution!"

"We must show those Central Plains bastards the strength of the North Sea!"

"Your Majesty! Please make your decision!"

The sycophants following Seol Suryeon significantly outnumbered half of those in the Royal Court. It was a number that burdened even the Empress.

"...You all know as well as I do that the Blood Cult is a dangerous organization," Eun Hwiryong warned.

Seol Suryeon laughed, "That is merely the Central Plains murim's one-sided assessment. The Cult has supported us for a long time, yet they have never demanded anything from us. They haven't pressured us to convert to their religion, nor have they asked for the North Sea's martial arts or treasures."

"......"

It was all true. Although most of the Blood Cult's funding had gone to the Seol Clan, their help had undoubtedly been instrumental in helping the reclusive North Sea Ice Palace overcome difficult times.

"Empress. This is the first time the Cult has asked us for something, and it's not even something contrary to our desires. We need only support them as allies when they invade the Central Plains!"

If the people of the Central Plains learned of this, they would be horrified. The North Sea Ice Palace was larger and more powerful than any of the Nine Sects One Gang and the Five Great Clans.

For them to break their long seclusion and invade the Central Plains alongside the Blood Cult was no different from saying two Heavenly Blights would fall upon the murim simultaneously.

"The Cult has promised us the fertile northern lands of the Central Plains. If we are victorious, we will no longer be forced to live in this desolate hellhole. Empress. Make your decision. Now."

This was the meeting at which the final decision on whether the North Sea Ice Palace would participate in the upcoming war would be made. The sycophant faction, led by Empress Dowager Seol Suryeon, advocated for participation. In contrast, the current Empress, Eun Hwiryong, maintained a conservative stance.

"If we are defeated, our Palace will lose everything," Eun Hwiryong argued again.

Seol Suryeon clicked her tongue in annoyance. Ugh, how many times have we gone through this same conversation already!?

She sneered, "If I had known you were this timid, I wouldn't have passed the Empress position to you..."

BOOM!

An old man with pure white hair and a beard stepped forward with a heavy stomp. He was Grand Elder Han Songbaek, the patriarch of the Han Clan and the most influential person here after the two women.

Releasing his aura, he roared, "Even if you are the Empress Dowager, further disrespect will not be tolerated!"

Twenty years ago, Seol Suryeon had been forced to relinquish the position of Empress to Eun Hwiryong due to pressure from the elders of the Ice Palace, centered around Han Songbaek. At that time, the Seol Clan was nowhere near as influential as it was now, so they succeeded.

What an eyesore of a human! Seol Suryeon glared fiercely at Han Songbaek, but a smile remained etched on her lips. "Grand Elder. Has there been any improvement in your grandson's chronic illness?"

Han Songbaek's white eyebrows twitched. "...That is not your concern, nor is it a topic you should bring up in this Royal Court."

Seol Suryeon's smile widened. She did not miss the old man's slip up.

This damn geezer will crumble soon enough.

He was still stubbornly supporting Eun Hwiryong, but so what? The delicate balance between the Seol, Eun, and Han Clans had been broken long ago. Now, the Seol Clan was more powerful than the Eun and Han Clans combined.

I can crush them with force anytime. I'm only tolerating them because I want to preserve the North Sea's strength as much as possible.

Seol Suryeon shifted her gaze between Eun Hwiryong and Han Songbaek. "What a dilemma. It seems our Empress and Grand Elder insist on being stubborn..."

"Your Highness the Empress Dowager!"

Before Seol Suryeon could finish her sentence, an urgent voice calling for her echoed from outside the Royal Court.

She furrowed her delicate eyebrows. 

The Royal Court doors opened, and a Seol Clan martial artist entered and knelt before her.

"What is it?" she snapped irritably.

"I'm terribly sorry, but there's something you must attend to immediately..."

"Can't you see what kind of meeting this is?"

[I know, but...]

"Using telepathy in the Royal Court, and right in front of me, no less... Shall I take this as an insult?" Eun Hwiryong warned sternly.

The Seol Clan martial artist's face blanched.

"It's fine. Just make your report," Seol Suryeon said.

"Someone named Seol Ryonghwi has come looking for you, Your Highness."

"...Who?" Seol Suryeon tilted her head at the unfamiliar name.

The martial artist explained, "He claims to be the son of Seol Sinwoo. From what we can see, he seems to be of our Palace's bloodline."

Seol Suryeon narrowed her eyes. "Seol Sinwoo..."

She recalled her nephew, who had left the family long ago. Seol Sinwoo was a pathetic and foolish fellow who chose to leave on the night he lost the successor competition.

His son came looking for me? Now of all times?

Though perplexing, the matter wasn't important enough to halt the meeting.

"For now, take him to the main family estate and have him wait there. I will check on him myself after the meeting."

"B-But... it seems he's gotten into a dispute with the Prince..."

"That worthless brat Seol Mugeol!" Enraged, Seol Suryeon released her killing intent.

Trembling in terror, the Seol Clan martial artist continued, "A small commotion occurred outside the fortress wall, so the Prince stepped out to investigate. In the process, he got into a scuffle with the visitor..."

"Sigh, how long has it been since I last grounded him for causing trouble?"

Prince Seol Mugeol was a Seol Clan prodigy with outstanding martial arts talent, but was also notorious for his haughty temperament.

Sinwoo's son might have been seriously injured. No, we're not yet certain if that person is my nephew's son. 

Seol Suryeon was not so naive as to believe such claims without evidence. However, the prince's conduct was a serious matter. There was already a lot of controversy surrounding his behavior.

Seol Suryeon knew she wasn't a saint herself, but even she thought Seol Mugeol was overly reckless and arrogant.

"...Understood." Sighing, she turned to Eun Hwiryong and said, "Empress, we shall discuss this matter again soon."

Turning around, she stormed out of the Royal Court, not caring if the Empress gave her permission or not. Still, no one dared to point out her insolence.

"Your Majesty, shall we head out as well?" Han Songbaek suggested.

Eun Hwiryong nodded. "Yes."

The meeting was dismissed, and the Ice Palace leaders left the Royal Court. It seemed word had already spread about the altercation, as many curious North Sea martial artists flocked around the fortress wall, eager to witness a spectacle rarely seen in the North Sea Ice Palace—a brawl.

"How can this be...?"

"Am I seeing things?"

To Eun Hwiryong's surprise, the spectators' murmurs reflected not horror, but confusion and disbelief.

WHOOSH!

She kicked off the ground, flew above the crowd in an instant, and landed lightly atop the Ice Palace's tallest spire...only to witness an utterly unbelievable sight.

"What on earth...!?"

The Prince of the North Sea Ice Palace was being unilaterally beaten to a pulp.
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Chapter 348: The North Sea Ice Palace (2)

"Hahaha! Let's drink ourselves silly again today!"

Seol Mugeol reveled in drink, music, and dance with his lackeys as usual. Although his grandaunt Seol Suryeon had ordered him confined to his quarters, he dismissed her orders as mere nagging. He was the heir of the Seol Clan and the Prince of the North Sea Ice Palace. He was used to getting his way.

Although he was only twenty-five, he had secured the title of prince years ago due to his exceptional talent. As such, he was confident that no one his age could match his martial abilities.

"This North Sea is too confining for this genius. Someday, I must go to the Central Plains and make a name for myself," he sighed, gazing at the cold North Sea moon. All around him, men and women in the pavilion drowned in vice.

From a young age, he had been arrogant and brazen. He frequently picked fights, looked down on weaker martial artists, and overindulged in drink and women. Contrary to the hopes of his family elders, who hoped he would mellow with age, his tyrannical behavior worsened daily, bolstered even more by the Seol Clan's influence. Naturally, this led to a growing chorus of complaints.

Typically, one's disposition becomes more reserved as one's mastery of the White Ice Divine Art deepens. For some strange reason, though, even the Ice Palace's martial arts, honed over hundreds of years, had failed to alter Seol Mugeol's nature.

"I'm sure you'll become famous in the Central Plains too, Hyung-nim!"

"You'll take us with you when you go, won't you?"

Men and women constantly shadowed the Prince, eagerly flattering him in hopes of receiving some perks. Seol Mugeol, though perfectly aware of their motives, nevertheless enjoyed their company.

"Do you think those feeble Central Plains weaklings can even take one of my palm strikes?" he said with a smirk, casually raising his right hand.

A young man, who had been dragged to the drinking party against his will and was sitting in the corner with a sour expression, went flying into the pond.

"Cough! Cough!"

His lips were blue as he barely managed to crawl out of the pond. The frigid waters of the North Sea were harsh even for the Ice Palace's martial artists. 

Seol Mugeol poured him a cup of wine and sneered, "What's with that face? Is the wine not to your liking?"

"N-No, Your Highness..." the man stammered.

Grinning slyly, Seol Mugeol scanned his surroundings. Many immediately averted their gazes in fear.

Pathetic fools, every last one of them.

"Yaaawn... How dull... Hmm?"

Suddenly, Seol Mugeol spotted one of the guards from the main gate hurrying past.

"Hey! Where are you going? Did something happen outside?" he bellowed.

The guard froze, a look of despair crossing his face. "Y-Your Highness..."

Seol Mugeol furrowed his brow menacingly. "Are your ears clogged? Answer me!"

The guard hastily bowed. Although the Prince was a worthless scoundrel, crossing him usually resulted in a severe beating that took days to recover from. He reported, "A man claiming to be of the Seol Clan bloodline has appeared outside the fortress wall."

"What did you say?"

The guard relayed precisely what he had heard from the man named Seol Ryonghwi.

"So, the son of a coward who fled decades ago showed up?" Seol Mugeol's lips curled into a twisted smirk, and his eyes shone with the excitement of a ruffian who had just discovered a new toy. "This should be fun."

WHOOSH!

He rose from his seat and executed his movement arts, crossing the palace grounds in an instant.

Spotting the incoming prince, the Guard Captain quickly bowed. "Your Highness!"

"I heard that someone claiming to be a member of my family has appeared. Is that him? Hm!

Seol Mugeol's eyes widened. The newcomer had a cool demeanor and pale, thin lips. Most importantly, his white hair was a trait found only among the three noble families of the North Sea Ice Palace.

A single glance confirmed that he was of North Sea lineage.

"What a bastard. He looks annoyingly smug."

The man was looking up at him impertinently. None of his peers had ever dared to regard him in such a manner.

It was refreshing.

"Hey! What did you say your name was?" he yelled.

"I believe I said I was Seol Ryonghwi. Who might you be, sir?"

"You're asking me that?"

Chuckling, Seol Mugeol leaped down from the fortress wall before anyone could intervene.

CRASH!

Seol Mugeol landed like a cannonball, sending snow flying in all directions. He had used the Thousand Pounds Drop technique deliberately, intending to whip up the snow and bury this cocky fellow in it and humiliating him in the process.

However...

He dodged? No...

It was as if the snowstorm itself had veered away from Seol Ryonghwi. Such a feat was impossible without exceptional footwork.

Seol Mugeol's smirk deepened. "Indeed, it appears you do have some measure of skill to back up your insolence in my presence."

"You still haven't told me who you are."

"I am Seol Mugeol, Prince of the North Sea Ice Palace," Seol Mugeol declared proudly, eager to see the shock on the man's face.

Contrary to expectation, though, Seol Ryonghwi merely nodded impassively, completely unfazed.

"Would it trouble you to tell me your father's name?" Seol Ryonghwi asked.

"His name is Seol Sincheol, but why do you ask?"

"Seol Sincheol... so he's Uncle's son, huh..." Seol Ryonghwi muttered under his breath, then asked again, "And how old are you this year?"

"Twenty-five, but what's it to you?"

"I'm twenty-eight."

"So what? And what's with the sudden change of tone?"

Seol Ryonghwi rolled his eyes and stared at Seol Mugeol as if he was dumb. "Because I am your older cousin, and my father, Seol Sinwoo, is your father's elder brother."

"What... Puhahaha!" Seol Mugeol burst out laughing at the sight of the stranger who appeared out of nowhere and claimed to be his older cousin. Moments later, though, his expression turned serious. "I've heard some pretty crazy bullshit in my time, but this takes the cake."

Judging by his appearance and the nature of his martial arts, the man named Seol Ryonghwi was almost assuredly a descendant of the North Sea Ice Palace. But so what?

"You're my older cousin? Even if that's true, what of it? Seol Mugeol's eyes brimmed with killing intent. "There's a limit to arrogance. You're nothing but the son of a coward!"

WHOOOOSH!

A blizzard raged fiercely around Seol Mugeol, and a pure white current enveloped both his hands, proof that he had attained a considerable mastery of the White Ice Divine Art.

However, Seol Ryonghwi remained indifferent. Only his eyebrows, as fine as if drawn by a brush, twitched ever so slightly. "Did you just insult my father?" he said coldly.

"So what if I did, you bastard?"

"...Apologize."

A mere plaything wants me to apologize? Hah!

Seol Mugeol was so livid that he couldn't help but laugh. "Me? Apologize? If you want an apology, then try to beat me. If you do, I'll apologize as much as you want. I'll even call you Hyung-nim respectfully. How about that?"

It was an absurd proposition. As the Prince of the North Sea Ice Palace, Seol Mugeol was naturally the strongest among his peers. Furthermore, since becoming Prince, he had begun learning the complete White Ice Divine Art. Right now, his martial arts were already on par with the elders.

"Of all people, to pick a fight with the Prince..."

"This is going to escalate quickly."

"Hurry and inform the Empress Dowager! She's the only one who can stop the Prince!"

The guards stationed on the fortress wall and the curious martial artists who had gathered nearby looked at Seol Ryonghwi with pity.

"Do you see them?" Seol Mugeol shouted, relishing the attention. Disciplining the new Seol Clan member in front of everyone seemed amusing.

In contrast, Seol Ryonghwi coolly circulated his internal energy, his expression impassive. "May I begin?"

"Hahaha! Of course! I'll grant you the first move, so whenever you're ready...!"

SMACK!

Seol Mugeol's face snapped to the side, and his eyes went wide with surprise.

When?

A clump of snow slid down his cheek. Seol Ryonghwi had kicked the snow at his feet, striking him in the face before he could even react.

If that had been a hidden weapon instead of a snowball... 

The mere thought made his hair stand on end.

"You... cowardly bastard..." Seol Mugeol brushed the snow from his cheek and glared at Seol Ryonghwi. He had merely been careless for a moment. Besides, kicking snow was a dirty trick. He roared, "How dare you launch a surprise attack while I'm speaking!"

"How incompetent are you that you cannot even estimate your opponent's strength?" Seol Ryonghwi taunted, looking at the sputtering Seol Mugeol as if he were a pathetic worm. His thin lips curling up in a sneer colder than North Sea ice, he asked incredulously, "Are you really the Prince of the North Sea Ice Palace?"

"You son of a bitch...!" Seol Mugeol's face contorted hideously with rage. Unleashing his killing intent, he charged at Seol Ryonghwi, screaming, "You are courting death!"

CRACKLE!

The surrounding air froze as Seol Mugeol glided over the snow and aimed a lethal palm strike at Seol Ryonghwi's heart.

BOOM!

The air exploded from the force of the attack...and nothing else. Seol Ryonghwi had disappeared.

"What? Where'd he go!" Seol Mugeol glanced around frantically, searching for his opponent.

Suddenly, Seol Ryonghwi's chilling voice rang out from behind him, "As your elder, I shall take it upon myself to teach you an important lesson."

"Shut... Ugh!"

WHACK!

Before Seol Mugeol could finish speaking, the sheathed Divine Azure Dragon Sword struck him in the side. Excruciating pain shot through him, and his eyes bulged so much that they looked like they were going to pop out.

Fuck, are my ribs fractured?

Blinded by rage, Seol Mugeol forcefully twisted his body around, ignoring the pain. The pure white current of the White Ice Divine Art exploded in all directions from his outstretched palms.

FWOOM! FWOOM! FWOOM!

Nevertheless, not a single blow so much as grazed Seol Ryonghwi. Like a phantom, he effortlessly evaded every strike, drawing gasps of admiration from the onlookers on the fortress wall.

Seol Ryonghwi muttered, "I'm not sure if such words are appropriate for the North Sea, but..."

"I'll kill you!"

"...You're just a flower raised in a greenhouse."

Seol Ryonghwi swung his sword. The frigid qi imbued in his sword was fainter than Seol Mugeol's, but far sharper. Piercing through Seol Mugeol's clumsy defenses, the tip of the sword struck him in the solar plexus.

"Cough!"

Seol Mugeol immediately bent backward like a cooked shrimp, but Seol Ryonghwi wasn't quite done yet. He slammed a knee into his junior face.

CRACK!

Seol Mugeol staggered back, blood streaming from his nose. For the first time, fear flickered across his face. "Y-You motherfucker...!"

"I see you still haven't learned your lesson."

To Seol Mugeol, the indifferent voice sounded like the grim reaper's summons.

What followed was not a fair fight, but rather an merciless, one-sided beatdown. Seol Mugeol's body was soon covered in bruises, and his face was swollen. Several of his bones were broken.

"S-Stop..."

Eventually, pain overcame pride. In a voice as soft as an ant's, Seol Mugeol declared his surrender.

"Apologize and show me the respect you should show an elder," Seol Ryonghwi said in a low voice, pausing his attack for a moment. 

He's looking at me like I'm a lesser species...!

"Kuuugh... This son of a bitch, really...!" Seol Mugeol's face contorted with humiliation. His eyes half-rolled back, and killing intent on a completely different level than before threatened to explode from his body.

"What is the meaning of this?!"

Suddenly, a thunderous roar erased Seol Mugeol's killing intent, and a woman wearing a flamboyant red gown descended between the two men.

ROAAAAR!

The woman's aura was so powerful that even the air felt heavier.

Seol Ryonghwi, or rather Baek Suryong, fixed his gaze on Seol Suryeon.

About time you showed up.

He knew she had been watching the fight for a while. He also had a good idea why she hadn't intervened, even when her grandnephew was being thrashed.

She wanted to observe me thoroughly, to see if I'm truly of the Seol Clan bloodline. I wonder if she's already reached a conclusion?

Many thoughts ran through Baek Suryong's mind, but he made sure to keep an indifferent expression.

Seol Suryeon glared at her supposed grandnephew, her eyes narrowing frighteningly. "How dare you do this to the Prince of our Palace? You even released your killing intent..."

"I was merely teaching my junior some manners."

"...Your junior, you say?" Seol Suryeon tilted her head, as if confused.

As expected of a cunning old vixen.

Tying his sword back to his belt, Baek Suryong clasped his hands in greeting. "Greetings, Grandaunt. I am Seol Ryonghwi, son of Seol Sinwoo."

"You... are Sinwoo's son?"

"Yes."

Seol Suryeon inspected Seol Ryonghwi's face and hair color meticulously, her expression one of disbelief. She then scanned his body thoroughly with a blatant wave of internal qi.

[Don't worry. She won't be able to see through the sorcery,] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword reassured.

That's not what I'm worried about.

Seol Suryeon was strong. Baek Suryong could feel it just from the energy brushing against his skin. She was an exceptional master who would stand out even in the Central Plains.

However, he was confident that he could deceive her. He had absolute trust in Seol Sinwoo's information, the Divine Azure Dragon Sword's sorcery, and his own abilities.

As expected, Seol Suryeon was still unconvinced. "How did you recognize me immediately?" she asked suspiciously.

"...I heard much about you from my father. Besides, is there anyone else in the North Sea who possesses such a mighty aura?"

A faint, hardly noticeable smile crossed Seol Suryeon's lips.

He's polite and good at flattery. He also strongly resembles that child Sinwoo in that he is eloquent, unlike most North Sea men.

Nothing was certain yet. However, there was no mistaking the Seol Clan's innate dignity, which was evident in their appearance, temperament, and even their bearing.

Although he has learned the White Ice Divine Art, he has only learned up to the middle stages at most... yet he completely overwhelmed Mugeol? Was he born with prodigious martial talent?

It was hard to believe even after seeing it. Seol Ryonghwi was a talent she would covet even if he were the child of another family.

If this child is truly a descendant of the Seol Clan, then...

Though her doubts weren't completely erased, Seol Suryeon's greed won out, and her heart leaned favorably toward Seol Ryonghwi.

"That child Sinwoo... did he speak of me often?" she asked.

"He regretted turning his back on his family until the day he died."

"So he's dead..." A conflicting mix of emotions crossed Seol Suryeon's face. Looking at the crowd of onlookers gathered on the fortress wall, she said, "For now, let's all go to the family estate together. There are many eyes watching."

As she walked, she turned her head and shot Seol Mugeol a cold glare as if he were an afterthought. "You follow, too."

"Yes, Grandaunt..." Seol Mugeol, his head bowed low, answered through gritted teeth.

Before the three could leave, however, a voice interrupted, "I hear that the son of the fugitive who fled our Palace has returned. Should he not go to the Hall of Justice first, as is proper?"

CREAK!

The closed fortress gate swung open, and Eun Hwiryong emerged with Han Songbaek.

Baek Suryong made eye contact with Eun Hwiryong. For an extremely brief moment, he felt a strange sense of déjà vu.

Huh? Is it just me, or does she look kind of familiar?

Unfortunately, he couldn't dwell on it for long.

Seol Suryeon stepped in front of him defensively, exuding a terrifying aura. "How dare you call a son of the Seol Clan a fugitive and persecute him so carelessly!"

A violent wave of energy radiated from Seol Suryeon's body. Snow piled on the ground shot up into the air, creating a blizzard, and the temperature around her dropped sharply.

"...!!"

"...!!"

The martial artists on the fortress wall were all aghast at her display of power. Only Eun Hwiryong and Han Songbaek remained expressionless.

Eun Hwiryong said icily, "Empress Dowager, do you intend to ignore the laws of our Palace?"

"Since when has our Palace judged children for the sins of their parents? What gives you the right to call Ryonghwi a criminal?"

Eun Hwiryong argued, "Our first priority should be to confirm his bloodline. Such tasks are the responsibility of the Hall of Justice."

Seol Suryeon snorted. "The Seol Clan reserves the right to examine him before sending him to the Hall of Justice, so you needn't worry your pretty head. I can concede no further. Let's go."

"Wait a moment!" Grand Elder Han Songbaek called out, but Seol Suryeon ignored him and entered the palace.

No one else spoke up. Once again, the Seol Clan demonstrated their immense authority, and everyone accepted it as a matter of course.

"So that's Seol Ryonghwi, huh..."

"We've witnessed something incredible."

"I have a feeling our Palace is going to be turned inside out..."

One thing was for sure. The name Seol Ryonghwi was now firmly imprinted in everyone's mind.



Translator's Note: The agent of chaos strikes again. Is anyone surprised?


Chapter 349: The North Sea Ice Palace (3)

[Everyone is sneaking glances at you.]

[It would be weirder if they weren't. The rumors must have spread by now.]

Baek Suryong trailed behind Seol Suryeon, casually observing his surroundings. Beside him, the bruised and battered Seol Mugeol trudged along, his head hung low.

Many pairs of eyes furtively glanced between the humiliated Seol Mugeol and the composed Seol Ryonghwi, whispering amongst themselves.

"Do you want to die? What are you looking at!" Suddenly, Seol Mugeol lifted his head and snarled fiercely, causing the onlookers to hastily avert their eyes.

Seol Suryeon turned around and glared coldly at Seol Mugeol. "What right do you have to raise your voice at them?"

"Grandaunt..."

"Shut your trap before I rip it apart with my own hands."

"...I'm sorry." Biting his lip, Seol Mugeol bowed his head once more.

He had suffered immense humiliation in front of so many people. No matter how much Seol Suryeon doted on him, if he pushed her any further, she might actually rip his mouth open.

Even amidst this charged atmosphere, Baek Suryong ambled along indifferently, as if the tense exchange had nothing to do with him. Despite being in unfamiliar territory, he carried himself with effortless grace and dignity.

So it's true that most of the Blood Cult's funds flowed into the Seol Clan. They've certainly been living the high life.

The district where the Seol Clan's blood relatives lived was opulent, as if to represent the clan's paramount influence in the North Sea. Most of the buildings appeared to have been constructed recently and were generally taller than those in other areas. Central Plains architectural styles were noticeably intermixed, and the construction materials were clearly of superior quality compared to those in other parts of the Palace.

[Hey, I sense a sinister energy!]

[Yes, I noticed traces of demonic arts too.]

Seol Ryonghwi's expression remained impassive, but his mind raced as he gathered and analyzed information about his surroundings.

This goes well beyond merely dealing with the Blood Cult... I'd even believe it if someone told me this was one of their branches.

Quite a few individuals passing by had clearly learned the Blood Cult's martial arts. Although they had subtly blended it with the Ice Palace's techniques to avoid detection, they couldn't deceive Baek Suryong's discerning eyes. He could tell just by their gait.

Shortly thereafter, the three entered the heart of the Seol Clan's estate, a massive structure akin to a palace within the North Sea Ice Palace.

"Mugeol," Seol Suryeon began, glaring sharply at her grandnephew. "You are to go to your room and stay there for ten days. If you leave without permission one more time, be prepared to face the consequences."

"...Yes." Seol Mugeol didn't argue and bowed meekly, but secretly, he shot a venomous glare at Seol Ryonghwi.

Seol Ryonghwi clicked his tongue. "Still so rude to your elders. Not only are your martial arts skills lacking, it seems you also lack manners. Should I take it upon myself to instill some discipline in you?"

"You bastard...!"

"Enough! Stop it, the two of you!" Seol Suryeon commanded.

Both men immediately fell silent, but it was clear that Seol Mugeol was the one who had taken more emotional damage.

Gritting his teeth, he spun sharply on his heel and stormed back to his room.

Baek Suryong inwardly smacked his lips in regret.

What a pity. I have a feeling that Seol Mugeol has learned demonic arts, so I wanted to push him to the point of breaking. If I can confirm it, I will gain a significant advantage.

Fortunately, today wasn't his only chance. As long as he was still acknowledged as Seol Ryonghwi, he would have many opportunities to uncover the relationship between the Seol Clan and the Blood Cult.

"Follow me to my chambers," Seol Suryeon ordered.

"Yes, Your Highness."

A short while later, Baek Suryong sat opposite Seol Suryeon, teacups with steam gently rising from its surface placed before each of them.

An odd tension hung in the air as both martial artists closely scrutinized the other.

Baek Suryong fought to suppress his resentment from showing and assess the woman before him calmly.

Seol Suryeon, the bitch who betrayed Master Eun to the Blood Cult. Despite being over eighty, she doesn't have a single wrinkle on her face. Her profound mastery of martial arts seems to have arrested the passage of time itself.

Finally, Seol Suryeon remarked, "The North Sea is cold, even for us martial artists. Here, drink this. This will warm you up nicely."

"Thank you." Baek Suryong accepted the tea she offered.

I mustn't act rashly. Even if I launched a surprise attack on Seol Suryeon here, the chances of me beheading her in a single strike are slim. Contrary to her relaxed demeanor, she's paying close attention to my every move.

Most importantly, if my surprise attack failed, the Seol Clan's martial artists would immediately swarm me. No matter how favorably things might turn out after that, the North Sea Ice Palace would inevitably be plunged into a civil war.

Sipping her tea elegantly, Seol Suryeon asked, "Tell me about your father. How did he fare after leaving home?"

Another attempt at verifying my identity, I see.

Baek Suryong set down his half-empty teacup and replied, "Until three months ago, I had no idea that I was descended from the noblest family in the North Sea..."

Baek Suryong recounted the fabricated story he had prepared before his arrival as tonelessly as possible, maintaining the cold, stern expression characteristic of a North Sea native. He clearly and concisely summarized the life of Seol Sinwoo, the man who had fled from home. 

Since he had already reviewed the details with Seol Sinwoo, there was no chance of any discrepancies in the facts.

Gradually, the suspicion in Seol Suryeon's eyes softened, taking on a wistful look.

"Before my father passed away, he left me his last words."

"What were they?"

"Return to the North Sea Ice Palace. Plead for forgiveness in my stead. And from then on, live as a man of the Seol Clan."

A heavy silence followed as Seol Suryeon fiddled with her teacup.

Finally, she muttered, "Your face resembles that child's greatly. Even to a North Sea native, your cool eyes, intelligent appearance, and manner of speech bear a striking resemblance to his."

That's because I studied him thoroughly, paying close attention to everything from his appearance, the way he speaks, his actions, to even his habitual quirks. Even if Seol Sinwoo had a real son, he wouldn't resemble him more than Seol Ryonghwi does.

Baek Suryong said shyly, "Since I was young, people have often said that I resemble my father."

[You're truly shameless beyond compare...] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword lamented.

Baek Suryong let the remark slide and offered a faint smile reminiscent of Seol Sinwoo's. To his relief, Seol Suryeon's expression had noticeably softened.

"By the way, call me Grandaunt," she said.

"Yes, Grandaunt."


"My aunt cherishes her blood relatives dearly."



He recalled what Seol Sinwoo had told him about the woman who willingly joined forces with the Blood Cult to become the ruler of the North Sea Ice Palace. The ambitious matriarch whose ultimate goal was to cement the Seol Clan's status as the North Sea Ice Palace's eternal royal family.

"This is truly a joyous day," Seol Suryeon declared. "We must hold a banquet to welcome you. I will introduce you to our family members today."

"Yes, Grandaunt."

Seol Suryeon smiled. Not only was she pleased that her estranged nephew's son had returned home, she was also impressed by his noble demeanor and martial prowess.

She had to address certain matters, however.

"Mugeol is your blood relative. Even if he acted rudely first, your actions just now were excessive. Apologize when you meet him again."

Seol Ryonghwi shook his head. "No, I merely did what I should have done as his elder. If he doesn't apologize first, I won't forgive him."

"Even though that child is our Palace's Prince? If he becomes Emperor, your position will become awkward, won't it?" Seol Suryeon smiled mischievously.

Baek Suryong gloated inwardly. This was precisely the question he had been waiting for. He had even steered the conversation toward it.


"My aunt likes ambitious people, but I'm kind of easygoing. That was the aspect of my character that she found most wanting."



If what Seol Sinwoo told me is true, then the way to win Seol Suryeon's heart is simple—I only have to show my ambition.

"I heard from my father that in the North Sea, the most outstanding prodigy becomes the successor."

"...So?"

"I am more skilled in martial arts than Seol Mugeol. In fact, I would say that I am superior in all other aspects as well."

"Heh..." Seol Suryeon chuckled. Though Seol Ryonghwi spoke flatly, it didn't come across as bragging. 

He had indeed overpowered Seol Mugeol in martial arts, and his cool, icy temperament was more akin to that of North Sea nobility. Naturally, he was bound to be compared with Seol Mugeol, who acted arrogantly and relied on his family's influence to bail him out of trouble.

"Do you know what you're saying right now?" she prodded.

"Does Grandaunt think I am unfit to be Prince?"

"Hahahaha! You're truly bold! You only arrived in the North Sea today, yet already you dare covet the throne?

"......"

"Hah! Looking at your eyes, it seems you're not joking."

The prince position had already been decided, and coveting it was a complete disregard of the Ice Palace's long-standing tradition, enough to even be seen as rebellion.

"If you weren't of the Seol Clan bloodline, you would have been severely punished."

"Oh? Is it truly impossible?"

"It's already too late. The heir has already been chosen..." Seol Suryeon's voice trailed off. She couldn't easily bring herself to tell him to give up. After all, there was already a precedent.

I was like that too.

The long-standing tradition of the North Sea Ice Palace had already been broken once in her generation due to the disappearance of the Ice Moon Goddess, Eun Yerin. After the bloody succession struggle that followed, Seol Suryeon herself was the one who ascended the jade throne.

Once a tradition has been broken once, it can be broken again. Damn it, why did such a hidden dragon appear only now?

Seol Suryeon was a woman who would do anything to ensure that the Seol Clan would forever own the North Sea Ice Palace. If possible, it was only natural for her to want to build her throne on a firmer foundation.

She looked at Seol Ryonghwi with a peculiar expression. "It seems we have much to discuss, but that's not a discussion for today."

"Yes, Grandaunt."

Seol Suryeon smiled with satisfaction. "Your disposition pleases me greatly. Sinwoo was such a mild-mannered child."

"It seems I take after my mother."

"Is that so? Tell me about her."

The two talked late into the night, deepening their understanding of each other.

Suddenly, Seol Suryeon remarked, "Since one can never truly know what's inside a person, I am going to place a simple restriction on you for a while. Please bear with me."

Ah, so that's why she believed me so easily. Well, refusing her leash would only increase her suspicion of me.

Baek Suryong frowned slightly and asked, "What kind of restriction?"

"It has already been administered."

"...What do you mean?"

Seol Suryeon gestured towards the teacup on the table. "The tea you drank. It contains poison."

"Poison, you say..." Seol Ryonghwi's brows twitched subtly.

Seeing what constituted for panic on her grandnephew's face, Seol Suryeon cackled. "Why? Did you never imagine that I would do something like this?"

"......" Seol Ryonghwi bit his lip hard.

Seol Suryeon's smile deepened. Although his reactions were almost imperceptible, she could tell that he was holding back his emotions. "You must be so confused and scared. It's no ordinary poison. It's soundless, tasteless, and odorless. And it's an extremely potent poison that's almost impossible to neutralize.

"What poison is it?"

Seol Suryeon smiled triumphantly. "It's the most vicious poison from the Blood Cult, created by the Poison Demon himself."

SPURT!

The moment he heard the words 'Poison Demon,' Seol Ryonghwi bit his lip so hard that it bled.

Seol Suryeon's eyes widened. "You seem quite shocked, but don't worry too much. The poison won't harm you if you take the antidote periodically."

"The Poison Demon's poison... Kuk!"

Seol Suryeon took an antidote pill from her robes and handed it to Baek Suryong. "It seems I went too far with my joke. Take this before the poison takes effect."

"Thank you." Barely managing to compose himself, Baek Suryong accepted the antidote and swallowed it. In truth, he had indeed lost control of his facial expression in shock, but not for the reason Seol Suryeon thought.

No wonder my stomach felt a bit squeamy. Still, to feed me the Poison Demon's poison!

At that moment, his ability to maintain a poker face was at its worst since coming to the North Sea.

Damn, I had to bite my lip in order to stop myself from laughing out loud.

Of all things, it just had to be the Poison Demon's poison, which he was totally immune to.


Chapter 350: Pest Extermination

Seol Ryonghwi wasn't shown to his room until dawn.

"You may use this room," a servant said.

The room was large enough for dozens of people, and everything in it looked expensive. Everything spoke volumes about how highly his host regarded him.

"If you need anything, you may ring this bell at any time."

"I understand."

"Should you require assistance with bathing..."

"That's not necessary. You may leave."

The servant bowed respectfully and withdrew.

Seol Ryonghwi looked around the room for possible eavesdroppers. Once he confirmed that he was alone, he sat on the edge of the bed.

"Hoo... I'm completely drained."

He had just come from a family banquet where he had to meet the Seol Clan elders one by one and make a good impression as Seol Ryonghwi.

Even the slightest mistake could have terrible consequences. He couldn't let his guard down, not even for a moment.

"Still, it was quite informative."

Baek Suryong rolled his stiff neck from side to side. A light smile formed on his lips, which had been set in a cold, hard line. The change in expression alone altered his demeanor.

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword, placed on one side of the bed, trembled. [...You're really good at acting. I was on edge so many times!]

Baek Suryong smirked. "Oh, that? There's a method to it."

One's innate nature and upbringing heavily influenced their disposition, making it hard to put on a convincing act.

Furthermore, Baek Suryong's snarky yet cautious personality differed greatly from Seol Ryonghwi's indifferent and brazen one. Nevertheless, he was able to impersonate Seol Ryonghwi without issue.

There was a secret to this.

"I just happen to know someone with a personality just like Seol Ryonghwi's. I just acted while thinking about how that guy would speak and behave."

He was a man who was cold and indifferent. He spoke only when necessary, and his expression barely changed except the occasional narrowing of his eyes.

Naturally, that could only be the Third Young Master of the Namgung Clan.

Since Baek Suryong had always kept a close eye on Namgung Su, imitating him was a piece of cake.

...I hope that dumbass isn't doing something strange again, like trying to avenge his family all alone.

Baek Suryong thought of Namgung Su for a moment before shaking his head to clear his mind.

"Anyway, from what I saw today, Seol Suryeon's grip over the Seol Clan is absolute."

[I agree.]

Despite the late hour, all the key figures of the Seol Clan had attended Seol Suryeon's banquet to welcome Seol Ryonghwi.


"He is Sinwoo's son. From now on, treat him as you would Mugeol."



Seol Ryonghwi's status in the clan was decided by that one single statement. No one objected. Even the elders of the Seol Clan who belonged to the same generation as Seol Suryeon treated him warmly.

In fact, they appeared more concerned about Seol Suryeon's reaction.

"Some among them have learned demonic arts."

Baek Suryong had sensed traces of demonic arts in some of the Seol Clan's leaders. Though they tried their best to hide it, it was impossible to deceive him.

[How foolish! Was allying with the Blood Cult not enough for them...!?] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword muttered in a sorrowful voice.

She couldn't fathom the stupidity of the North Sea's martial artists. Not only had they turned the Prince into a puppet to seize power, they had also learned forbidden demonic arts.

"There is no end to human greed," Baek Suryong mused.

In his past life, he had seen countless demonic martial artists. Even those with strong mental fortitude often succumbed to the temptation of demonic arts.

Their ends were almost always miserable.

Looking around the luxuriously decorated room, he muttered, "To my eyes, this place already seems no different from the Blood Cult."

Seol Suryeon may have joined forces with the Blood Cult to become the master of the North Sea Ice Palace, but if things continued as they were, the Blood Cult would eventually devour the Palace whole.

[What do you intend to do now?]

"I must cut out all the rotten parts, such as Seol Suryeon, Seol Mugeol, the Seol Clan masters who learned demonic arts, and everyone else associated with the Blood Cult. I don't know how many will remain after removing the tumor, but it must be done."

Baek Suryong's eyes hardened. Revenge was not his sole motivation. If he didn't stop the Blood Cult in its tracks, his family, friends, students and acquaintances in this life would suffer too.

"You recorded everything that happened at the banquet earlier, right?"

[Of course. Close your eyes.]

FWOOSH!

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword cast a spell, recreating the scene from the earlier banquet.

[You should be able to adjust the viewpoint with your will. The method is...]

I know.

Having dealt with dream realms several times before, Baek Suryong was familiar with manipulating such illusions. He crossed through the sorcery-induced banquet and approached Seol Suryeon, who was conversing with an anxious-looking, horse-faced middle-aged man.


"Our Cult's delegation will arrive soon. Have you prepared your response?"

"Be patient, I am still pressuring the Empress."

"If the Ice Palace decides not to join our Cult..."

"Didn't I say there's no chance of that? Do you not trust me?"

"No, it's not that. It's just that Eun Hwiryong is so stubborn..."

"That's not something for you to worry about. The martial artists of the North Sea will advance into the Central Plains alongside the Cult. I will lead them personally."

"...I will take your word for it, Empress Dowager."



During the banquet, Baek Suryong was busy greeting people, so he inevitably lost sight of Seol Suryeon. As such, he asked the Divine Azure Dragon Sword to record everything that happened at the banquet using sorcery.


"Forgive my impertinence, but are you certain that the man named Seol Ryonghwi is of Seol Clan blood?"

"Yes, I am certain. He is my blood relative."

"Do you think he'll cause problems after learning about the relationship between the Ice Palace and our Cult?"

Seol Suryeon smiled brightly. "Don't worry, I already had him drink the precious tea I received from your cult."

"...If that's the case, I'm relieved."

"Your problem is that you worry too much. Who do you think I am? I know what I'm doing."

"Haha..."



Baek Suryong carefully committed the face of the horse-faced man who had conversed with Seol Suryeon to memory.

He's a spy planted by the Blood Cult.

He had expected that there would be at least one spy in the Seol Clan. There was no way the Blood Cult would provide that much funding and supplies without getting some kind of return.


"How is the atmosphere in the Cult these days? I've been hearing some bad news of late."

"It's just some minor hiccups. Our Grand Scheme is proceeding as planned."



There was nothing more to be gained from the pair's conversation. If they had anything important to discuss, they would do so via telepathy or after changing locations.

Baek Suryong turned his attention to the other banquet attendees to see if there was anything he had overlooked while he was at the banquet.

A short while later, he opened his eyes.

...Good. This should be enough.

Glancing at her partner, the Divine Azure Dragon Sword shuddered in horror. [Y-Your eyes... they are shining with wickedness!]

Baek Suryong grinned evilly. "I've decided what to do from now on."

A concrete plan to topple the Seol Clan, which had ruled the North Sea for decades, took shape in his mind.
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Five days passed since Seol Ryonghwi arrived at the North Sea Ice Palace. During that time, he met various people and formed friendships, winning over even those who were initially wary of him.

"Isn't Seol Ryonghwi really well-mannered?"

"I talked to him yesterday, too. He was very impressive."

"He's a blessing for our family."

"It's a pity he showed up a little too late..."

"With such profound martial arts and noble bearing. ... He is worthy of becoming the Prince."

Everyone glared at the guy who said that last line.

"Shh! What will you do if that reaches the Prince's ears?"

"I-I misspoke. Please pretend you didn't hear anything."

"There's a rumor that the imprisoned Prince is grinding his teeth in chagrin."

"Hmph...!"

Public opinion increasingly swung in Seol Ryonghwi's favor. In particular, young martial artists who had been oppressed by Seol Mugeol openly voiced their support for Seol Ryonghwi.

"It would be better if Seol Ryonghwi-hyung was the Prince."

"This is unreasonable. Shouldn't the two of them duel for the position?"

"As if Seol Mugeol would accept that. The result is obvious..."

Unlike with Seol Suryeon, Seol Ryonghwi did not openly express his ambition for the position of Prince. Nevertheless, the more perceptive individuals quickly noticed an unusual shift in the Seol Clan's hierarchy.

There's a precedent, so it's not impossible.

If the Empress Dowager makes up her mind...

Just like that, the appearance of an unexpected hidden dragon caused a great stir in the Seol Clan.

Naturally, the rumors also reached the ears of Seol Mugeol, who was grounded in his room, but he couldn't recklessly go outside and refute them.

"How dare that bastard...!"

If he could, he wanted to run out immediately and kill Seol Ryonghwi, but due to Seol Suryeon's strict order that she would by no means let it slide if he violated his confinement again, he could only stay put and sulk.

"Such rumors are circulating in the family, yet the Empress Dowager is just watching?"

"Yeah, she hasn't said anything in particular. Do you think there's a chance that maybe...?"

Seol Suryeon smiled. She had stood quietly by on purpose, knowing it would further fuel the rumors.

It would be good if Mugeol comes to his senses through this ordeal. And even if he doesn't... I can simply choose another.

She could never have imagined that Seol Ryonghwi, whom she had considered a blessing to the family, would bring calamity upon the Seol Clan.
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Seol Ryonghwi sought out the horse-faced man who had conversed privately with Seol Suryeon at the banquet and introduced himself, "It is an honor to meet you. I am Seol Ryonghwi."

Ma Jungcheon regarded Seol Ryonghwi with a puzzled expression. At the young man's request, the two were having a secret meeting outside the Seol Clan's domain.

Why would this extraordinary young man, who suddenly appeared in the Seol Clan and threatened the succession structure, secretly call me out?

"...I am Ma Jungcheon. I heard that you wished to meet me?" he asked.

Seol Ryonghwi nodded indifferently. "Yes. I wanted to have private chat with you."

"May I ask why?"

"I have always been very interested in the Blood Cult."

"Oho..." Ma Jungcheon's eyes lit up with interest.

Did he already notice the relationship between me and Seol Suryeon? He's only been here for a few days. Just how resourceful is this man? Well, there's no harm in forming a good relationship with him. He's someone who could become the next Prince if Seol Mugeol gets discarded.

Of course, the North Sea Ice Palace would eventually be absorbed by the Blood Cult, but until then, Seol Ryonghwi seemed like a fine pawn to use.

"Which aspect of our Cult are you most interested in?

"Pest extermination, of course."

"...Pardon?"

Seol Ryonghwi seized Ma Jungcheon's throat with lightning speed.

"G-Guh! What is the meaning of this...?!" Ma Jungcheon choked, glaring angrily at Seol Ryonghwi even as his face turned blue and his eyes bulged.

"Don't you understand the situation?" Seol Ryonghwi's lips curled into a sinister grin.

Ma Jungcheon panicked. Wasn't he supposed to be a cool, expressionless man?

"Y-You'll regret touching me. I don't know what your purpose is, but to dare rebel against our Cult..."

SSSSHHH...

Suddenly, Seol Ryonghwi's white hair began turning red, starting at the tips and spreading until it was all the color of blood. With gem-like crimson eyes, he stared intently at Ma Jungcheon.

"Y-Y-You, Heaven Defying... Divine...!"

Ma Jungcheon's eyes widened with horror as a primal fear settled in. His teeth chattered uncontrollably and his entire body shook violently.

"Who do you think I am?" Baek Suryong teased, releasing his grip on Ma Jungcheon's throat.

Falling to the ground, Ma Jungcheon quickly scrambled into a kneeling position and slammed his head against the ground so loudly that if Baek Suryong hadn't put up a sound barrier, the entire Ice Palace would have heard it.

Then, with blood streaming from his forehead, he exclaimed, "Honored One! Please forgive my rudeness!"

Baek Suryong smirked. Man, I can't believe how well this method works on Blood Cultists.



Translator's Note: Baek Suryong uses Heaven Defying Divine Art. It was super effective! Ma Jungcheon is confused! Ma Jungcheon hurt himself in his confusion!


Chapter 351: Remember What I Said Earlier?

Baek Suryong looked at the back of the prostrating Ma Jungcheon's head. Revealing the Heaven Defying Divine Art to him was a calculated move.

I wonder how much this man knows?

He recalled the Poison Demon's last words.

* The Blood Cult selected several candidates and taught them the Heaven Defying Divine Art. Their goal is to pit the candidates against each other and create a new Blood Demon.*

Baek Suryong thought it was a crazy scheme, but he gained one significant advantage from it. He could disguise himself as one of the candidates.

The only person who had seen Baek Suryong use the Heaven Defying Divine Art and returned alive was the Night Emperor, but even then, he had been wearing a mask. In other words, his identity would not be compromised just because he used the Heaven Defying Divine Art.

"O Honored One..."

Honored One, huh? Is that how they refer to all the Blood Demon candidates? Also, considering he knows of the candidates' existence even though his martial arts are pretty weak... he probably belongs to the Infernal Sanctum.

The Infernal Sanctum was the Blood Cult's intelligence organization. They were responsible for spreading spies throughout the Central Plains as well as gathering intelligence. Previously, the Demonic Strategist, the Second Elder of the Blood Cult, also served as Director of the Infernal Sanctum.

"......" Ma Jungcheon trembled nervously, not daring to lift his head until Baek Suryong spoke again. The sudden appearance of a cult leader candidate greatly confused him.

Did someone from our Cult send Seol Ryonghwi here? But why disguise him as such...?

Finally, Baek Suryong broke the silence, saying, "State your affiliation and rank."

Ma Jungcheon immediately blurted out, "I am the 17th Captain of the Infernal Sanctum. I was dispatched to the Ice Palace ten years ago..."

Baek Suryong nodded as Ma Jungcheon revealed everything. As expected, he belonged to the Infernal Sanctum, and as one of the twenty captains, his position was neither high nor low.

After introducing himself, Ma Jungcheon carefully lifted his head. "But, Honored One, for what reason are you here..."

CRASH!

Baek Suryong stomped on Ma Jungcheon's head, smashing it into the floor. "Who gave you permission to ask questions?" he hissed.

"M-My apologies. Please forgive me..." Ma Jungcheon, crushed against the floor, let out a pained groan. The energy of the Heaven Defying Divine Art constricted his entire body. He felt like a moth caught in a spider's web.

"Try to guess with that puny brain of yours. Why I came here. If you guess right, I'll take my foot off you. If you don't, I'll crush that useless ornament on your shoulders."

"...!" Ma Jungcheon shivered at the sheer arrogance in Seol Ryonghwi's tone.

Only someone born and raised in the Blood Cult, where the strong were revered, would act so brazenly. After all, in the Blood Cult, it was natural for the strong to oppress the weak and dictate their right to live and die.

"No answer? I guess I'll just crush..."

"W-Wait a moment... Kuuugh!" Ma Jungcheon desperately tried to think, enduring the pain of his head being crushed. He clawed at the floor with his fingers in frustration. He didn't want to die a meaningless death, he wanted to die a martyr for the glory of the Cult.

A moment later, he croaked, "Did one of the Apostles send you?"

At the word 'Apostle', Baek Suryong flinched imperceptibly. 

The Apostles were his students from his previous life. The mere thought of them being the driving force behind the current Blood Cult gnawed at him like a reopened wound.

"...You're lucky," he whispered, removing his foot from Ma Jungcheon's head.

Ma Jungcheon unconsciously let out a sigh of relief, but he knew that it was too early to relax.

"Why do you think an Apostle sent me?" Baek Suryong asked.

Stealing glances at Baek Suryong, Ma Jungcheon offered the answer he had managed to squeeze out of his brain. "...Since the Ice Palace has been constantly delaying their reply, I believe an Apostle ordered you, an Honored One, to take matters into your own hands."

"Hmm... so that thing on your shoulders isn't just an ornament."

"M-My apologies..."

Ma Jungcheon broke out in a cold sweat. Although he had met several elders and other candidates, this was the first time he had encountered someone with such a commanding presence.

He's no ordinary person. With this much power... he might be the one closest to becoming the new Cult Leader.

Ma Jungcheon felt a sense of reverence and respectfully bowed his head.

Thanks to this, though, he failed to notice the faint upward curl of Baek Suryong's lips.

Don't you just love misunderstandings? Isn't it so awesome when these guys' imaginations do all the thinking for me?

[How can you be so cunning...]

Baek Suryong had been through this enough times to know the routine. First, he would intimidate the opponent with the Heaven Defying Divine Art. This would prompt them to concoct reasons to dismiss their suspicions while he merely had to maintain a displeased expression and nod in agreement.

Baek Suryong straightened his expression and said, "You are more or less correct. An Apostle suggested that I observe the North Sea Ice Palace, and I thought it would be fun."

"...!"

H-He dares to address the Apostles without honorifics? 

Ma Jungcheon's misunderstanding deepened.

Baek Suryong continued, "Now, speak. Who or what is causing the delay?"

"...Eun Hwiryong. She continuously opposes the mobilization of the Ice Palace's forces..."

"Are you saying the current Empress of the Ice Palace is hostile to our Cult?"

"That is correct."

A wave of relief washed over Baek Suryong. At the very least, he was now certain of one fact.

I can trust Master Eun's descendants.

He had been worried that the other Ice Palace clans might cooperate with the Blood Cult to the same extent as the Seol Clan, but Ma Jungcheon's answer put his mind at ease.

"Grand Elder Han Songbaek is also a problem. The Eun and Han Clans have joined forces to keep the Seol Clan in check. Although the Seol Clan is still the greater power, the influence of the two families cannot simply be ignored..."

"Pathetic."

"M-My apologies." Bowing his head low, Ma Jungcheon continued cautiously, "After we achieve the next step of our Grand Scheme, we plan to get rid of them both. This has already been discussed with Seol Suryeon, so you need not worry, Honored One."

Baek Suryong smiled. Get rid of them? Yeah, we do indeed need to take out the trash. Seol Suryeon and the Seol Clan leaders who follow her, that is.

"What are the movements of the other families?" he asked.

"We don't really need to pay much attention to them, but..."

Ma Jungcheon explained the trends and political structure of the major families within the North Sea Ice Palace. This was high-level information that could not have been obtained by merely staying with the Seol Clan for a few days.

Good. Now I can distinguish friend from foe.

Baek Suryong organized the information Ma Jungcheon provided in his mind, then asked, "At the banquet a few days ago, Seol Suryeon completely seized the initiative in her conversation with you."

Ma Jungcheon's face flushed with embarrassment. "I-I'm sorry, Seol Suryeon is not an easy woman to deal with..."

Of course, Baek Suryong knew that. Seol Suryeon, the iron-blooded woman who sold the Ice Moon Goddess to the Blood Cult out of ambition and seized the throne after a bloody civil war, was a tough opponent even for the Director of the Infernal Sanctum.

He cut Ma Jungcheon off, "She fed me the Poison Demon's poison in order to control me."

"I-I'll get you the antidote, right away..."

"No need. It didn't work on me in the first place."

Ma Jungcheon's eyes immediately widened. "A-Are you saying... you've already reached the stage of Myriad Poison Immunity...?!"

To be precise, Baek Suryong was only immune to the Poison Demon's poison. For other poisons, he had high resistance, but not complete immunity. This was still far from true Myriad Poison Immunity. However, he saw no need to explain the truth to Ma Jungcheon.

"Is our Cult supplying Seol Suryeon with poison?" he asked.

"Yes. She uses that poison to eliminate her political enemies, threaten, and dominate other families."

Baek Suryong nodded. Of course. There's no way she would have used poison only on me.

Seol Suryeon was a woman who would do anything to achieve her goals. If she was willing to poison Seol Ryonghwi, whom she believed to be her own relative, then she most certainly wouldn't hesitate to use it on martial artists from other families.

"Recently, Seol Suryeon poisoned Grand Elder Han Songbaek's grandson. The old man still believes it's an illness, but..."

The Han Clan was one of the largest families in the North Sea, alongside the Seol and Eun clans. Though Grand Elder Han Songbaek stubbornly resisted the Seol Clan, Ma Jungcheon said that they, too, would soon kneel to Seol Suryeon.

"When that happens, the Eun Clan will be completely isolated, and Eun Hwiryong will become a true figurehead Empress."

Ma Jungcheon continued his story, confirming that Seol Suryeon had employed not only poison but also all available means ranging from threats and force to economic pressure, to amass power over the decades. Now, more than half of the families in the North Sea served the Seol Clan faithfully.

Baek Suryong tensed. The more he learned, the less feasible it seemed to defeat the Seol Clan in the North Sea. However, he wasn't ready to give up just yet.

"I have one more question."

"Please ask."

"I heard that thirty-five years ago, martial artists from the Central Plains invaded the North Sea Ice Palace."

Baek Suryong recalled what Seol Sinwoo had told him.

> "It was a terrible incident. Many of the Ice Palace's masters perished. Among them were successor candidates like me. Many young, talented children were abducted too. After repelling the attack, the Ice Palace united as one."

When he heard those words, he felt a strange sense of incongruity. 

Ma Jungcheon definitely knows the truth behind that attack.

Baek Suryong whispered, "That attack. Was it a plot hatched by Seol Suryeon and our Cult?"

Even as he asked, he prayed that his suspicions weren't true. He wanted to believe that, no matter what, Seol Suryeon wasn't so corrupt as to sacrifice her own people.

However, Ma Jungcheon simply tilted his head in puzzlement. "You didn't know?"

"......"

"At that time, Seol Suryeon was facing a political crisis. The pressure from the other families was intensifying daily, so she asked our Cult for help. We agreed that our cult's masters would disguise themselves and invade the Ice Palace to eliminate Seol Suryeon's political enemies and rival successor candidates. To avoid suspicion, we also killed some of the Seol Clan's martial artists, though it was mainly those who resented Seol Suryeon..."

Baek Suryong's heart sank. Seol Suryeon had committed a far more terrible act than Seol Sinwoo believed. In order to eliminate those who opposed her, she had brought in a foreign power and stained the North Sea with blood. 

If this fact became known, she would never be forgiven.

"Well, as it happened, our Cult also needed test subjects at that time."

"Test subjects?"

Ma Jungcheon blinked in confusion, surprised that Baek Suryong was even asking him such a question. Nevertheless, he answered, "At that time, we were short on test subjects for researching the White Ice Divine Art in our Cult. Fortunately, the children of the North Sea have the ideal constitution for learning it, so it was a win-win situation for both parties."

Baek Suryong gritted his teeth. He could instantly picture the abducted children locked up in tiny cells and forced to learn martial arts.

"You crazy bastards..."

As the creator of the fake White Ice Divine Art, Baek Suryong was more familiar with its side effects than anyone else.

He recalled the Nine Yin Witch he had met in the Valley of Evil. She had gone mad from the flawed martial art and ultimately committed suicide.

How many more Nine Yin Witches has the Blood Cult created?

It was thanks to the Ice Essence she left behind that he was able to learn the White Ice Divine Art. He was indebted to her. He couldn't save her, but he would at least avenge her.

"Honored One? You too must have learned the White Ice Divine Art modified by our Cult... why would you not know of this...?"

Ma Jungcheon knew that this was a rude question, but he had to ask. An unacceptable suspicion was beginning to grow in his mind.

Baek Suryong sighed, "Right. It'll be hard to keep hiding it. Do you remember what I said earlier?"

"I'm not sure what you're referring to..."

One again, Baek Suryong grabbed Ma Jungcheon's throat, but the man just stared blankly at his hand without resisting.

"You know, when I grabbed your neck like this before," Baek Suryong remarked casually.

Ma Jungcheon's face paled. The words he had forgotten upon seeing Baek Suryong's shocking transformation came rushing back to him. "You said you were interested in pest extermination..."

"That's right, I did."

"D-Don't tell me... the pest you were referring to..." Eyes wide with horror, Ma Jungcheon looked at Baek Suryong with an expression of disbelief. "Impossible! H-How, why would someone like you, against our Cult...!"

CRACK!

Ma Jungcheon's neck snapped and his body went limp on the floor. Even in death, his glazed eyes burned with the question he would never hear the answer to.

[What will you do now?] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword asked.

"...Now that I know the whole truth, I need to meet with the Empress, " Baek Suryong replied, his tone turning serious.


Chapter 352: Why Are You Here?

In the end, Baek Suryong killed Ma Jungcheon.

I can't take the risk of letting someone who has seen the Heaven Defying Divine Art live.

The man was an Infernal Sanctum captain who frequently communicated with Blood Cult headquarters, so it was impossible to deceive him for long. The best course of action was to kill him after obtaining the necessary information.

Baek Suryong completely incinerated Ma Jungcheon's body, then returned to the Seol Clan's domain. The faces that had become familiar over the past few days greeted him warmly.

However, Seol Ryonghwi's gaze as he looked toward the Seol Clan martial artists was noticeably colder than before.

I don't have much time. I need to take action immediately.

Seol Suryeon would find out about Ma Jungcheon's disappearance within three days. Before then, he had to meet with the Empress, tell her the truth, and convince her to attack the Seol Clan.

The voice of the Divine Azure Dragon Sword echoed in his mind. [By the way, why did you return to the Seol Clan? Didn't you say you were going to meet the Empress?]

[She won't meet with me if I look for her unannounced. Also, I don't want to alert Seol Suryeon.]

Baek Suryong knew that Seol Suryeon had assigned people to monitor him while he was in the Seol Clan's territory. By now, she would have been notified of his escape from their surveillance.

I doubt she knows that I met with Ma Jungcheon, though.

In any case, if he were to visit the ruler of the North Sea Ice Palace, Seol Suryeon would be informed of it within minutes. Perhaps even the details of their conversation would be relayed.

There's no way that bitch hasn't planted spies around the Empress.

Considering Seol Suryeon's hold on the North Sea, it was impossible for him to meet the Empress without her knowledge.

[Then how do you intend to make contact with the Empress?] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword asked.

Baek Suryong lightly patted the sword hilt. [You'll see.]

Seol Ryonghwi was stopped by the Seol Clan guards keeping watch over Seol Suryeon's room.

"Halt!"

"Is something the matter, Young Master?"

Their faces showed no wariness, only surprise and confusion due to his late visit.

Both of them are fiends who have learned demonic arts. Should I take this as a statement of her stance?

Baek Suryong bit back his mounting anger and clasped his hands together in greeting. Keeping his face impassive, he said, "Please inform my grandaunt that Seol Ryonghwi has come to see her."

Despite being a direct descendant of the Seol Clan, it was disrespectful for Seol Ryonghwi to visit the matriarch late at night without prior notice. However, he had come to see her as if it were no big deal.

Even more surprising, Seol Suryeon welcomed Seol Ryonghwi as if she had been waiting for him.

"She says you may enter,"

Stepping inside, Baek Suryong was greeted by the sight of a lavish interior. Seol Ryonghwi's room was luxurious, but it paled in comparison to this place.

Every item in the room radiated opulence, and jewels adorned every surface. Although he hadn't yet seen the Royal Court of the North Sea Ice Palace, he was certain that it couldn't be more splendid than this.

"Good evening, Grandaunt."

Seol Suryeon was lounging on a wide, soft bed, clad only in a thin silk robe. While it wasn't proper for a family elder to conduct herself this way in front of a grown man, she didn't seem to care.

"I was just about to retire for the night when you arrived, so don't mind my attire," she teased, smiling.

"If it's too late, I'll come back tomorrow."

"No, I was bored anyway. Keep me company." Seol Suryeon held a long pipe to her lips. With a puff, wispy smoke coiled around her like mist. "I hear talk of you everywhere these days. And all of it is praise, or so I'm told."

"Fortunately, it seems the family elders have taken a liking to me."

"But it seems the young ones like you even more."

"The young are always interested in new things."

Seol Suryeon's smile deepened. "Anyone who heard you would think you were around seventy years old. Sometimes I forget that I'm not talking to someone my own age."

A teacup levitated off the tea table and flew toward Seol Ryonghwi.

Seol Ryonghwi quietly accepted the tea. After taking a sip, he remarked, "Everyone seems very interested in the succession competition between me and Mugeol. However, I think they're paying more attention to Grandaunt's reactions than to me.

"My reactions?"

Regardless of my own abilities, Grandaunt's opinion is the most important."

A strange smile formed on Seol Suryeon's lips. No one else would dare say these words to her, but Seol Ryonghwi said them while looking straight at her without blinking an eye. She found that incredibly fascinating.

Such impertinence! Is it because he doesn't know my position in the North Sea yet, or does he naturally possess the disposition of a noble dragon?

Seol Ryonghwi was ambitious and capable. He was clearly her ideal successor.

In fact, he was so perfect that it was suspicious.

"You are audacious and arrogant, and that pleases me. A man should have ambition," Seol Suryeon chuckled as she drank some warmed wine. This was a luxury enjoyed by few in the North Sea, but to her, it was merely part of daily life. "So, did you come at this hour to pester me into making you Prince?"

"I have a favor to ask of you."

"A favor..." Seol Suryeon narrowed her eyes. She hadn't expected the word 'favor' to come from those lips.

Surely he didn't come to whine about wanting the Prince position? I would be extremely disappointed if that were the case.

"Let's hear it," she said.

"I wish to meet the Empress."

"...You want to meet Eun Hwiryong?"

Seol Suryeon furrowed her brow for the first time. This request was something she had never considered.

The two had not been on good terms since Eun Hwiryong's days as Princess. Although Seol Suryeon acknowledged her as the rightful heir of the North Sea Ice Palace, she wasn't the successor Seol Suryeon had wanted.

If our family's children had possessed even half of Eun Hwiryong's talent, we would have become the masters of the North Sea long ago.

At that time, all of the Seol Clan children supported by Seol Suryeon were overshadowed by Eun Hwiryong's undeniable talent.

Furthermore, since she stepped down as Empress twenty years ago, Eun Hwiryong had been a constant obstacle, thwarting Seol Suryeon's plans at every turn.

Whether it's her outstanding talent or her impertinent personality, that wench reminds me of Eun Yerin. How dare she act so lofty even though she's just a figurehead?

Although there wasn't much physical resemblance, Eun Hwiryong reminded her of Eun Yerin.

Damn the Eun Clan and their natural air of nobility!

This was one of the reasons Seol Suryeon had disliked the Eun Clan since long ago.

And yet, this child is saying he wants to meet the Empress? Why? I don't get it.

Seol Suryong asked curiously, "Why do you wish to meet Eun Hwiryong?"

"As a new martial artist of the North Sea, shouldn't I pay my respects to the Empress? I believe my greeting is already quite overdue."

"Do not lie to me," Seol warned sternly.

CRACKLE...

The temperature plummeted instantly, and frost formed on the tea's surface.

Seol Ryonghwi calmly placed his teacup on the table. "I intend to ask the Empress what she thinks of the current Prince. I want to know if she has any intention of replacing him with a better candidate, should one exist."

Seol Suryeon's jaw dropped in shock. "Are you saying... that you will persuade Eun Hwiryong?"

"Yes."

"Ahahahaha!" Seol Suryeon threw her head back and laughed so hard that the furniture in the room shook as though an earthquake had struck.

When she finally managed to control her mirth, she asked, "Does that have anything to do with why you threw off my eyes and ears today?"

"......"

"Hmm, I see. So my guess was only half correct, huh?"

Seol Suryeon. She's indeed not an easy woman to deal with.

Baek Suryong didn't bother hiding his flustered expression. "...I didn't think I was that easy to read."

Seol Suryeon smiled triumphantly. "I won't ask what you're scheming. I commend your efforts, so I'll at least pretend not to know anything."

"......"

"This is quite amusing. You want to increase your influence in the North Sea. Do you think you can become Prince without my consent?"

"I am merely doing my best in my own way."

Rising from the bed, Seol Suryeon glided over and caressed Seol Ryonghwi's cheek with her fingertips.

HISS...

The smoke from her long pipe puffed out and dyed the space between them a hazy white.

"The more I look at you, the more you remind me of myself in my youth."

"...Compared to you, Grandaunt, I am still lacking."

"It would be troublesome if you tried to compare yourself to me. Besides, I see no sense in making a political rival out of my family's fledgling."

An eerie, cold wave of energy brushed against Baek Suryong's skin. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end.

This woman is innately evil. If she had been born in the Blood Cult, she would surely have become a great demonic master... Not that she's much different from one now. I guess it should come as no surprise that such a person would ally themselves with the Cult.

"It's good to be daring, but keep one thing in mind. In the North Sea, you can never escape my eyes, no matter where you hide."

This was a warning that, no matter how much Seol Ryonghwi rampaged, he was merely dancing in the palm of her hand. However, it also meant that he was free to rampage as much as he wanted as long as he remained within her grasp.

"...I will keep that in mind," Baek Suryong acknowledged.

"Then I will arrange a meeting for you. Try to persuade Eun Hwiryong with your own abilities. If you can truly accomplish such a feat..." A dangerous-looking smile played on Seol Suryeon's lips. "The tradition of the North Sea Ice Palace might be broken once again."

"...Thank you."

"I am tired now. I will send word to you tomorrow, so you may leave today."

Seol Ryonghwi clasped his hands in farewell and slowly backed away.

However, the moment he turned away from Seol Suryeon's room, a chilling smile formed on his previously expressionless face.

You might think I'm dancing on your palm, but soon, that palm will be torn to shreds.

The next day, Baek Suryong went to meet the Empress of the North Sea Ice Palace.
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The Royal Court of the North Sea Ice Palace felt old and desolate compared to Seol Suryeon's room, but the imposing atmosphere that made one's shoulders hunch instinctively certainly befitted the ruler of the North Sea.

Seated on the jade throne, Eun Hwiryong cast a solemn gaze downward. Han Songbaek stood beside her, while a young man knelt in front of her according to the North Sea Ice Palace's etiquette.

"Seol Ryonghwi, son of Seol Sinwoo, greets the master of the North Sea."

Eun Hwiryong had also heard the recent rumors. Moreover, having personally witnessed Seol Ryonghwi's one-sided demolition of Seol Mugeol, she was already aware of his extraordinary martial arts prowess.

"You wished to see me?" she asked.

Seol Ryonghwi lifted his head and regarded the two North Sea leaders. Somehow, the impression they gave him was quite different from what he had imagined.

He smiled boldly. "It's good that both of you are present."

"Good?"

"I had hoped to meet with Grand Elder Han Songbaek as well. There is an urgent matter I wish to discuss with the two of you."

Han Songbaek's white eyebrows twitched at the shameless tone. "Discuss, you say? Let's hear it."

"Would you please clear the vicinity?" Baek Suryong requested.

The Empress was usually protected by bodyguards within the Royal Court. Since the possibility of Seol Suryeon's spies being among them was high, he requested their departure.

However, Grand Elder Han Songbaek immediately roared, "How insolent! As expected of a Seol Clan member, you are beyond brazen!"

"Grand Elder, let us hear him out first. Everyone, leave us," Eun Hwiryong said, her commanding voice restraining Han Songbaek's rising killing intent.

The bodyguards withdrew, and Baek Suryong committed the faces of those with troubled expressions to memory.

"Why are you here? Did the Empress Dowager send you to persuade me to join the Blood Cult? Or did she send you to assassinate me?"

SSSAAAAA!

A terrifying, icy aura emanated from Eun Hwiryong's body. "Speak. If you came to mock me, you will not leave this place unscathed, no matter how much the Empress Dowager favors you."

White frost formed on Seol Ryonghwi's clothes from the intense cold.

She's stronger than I expected.

The North Sea Ice Palace had long been compared with the Central Plains' Nine Sects One Gang. Naturally, the Empress's martial arts was also widely considered to be at the same level as a major Sect Leader.

Despite enduring the full force of her aura, however, Seol Ryonghwi smirked. "First, I must clear up a misunderstanding."

He slowly rolled up his sleeves.

"What are you doing... huh?"

VWOOOOM!

Eun Hwiryong and Han Songbaek's eyes widened in disbelief. They instantly recognized the glowing bracelets on Seol Ryonghwi's wrists. How could they not?

"The White Ice Bangles!"

"How do you have those...!"

It was unbelievable. The divine artifacts of the North Sea, lost sixty years ago, were the last thing they expected to see.

"You asked me why I came here, right? Seol Ryonghwi asked.

His fiercely upturned eyes softened and his firmly set lips curved slightly upward. Instantly, he transformed into a completely different person.

Baek Suryong locked gazes with Master Eun's descendant. "I came to the North Sea Ice Palace to kill Seol Suryeon and restore this place to its former glory."


Chapter 353: You Really Do Look Alike

"What did you just say...?"

It was one thing to curse Seol Suryeon inwardly, but it was a different matter entirely to actually say the words out loud. No matter how bad Eun Hwiryong's relationship with Seol Suryeon was, she could never express such a sentiment.

"You... are not from the North Sea," Eun Hwiryong muttered. Her intuition told her that the man before her was definitely not of North Sea lineage.

Baek Suryong grinned. "That's right. I am neither a descendant of the North Sea nor a member of the Seol Clan. However, I have learned the White Ice Divine Art and brought the divine artifact of the Ice Palace, the White Ice Bangles, here. I believe I am more than qualified for a private audience with you."

BOOM!

Grand Elder Han Songbaek immediately used his movement arts to circle behind Baek Suryong and block his escape route.

"You fiend! How dare you infiltrate our Palace! What nefarious scheme are you up to?" he roared.

Seeing the White Ice Bangles, the divine artifact of the North Sea Ice Palace, came as a great shock. Nevertheless, the person who showed up with the artifacts was far more suspicious.

"Reveal yourself," Eun Hwiryong demanded, unleashing an immensely powerful wave of energy incomparable to anything before.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWA!

Baek Suryong smiled. A fierce northern blizzard raged within the Royal Court. Before him stood the Empress of the North Sea Ice Palace. Behind him, the Grand Elder seethed with unbridled rage. He was surrounded by two of the top three warriors in the North Sea.

Still, he stood tall and unwavering as he declared, "Sixty years ago, Seol Suryeon deceived my master, the Ice Moon Goddess Eun Yerin, and lured her into the Blood Cult's trap."

"...!!"

"...!!"

Baek Suryong recounted the events that transpired following the Ice Moon Goddess's abduction by the Blood Cult, though he had no choice but to fabricate how he learned martial arts from her.

Master Eun, please forgive me for the little lies. No one would believe me if I told them about my past life.

In his story, the Ice Moon Goddess narrowly escaped the Blood Cult while they were in the midst of internal strife. She dreamed of revenge, but unfortunately, she had lost all of her martial arts skills. Realizing she didn't have much longer to live, she organized her martial arts into a secret manual and entrusted her legacy to whoever might someday find it.

"I coincidentally discovered my master's legacy and pledged to fulfill her final wish. Before coming here, I first sought out my master's old lover..."

Baek Suryong explained how he met Moon Yul in Shaanxi and Seol Sinwoo at the Black Tortoise Academy.

"...And so, I learned that the Seol Clan had joined hands with the Blood Cult. To take revenge, I disguised myself as Seol Ryonghwi and came here."

Baek Suryong finished his story.

Eun Hwiryong listened silently to all of it, and then slowly withdrew her aura. However, she did not completely relinquish her suspicion. "...I find it difficult to believe everything you've said."

"Are the White Ice Bangles not enough?"

"Do you have more to show?"

Baek Suryong nodded and activated his White Ice Divine Art. This time, though, it was not the limited version he had used against Seol Mugeol, but rather the true divine art of the Ice Moon Goddess that had earned him Geomno's recognition.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWA!

A blizzard swirled around Baek Suryong as he manifested the complete White Ice Divine Art, which had been passed down through generations to the North Sea Ice Palace's successor.

Eun Hwiryong's eyes widened as far as they could go. "That divine art is..."

"Yes, it's similar, but not quite the same as the original Art. This is the Ice Moon Goddess's unique White Ice Divine Art."

Calming his energy, Baek Suryong stared straight at the speechless Eun Hwiryong. "Let me state this clearly beforehand. I have no interest in taking over the North Sea Ice Palace. All I want is to restore my master's honor and avenge her."

"......" Eun Hwiryong's mind reeled in confusion at the young man who had suddenly appeared, claiming to be the disciple of the Ice Moon Goddess who had disappeared decades ago.

How am I supposed to believe that story?!

Although Baek Suryong possessed the White Ice Bangles and had learned the White Ice Divine Art, it was difficult to trust him. If the Ice Moon Goddess had fallen into a trap set by the Blood Cult, then wasn't it reasonable to assume that the White Ice Bangles, which had disappeared with her, were also in the Blood Cult's possession?

Didn't we already confirm that the Yin Yang Demon Lord had one of the White Ice Bangles?

This was all too sudden. She needed time to gather her thoughts.

"Let me say one more thing. If I were sent by Seol Suryeon or the Blood Cult, why would I go through the trouble of this charade? Both your clans would collapse on their own, and the North Sea would fall under the Seol Clan's dominion even if I sat back and did nothing," Baek Suryong added, knowing the Empress and the Grand Elder wouldn't accept his story right away.

Eun Hwiryong's eyes flashed. "Do you think you can leave this place safely after mouthing off like that?"

Baek Suryong smirked. "I am confident I can escape with my life in any situation."

Eun Hwiryong shot him a venomous look.

"Perhaps... this man speaks the truth. The name Moon Yul. I remember hearing it long ago." Han Songbaek sighed, a look of regret on his face as he gazed at the ceiling. "The three of us... myself, Yerin, and Suryeon... were once close friends."

He was from the same era as Eun Yerin and Seol Suryeon. Back then, although he and Suryeon were born with exceptional martial talent, they were forced to abandon the succession war early due to one dominant individual.

Han Songbaek had conceded without regret. On the other hand, the competitive Seol Suryeon refused to give up and challenged Eun Yerin until the end.

Nevertheless, Eun Yerin was ultimately confirmed as Princess. Despite shedding tears of frustration, Seol Suryeon had congratulated her.

After that, the three of them often socialized and exchanged letters. It was then that he learned about a man named Moon Yul, and if he knew about her, then it stood to reason that Seol Suryeon did as well.

The pieces fell into place. Seol Suryeon had used her knowledge of Moon Yul to lure Eun Yerin into a trap.

"I thought she had given up then... to think she plotted such a vicious scheme behind the scenes."

Despite the lack of clear evidence, Han Songbaek had long suspected that Eun Yerin's disappearance was related to Seol Suryeon. Now, after hearing Baek Suryeon's words, he was certain.

Steeling his resolve, he looked at Eun Hwiryong. "Empress. Seol Suryeon is more than capable of such a thing. Have we not known that for decades?

"Could she truly have...!"

White flames seemed to flare up in Eun Hwiryong's eyes. Like Han Songbaek, she too had doubted Seol Suryeon for a long time. After all, the only ones who benefited from the Ice Moon Goddess's disappearance were Seol Suryeon and the Seol Clan.

Baek Suryong's testimony merely turned their suspicion into certainty.

Baek Suryong heaved a sigh of relief. Phew! Things went more smoothly than I expected. Persuading Eun Hwiryong would have been tough if she refused to believe me until the end.

"Ahem! I suppose this makes you my aunt's disciple." Eun Hwiryong looked at Baek Suryong, her gaze softening slightly.

Baek Suryong flinched and took a step back. "I'll say it again, I have no interest inheriting the North Sea Ice Palace. I have too many titles as it is. Please go find someone else."

"...Did I ever say I was offering the position to you?

"No, but I wanted to make that clear."

Eun Hwiryong stared at Baek Suryong in exasperation.

The subsequent conversation proceeded quickly.

Eun Hwiryong agreed to execute Seol Suryeon and purge the Seol Clan of corruption.

"Seol Suryeon is a traitor who seized power by bringing in foreign forces. We can tolerate her no longer."

The problem was the method. Seol Suryeon was the head of the largest family in the North Sea Ice Palace, and many families in the North Sea followed the Seol Clan.

In total, the Seol Clan's supporters accounted for over seventy percent of the population.

"A frontal assault is impossible. To even stand a chance of victory, we need a surprise attack... Why are you looking at me like that?" Eun Hwiryong frowned at Baek Suryong, who had been starting fixedly at her face.

"...You really do look alike."

"Like who?"

When Baek Suryong first saw Eun Hwiryong, he was overwhelmed by a sense of déjà vu. Now, the more he studied her features, the more that feeling intensified.

"Actually, there's something I didn't mention earlier. I came across this information when I interrogated and killed Ma Jungcheon prior to coming here."

"...You killed him? That bastard from the Blood Cult?"

"That's not important." Brushing off the matter with a casual shrug, Baek Suryong continued, "Anyway, I heard that Central Plains martial artists infiltrated the North Sea Ice Palace thirty-five years ago and caused a massacre."

A subtle killing intent flickered in Eun Hwiryong's eyes, but she nodded and said, "Yes. That day, many people of the North Sea lost family and friends. I too lost my younger sister Hayeon."

Eun Hwiryong recalled the painful past. At the time, her younger sister Eun Hayeon was only ten years old. She had dug through the snowfields, hoping to find her sister's remains, but in the end, she found nothing.

Baek Suryong divulged a startling revelation. "That wasn't the work of Central Plains martial artists. It was the work of the Blood Cult."

"What did you say?"

"Also, Seol Suryeon was the one who instigated it."

Baek Suryong relayed the story he had heard from Ma Jungcheon to Eun Hwiryong, word for word.

Her face gradually contorted like a demon's, and a killing intent far more intense than before radiated from her.

She stood up from her throne. "That bitch! I'll kill her...!"

"Your Majesty! Calm down! If you charge into the Seol Clan's territory now, a civil war will break out right away!" Han Songbaek yelled, holding her back.

"Kuuuugh...!" Eun Hwiryong gritted her teeth and swallowed her anger. Her eyes became bloodshot, and blood dripped from her palms where she had dug her nails in.

Baek Suryong furrowed his brows. "As I thought..."

"As you thought? Do you have more to say?" Han Songbaek asked anxiously.

Baek Suryong sighed. "...Perhaps this is also fate at work."

He recalled the story the Nine Yin Witch had told him in the Valley of Evil.


"I was forced to learn martial arts at a Blood Cult facility along with other children my age. That's where I met Yeo Min's mother..."



Then there was Yeo Min, who lost her mother at a young age and became an orphan.


"My mother told me that if I learned ice arts, my lifespan would be shortened, like hers was."



Finally, he recalled Ma Jungcheon's account of the Blood Cult's unforgivable deeds.


"At that time, we were short on test subjects for researching the White Ice Divine Art in our Cult. Fortunately, the children of the North Sea have the ideal constitution for learning it, so it was a win-win situation for both parties."



Putting together the three stories led him to a single conclusion.

"Empress, I think one of my students might be your niece."

"What...?"

Eun Hwiryong, who had thought she could no longer be surprised by anything, lost her composure in an instant.
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CRACK! PWAAANG!

Each time Yeo Min swung the fan Wiji Yeol had made for her, frigid energy sprayed everywhere, scattering finely shattered ice particles in all directions. Her long limbs swayed like a dancer's within the faint blizzard she conjured, and sunlight sparkled on each strand of her pure white hair.

"...Stop," Seo Ri'ae commanded.

Seo Ri-ae was currently teaching Yeo Min Ice Arts at Baek Suryong's request. However, she couldn't figure out how to teach this child.

"Are you sure you've only been learning ice arts for less than half a year?"

"Yes, it's only been a few months."

"That doesn't make sense..."

Among the White Dragon Manor's students, Yeo Min's presence was almost completely overshadowed by Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon. Until now, Seo Ri'ae had scarcely even noticed the girl.

However, the moment she discovered that Yeo Min had only seriously learned ice arts for less than four months, she couldn't help but be amazed.

This child is a genius.

Seo Ri'ae recalled the name of the current ruler of the North Sea Ice Palace.

Eun Hwiryong, a genius from the Eun Clan, had plunged other candidates into despair during her days competing for the succession with her overwhelming talent and skill.

Yeo Min's talent strongly reminded her of Eun Hwiryong.

Wait, come to think of it... don't they even look kind of similar?

"Madam Seo? Why have you been quiet for a while?"

"Come here for a moment."

Seo Ri'ae approached Yeo Min and reached out to touch her hair. Yeo Min flinched for a moment, but then didn't resist.

I didn't think much of it before, but this is definitely the unique white hair of the North Sea nobles.

At first, Seo Ri'ae was uncertain because she hadn't seen anyone with this hair color in a long time, but now she was sure.

"By any chance, is your mother's last name 'Eun'?"

"Eh?" Yeo Min's eyes widened in surprise. 

She wasn't the type to share much about herself, and Baek Suryong wasn't the type to pry into others' pasts. As such, she had never told Baek Suryong her mother's name.

Curious, she asked, "How did you know that, Madam Seo?"

That day, Azure Dragon Academy sophomore Yeo Min learned that she was a descendant of the noblest bloodline in the North Sea.


Chapter 354: I'm Excited

"I have... a niece?" Eun Hwiryong stared blankly at Baek Suryong, a look of shock clearly visible on her normally placid face. She had never displayed such raw emotion since becoming Empress.

Baek Suryong nodded. "Her name is Yeo Min, and she's a sophomore at the Azure Dragon Academy. Since the first time I saw you, I thought you two looked alike..."

He recounted his meeting with the Nine Yin Witch in the Valley of Evil, relaying exactly what she had told him without addition or omission. He described the horrors she endured as a test subject, how she had barely escaped, and the atrocities the Blood Cult had inflicted on the abducted children.

Soon, Eun Hwiryong and Han Songbaek's faces contorted with unbridled rage.

"To commit such an unforgivable crime against humanity...!"

"Those bastards deserve to be torn to pieces!"

Baek Suryong continued calmly, "Anyway, during that incident thirty-five years ago, the Blood Cult abducted the children of the North Sea and used them as test subjects. I believe the Empress's sister was among them... what was her name again?"

"...Eun Hayeon."

"Yes, Eun Hayeon. I don't have evidence, but I think it's quite likely that she escaped the Blood Cult along with the Nine Yin Witch. Later, after they parted ways, she gave birth to a daughter."

Come to think of it...

Baek Suryong recalled his brief conversation with the Blue Eyed Freak before leaving the Valley of Evil. Apparently, someone had helped the children escape.


"He was a boy with a worm-like scar on his lip. He hated the Blood Cult just as much as you do... so for a moment, I wondered if you were him."

"That definitely wasn't me, but I would certainly like to meet him someday."



He had forgotten about it for a long time, but the story of that boy suddenly resurfaced in his mind.

I wonder if I'll ever run into him. If he's still alive, that is.

Baek Suryong didn't let his thoughts about the boy linger. There were more important matters at hand.

Eun Hwiryong furrowed her brows. "Can you be certain that child is truly my niece?"

"The facial resemblance could be a coincidence, but I don't think I'm wrong. Besides, even if she's not your niece, she is definitely of noble North Sea lineage."

"T-Then is she living with her mother, with Hayeon, right now?"

"...Unfortunately, Yeo Min said her mother died more than ten years ago."

Eun Hwiryong bit her lip, her eyes clouded with confusion. "If she escaped alive, she should have returned home. Why would she give birth to a daughter and raise her in a foreign land alone?"

"...I don't know the exact details of her circumstances. You can ask your niece about it when you meet her later."

Baek Suryong sighed softly. Until now, he had avoided asking his students about their pasts unless they brought them up first. Since he had a secret he couldn't speak of himself, he was always especially mindful of such matters.

Still, he felt a small pang of regret.

If I had known about this sooner, I would have brought Yeo Min here.

"Yeo Min, Yeo Min..." Eun Hwiryong repeated the name several times. Her younger sister, whom she thought had been killed at a young age, had actually grown up and left a daughter behind in the world.

It was an astonishing tale, but she truly wanted to believe in a miracle.

She asked, "You said she's a student at the Azure Dragon Academy?"

"Once the mess here has been settled, I will bring her here for a visit during winter break."

"...Might I go there to see the child before then?"

"That would be good too. For now, however, let's focus on what we must do."

Eun Hwiryong nodded, her resolve hardening. First, they had to execute the traitor Seol Suryeon and restore the North Sea Ice Palace to its original state. Only then could she face her niece with her head held high.

Eun Hwiryong, Baek Suryong, and Han Songbaek put their heads together and discussed ways of dealing with Seol Suryeon.

"When exactly will the Blood Cult's envoy arrive?"

"I received word that they will arrive in five days."

"...That means we don't have much time."

Baek Suryong frowned. Once the Blood Cult's envoy arrived, the Seol Clan would have the upper hand. Before then, they had to kill Seol Suryeon and bring the chaotic North Sea Ice Palace under control.

Needless to say, that would not be easy.

"A frontal assault will result in certain defeat," Han Songbaek said with a sigh.

The Seol Clan's domain was no different from a fortress within a fortress. For their side to strike first was senseless, especially since Seol Suryeon was always guarded by dozens of martial artists. Even in her chambers, she had bodyguards hidden in the shadows.

Not to mention, Seol Suryeon herself was the strongest martial artist in the North Sea. It was impossible to guess how much blood would be shed if the two sides clashed head-on.

Rubbing his chin, Baek Suryong muttered, "If only we could lure Seol Suryeon outside the Seol Clan's territory, we might find a way..."

"There is one opportunity to draw Seol Suryeon out," Eun Hwiryong chimed in. Looking around the Royal Court, she continued, "In three days, a grand conference will be held here. All the elders of the families representing the North Sea and its masters will convene here to decide on the invasion of the Central Plains."

This meeting was a continuation of one that had fizzled out because of Seol Ryonghwi's appearance a few days ago. Even after that, Seol Suryeon had pressured Eun Hwiryong continuously, but she held out until the end, delaying the decision.

Now, this grand conference might be their only chance.

Baek Suryong's eyes lit up instantly. "That day will be the perfect opportunity to strike Seol Suryeon."

"It might be the only opportunity," Eun Hwiryong added.

Their eyes met, and they both nodded.

On that day, Seol Suryeon and the elders of the Seol Clan would be without bodyguards and isolated inside the Royal Court. If the doors were locked from the outside, they would only have to deal with Seol Suryeon and her followers.

Baek Suryong looked at the main doors of the Royal Court. "How long can those doors hold?"

"It should buy us at least fifteen minutes."

"We'll have to end it within that time."

Baek Suryong nodded. Once Seol Suryeon and the Seol Clan elders were eliminated, the formidable Seol Clan would be reduced to a disorganized mob.

However, there was still one more issue to address.

"The problem is the families that follow the Seol Clan," Han Songbaek remarked gravely. "Almost seventy percent of the families in our Palace pledge allegiance to the Seol Clan. They will be here on the day of the grand conference. If they side with the Seol Clan, we will be at a great disadvantage."

"What if we inform them of what Seol Suryeon has done and ask for their cooperation?" Baek Suryong asked.

Han Songbaek shook his head grimly. "It will be difficult. We don't have any clear evidence of her crimes, and some of them have been loyal to the Seol Clan for decades."

"Hmmm..." Baek Suryong thought for a moment, then asked, "Grand Elder, let me ask just one question. Of the families loyal to Seol Suryeon, are most of them genuinely loyal?"

Han Songbaek shook his head, a deep shadow falling over his face. "How could they be? Half of them were coerced through a combination of promises and threats. Turning their hearts will be nearly impossible."

"What do you mean?"

"Seol Suryeon bribed their families with money. When that didn't work, she poisoned their heirs. Then, she demanded loyalty in exchange for the antidote, claiming that only her medicine could save their children. She did the same thing to my grandson. Everyone knows this, too, but they are keeping quiet because they lack evidence."

"Poison...?" A peculiar light flashed in Baek Suryong's eyes.

However, Han Songbaek didn't notice. His mind was filled with visions of his grandson, who was poisoned at a young age and was now confined to his bed.

I'm sorry. This is all your heartless grandfather's fault.

Even if it meant incurring his family's resentment, he had no choice. He could not, in good conscience, sell the North Sea Ice Palace to the Blood Cult.

Most of the other families, in contrast, chose to protect their heirs. Therefore, unless this problem was solved, the families whose children were being held hostage would have no choice but to side with the Seol Clan at the grand conference.

However, Baek Suryong grinned. "If poison is the problem, I think I can solve it."

Han Songbaek's jaw dropped. "What did you say?"

Baek Suryong declared confidently, "Poison, qi deviation, and delinquent rehabilitation are my specialties."

"What are you talking about...?"

"Tell them I will cure all the poisoned children on the condition that they join our side."

"...!!" Han Songbaek's eyes went wide with disbelief. "I-Is that truly possible?"

"Seol Suryeon already tried to poison me, but she failed. The Blood Cult's poison doesn't work on me."

Baek Suryong grinned confidently. Not only was he immune to the Cult's poison, he could absorb poison qi and cure others too. After all, hadn't he had already treated the Beggars' Gang Chief and earned the title of Honorary Beggar?

Wait, don't tell me something similar is going to happen here too? That might be a little...

As expected, Han Songbaek suddenly grabbed Baek Suryong's hand, his old eyes completely bloodshot. "Is that really true? If it is, this debt of gratitude, I will surely...!"

"Enough, let me go. I've got plenty of unrepaid debts piled up here and there, but most importantly, I don't ever want to hear old men call me 'brother' again."

Han Songbaek seemed confused by the strange statement, but nodded eagerly anyway. "Understood!"

Baek Suryong turned to look at Eun Hwiryong. "Are there any other families we need to worry about?"

Eun Hwiryong shook her head. "Some families have voluntarily pledged loyalty to the Seol Clan, but their numbers aren't large enough to cause a problem."

Eun Hwiryong and Han Songbaek's cheeks flushed. Suddenly, they felt as if victory was within their reach.

Still, Baek Suryong was concerned. "Even so, simply confronting the Seol Clan won't be easy. Quite a few of them have learned demonic arts."

"Demonic arts, you say?"

"You didn't know? Half of the elders have learned demonic arts. When cornered, they will surely use them."

A chilling killing intent swirled in Eun Hwiryong's eyes. "Traitors! They've thrown away every shred of their pride as warriors of the North Sea. They must never be forgiven!"

VWOOOOM!

The White Ice Divine Sword hanging at Eun Hwiryong's waist, one of the two great divine artifacts passed down in the North Sea Ice Palace along with the White Ice Bangles, trembled in response to its master's rage.

Eun Hwiryong placed her hand on the hilt of her sword and spoke as if swearing an oath to her ancestors. "As Empress of the North Sea Ice Palace, I swear that I will personally execute the traitor Seol Suryeon."

WOOOONG!

The White Ice Bangles on Baek Suryong's wrists glowed white in response to the White Ice Divine Sword.

"I'll leave her to you, then. Leave Seol Mugeol and the ones who learned demonic arts to me," he said.

Han Songbaek looked back and forth between the two, his face filled with emotion. "I will secretly contact the elders of the other families."

The broad outline of the plan was set. Now, only the detailed revisions remained.

The three of them discussed and reviewed the plan to change the fate of the North Sea Ice Palace late into the night.
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Late that night, Seol Suryeon summoned Seol Ryonghwi as soon as she heard he had returned.

"You're late. Did your talk with the Empress go well?" she asked impatiently.

Seol Ryonghwi nodded, his cold, stern impression giving no hint of his thoughts. "Yes."

Seol Suryeon raised an eyebrow. "I heard you chased out all the royal bodyguards as soon as you met the Empress. Did you speak ill of me there?"

A thin smile formed on Seol Ryonghwi's lips. "How could I?"

Seol Suryeon narrowed her eyes at her grandnephew's smile, which she had never seen before. "Judging by your expression, the meeting must have gone exceedingly well. Stop stoking my curiosity and tell me. What did you talk about?"

Seol Ryonghwi replied, "I will be attending the grand conference in three days."

"You? At the conference? Why?"

Seol Suryeon tilted her head as if puzzled. The grand conference in three days was certainly important, but Seol Ryonghwi had no reason to attend. He was neither a family elder nor in a position to offer an opinion.

Upon hearing Seol Ryonghwi's subsequent words, however, she felt her fatigue disappear completely.

"The Empress will declare the reopening of the succession war at the conference."

Seol Suryeon's eyes widened in shock. "...What did you just say?"

Seol Ryonghwi repeated himself once more, clearly and distinctly.

Seol Suryeon fell silent for a moment, then shot up from her seat and approached her grandnephew. "Ahahaha! You truly are remarkable! To have persuaded Eun Hwiryong! Surely you're not lying?"

Seol Ryonghwi smiled meaningfully instead of answering, letting the old woman's imagination do the work for him.

Seol Suryeon looked at her grandnephew, unable to contain her admiration. Her fingers slowly caressed his cheek. "Truly amazing. How impressive. Why did it take so long for our family's treasure to appear?"

In her imagination, the Seol Clan already reigned as the North Sea's eternal royal family. She would see the North Sea fall completely under the Seol Clan's rule in her generation. Then, they would invade the Central Plains with the Blood Cult and seize those fertile lands and riches.

"Fufufu, I am greatly excited for the conference in three days now."

"As am I, Grandaunt."

Similar smirks formed on the lips of the two martial artists.
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Chapter 355: Blood Cultists Are Pests That Must Be Exterminated On Sight

"Are you already trying to win the hearts of the lower houses?" 

Seol Suryeon was surprised when Seol Ryonghwi expressed interest in visiting the smaller clans of the North Sea Ice Palace during the three days leading up to the grand conference. However, she quickly dismissed this desire as an attempt to garner support ahead of his bid for the title of Prince. As such, she commended him and even arranged the meetings herself.

Unfortunately, the actual situation was nothing like she had imagined.

"Grandfather..." After months of being bedridden and vomiting up all food and drink, the heir of the Han Clan rose to his feet. Though his face was still pale, the boy smiled brightly. "I'm not sick anymore."

"Hyeon!" Han Songbaek swept his young grandson into a tight embrace.

A true miracle had occurred.

For a long time, he had agonized as he watched his poisoned grandson deteriorate day by day. He had even considered giving in to Seol Suryeon several times just to get the antidote. Just a few more months, no, perhaps even ten more days, and his resolve might have broken.

"You don't have to worry about anything anymore. You won't be sick again," he sobbed.

The boy nodded tiredly. "Yes... but I want to sleep a little more."

Even though he had been cured of the poison, it had taken a heavy toll on his vitality.

Han Songbaek gently laid the sleeping boy back down on the bed, then turned to Seol Ryonghwi , his eyes brimming with tears yet also reflecting an unbreakable determination. "Thank you. I will not forget this debt of gratitude, even in death."

Seol Ryonghwi flashed a knowing smirk and quipped, "Just don't try to repay me with something weird.

Han Songbaek nodded.

Subsequently, he secretly contacted the elders of other families whose heirs were being held hostage by Seol Suryeon's poison and shared with them his firsthand account of the miracle. Upon hearing his story, many of them wept silently, overcome with shame and indignation at being compelled to pledge their allegiance to the Seol Clan.

"He can detoxify the poison? Is that really true?"

"If so, then..."

"I'll do anything if you save our family's child!"

Han Songbaek stated his condition, "In return for the cure, you must join our cause."

Although the elders were initially startled by the prospect of opposing the Seol Clan, they readily agreed after much deliberation. Discontent with the Seol Clan, which had reigned over the North Sea for decades, was already rampant, and this was an opportunity they might not get again.

"...Understood."

"We will do so!"

"The grand conference in three days... We will stand by your side."

Just like that, Seol Ryonghwi made his rounds, treating poison victims, receiving endless thanks, and briefly conversing with the elders who had agreed to join his rebellion. Most importantly, he did all of this behind Seol Suryeon's back.

[What will you do if there is a traitor among them?] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword's voice echoed in his mind.

Baek Suryong shrugged. [The Grand Elder said he only contacted people he could trust. I have no choice but to have faith in his judgment.]

There was no such thing as a perfect plan in the first place. A certain degree of risk was inevitable.

As if waiting for those exact words, though, the Divine Azure Dragon Sword trembled with pride and self-satisfaction. [That is why I have cast a spell on all of them.]

[What spell?]

[If any of them contacts a member of the Seol Clan, I will know immediately.]

"You..." Baek Suryong shot the Divine Azure Dragon Sword an admiring look, but he couldn't praise her out loud with so many ears nearby. [You really are an incredibly useful sword, aren't you?]

[Did I not tell you that before? You need to show me a little more respect,] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword replied smugly.

Baek Suryong patted the Divine Azure Dragon Sword, which quivered as if pleased.
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After treating all the poisoned Ice Palace children, Baek Suryong went to see Eun Hwiryong at her chambers.

The Empress of the North Sea Ice Palace was meditating with her sword on her lap, reflecting on her martial arts like a contemplative general on the eve of a great war.

KNOCK KNOCK!

Baek Suryong knocked on the door, then entered without waiting for a response.

Eun Hwiryong slowly opened her eyes. "...Is it alright for you to visit me so carelessly?"

"Seol Suryeon completely trusts me now, so it's fine. Besides, I have something I must show you."

"What is it?"

Baek Suryong drew his sword without hesitation.

Eun Hwiryong flinched, her hand moving instinctively to the hilt of her White Ice Divine Sword. She soon realized, though, that he didn't intend to attack her and relaxed her guard.

Perplexed, she asked, "What..."

"Watch closely."

Baek Suryong demonstrated the New Moon White Ice Dance.

Despite not being performed under the moonlight, the sword dance was more than enough to captivate Eun Hwiryong. The wind generated by his sword summoned a northern gale, and the pure white energy enveloping his body rippled outwards with his movements, surrounding him with a vortex of shimmering ice crystals.

After completing the dance, he slowly sheathed his sword.

"This is the New Moon White Ice Dance, the ultimate technique of the White Ice Divine Art which the Ice Moon Goddess created in her later years."

"......" Eun Hwiryong was stunned speechless.

Baek Suryong patiently waited for her to come to her senses. 

When it came to proficiency in the White Ice Divine Art, he knew that both she and Seol Suryeon surpassed him, having practiced that one martial art their entire lives. In fact, Eun Hwiryong could probably easily point out the many flaws in his technique.

Nevertheless, he demonstrated his unpolished New Moon White Ice Dance for her, confident that she could discern the essence of the ultimate technique despite its crude execution.

After a long silence, Eun Hwiryong finally whispered, "...It's not that different from the normal White Ice Divine Art."

"Master Eun always said that the White Ice Divine Art was a perfect martial art. The only difference between her version and the original is the mental image. Essentially, adding a single thread of warmth to the ice makes the martial arts you've learned transform completely."

"The mental image... a single thread of warmth..." Eun Hwiryong repeated the words to herself several times, then closed her eyes.

VWOOOOM!

The White Ice Divine Sword on her lap vibrated slightly, aiding its master in her moment of enlightenment.

As if not to be outdone, the Divine Azure Dragon Sword also trembled. [To respond to its master's epiphany, the White Ice Divine Sword truly is worthy of being called a divine sword!]

"......" Baek Suryong sighed softly at his sword's mysterious surge of competitive spirit.

Several minutes later, Eun Hwiryong opened her eyes. "For generations, the White Ice Divine Sword has been passed down to the rulers and the White Ice Bangles to their successors, as dictated by the First Empress. However, the two divine artifacts only reveal their full potential when they are used together."

"...So you want the White Ice Bangles back?" Baek Suryong asked with a frown.

Eun Hwiryong shook her head. "I have no right to demand them. However, could you lend them to me for a short while?"

Baek Suryong opened his mouth to ask why, but Eun Hwiryong explained herself before he could speak.

"It is frustrating, but I am indeed weaker than Seol Suryeon," she admitted frankly.

"......" Baek Suryong nodded. He had guessed as much. It was also for this reason that he showed Eun Hwiryong the New Moon White Ice Dance, hoping she would grow a little stronger before the fight.

Eun Hwiryong added, "Still, I wish to execute that traitor with my own hands. I will avenge my ancestors and reinstate the strict laws of the North Sea. And I will not permit any puppets of the Blood Cult to defile this land!"

WHOOSH!

Eun Hwiryong's sharp bob haircut swayed in the frigid wind, while flames of determination burned in her eyes.

"...Alright. I will lend them to you," Baek Suryong agreed.

He untied the White Ice Bangles and handed them to Eun Hwiryong, who carefully fastened them onto her own wrists.

VWOOOOOOOOM!

The White Ice Divine Sword and the White Ice Bangles resonated and a snow-white fog quickly enveloped her. For a moment, it seemed as if armor made of white frost encased her entire body. However, the energy slowly subsided into her.

"Hoo..." Eun Hwiryong steadied her breathing, then regarded Baek Suryong thoughtfully. "I have one more request for you..."

"Please don't ask me to be the Prince."

"Are you truly not interested?"

"Nope, absolutely not, never," Baek Suryong refused flatly. He already had more titles than he could handle. "Offer it to your niece later. I believe that child is the perfect candidate for the position."

Eun Hwiryong snorted coldly. " Even if that child is my niece, I will not allow her to become Princess if she is not skilled enough."

Baek Suryong grinned playfully. "You need not worry about her talent. When it comes to Ice Arts... that girl is more outstanding than either you or I."

"Are you serious?"

"Of course. Whose student do you think she is?"

"Could you... tell me a little more about that child?"

"I don't know much about her childhood. As for now... uh, well... she's quite fond of money."

"M-Money?"

The two talked about Yeo Min for hours. Before they knew it, the sun was already dipping below the horizon.

Baek Suryong dusted himself off and stood up. "If I stay here too long, Seol Suryeon might get suspicious. I'll be on my way now."

"Rest well. Tomorrow will be the day of reckoning."

Eun Hwiryong saw Baek Suryong off calmly. No matter what happened the next day, she had already steeled her resolve to face the future.
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The day of the grand conference that would determine the fate of the North Sea Ice Palace dawned. Early in the morning, the gates of the Royal Court opened and the elders began to assemble one by one.

"The Empress Dowager is here!"

Upon hearing this announcement, most of the martial artists who had arrived earlier rose from their seats.

SLAM!

The doors opened wide, and Seol Suryeon strode inside. She had always liked flashy clothes, but today she was dressed to the nines.

If that wasn't enough, the masters of the Seol Clan followed behind her, fanning out like wings. Their eyes glowed with immense power, and their auras, numbering more than thirty, weighed heavily on the atmosphere within the Royal Court.

It was both a blatant display of the Seol Clan's power, and a clever move to seize the initiative.

Baek Suryong sneered inwardly. They look like they came to show off their strength, not to discuss anything.

Scanning her surroundings, Seol Suryeon commanded, "Everyone, be seated."

Eun Hwiryong's eyebrows twitched immediately, but she said nothing. This wasn't the first time Seol Suryong had acted as if she were still the ruler of the Ice Palace, and today, she had more important concerns.

She looked around the hall. The martial artists of the Seol Clan and the families that followed them constituted more than half of the total in attendance. It was no exaggeration to say that all the strongest martial artists in the North Sea were gathered here.

"Seol Ryonghwiiiii..."

A low growl filled with killing intent reached her ears. It was the Prince of the North Sea Ice Palace, Seol Mugeol. As it was an important occasion, he had been allowed out of confinement to attend.

Seol Mugeol's gaze was fixed on Seol Ryonghwi, who was standing beside Seol Suryeon, and everyone gathered in the Royal Court could feel his overt killing intent.

Seol Suryeon snapped irritably, "This is an important gathering. Can you not restrain yourself?"

"......" Seol Mugeol quickly hung his head low, but his gritted teeth made it clear he was barely suppressing his hatred.

"Everyone seems to have gathered, so let's begin the conference," Eun Hwiryong declared.

As expected, Seol Suryeon was the first to speak up. "Let's not waste any more of everyone's time. As I mentioned previously, this is the final ultimatum. If our Palace continues to refuse the alliance, the Blood Cult will consider us their enemy."

"Are you implying that our Palace should form an alliance because we're afraid of the Blood Cult?"

"Face reality, my dear Empress. The Blood Cult is powerful enough to conquer the Central Plains alone. We stand a greater chance of victory if we ally with them, and in return, we will gain the fertile lands of the Central Plains and countless riches. Our descendants will no longer have to live in this inhospitable environment."

Seol Suryeon's soft, quiet voice, imbued with immense inner qi, resonated through the hall, weighing down on everyone's hearts.

"If you fail to make the right decision, Empress, I will take my family and my followers and create a new Ice Palace."

"......"

Seol Suryeon smiled. Go ahead and struggle until the end.

She could already envision Eun Hwiryong flushing red with anger and humiliation at her threat to split the North Sea Ice Palace in two. The woman might even draw her sword in a rage.

Even so, she wouldn't dare swing it. The North Sea was already under the Seol Clan's dominion. All Eun Hwiryong could do was sit powerlessly on the jade throne and accept her defeat.

However...

Eun Hwiryong nodded coolly. "...I see. I understand the Empress Dowager's standpoint now."

"!?" Seol Suryeon was taken aback by the unexpected reply.

Huh? Why is she so calm? Has she finally given up? Well, it's possible. I'm sure she knows that she has nowhere left to retreat.

This wasn't the Eun Hwiryong she knew, but one look at the woman's face made it clear that she had given up all hope.

Eun Hwiryong continued, "I would like to hear the opinions of the young people who will lead our Palace's future. What do you think about the Empress Dowager's opinion?"

"The young people?"

As if by some unspoken agreement, both of them naturally turned to look at Seol Ryonghwi. 

Seeing this, Seol Mugeol ground his teeth in chagrin again.

Seol Ryonghwi ignored him and stepped forward, clasping his hands together politely. " If you would permit it, I would like to share my opinion regarding the alliance between our Palace and the Blood Cult."

All eyes instantly focused on the young man. 

Seol Suryeon smiled in satisfaction. Polite, yet confident. As expected of a true Seol Clan leader.

"Yes, the opinions of the young are important too. Speak freely," she said.

"Blood Cultists are pests that must be exterminated on sight."

CLICK!

The moment Seol Ryonghwi finished speaking, the sound of the door being locked from the outside rang out. However, due to his imposing presence, no one paid it any mind.

"...What?"

Seol Suryeon and the Seol Clan elders tilted their heads in confusion.

Seol Ryonghwi glanced at them impassively, then continued, "Sixty years ago, those fiends abducted Eun Yerin, then Princess of the North Sea Ice Palace, and tortured her cruelly. Thirty-five years ago, they disguised themselves as Central Plains martial artists, attacked our Palace, and abducted many young children for their experiments."

"You, what are you talking about...?" Seol Suryeon stared at Seol Ryonghwi with wide eyes. Why was there a bitter sneer on the lips of her grandnephew, whom she believed would become the bedrock of her family?

Seol Ryonghwi turned toward Seol Suryeon. "Also, the Empress Dowager Seol Suryeon was their accomplice in all those deeds."

"...What mad nonsense are you spouting!" Seol Suryeon roared, releasing a terrifying aura.

Unfortunately, she failed to notice that Seol Ryonghwi had distracted her on purpose with his shocking words to buy time for her and her followers to be surrounded by a formation.

"Execute the Blood Cult pawns!" Eun Hwiryong screamed, lunging at Seol Suryeon.

CRACKLE!

Where the White Ice Divine Sword passed, a trail of white frost was left behind.

That was the signal. The martial artists of the North Sea Ice Palace charged at the Seol Clan.

Frigid qi ripped through the air, while glacial blades shot up from the floor. The air erupted with screams and shouts. Spilled blood froze instantly into crimson icicles. In a heartbeat, the Royal Court descended into pure pandemonium.

"Seol Ryonghwi!" Seol Mugeol rushed toward Seol Ryonghwi. The whites of his eyes turned black, and a demonic qi overflowed from his entire body. "I'll kill you!"

"Mugeol! Stop!" Seol Suryeon cried out, but Seol Mugeol couldn't hear her.

All he could see at the moment was Seol Ryonghwi's face.

I'll kill him! This bastard who dares to steal my position!

He could sense the malevolent qi of the demonic art he had secretly learned had invade his bone marrow, but at this point, he didn't care anymore. 

Baek Suryong shook his head. Seol Mugeol had lost his reason and succumbed to the demonic art. Now, he was just a mindless berserker.

"Kuhahaha!"

Laughing like a madman, Seol Mugeol advanced on Seol Ryonghwi twice as quickly as he had before. He felt omnipotent, as if he could do anything.

"DIE!" he roared.

Baek Suryong sighed, "To think this trash dares call itself a prince..."

He had no interest in the likes of Seol Mugeol, but he didn't mind ridding himself of an annoyingly persistent pest either.

CLANG!

A sharp glint of steel flashed as the two figures blurred past each other.

PWAAH!

A fountain of blood erupted from Seol Mugeol's throat, and his headless body crumpled limply to the floor.


Chapter 356: The Natural Enemy of All Demons

Even while parrying Eun Hwiryong's sudden attack, Seol Suryeon's attention remained focused on Seol Mugeol.

"Mugeol! Stop!"

From a young age, Seol Mugeol had been a haughty child, and his martial arts talent had never struck her as particularly impressive. Still, he was the direct heir of the clan and her blood relative. There was no suitable replacement for him.

Therefore, to strengthen him, she had no choice but to make him learn demonic arts. She could not allow another heir from a different family to emerge again.

Foolish boy!

She had warned him many times to only study the art out of necessity and not to become enthralled by it. Ultimately, however, Seol Mugeol could not resist the temptation and succumbed to the demonic art, going completely berserk.

PWAAH!

The moment Seol Mugeol was decapitated, Seol Suryeon turned her head, consciously accepting the tactical opening she was offering her opponent. It was an act born of pure instinct, bypassing reason entirely.

Coincidentally, her eyes met Seol Mugeol's. 

"......"

The final expression on her grandnephew's face was one of resentment toward her.

THUD!

As if in slow motion, Seol Mugeol's decapitated head rolled across the floor, and his body collapsed lifelessly in a heap. Seol Ryonghwi stood over him, a chilling sneer on his face.

It was unreal.

Why? How could you?

CLAAANG!

The cold edge of a blade against her nape brought Seol Suryeon back to reality. Her hands moved on pure instinct, independent of her conscious mind. The palm that she used to deflect the White Ice Divine Sword throbbed with such intense pain that she felt as if it would fall off, but she could barely register it.

"Traitor! It's laughable how miserable you look right now," Eun Hwiryong said, her face a mask of cold fury as she leveled her blade. "You're just receiving the heavenly punishment you deserved long ago."

"Heavenly punishment? Who dares to punish me?"

The raging emotions on Seol Suryeon's face vanished. Her anger, having surpassed its limit, caused her to cool down instead of flare up. At the same time, her flamboyant red royal gown flapped so wildly that it seemed like it might rip at the seams.

ROAAAAAR!

A brilliant white light exploded from Seol Suryeon's eyes, sending a shockwave of inner qi through the hall.

"I am the sky of the North Sea!"

The White Ice Empress Seol Suryeon, former ruler of the North Sea Ice Palace, cloaked her entire body in the arctic cold of the North Sea. Her aura was so destructive, even her bold claim to be the sky of the North Sea didn't seem arrogant.

VWOOOOOOOM!

An equally powerful aura blossomed from Eun Hwiryong's body. The White Ice Divine Sword and the White Ice Bangles resonated with her White Ice Divine Art, lending her their strength.

"In accordance with the laws of the North Sea, I will take your head and restore discipline to our fractured Palace," she declared, her pure white armor of enhanced qi lending her an aura of immense dignity.

Seol Suryeon sneered, forming an ice spike of enhanced qi in her hands. "Truly pathetic. Who would've thought that sniveling little girl would grow up and lecture me on the laws? Have you forgotten who taught you the White Ice Divine Art?"

BOOM!

Seol Suryeon kicked off the ground and flew toward Eun Hwiryong like a massive typhoon. Undeterred, Eun Hwiryong swung her White Ice Divine Sword.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

The ceiling of the Royal Court shook as if it were about to collapse from the deafening explosions. Each time the two women collided, enormous aftershocks spread out like tidal waves.

Eun Hwiryong frowned as she was pushed onto the defensive. Seol Suryeon's attacks were more powerful than she thought possible. For now, she could only block.

I thought I had almost caught up to her, but the gap was this big...!? Without the White Ice Divine Sword and the White Ice Bangles, I would have already lost!

Suddenly, Seol Suryeon's eyes flashed. "So, you found the White Ice Bangles. There seems to be a clumsy change in your White Ice Divine Art as well. Is that the basis for your confidence in eliminating me?"

"......"

Seol Suryeon snorted. Although Baek Suryong had backstabbed her, she was a woman who had risen to her current position through intrigue, conspiracy, and unrivaled martial skill. With eyes like a viper, she glanced around, assessing her situation.

Her gaze settled on Seol Ryonghwi.

"...Seol Ryonghwi. No, I don't even know if that is your true name."

After cutting down Seol Mugeol with a single strike, Seol Ryonghwi had stood by, indifferently observing the progress of the battle.

Did I trust that boy too easily?

No, that wasn't it. On the day they first met, she had leashed him by feeding him poison. When even that wasn't enough, she put him under surveillance and tested him frequently.

However, Seol Ryonghwi never revealed a flaw. In all respects, he was the Seol Clan's ambitious heir apparent.

She had even considered using him as the foundation for her kingdom in the North Sea.

"...I will not grant you an easy death."

Seol Suryeon's expression calmed as she glared at him, but her eyes surged with berserk qi. The bitter curl of her lips was almost bewitching. If Eun Hwiryong wasn't in her way, she would have lunged at Seol Ryonghwi and torn him limb from limb right then and there.

"Traitor. Where are you looking? The one who will take your head is right here," Eun Hwiryong taunted.

The White Ice Divine Sword sliced through the air like a beam of light, leaving a white trail behind it.

Unable to ignore the threat, Seol Suryeon summoned even more internal energy. The ice qi gathering in her hands swelled.

BOOOOOOM!

Pushed back by the aftershock of the collision, the two women's gazes clashed fiercely.

Curling her nails like a hawk's talons, Seol Suryeon cackled, "The women of the Eun Clan all have such savage eyes. For a long time, I've wanted to gouge them out."

"For the first time, we're actually on the same page."

Any further probing was unnecessary. The two women had sufficiently gauged each other's capabilities. All that remained was to take each other's lives.

"Come! Let us decide the fate of the North Sea once and for all!

The two women simultaneously drew upon the full power of their internal energy.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWA!

A terrifying blizzard raged within the hall. Small ice particles and fist-sized hailstones collided and shattered everywhere. Indeed, it was no exaggeration to say that those who had reached the pinnacle of the White Ice Divine Art were capable of causing a natural disaster.

Seeing an unfortunate nearby martial artist instantly turn into an ice statue, even the masters of the North Sea Ice Palace dared not approach the domain of extreme cold.

"Retreat to the walls!" Grand Elder Han Songbaek shouted.

"Don't get caught up in it!" the Seol Clan's Grand Elder yelled.

The masters from both sides, centered around the two old men, clashed. Since they were all martial artists of the North Sea, they knew each other's fighting styles well.

Consequently, following the initial surprise attack, each victory became increasingly difficult to achieve, and fierce close-quarters battles erupted across the battlefield.

"Rebels, kneel!"

"The old man of the Han Clan has gone senile! He doesn't even recognize the true master of the Ice Palace!"

Han Songbaek and the Seol Clan's Grand Elder battled fiercely, striking with powerful palm techniques. Han Songbaek was gradually gaining the upper hand, but victory remained elusive.

The situation was similar elsewhere. Though the current Empress had a slightly larger following, the Seol Clan's martial artists held their ground against the offensive.

[Do you not intend to step in?] the Azure Dragon Divine Sword asked.

[Not just yet,] Baek Suryong replied.

He glared into the raging blizzard. Visibility was near zero, but he had the Blood Demon Eyes which could see through the storm.

Seol Suryeon's martial arts...

This was the first time he had seen Seol Suryeon perform the White Ice Divine Art, but something about it nagged at him.

What is this familiar yet ominous feeling?

"Don't tell me..." Baek Suryong's eyes widened as he thought of a certain possibility.

His fears were almost immediately confirmed.

Seol Suryeon's voice thundered through the blizzard, "Hear me, martial artists of the Seol Clan! From this moment on, I permit you to release the restrictions on your inner arts!"

Immediately, demonic qi erupted from the bodies of the Seol Clan martial artists.

"Grrrrr..."

"Kehehehe..."

For decades, the Seol Clan had ingested elixirs provided by the Blood Cult and studied their demonic arts. While they were initially hesitant, the desire of martial artists to become stronger eventually led them, one by one, to dabble in the forbidden.

"W-What is this?"

"Is that demonic arts...?! You fiends!"

"Be careful!"

The eyes of the Seol Clan martial artists turned bloodshot, and their veins bulged. In some cases, their skin turned black while their muscles hypertrophied.

CLANG!

Their skin hardened to the point that blades couldn't penetrate it, and their qi increased dramatically. Having turned into ghouls, they no longer felt any pain.

This change was sufficient to turn the tide of battle in an instant.

"Kuhahaha! Kill them all!" the Seol Clan's Grand Elder laughed as he launched himself at Han Songbaek again.

Within five exchanges, he seized the upper hand. Within the next five, he landed a palm strike on Han Songbaek's chest. 

This was a far cry from just moments before, when he had been pushed back.

"Cough!" Sent flying, Han Songbaek spat out blood and barely regained his balance. Nevertheless, his pale complexion proved the severity of his internal injuries.

"You monster! How dare you learn filthy demonic arts!" he bellowed.

"Kehehe! Foolish old man. Since when have martial arts been divided into clean and dirty categories?"

Grinning slyly, the Grand Elder surged forward, reaching for Han Songbaek. His fingernails had transformed, growing long and black and shimmering with a menacing, grayish qi that was a fusion of the White Ice Divine Art's frigid power and demonic energy.

Han Songbaek sensed his impending death. He could block a his opponent's claws a few times, but he wouldn't last long.

Hyeon...

His grandson's face flashed before his eyes. The child had only just been cured of poisoning, yet he wouldn't get to see him grow up.

He gritted his teeth and glared at his opponent. "...I'll at least take one of your arms with me."

The Seol Clan Grand Elder laughed hysterically, "Not a chance! After I kill you, your grandson is next..."

SWISH!

"Keuaaah, aaargh!" The Seol Clan Grand Elder screamed and writhed in agony. His claws, along with his fingers, had been neatly sliced off.

Baek Suryong appeared from out of nowhere and regarded the old ghoul impassively. "Blood Cult scum. You really were planning to turn the Ice Palace into a den of demons."

"Keuaaah, argh! I'll kill you...!" The Seol Clan Grand Elder gritted his teeth and glared at Baek Suryong... only to come face-to-face with the young man's crimson irises.

Baek Suryong activated the Blood Demon Eyes, the signature technique of the Heaven Defying Divine Art, which dominated all other demonic arts.

"Uh, uh, uwaaa..." Extreme fear settled into the Seol Clan Grand Elder's eyes, and his body trembled uncontrollably like a leaf in the wind.

"You're using demonic arts in front of me?" Baek Suryong chuckled, smirking. Such is the fate of all demonic practitioners.

He could currently use the Heaven Defying Divine Art while suppressing the physical transformation. The reason he didn't always do so, though, was because revealing his red hair and eyes intimidated his opponents more effectively.

Well, the Blood Demon Eyes alone are more than enough against opponents of this level.

He, who had reached the eighth star in the Heaven Defying Divine Art, was quite literally the worst possible opponent for enemies using demonic arts, especially mediocre ones.

They can't even look straight at me!

SPLURT!

Baek Suryong decapitated the Seol Clan's Grand Elder with a simple, unremarkable swing of his sword.

Had the old ghoul fought using the North Sea's martial arts, he could have lasted ten exchanges. Now, however, he was as helpless as a beast before its natural predator.

"Grand Elder Han. Tend to the injured," Baek Suryong commanded.

Han Songbaek blinked in confusion for a moment before nodding blankly. "...Huh? Ah, I understand."

Baek Suryong stepped forward and began methodically cutting down the Seol Clan martial artists who had turned into ghouls.

CHWAAK! SKURK! PUUK!

With each light swing of his sword, necks were cleaved and limbs severed. The ghouls whose eyes met his froze on the spot, giving him the opportunity to reap them as if harvesting wheat. Several of them even knelt down on their own accord.

Even those witnessing it had a hard time believing their eyes.

"How on earth is he doing that...!?"

The martial artists of the North Sea Ice Palace, including Han Songbaek, stared open-mouthed as Baek Suryong nonchalantly decimated the ghouls.


Chapter 357: I Wouldn't Grant You A Peaceful Death

A Seol Clan martial artist who was being systematically dismantled by Baek Suryong yelled out a warning, "Don't look him in the eye! He uses some bizarre evil art!"

Baek Suryong snickered, "Evil art? You've got a rather keen eye yourself, don't you?"

Stupid bastard. Evil art, my ass. Why must these guys come up with an excuse for pissing their pants in terror?

CLANG!

Baek Suryong sword was parried for the first time, but he paid it no mind. Even if the ghouls somehow resisted the Heaven Defying Divine Art, his own martial arts were more than enough to overwhelm them.

"You monster! I won't let you run wild any longer!"

"......" Sighing, Baek Suryong effortlessly flicked aside his opponent's sword.

The man's triumphant face vanished, replaced with panic. Since he didn't dare meet Baek Suryong's eyes for fear of his body freezing, he instead retreated frantically, swinging his sword around wildly.

Of course, there was no way Baek Suryong would be hit by such pathetic attacks.

WHOOSH!

In an instant, Baek Suryong ducked under the Seol Clan martial artist's blade and slipped into his range. Drawing a silvery arc in the air with the Divine Azure Dragon Sword, he sliced the man's chest open.

"N-No...!" The man managed to follow the trajectory of the attack with his eyes, but his body couldn't react in time.

PWAAH!

Blood spurted like a fountain from the collapsing enemy's body. Thanks to the frigid energy cloaking his body, however, none of the blood touched Baek Suryong.

PATTER, PATTER...

Frozen in midair, the blood turned into red ice crystals that fell to the floor like hail.

Baek Suryong immediately turned around to seek his next opponent. This time, the Seol Clan's martial artists charged at him as a group, their eyes filled with malice.

"Traitor! You have no idea how gracious the Empress Dowager was to take you in!"

"How dare you betray our family!"

"We should have known you were a coward when you said you were Seol Sinwoo's son!"

Baek Suryong shrugged nonchalantly. It seemed they still believed he was Seol Ryonghwi, and he didn't bother to correct their misunderstanding.

It will be more painful for them to think that way as they die.

Master Eun had told him to forget the past and find happiness in the present. However, that was simply not possible for him.

I promised her that I would try to forget, but I never said that I would forgive my enemies.

Baek Suryong showed no mercy to the bastards who had enjoyed decades of wealth and power as a reward for luring Master Eun into a trap. With each swing of the Divine Azure Dragon Sword, screams erupted and limbs were severed.

Ahh, their screams feel like music to my ears.

Before he knew it, he had fallen into a trance. A cruel smile touched his lips, and a blood-red light filled his eyes. A pool of blood accumulated at his feet, splashing with every step he took.

[Calm down! Baek Suryong!] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword screamed, sending a wave of mystical energy into her master.

Baek Suryong paused his bloody sword dance. Fortunately, the sword's call had jolted him back to his senses.

"Phew..." Taking a deep breath, he lowered his sword.

In front of him, the Seol Clan martial artists were huddled together, shivering in fear.

"M-Monster..."

"Why are you doing this to us...?"

Baek Suryong stared at them blankly before turning away. He had gotten a little too carried away. 

They aren't Master Eun's true enemies.

"Grand Elder. I'll leave the rest to you," he said.

Han Songbaek, having tended to the injured, stood up. "Execute the traitors who colluded with the Blood Cult!"

The martial artists following him charged forward with a mighty roar. They had seen the Seol Clan martial artists use demonic arts. There was no longer any reason for them to hesitate, fearing that they might kill their own.

"...It's over," Baek Suryong muttered, flicking the blood from his sword onto the floor. 

Suddenly, he remembered something and glanced at Han Songbaek. [Don't kill all of them. We need proof that the Seol Clan learned demonic arts. We also need to interrogate them to find out how deeply they're involved with the Blood Cult.]

[Don't worry.] Nodding slightly, Han Songbaek imbued his voice with inner qi and bellowed, "ALL REBELS, KNEEL!"

One by one, the Seol Clan elders dropped their weapons and knelt. The battle had already been decided. Baek Suryong had killed most of those who had resisted fiercely, and the Ice Palace's martial artists were swiftly finishing off the stragglers.

For those still alive and sane, death or surrender were the only remaining choices.

"Take them prisoner!" Han Songbaek commanded.

Baek Suryong turned his attention to the two peerless masters clashing within the blizzard.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWA!

That place was a whole other world. The divine might displayed by the two women was by no means inferior to that of the Central Plains' Ten Supremes. Half of the spacious Royal Court was in ruins, the result of fragments of enhanced qi that occasionally shot out through the blizzard. It was a wonder the ceiling hadn't collapsed yet.

RUUUMBLE...!

Sensing the gathered presences outside the Royal Court, it seemed that by now, the entire North Sea Ice Palace had noticed the commotion.

"Grand Elder, please calm the people outside as well," Baek Suryong reminded Han Songbaek.

There would be tremendous backlash, but with the Seol Clan's leaders dead or captured, subduing the rest of the clan shouldn't be too difficult.

Han Songbaek nodded. His eyes, though, kept wandering back to the snowstorm. Although he knew that Eun Hwiryong wanted to execute Seol Suryeon alone, he couldn't help but worry about her.

He began, "Uhm, about the Empress..."

"I know you want to help her, but can you even fight properly in that blizzard?" Baek Suryong quickly interjected.

"...It would be difficult," Han Songbaek answered honestly.

The blizzard was the result of two supreme masters of the White Ice Divine Art clashing, creating a synergistic effect. Without mastering the complete White Ice Divine Art, even the Ice Palace's strongest elders wouldn't last fifteen minutes in there.

No, even if they could endure it, they wouldn't be of any help. Given their skills, it would be fortunate if they did not get in the way.

Accepting reality, Han Songbaek sighed heavily, "...I understand. What will you do?"

"I will remain here and watch them," Baek Suryong replied.

Han Songbaek nodded. He knew how powerful this young man in front of him was.

The Azure Dragon Hero. One of the current Ten Supremes of the Central Plains.

Before the battle, Baek Suryong had revealed his true identity to Eun Hwiryong and him. Normally, news about masters in the Central Plains never reached the remote North Sea, yet he had heard of the Azure Dragon Hero. 

Who would have thought that the famous Azure Dragon Hero, the archenemy of the Blood Cult who reached the pinnacle of the Central Plains at a young age, would actually be the successor to the Ice Moon Goddess? Yerin, you sure raised a remarkable student.

He regarded his old friend's student with a serious expression. 

"I leave the Empress in your care," he said solemnly, then led his allies and the captured Seol Clan martial artists out of the Royal Court.

Almost immediately, an uproar erupted outside the doors.

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword trembled worriedly. [Is it alright not to go with them? If you persuade them to surrender, there will be far less resistance from the Seol Clan.]

Baek Suryong shook his head. "That might be true for now, but everyone will eventually find out that Seol Ryonghwi is a fake."

To avoid unnecessary confusion later, it was best to tackle the situation properly from the beginning. From now on, he would leave it to the people of the North Sea Ice Palace to resolve matters among themselves.

"And besides... that fight over there is far more important," he added, turning his attention back to the blizzard.

Narrowing his eyes, he closely observed Seol Suryeon's movements. The battle between her and Eun Hwiryong was growing increasingly brutal. Right now, the blizzard had intensified to the point that even with the Blood Demon Eyes, he could only vaguely make out the shapes of the two fighters.

"...I'm sure of it now."

Baek Suryong's eyes flashed. Finally, everything clicked into place. He understood why he'd felt a sense of incongruity with Seol Suryeon's martial arts.

It was the New Moon White Ice Dance.

He didn't know how she had learned it. Perhaps the Blood Cult had shared their version of the White Ice Divine Art with her, or perhaps she had mastered it herself after observing their test subjects.

"...You sold Master Eun to the Blood Cult, and yet you have the gall to learn her martial arts?"

Even if it wasn't the full New Moon White Ice Dance, since Seol Suryeon already knew the authentic White Ice Divine Art, she was able to learn at least part of Eun Yerin's unique variation without side effects.

Baek Suryong placed his hand on the hilt of his sword and quietly glared at Seol Suryeon. A wave of pure fury washed over him, sweeping away his distractions and leaving his mind eerily calm and clear.

"Fucking bitch. You'd better pray you die at the hands of the Empress. If it was me... I wouldn't grant you a peaceful death."

[image: sep]


KWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWA!

A fierce arctic gale raged. Snowflakes flew in all directions, each one as sharp as a throwing star. Not even a rock that had stood for a thousand years could withstand such an terrible hailstorm.

"Is this all you can do even with the help of two divine artifacts?"

"You should look at yourself in the mirror, old vixen. Don't you think you're being too arrogant considering how shabby you currently appear?"

The two strongest martial masters of the North Sea glared daggers at each other. Eun Hwiryong's splendid fur robes and Seol Suryeon's magnificent royal gown now lay in tatters, stained with frozen blood. Nevertheless, the two women exuded the same intensity as before.

Their eyes glowing white, they clashed again, dancing in the heart of the blizzard.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWANG!

The battle resembled a clash of celestial gods. Thunder roared each time the two women's enhanced qi collided. With every impact, an icy explosion erupted, and dozens of swirling vortexes surrounded the two.

This was the domain of supreme masters, a space where inferior beings were not permitted to enter.

Still, the two women kept up their war of words.

"Child of the Eun Clan. How pathetic can you be, relying on mere artifacts to face me?"

"No more pathetic than the old vixen of the Seol Clan, that's for sure. I could fill this hall with the elixirs you've consumed at every meal."

Seol Suryeon had more experience and inner qi, but Eun Hwiryong had more refined techniques and a steadfast will. Additionally, the divine artifacts of the North Sea Ice Palace lent her their strength.

CLANG! BOOM!

The Royal Court shook with each explosion. There was no room for distraction for either combatant, as even a momentary lapse in concentration could result in a severed limb.

"Damn it..."

Over time, Seol Suryeon grew increasingly dismayed. Eun Hwiryong was far more powerful than she had realized. She must have been hiding her true strength until now.

This can't be happening.

As if that weren't bad enough, her heightened senses as a supreme master made her aware of her surroundings whether she liked it or not. Familiar presences were disappearing, an indication that many martial artists of the Seol Clan had perished.

"I was so close! So close to obtaining everything...!"

The whites of Seol Suryeon's eyes turned vivid red as the delicate blood vessels inside them burst. She still couldn't believe the situation she was in.

The Jade Throne of the North Sea Ice Palace was right before her. Although she had stepped down from it once before, she had never considered herself to have truly relinquished her power.

I am the queen of this eternal, immutable kingdom!

Eun Hwiryong snorted derisively. "Old vixen of the Seol Clan. Because of your foolish, stubborn obsession, countless people have shed tears of blood. Your sins must be paid in hell!"

"Shut up!"

Knowing that the current Empress was no match for her in close combat, Seol Suryeon thrust her palms at Eun Hwiryong. Nonetheless, Eun Hwiryong did not dodge the attack, instead swinging her sword to meet it.

CLAAAAANG!!!

As expected, Eun Hwiryong was sent stumbling backward by the force of the clash. Sensing an opportunity, Seol Suryeon immediately pressed the attack.

VWOOONG!

At that moment, however, the White Ice Bangle on Eun Hwiryong's left wrist slipped off and sped toward Seol Suryong, revolving so rapidly that it surpassed the sharpness of even the finest hidden weapons.

SWISH!

"KYAAAAAAAK!"

A piercing scream erupted as the White Ice Bangle grazed Seol Suryeon's right eye. In a frenzy, she unleashed the White Ice Divine Palm in all directions and retreated hastily.

Eun Hwiryong smiled triumphantly. This was her trump card.

Seol Suryeon panicked. A waterfall of blood was streaming from her injured eye, but she had lost more than just an eye in that exchange. Due to the characteristics of the White Ice Bangle, intense cold energy seeped through the wound, destroying her optic nerve, penetrating her body, and damaging her internal organs.

"Keuaaaargh! You accursed Eun Clan wench!" she shrieked.

"Kneel and confess your sins to everyone. If you do that, I will allow you to say your last words," Eun Hwiryong said. Despite her bravado, however, her face was as pale as a sheet. She too had sustained severe internal injuries.

"You impertinent bitch...!"

ROAAAAAR!

A vastly more powerful surge of inner qi erupted from Seol Suryeon, whipping her gown about so violently that the fabric seemed on the verge of shredding.

"Enough! I will take your head and annihilate the Eun Clan myself!" Grinning evilly, Seol Suryeon dug out her injured right eye. "I should have wiped out your kind sixty years ago... but it is not too late. I can still do it today."

Eun Hwiryong eyes widened in disbelief. "How do you still have so much strength...?"

This didn't make any sense. Seol Suryeon should have been struggling even to stand properly.

Wait... don't tell me?

"You learned demonic arts? You, who was once Empress of the North Sea Ice Palace? Have you truly sold your pride to the devil?"

"...Who are you to lecture me?"

WHOOSH!

Before Eun Hwiryong knew it, Seol Suryeon's palm strike was bearing down on her heart. She hastily raised the White Ice Divine Sword to block, but couldn't fully fend off the powerful blow.

BOOM! CRASH!

Eun Hwiryong was sent flying over a hundred feet and crashed into a wall. Falling to her knees, she coughed up blood. "Ugh..." 

The blizzard slowly subsided, and Seol Suryeon, her hair disheveled, emerged from it. Blood dripped from the eye socket where she had gouged out her own eye.

"Yes, it's still not too late... I will kill all who oppose me and restore order to the North Sea," she mumbled to herself.

"No, it's already too late," Baek Suryong said firmly, blocking her path.

Seol Suryeon's face contorted like a fearsome demon. White ice qi gathered ominously in her hands. "YOU! Who are you really?!" she screeched.

Seol Ryonghwi's facial muscles distorted and returned to their original state, revealing Baek Suryong's true face. Raising his sword, he aimed it at Seol Suryeon. At the same time, a formidable aura radiated from his whole body.

Smiling coldly, Baek Suryong declared, "Listen well. The one who will send you to hell... is Baek Suryong, the disciple of the Ice Moon Goddess Eun Yerin."

Seol Suryeon's sole remaining eye widened so much it looked as though it would pop out of its socket.


Chapter 358: Shall We Bet?

Although the blood flowing from her empty eye socket froze instantly, the ghastly trail it left behind gave Seol Suryeon the appearance of a blood-soaked demon.

"...Disciple of Eun Yerin?" she whispered in disbelief.

Why is the name of a ghost who died decades ago being mentioned here?

Once upon a time, Eun Yerin was the greatest obstacle to her rise to power. Despite being born with astonishing talent, she was a fool who had no ambition and instead talked about finding happiness with an ordinary man.

She didn't deserve her position, so I got rid of her.

Seol Suryeon wholeheartedly believed that she would be a better Empress for the North Sea Ice Palace than the incompetent Eun Yerin. Therefore, when she received an offer from the Blood Cult, she had picked up her brush without hesitation.

Dear Yerin, I recently heard rumors about the Divine Physician's whereabouts from an acquaintance. Wasn't your lover quite frail and sickly? Perhaps...

She had never regretted it, not even once. Even if she could go back in time, she would make the same choice.

It's been sixty years! How dare this man appear before me, claiming to be Eun Yerin's disciple?

Seol Suryeon glared at the man who had deceived her by pretending to be the son of a Seol Clan runaway. The man who had shattered everything she had painstakingly built over decades. The man who claimed to be her nemesis's disciple.

"What utter nonsense are you spouting!?" she shrieked, releasing a sinister aura. "Eun Yerin died in the Blood Cult's hands! She struggled to escape, but she died in the end. How could she have raised a disciple?!"

"...So you knew everything." Baek Suryong aimed his sword squarely at Seol Suryeon's forehead, a cruel smile playing on his lips. Killing intent burned in his eyes. "Whether you believe me or not doesn't matter. I am Eun Yerin's disciple, and I have come to avenge my master. Seol Suryeon. I will grant you the most miserable death in the world."

"Ahahahaha!" Suddenly, Seol Suryeon burst into maniacal laughter.

Her gaze fell upon the corpses strewn across the floor. Most of them were Seol Clan elders. The entire leadership of her family had been annihilated.

I still can't believe how easily my decades of work came tumbling apart.

Fresh blood poured from her empty eye socket, and berserk qi began to corrode her bone marrow.

"If what you say is true, does that mean that bitch is tormenting me even in death?" she giggled.

There was no need to hide the truth anymore. Seol Suryeon had known for a long time that she had gone mad, consumed by her own ambition.

SHWAAA...

The snowflakes that had settled on the ground floated into the air once more. The blizzard that had ceased began to rage again. The biting winds of the North Sea lashed out in all directions like blades.

"I was so disappointed that I didn't get to kill Eun Yerin with my own hands. No matter. Today, I shall vent that frustration on her disciple!"

Seol Suryeon's body floated into the air. A turbid, grayish aura enveloped her entire body as demonic qi mingled with the frigid energy of her White Ice Divine Art.

[Be careful! Something is very wrong with her! The flow of her qi is extremely rough and bizarre,] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword warned.

Baek Suryong nodded. He recognized Seol Suryeon's demonic art.

The Explosive Blood Demonic Art, huh?

The Explosive Blood Demonic Art was a dangerous demonic art that granted a user immense qi for a short time in exchange for a significant portion of their inner arts and lifespan. It was a martial art that had been all but abandoned even in the Blood Cult.

"Die," Seol Suryeon muttered, waving her hand. 

The enhanced qi that poured from her hand split into three streams, each aiming for a different part of Baek Suryong's body.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

Baek Suryong gritted his teeth against the recoil from the Divine Azure Dragon Sword as he blocked the strikes. Each blow was powerful enough to smash boulders to dust.

She's strong.

Seol Suryeon was wielding enhanced qi like a whip. What began as three strands increased to six, then seven and eight. Soon, Baek Suryong found himself overwhelmed by attacks raining down from all directions.

Baek Suryong's movements became a blur as he continuously parried the attacks.

"Ahahaha! Are you really Eun Yerin's disciple? It looks like you haven't learned anything properly!" Seol Suryeon mocked.

Baek Suryong's eyebrows twitched. "For someone who stole my master's martial arts, you sure are talkative."

He lifted his head sharply, revealing his crimson eyes.

"!!" A momentary opening appeared in Seol Suryeon's attacks.

Baek Suryong didn't hesitate. Leaping into the air, he swung the Divine Azure Dragon Sword at Seol Suryeon's neck.

At that moment, however, Seol Suryeon's lips curled into an uncanny smile. "Those eyes... they're mesmerizing. I shall take them as a trophy."

CRASH!

Baek Suryong was thrown back by a massive shockwave. A look of dismay flashed across his face.

I expected it wouldn't have much effect, but...

Despite the fact that Seol Suryeon had learned a demonic art, the Heaven Defying Divine Art had little effect on her. On one hand, she had mastered the White Ice Divine Art first. On the other , her martial arts were outstanding enough to rival the Ten Supremes.

Nevertheless, Seol Suryeon's eyebrows trembled minutely. "The energy emanating from you is unpleasant. I feel as if you're looking down on me."

KWAKWAKWAKWANG!

At Seol Suryeon's will, the eight scattered strands of enhanced qi gathered into one and descended upon Baek Suryong.

Baek Suryong immediately dodged, but huge craters were gouged into the floor, and stone dust poured down from the ceiling. Due to the repeated impacts, the cracks in the Royal Court's walls spread at a frightening speed. 

"Ahahaha! You run around like a little rat!" Seol Suryeon giggled hysterically, swinging her enhanced qi whip wildly.

Baek Suryong blocked or evaded most of the attacks with movements approaching divine technique. However, it was impossible to get close to Seol Suryeon. The eight strands of enhanced qi created dozens, hundreds of trajectories, each one was as fast as lightning.

Damn it! This is a harder fight than the one with the Poison Demon.

Baek Suryong wiped the blood flowing from his lips with the back of his hand. Seol Suryeon's display of martial might was staggering, especially considering she had lost an eye. A single mistake, a moment's hesitation, could cost him his life.

[It would be best to retreat for now,] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword suggested. Seol Suryeon, a master on par with the Ten Supremes, was fighting by burning her entire life force. To engage her in direct combat was foolish.

Baek Suryong shook his head. [She can't fight like this for much longer.]

[She will collapse on her own even if we do nothing. It is better to retreat.]

"No, there's no need for that," Baek Suryong insisted.

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword trembled. [...Are you up to something again?]

Baek Suryong smirked, but he didn't actually have a plan in mind. 

Sometimes, the simplest method is the right answer.

"I just have to crush her with power," he said. "Hoo..."

Baek Suryong exhaled deeply. For the first time since his life-or-death battle with the Poison Demon, he drew upon the full power of the Heaven Defying Divine Art.

His white hair, dyed by sorcery, could not withstand his heaven-defying energy and began turning red at the tips. He could have controlled the transformation, but he let it be. Right now, he needed every last ounce of his focus.

A destructive force boiled within his body, stronger than ever before.

[Stop! If you draw out any more heaven-defying power, the burden on your body...!]

"Didn't you say that it was okay for me to overexert myself once or twice?"

[I also said that was insurance for an emergency!]

"If this isn't an emergency, then what is? If I back down now, the North Sea Ice Palace will become a wasteland."

PSHHHH...

Baek Suryong's transformation stopped halfway through, leaving his hair half red and half white. The pure white energy of the White Ice Divine Art swirled in his left hand, while the crimson energy of the Heaven Defying Divine Art shimmered on the Divine Azure Dragon Sword in his right.

"What are you muttering to yourself now?" Seol Suryeon cackled as she brought her enhanced qi whip to bear.

Baek Suryong indifferently raised his lowered sword.

CRACK!

Seol Suryeon's wide eyes tinged with bewilderment as all eight strands of her enhanced qi were crushed. Acting on pure instinct, she leaped back.

This is impossible! What on earth did he do?

She hurriedly gathered her internal qi to restore her whips. Once again, eight gray snakes danced around her like guardian spirits.

"Is that all you know how to do?" Baek Suryong taunted.

Behind me! Feeling a chill run down her spine, Seol Suryeon spun around. The eight snakes bared their fangs simultaneously.

SWOOSH!

In an instant, more than half of the snakes were beheaded. Baek Suryong broke through Seol Suryeon's defense and grabbed her right hand with his left.

"Let go of me!" Seol Suryeon screeched, curling her fingers into claws.

Grayish qi sprouted from her fingernails, and her confidence soared. Bare-handed combat was her specialty. Since she was young, she had always preferred fist and palm techniques to weapons.

PABABABAK!

As she traded blows with Baek Suryong, however, Seol Suryeon realized that her techniques were being read with blatant ease. Horror filled her eyes.

"How? My techniques..."

Baek Suryong snorted. "Your techniques? You mean the New Moon White Ice Dance you stole?"

Seol Suryeon might have stolen the New Moon White Ice Dance, but Baek Suryong was the one who had created that martial art alongside the Ice Moon Goddess. As long as he had enough inner qi, he could completely overwhelm Seol Suryeon.

CRACK! CRACKLE!

First, he broke all of Seol Suryeon's fingers.

CRUNCH!

Next, he broke her wrist. 

"Ugh!" Seol Suryeon's face contorted in pain.

Still, Baek Suryong didn't stop. 

CRUSH!

He completely shattered the bones in her left arm.

"KYAAAARGH!" Seol Suryeon screamed, but her eyes glinted viciously. 

Baek Suryong quickly backed away. His instincts were warning him of danger.

BOOOOOM!

Seol Suryeon's left arm exploded as if it were a hidden weapon, sending dozens of bone fragments through the space that Baek Suryong occupied just moments before.

"...Crazy bitch. You detonated your own arm?" he exclaimed.

Seol Suryeon grinned. Sacrificing her arm had bought her time, time to create distance between herself and Baek Suryong.

She glanced toward the unconscious Eun Hwiryong... or more accurately, toward the divine artifacts of the North Sea Ice Palace lying beside the fallen Empress.

That's right. If I had those...!

Eun Hwiryong, her inferior, had fought her to a standstill by borrowing the power of the North Sea's divine artifacts, the White Ice Divine Sword and White Ice Bangles.

I am the true ruler of the North Sea. They will lend me greater power!

Using telekinesis, Seol Suryeon summoned the White Ice Divine Sword and White Ice Bangles toward her.

Baek Suryong chuckled. "Shall we bet? Let's see who those things choose."

Suddenly, the White Ice Divine Sword and the White Ice Bangles stopped in midair. Baek Suryong had initiated a telekinetic tug-of-war.

VWOOONG...!

The divine artifacts trembled for a moment, then slowly began to drift toward Baek Suryong.

Seol Suryeon's eye filled with despair. "Why, why...?!"

She could tell that Baek Suryong wasn't trying particularly hard to draw the artifacts to himself. On the contrary, it was the divine artifacts of the North Sea Ice Palace that were pushing her away and choosing him.

VWOOOOOOOOM! VWOOOOOOOOM! VWOOOOOOOOM!

A divine white light enveloped Baek Suryong. In his left hand, he held the White Ice Divine Sword. On both his wrists, the White Ice Bangles glowed radiantly.

STEP, STEP...

Baek Suryong walked towards the utterly dumbfounded Seol Suryeon and smiled savagely. "One eye, one arm. You still have plenty left to lose, right?"


Chapter 359: What Makes You Any Different from Me?

KWAAAANG!

With a deafening explosion, the main gate of the Seol Clan residence was smashed to pieces. Amidst the flying splinters, Han Songbaek and his entourage stormed the compound.

The Seol Clan members were dumbfounded. This gate had been a symbol of their pride and arrogance, a fortress they had built within the North Sea Ice Palace itself.

"W-What is happening!"

"An attack? But who..."

"Inform the Empress Dowager at once!"

The Seol Clan martial artists milled about in confusion. The timing of the attack could not have been worse, as most of the clan's elders were away attending the grand conference.

As they recognized the intruders, however, they froze. Why were Han Songbaek and the elders of the North Sea, who should have been at the conference hall, here?

"Drop your weapons and get on your knees!" Grand Elder Han Songbaek bellowed, his inner qi imbued voice thundering through the grounds even as his blood-stained beard shook with rage.

"Grand Elder! Do you really think you can get away with this?" A middle-aged man, who appeared to be the most senior among the remaining Seol Clan martial artists, shouted as he stepped forward. "This is treason! When the Empress Dowager returns, she will slaughter every last one of you...!"

BOOOM!

Han Songbaek sent the man crashing through the wall of a nearby building with a single palm strike. He did not rise again.

"Did you say treason? You bastards are the real traitors!" Han Songbaek roared, eyes blazing with killing intent.

For the first time, fear began to dawn in the eyes of the Seol Clan martial artists.

Han Songbaek glared at the opposing martial artists and gave them one last chance. "We have confirmed that several members of the Seol Clan have learned the Blood Cult's demonic arts. The Empress has commanded that they be captured and punished according to the laws of the North Sea. All who bear the Seol name, kneel and receive the Empress's decree!"

"W-What..."

"What do you mean, demonic arts?! Even if our family has a close relationship with the Cult..."

"How absurd! That's slander!"

Most Seol Clan members protested loudly at the mention of demonic arts. Among them, however, a few eyes flickered with unease.

Han Songbaek took note of those who seemed anxious. "You have two choices. Surrender, or die. Those who do not submit to the investigation peacefully will be executed on the spot."

"...!"

Although the Seol Clan had enjoyed unrivaled power for decades, without their leaders, the clan members were helpless against the North Sea Ice Palace's elite, led by the Grand Elder.

THUD! THUD!

One by one, the Seol Clan dropped their weapons and kneeled obediently... except for a few.

"Kill them!" a man shouted, leading a pack of warriors against Han Songbaek. Black demonic qi surged from their bodies.

Unfortunately, they were nothing compared to the elders at the Royal Court. Han Songbaek and the masters following him had little difficulty subduing them.

When he had overpowered all the enemies, Han Songbaek shouted again, "I will say this one last time! Kneel! All who refuse the Empress's command will be executed!"

THUD! THUD! THUD!

Having lost their will to fight, the remaining martial artists of the Seol Clan fell to their knees.

The fight ended just like that. All in all, it took Han Songbaek less than an hour to subdue the Seol Clan.

The Seol Clan martial artists, however, still refused to accept reality.

This humiliation is only temporary. These fools who don't know their place. How dare they, here of all places...!

Why must our family suffer this injustice?

When the Empress Dowager returns, all of you will die!

To those bearing the Seol name, the defeat of the White Ice Empress was unimaginable. They all believed Seol Suryeon would come and save them.

Not far away, however, the very thing they couldn't imagine was taking place.

RUUUMBLE...!

A heavy vibration shook the earth, and a massive shockwave of qi was carried on the wind. 

Everyone's heads turned toward the Royal Court.

"The Royal Court... is collapsing," someone muttered with a dazed expression.

Indeed, the Royal Court of the North Sea Ice Palace, which had stood for centuries, was swaying as if it were about to collapse.

CRACK... CRACKLE...

Cracks spread like spiderwebs across the outer walls in all directions. Within the blink of an eye, they had covered the entire building. 

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWANG!

Finally, the thick walls that had withstood the biting winds of the North Sea fell to the collision of two peerless masters.

Everyone watched in dismay as the building, which held the history of the North Sea Ice Palace, crumbled with a deafening roar.

"Look! There's someone over there!"

From within the dust cloud, a figure shot up into the sky.

The masters immediately enhanced their vision with inner arts. They could vaguely make out a red palace dress fluttering in the wind.

Only one person in the North Sea dressed like that.

"The Empress Dowager!"

"...Seol Suryeon?"

The reactions of the Seol Clan and non-Seol Clan members were strikingly different. While the Seol Clan martial artists glared at their captors defiantly, Han Songbaek and the others visibly flinched.

BOOM!

Another figure shot up above the ruins.

"Who is that?"

"That's not one person, but two! I think one of them is being carried..."

"Don't tell me...?" Han Songbaek's expression darkened.

The Empress... has been defeated.

Baek Suryong quickly landed, laid Eun Hwiryong on the ground, then immediately pursued Seol Suryeon.

WHOOOOSH!

In a flash, the two martial masters disappeared into the plains beyond the North Sea Ice Palace, their speed so great that all the Ice Palace elders could see was a faint afterimage.

"...You must defeat her! No matter what!" Han Songbaek muttered, clenching his fists tightly.

[image: sep]


KWAKWAKWAKWAKWA!

A blizzard raged savagely. This time, though, it was not a scene created by the White Ice Divine Art. It was a force conjured by nature itself.

"Huff... huff..."

How far have I run?

Seol Suryeon had completely lost her sense of direction. Normally, the extreme cold wouldn't have bothered her, but now she was shivering and staggering uncontrollably in the strong wind.

"Kugh..." she groaned.

Her vision was blurry, her left eye glazed over as if covered in frost. She had lost her right eye to Eun Hwiryong and both arms to Baek Suryong. Her legs were barely attached to her body, and she had almost no sensation in them. One foot was missing below the ankle. Despite sealing her acupoints, blood dripped from the wound.

She knew that she was leaving a long trail of bloodstains on the white snow behind her, but she didn't have the energy to care.

THUMP!

Finally, she fell to her knees. She couldn't feel anything below her thighs. 

Seol Suryeon bit her tongue and swallowed the blood. "I won't die like this... I absolutely won't die like this...!"

Right now, all that matters is my own survival. So what if all my blood relatives died? I can just make a new family.

"I am the sky of the North Sea, the true ruler of the North Sea Ice Palace..."

That's right. I can still go to the Blood Cult and ask for their help in taking revenge. I'll tell them everything I saw today and reveal all of the North Sea Ice Palace's weaknesses. If necessary, I'll even hand over the complete formula for the White Ice Divine Art, which they have coveted for so long!

"Baek Suryong, Baek Suryong, Baek Suryong..." Seol Suryeon muttered the name of her enemy ceaselessly to sear it into her memory.

Baek Suryong, the disciple of that loathsome Eun Yerin. She would return someday and repay the humiliation she suffered today, dozens or hundreds of times over. And then she would burn Eun Hwiryong to death, too.

"Kufufu..."

Seol Suryeon pushed herself up again, imagining sweet revenge to endure the pain. Despite her missing foot, she kept moving.

WHISTLE!

Suddenly, she heard a sound like a hummingbird flying by her ear. She knew that sound. It was the sound of the White Ice Bangles, the thing that had cut off her foot, approaching.

She shuddered. In her eyes, the divine artifact that had protected the North Sea for centuries now resembled a monster.

"Go away, go away from me!"

Seol Suryeon tried to run like a frightened animal, but it was impossible for her in her current condition.

CRASH!

Falling to the ground, she whipped her head around. The White Ice Bangles were still pursuing her through the blizzard.

"Go away! I said go away!"

Once upon a time, she had coveted those bangles more than anything. She had been so, so envious when Eun Yerin was selected as princess and received the White Ice Bangles from the former empress.

So envious that she had wanted to kill the bitch right then and there.

However, the two White Ice Bangles closing in on her now looked like Eun Yerin's cold, upturned eyes.

"You ghost from the past! Don't follow me! Why do you torment me even after death?!"

Seol Suryeon kicked snow at the White Ice Bangles with her one good foot, then scrambled back to her feet and hobbled away as fast as she could. When she fell again, she crawled. When she encountered a steep slope, she simply rolled down it.

Before she knew it, the humming of the White Ice Bangles had disappeared.

Have I finally shaken them off?

Seol Suryeon let out a sigh of relief. "Just a little, just a little more..."

A glimmer of hope flickered to life in her eyes. Her body was gradually getting warmer. She must be heading south.

"Did you really think you could escape?" a man's voice rang out.

She looked up. A few dozen steps ahead, a man stood waiting for her, his handsome face so perfect it was as if he had just walked out of a painting. His pure white hair cascaded down, bleeding into a startling crimson at the ends.

"How are you here..." she muttered, despair threatening to consume her.

Baek Suryong grinned maliciously. "Sorry, but I let you go on purpose. How does it feel to regain hope only to lose it again in an instant?"

"Aaaaaaaargh! I'll kill you!" Shrieking like a banshee, Seol Suryeon lunged at Baek Suryong.

Without any arms, however, her attack posed no threat to him.

SLAP!

Baek Suryong slapped Seol Suryeon so hard that she was sent flying, then approached her again. "Are you upset because I deceived you for a few days? Master Eun spent over ten years in a cramped prison, suffering and missing her lover until the moment she died."

"What am I supposed to do about that now? That was sixty years ago!" Seol Suryeon shrieked desperately.

Baek Suryong looked down at her impassively. "Sincerely apologize to Master Eun. If you do, I'll grant you a slightly quicker death than I'd originally planned."

"Apologize...? Me? Ahahahahaha!" Seol Suryeon's crazed laughter echoed through the empty plains. "Yes. I lured Eun Yerin into a trap and sold her out to the Blood Cult. So what?"

Her eyes filled with berserk qi and curses flowed from her one remaining intact organ, her tongue, as she completely abandoned all lingering attachment to life.

"Everyone commits sins while living, and martial artists even more so. Are we not the ones who refine the ways of harming, breaking, and killing others? That is the fate of a martial artist. Yet, you want me to regret my actions now?"

It was absurd sophistry, but Baek Suryong decided to play along for a while, asking, "The fate of a martial artist, you say?"

"What makes you any different from me? Someday, the karmic retribution for the sins you committed in the past will come for you as well."

VWOOOOM!

The White Ice Bangles vibrated fiercely, as if enraged on their master's behalf.

On the contrary, Baek Suryong readily admitted, "...That's probably true. My sins are no less heinous than yours."

He looked down at the dying Seol Suryeon. For an instant, her face overlapped with someone else's in his mind.

Number Two.

The face of his former student, to whom he had taught the White Ice Divine Art, haunted him. In truth, he had been thinking of her constantly since arriving at the North Sea Ice Palace. He couldn't help it.

"I know... my retribution will come for me someday," he whispered.

"It is a pity I will not be there to see it..."

SPLURT!

The White Ice Divine Sword pierced Seol Suryeon's qi center and embedded itself deep in the ice.

Seol Suryeon's face contorted horribly. "...I'll be watching you from hell. Let's see if you can act so high and mighty then..."

Baek Suryong met her gaze indifferently. "At least, I won't run away like you did."

WHOOOOSH!

A desolate wind whipped past him, chilling him to the bone.


Chapter 360: The North Sea Ice Palace's Decision

"Hoo..." Baek Suryong sat cross-legged in his room, circulating his qi to regulate his breathing. 

CRACKLE...

As he meditated, a pure white frost began to creep across the floor, dyeing the entire room white. True to its divine nature, the White Ice Bangles on his wrists were helping their master recover.

Shortly thereafter, Baek Suryong finished meditating and opened his eyes. For a moment, a white light glinted within them before slowly subsiding.

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword, resting on his lap, trembled in relief. [It seems your rampaging energy has finally calmed.]

Baek Suryong smiled and patted the sword's body. "How long was I out?"

[Two whole hours.]

Baek Suryong nodded, though his face was still pale, a testament to the severe internal injuries he had sustained in his fight with Seol Suryeon. 

At that time, he had recklessly drawn upon the Heaven Defying Divine Art while simultaneously activating the White Ice Divine Art to withstand Seol Suryeon's frigid energy. Naturally, a backlash had followed. 

On the first day, he had been bedridden. Only now, on the third day, he was finally able to pull himself together.

[How is your body?]

"I'm pretty much back to normal now," Baek Suryong replied, rising to his feet and gazing into the bronze mirror in his room.

Sharp eyes and a frosty impression. The face of Seol Ryonghwi was still reflected there.

He no longer had any reason to maintain the disguise, but he left it as it was. The sudden appearance of Baek Suryong would only cause greater confusion in the already chaotic North Sea Ice Palace.

Looking at it now, this face does seem to resemble my past self a little.

[You are shameless. I saw your past life, and that face could by no means be called as handsome as this one.]

"...I said the impression we give off is similar, the impression. Also, since when have I allowed you to read my memories as you please?" Looking slightly irritated, Baek Suryong flicked the Divine Azure Dragon Sword with a finger.

Of course, the sword wouldn't feel pain from such an act, but it was the meaning behind the action that mattered.

Sighing, the Divine Azure Dragon Sword adopted a serious tone. [Your body endured this time, but I cannot guarantee it will endure the next.]

"Enough with the nagging. I know my own body best."

[It is precisely because you know it so well that you push it to such a precarious state.]

Baek Suryong shrugged. She was correct, and he didn't deny it. Grabbing the long robe he had left by the bedside, he quickly changed out of his pajamas.

[Where are you going?] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword asked, puzzled.

"My internal injuries are healed, so it's about time I head back to the Azure Dragon Academy. I'll just meet with the Empress first before I go."

[You could rest for a few more days...]

Three days had already passed since Seol Suryeon's death, and the North Sea Ice Palace remained in a state of chaos. The Seol Clan, which had enjoyed immense power for decades, had collapsed overnight, and Seol Suryeon, who had reigned as Empress Dowager, was dead.

The resulting power vacuum and confusion were not something that could be settled in just a few days.

"Greetings, Prince!"

"G-Greetings, Prince!"

"Prince!"

The instant Baek Suryong left his room, the martial artists he encountered all bowed and greeted him with the utmost respect.

He furrowed his brow in displeasure. "I told you I'm not the Prince, so please stop calling me that," he insisted.

"M-My apologies, Prince!"

...They didn't hear a word I said, did they?

The problem seemed to stem from the fact that many people had seen him chasing after the fleeing Seol Suryeon. Even though he tried to explain later that he had merely finished off a severely weakened Seol Suryeon after Eun Hwiryong had already defeated her, no one believed him.

If that wasn't bad enough, the situation was compounded when Eun Hwiryong and Han Songbaek revealed to the entire Palace that he was the student of the Ice Moon Goddess and the owner of the White Ice Bangles. Because of that, many of the Palace's warriors had naturally concluded that only Seol Ryonghwi could be the new Prince.

"No, why am I the Prince? What nonsense."

At first, he had tried his best to deny it every time someone called him 'Prince,' but his words were largely ignored. Ultimately, since it was ridiculous to grab each and every person to explain himself, he eventually just gave up.

[You brought this upon yourself,] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword snickered.

TWANG!

Baek Suryong thumped her with a middle-finger flick.

[I have said it several times, but you need to respect me more...!]

As the two bickered, they arrived at their destination before he knew it. Until recently, this had been Seol Suryeon's chambers, but now it served as Empress Eun Hwiryong's temporary residence in place of the collapsed Royal Court.

"The Prince has arrived!"

"I told you I'm not..." Baek Suryong muttered in defeat, but there was really no getting through to these people.

Sighing, he stepped into the room. The guards tactfully made way for him so that the Empress and the Prince could speak in private.

"Why is everyone so insistent on calling me Prince?" he immediately launched into a complaint, describing the annoyances he had experienced.

"That's because they believe you are qualified for the position," Eun Hwiryong explained, smiling wearily. As Baek Suryong had barely left his room for three days to recuperate, it was understandable that he wouldn't know the various rumors about him circulating within the North Sea Ice Palace.

Baek Suryong groaned. "Even so, isn't this a bit much?"

"It is also true that there is no other suitable title to call you. Now that the Seol Clan has fallen, we cannot treat you as their heir." Eun Hwiryong grinned slyly. "If the title of Prince is too burdensome, how about becoming an Elder or a Warden?"

"That's not great either..." Baek Suryong began, but his voice suddenly trailed off.

On second thought, maybe having some kind of position here wouldn't be so bad?

He asked, "By any chance, is there a fairly high-ranking position that has no responsibilities but allows one to enjoy all the honor and power?"

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword sighed deeply. [Shameless. Truly shameless. You will receive heavenly punishment for your audacity someday...]

[Does it matter? I have a heaven-defying fate anyway. Won't heavenly punishment come for me no matter what I do?]

[......] The Divine Azure Dragon Sword was rendered speechless.

Meanwhile, Baek Suryong looked at Eun Hwiryong and grinned.

Eun Hwiryong stared at him in bewilderment for a moment before nodding. "...The position of Grand Warden, normally occupied by retired rulers, is vacant since Seol Suryeon refused it and called herself the Empress Dowager instead. It's an honorary position with no formal duties, so it will not be a burden to you. You will also be able to command everyone in the Palace except for me. Not that you can't do that right now, even without a formal title..."

Baek Suryong smirked in satisfaction. "Good. Let's go with that."

And so, Baek Suryong became the Grand Warden of the North Sea Ice Palace.

Considering his age, it was an unconventional appointment, but there was no one in the North Sea Ice Palace now who would oppose Eun Hwiryong's decision. Additionally, they decided to forgo a grand appointment ceremony and simply announce it quietly the next day since Baek Suryong didn't want to kick up a fuss.

"By the way, what were you looking at so intently?" Baek Suryong asked, glancing at the documents Eun Hwiryong had been poring over. The words 'Blood Cult' were visible in several places, piquing his interest.

Eun Hwiryong replied, "These are the letters exchanged between Seol Suryeon and the Blood Cult over the past several decades. I found them in a secret passage connected to this room."

After the intense battle, the martial artists of the Seol Clan had initially refused to believe that Seol Suryeon had joined hands with the Blood Cult to lure the Ice Moon Goddess into a trap and stain the North Sea Ice Palace with blood for her own greed. However, as concrete evidence was revealed one after another, they eventually bowed their heads and accepted her crimes.

Eun Hwiryong held up one of the documents. "This is the list of children abducted from our Palace by the Blood Cult thirty-five years ago. Hayeon's name is on this list."

Baek Suryong recognized the name. Eun Hayeon was Eun Hwiryong's younger sister and Yeo Min's biological mother. The fact that her name was written on the list meant that his previous conjecture was correct.

"...I am truly sorry about your sister," he said solemnly.

"I think it's a relief that I found out this way, at least." Eun Hwiryong carefully caressed her sister's name with her finger. "Still, I am glad that she lived long enough to grow up and give birth to a daughter."

"......" Baek Suryong said nothing, giving Eun Hwiryong time to grieve.

Eun Hwiryong looked at Baek Suryong. Her sister was dead, but she had left behind a child at the Azure Dragon Academy, a child who was currently being taught by the man in front of her.

She asked, "Shall we go out for a walk?"

"Sure."

The two went outside and climbed onto the high fortress wall of the North Sea Ice Palace.

WHOOOOSH!

They stood side by side on the fortress wall, silently taking in the white scenery of the North Sea as their hair fluttered wildly in the harsh wind.

Baek Suryong glanced at Eun Hwiryong out of the corner of his eye.

Her internal injuries must be as severe as mine.

Even so, despite having gone through such a tremendous event and almost dying, she stood as solidly as a rock.

Baek Suryong deliberated for a moment, then asked casually, "Empress. Have you considered my proposal?"

"...About forming an alliance with the Murim Alliance?"

"I will not pressure you to accept. The North Sea Ice Palace has suffered great damage from this incident, and I know you need time to manage internal affairs."

Eun Hwiryong sighed. Just thinking about all the things that she needed to do exhausted her. Still, she understood the dire need to prepare for the threat that would come in the near future.

Baek Suryong continued, "The threat of the Blood Cult will continue to loom over the North Sea Ice Palace, especially now that you guys have literally betrayed the Cult. If you form an official alliance with the Murim Alliance, both sides can serve as a sturdy shield for each other."

"......" After a long pause, Eun Hwiryong threw a seemingly unrelated question at Baek Suryong. "What were Seol Suryeon's final moments like?"

"Miserable and desolate. She died in agony in a place no one knows. You should have been able to tell from her dying expression, right?"

Baek Suryong had cut off Seol Suryeon's head and brought it back to the North Sea Ice Palace. Currently, that head was displayed at the main gate of the Seol Clan's domain as a warning about the end of one who sold out the Palace. The name Seol Suryeon would be remembered as a traitor for all eternity.

"...The Blood Cult's envoy did not come on the scheduled date. Instead, this was stuck on the fortress wall." Eun Hwiryong took a piece of paper from her robes and handed it to Baek Suryong. It was a missive written in human blood.

We will leave quietly this time. However, when we come next, it will be with swords.

Baek Suryong's expression hardened. "How did they find out what happened here?"

"A few Seol Clan members escaped during the chaos," Eun Hwiryong explained. "They must have met up with the Blood Cult's envoy."

Her gaze was exceedingly chilling as she looked at the Blood Cult's missive. The Blood Cult's message was clear. With Seol Suryeon dead, they no longer had a reason to cooperate with the North Sea Ice Palace.

"Even though we already shed so much blood for the Cult over the past few decades, those fiends still want more."

CRACKLE! SHATTER!

The missive held in her hand instantly froze, then shattered into pieces.

Letting the ice crystals fly away in the wind, Eun Hwiryong declared, "The North Sea Ice Palace will end its long seclusion and avenge our people. Children of the North Sea!"

As she spoke, her voice grew louder, eventually becoming a shout imbued with inner qi that echoed throughout the entire North Sea Ice Palace.

Gathering her strength, she shouted once more, "Children of the North Sea!"

The startled martial artists of the Ice Palace all looked up at the fortress wall in unison, at the figure of their Empress cloaked in a blizzard.

"I intend to avenge our lost parents and grandparents, sons and daughters, brothers and sisters. I will have the Blood Cult pay us back in blood! Will you follow me?"

"...!!"

"...!!"

Now that all the deeds committed by Seol Suryeon and the Blood Cult had been revealed, rage and hatred filled everyone's hearts. Although it was characteristic of the martial artists of the North Sea Ice Palace to show little emotion, that didn't mean they had no emotions.

On the contrary, the more one restrained and suppressed emotion with cold reason, the hotter it burned when it finally exploded.

"We will follow you!"

"Death to the Blood Cult!"

"Glory to the North Sea Ice Palace!"

The shouts of the martial artists shook the skies of the North Sea again and again.

Eun Hwiryong looked back at Baek Suryong, resolve burning in her eyes. "I accept your proposal to form an alliance with the Murim Alliance."


Chapter 361: I Just Kept Myself Busy

The next day, Baek Suryong had planned to leave the North Sea Ice Palace early, but he found himself unable to step out of the main gate. Before him, gifts brought by the martial artists of the North Sea Ice Palace were piled up like a mountain, blocking his path.

"No... I told you I can't possibly carry this much," he groaned, his expression troubled.

"Thank you for letting me know who my father's true murderer is."

"I will never forget the debt I owe you for healing my daughter."

"It's not much, but please accept my family heirloom..."

Upon hearing that Baek Suryong was leaving, people rushed to express their gratitude, bringing gifts ranging from elixirs and North Sea jewels to fur clothes and dried fish.

[The weather in the North Sea may be cold, but the warmth of its people is second to none.]

[That's easy for you to say. I'm the one who has to carry all this.]

Baek Suryong was grateful, but he refused all the bulky and emotionally burdensome items. Even then, the remaining gifts looked as if they would fill an entire cart.

In the end, he had to acquire a new, enormous backpack that made him look like a great turtle with a massive shell.

"I'm not some traveling peddler..." he sighed, picking up the backpack.

Suppressing a laugh, Eun Hwiryong said, "Please understand. They are doing this because they are extremely grateful to you."

"I understand, but..."

His words trailed off as he looked around. This was the North Sea Ice Palace, Master Eun's homeland. Although she herself had not been particularly fond of this place, there were still many people who remembered her here, including her old friends and relatives.

Their closed-off culture might gradually change as a result of their alliance with the Murim Alliance. Moreover, if Yeo Min becomes the Empress later...

He shook his head. That was too distant a future to consider now.

"I will really be on my way now," he said. "I'll need to hurry if I want to return to the academy before school reopens."

"...Send my regards to my niece."

"Yeo Min will surely be happy to know she has family."

Grinning, Baek Suryong bid a final farewell to the gathered martial artists, then executed his movement arts and dashed off into the distance.

WHOOSH!

In an instant, the North Sea Ice Palace receded behind him. The sounds of thanks, promises to never forget his kindness, and hopes to meet again also quickly faded away.

Unlike when he first arrived, the snowflakes that touched his cheeks no longer felt bitterly cold, but pleasantly cool. 

[The faces of those you left behind looked bright.]

Baek Suryong smiled. "It must be because they regained their freedom after being oppressed by the Seol Clan for so long."

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword trembled in agreement. [...Perhaps a heaven-defying fate is not necessarily a bad thing after all.]

"What are you talking about?"

[Even those with the ability to see the heavenly order cannot read the future of someone with a heaven-defying fate. However, this also means that someone born with such a fate has the power to alter the fates of others. I think watching you do that is very meaningful...]

TWANG!

Baek Suryong flicked the Divine Azure Dragon Sword with his finger. "Enough of that, just cast the distance-shrinking sorcery. I have a long way to go and many stops to make."

[I have said it several times, but you need to respect me more...!]

Baek Suryong retraced the path he had taken to the North Sea Ice Palace. Although he had little time before the start of the school term, he didn't head straight to the Azure Dragon Academy.

First, he headed for the Black Tortoise Academy in Shaanxi , where he found Seol Sinwoo waiting for him, looking haggard.

He briefly explained the events that had transpired at the Ice Palace.

"So it ended that way..." Seol Sinwoo sighed. "I cannot thank you enough for what you did."

"Don't worry about it."

They did not talk for long. Baek Suryong relayed the message that the North Sea Ice Palace had forgiven Seol Sinwoo, after which he made his way to Artist Pung Wol's manor.

"Who... don't tell me?" Geomno's eyebrows twitched. At first, he didn't recognize Baek Suryong's dyed hair and altered appearance, but he soon recognized his aura.

Baek Suryong grinned. "It hasn't been that long, but it feels like it's been ages since we last met. Is Artist Pung Wol inside?"

"Yes, he is, but... he's definitely going to cause an uproar when he sees you..."

STOMP STOMP STOMP STOMP STOMP!

Just then, Artist Pung Wol came running toward them as if his feet were on fire. As Geomno predicted, the moment he saw Baek Suryong, he skidded to a halt, his eyes wide with amazement. "You, your hair color...!"

"Ah, this." Baek Suryong fiddled with his snow-white hair. "I dyed it with sorcery, but I was in a hurry and forgot to change it back. Hang on a moment. I'll ask her to undo it..."

"No! Stop! Don't undo it!" Artist Pung Wol shrieked.

[Chunsam, I see you're as energetic as ever.]

"Who is it!? Who in the world dares call me by that forbidden name...!" Artist Pung Wol glared around with wide eyes, but the moment he sensed a familiar energy emanating from the Divine Azure Dragon Sword at Baek Suryong's waist, his jaw dropped. He stammered, "M-Master?"

[Long time no see, Chunsam.]

"Why are you a sword..."

[This is not a conversation to be had while standing outdoors.]

"But I don't think you can sit down anywhere in that form..."

[Are you teasing me, your master?]

"Ahem!" Coming to his senses with a start, Artist Pung Wol cleared his throat. "For now, come inside, Master. I will escort you."

Baek Suryong relayed what had happened at the North Sea Ice Palace to the two of them.

Unsurprisingly, the two old men were enraged by the full list of Seol Suryeon's atrocities. When they heard that Baek Suryong had cut off Seol Suryeon's head, they clenched their fists in triumph. At the part where he became the Grand Warden of the North Sea Ice Palace, they both stared at him, dumbfounded.

"How on earth did you accomplish so much in such a short time?"

"...It's hard to believe, but since it's you saying it, it must all be true."

The three talked for a while, but when Artist Pung Wol suggested he stay the night, Baek Suryong shook his head.

"My apologies, but I must leave. There is one more place I need to stop by before I return to the academy."

"No! At least have a meal before you go."

"I suppose that's fine..."

Artist Pung Wol's expression was strangely desperate, but Baek Suryong happened to be hungry, so he decided to eat before leaving.

When everyone sat down at the dining table laden with a feast, however, Artist Pung Wol picked up a brush instead of chopsticks.

"...What are you doing?" Geomno asked.

"Don't mind me, just eat your food..."

Geomno snatched the brush from Artist Pung Wol's hand. "You damn punk. What are you doing at the dinner table, making our guest uncomfortable?"

Artist Pung Wol instantly threw a tantrum like a child whose candy was taken away. "Give me back my brush, you old bastard! Look at that white hair! That beautiful white hair! How can I not paint after seeing this?!"

"How old are you? Have some self-control...!"

[Chunsam, I did not teach you to be so shameless...]

In the end, Baek Suryong could only leave after Artist Pung Wol had completed a painting of him with white hair.

"Well then, I'll see you again someday."

"Travel safely! And take good care of that face!"

After leaving Shaanxi, Baek Suryong arrived in Wuhan, Hubei, home of the Murim Alliance. This time, he made sure to change his hair color back to normal.

"I am Baek Suryong, Chief Instructor of the Murim Alliance," he said to the gate guard, revealing his identity as soon as he entered the city and showing them the alliance member token that Ryu Seol had issued him before he left.

The eyes of the gate guards immediately widened.

"T-The Azure Dragon Hero?"

Unknown to Baek Suryong, while he traveled around Shaanxi and the North Sea Ice Palace, the Azure Dragon Hero's fame had skyrocketed in Wuhan.

"The Azure Dragon Hero?"

"You mean the Azure Dragon Hero who killed two Blood Cult Elders?"

"Those who have seen him in person also call him the Handsome Divine Dragon..."

"Whew! No wonder I thought he looked extraordinary from afar."

The murmuring grew even louder once Baek Suryong entered the city proper. Before he knew it, news of his arrival had spread like wildfire.

"Azure Dragon Hero! I wish to request a duel!"

"I wish to invite you to my family's home. Please grant me the honor of a chat..."

"I adore you!"

Overwhelmed by the enormous amount of attention pouring in from all directions, Baek Suryong used his movement arts to flee and leaped onto the tallest nearby building.

"It wasn't this bad before..." he muttered to himself, cold sweat dripping down his back.

He glared daggers at the main cause of his predicament, the culprits who had spread the news about his arrival. As expected, it was the Beggars' Gang.

"The Brother of Beggars, the Azure Dragon Hero has returned to Wuhan!"

"The hero who saved the Murim Alliance! The man who shares his rice bowl and blanket with the beggars!"

"Honorary Beggar Baek! Honorary Beggar Baek!"

...Should I take that as an insult or a compliment?

Baek Suryong trembled with rage as he stared at the beggars who were running all over the neighborhood, spreading all sorts of rumors about him.

"Fucking beggar bastards..."

[Aren't they your brothers?]

"Don't you dare say that again."

Sighing, Baek Suryong headed for the Murim Alliance headquarters. Countless martial artists were searching for him with fiery determination, but fortunately, no one could keep up with him.

WHOOSH!

Soon, he landed in front of the Murim Alliance main gate.

Looking a little nervous, the guards greeted him in unison, ""Greetings, Chief Instructor!""

Since he had a history of breaking down the gate, they had thoroughly memorized the Azure Dragon Hero's face in order to prevent another tragedy.

Baek Suryong walked past the highly disciplined guards and entered the Murim Alliance... only to run into a certain someone.

"...Baek Suryong."

"Namgung Su?"

Baek Suryong's eyes widened. Sharp eyes and a cool impression, check. An indifferent voice with almost no change in pitch, check. Though he had used Namgung Su as a reference when acting as Seol Ryonghwi, the original was indeed different.

"Why are you still here?" he asked incredulously. "Didn't you go to the Namgung Estate?"

"...I took Mimi home and then came back here."

"Why? Don't tell me... did you want to go back with me?"

Namgung Su's eyebrows twitched. "No way in hell. I came here to request the teachings of Master Jaegal Seon, the Thunder Dragon Swordsman."

Baek Suryong immediately understood. Jaegal Seon, the head of the Jaegal Clan, was a famous master of lightning arts. It seemed that Namgung Su had been further developing his Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique by learning from the old master during the vacation.

Still, he asked, "But why are you at the Murim Alliance and not the Jaegal Clan?"

"The Murim Alliance requested that I instruct their members, so I have been teaching them for two hours a day."

Baek Suryong glanced behind Namgung Su. Indeed, there were martial artists sprawled out in exhaustion all over the training yard. "I guess an instructor is an instructor no matter where they are, huh..."

"By the way, what's with your appearance?" Namgung Su demanded, frowning at the sight of Baek Suryong's giant turtle shell-like backpack. "Did you start a side business as a peddler?"

"...It's a long story, so I'll tell you all about it later. For now, I have to deliver an important letter to the Murim Alliance leaders."

Namgung Su nodded and stepped aside. "Fine. There will be plenty of time to talk on the way back anyway."

The way back? Isn't that the same as saying that we're traveling back to school together?

Baek Suryong looked at Namgung Su uncomfortably. He didn't particularly dislike the idea, but traveling with Namgung Su was weirdly stressful, to say the least.

"Miss Jaegal Soyeong will be going with us too," Namgung Su added.

"Oh, phew... Alright, I'll see you later."

Leaving Namgung Su behind, Baek Suryong made a beeline for the Chairman's office, planning to meet Acting Chairman Ryu Seol and deliver the letter from the North Sea Ice Palace.

However, a second unexpected person was waiting for him there.

"Wahahaha! Look who it is! If it isn't the hero of the murim who goes around cutting the throats of Blood Cult members wherever he meets them!"

The man with the strongest fists in the world, the Fist King Yayul Hwang, welcomed Baek Suryong with a broad grin, while Ryu Seol stood sullenly behind him and gave Baek Suryong a simple nod in greeting.

Baek Suryong tilted his head in confusion. "Chairman? You've returned?"

"Yes, I finished my tour a few days ago. Take a seat. It seems we have much to talk about."

Baek Suryong sat down in the seat Yayul Hwang offered.

Yayul Hwang regarded him with a strange glint in his eyes. "Hmm... Every time I see you, you're stronger than you were before. Now, it's not just a matter of the last rank..."

Baek Suryong widened his eyes in horror. "Please watch what you say. Do you know how much I've suffered because of one thoughtless word from you, Chairman?"

This damn old man! So many flies are already buzzing around me as it is. Does he want to make it worse?

Yayul Hwang chuckled, "Okay, I'll hold back. Anyway, there must be a reason you've returned to the Murim Alliance. I assume you have news from the Black Tortoise Academy?"

"More than that." Grinning from ear to ear, Baek Suryong delivered his message.

As expected, the news he brought was enough to shock even the sly Murim Alliance Chairman.

"What? The supposedly closed-off North Sea Ice Palace was actually in contact with the Blood Cult for decades?!"

"The North Sea Ice Palace has ended its seclusion?"

"They want to form an alliance with us?!"

The Murim Alliance Chairman Yayul Hwang shot up from his seat and stared at Baek Suryong with a flabbergasted expression. "You, how on earth did you manage to cause so much chaos in such a short time?"

BOOM!

Baek Suryong set down his heavy backpack on the floor. "It's nothing much. I've just been running around and keeping myself busy."


Chapter 362: Why Is It So Noisy?

By the time Baek Suryong finished his story and rose from his seat, the view outside the window had grown quite dark.

"Are you planning to leave right away?" Yayul Hwang asked, still looking a little lost from the shock of hearing so many unbelievable things in just a few minutes.

"Yes."

"Stay for dinner, at least. We have more to discuss..."

Baek Suryong shook his head firmly. "I agreed to a similar request just recently and ended up being held up for several hours. All the information about the proposed alliance is in the letter I gave you. If you have any further questions, please direct them to the North Sea Ice Palace yourself."

"But I'm the Murim Alliance Chairman..."

"Well then, Chairman, will you teach my classes at the Azure Dragon Academy in my stead?"

"Ugh..." Yayul Hwang wanted to smack Baek Suryong for the infuriatingly clever reply, but he couldn't bring himself to do it. The achievement of preventing an alliance between the North Sea Ice Palace and the Blood Cult, and instead eliciting an alliance proposal from them, was more than enough for Baek Suryong to be hailed as a hero of the entire murim.

In the end, he muttered, "...I've lost count of how many times you've thwarted the Blood Cult. At this point, I'm starting to wonder if you had a feud with them in your previous life."

"I suppose so. It must be a fateful feud from my previous life," Baek Suryong replied with a smirk. Yayul Hwang had hit the bullseye, but the old man didn't need to know that.

He got up to leave. Ryu Seol escorted him to the main gate of the Murim Alliance, while Yayul Hwang summoned his Chief Strategist for an emergency meeting.

"...So, what was it like after the Chairman returned?" Baek Suryong asked Ryu Seol as they walked.

Ryu Seol groaned. "Don't even ask. The moment that old geezer came back, he raised such hell that I thought I would lose all my hair from stress."

Baek Suryong chuckled. Now that they were away from Yayul Hwang's office, Ryu Seol didn't hesitate to vent. Her free-spirited and rough manner of speech was the same as ever, and her Demonic Eye of Illusions was once again covered by an eyepatch.

"So... what happened to Moyong Jun?" he asked, curious.

"......" Ryu Seol fell silent.

Baek Suryong waited for her to compose herself. He had deliberately not asked about Moyong Jun in front of Yayul Hwang, who loathed the Blood Cult more than anyone else. With the old man's fiery temper, he would have flown into a violent rage the moment he returned and found out that a Murim Alliance lieutenant had betrayed them to the Cult.

In the worst-case scenario, Yayul Hwang may have crippled Moyong Jun's qi center, severed the tendons in his limbs, and thrown him in prison.

Fortunately, from Ryu Seol's calm expression, it seemed things had worked out better than he thought.

Sighing softly, Ryu Seol said, "He was demoted to the rank of a common martial artist, and he's to serve in the army without rank if a war breaks out. The Chairman was furious, but he went easy on him after hearing that you personally pleaded for leniency."

"That's a relief."

Of course, before that, Moyong Jun had already been beaten half to death by Yayul Hwang's fists. He had only survived because Ryu Seol fought vehemently to protect him, despite the risk of being charged with insubordination.

"...Even if he had been crippled, I was just going to take him as my attendant and look after him for the rest of my life. Isn't the bastard lucky to have such good friends?"

Baek Suryong grinned playfully. Hearing her talk about Moyong Jun reminded him of Master Eun and Moon Yul. "Be sure to send me your wedding invitation. I'll definitely be there!"

Ryu Seol immediately choked. "Cough! W-What the hell are you saying?"

"Hahaha!"

Finally, they reached the main gate of the Murim Alliance, and Baek Suryong parted with Ryu Seol. This time, he headed for the Jaegal Estate.

There, two familiar faces were waiting for him.

"Oppa!" Jaegal Soyeong greeted merrily.

"...You're here," Namgung Su said as indifferently as ever.

As was polite for a guest, Baek Suryong went to greet the Jaegal Patriarch. Afterwards, the three sat down with some wine, catching up after their time apart.

"Did you really go all the way to the North Sea Ice Palace?"

"You certainly roamed around a lot."

The stories each of them had piled up over several months were more than enough to last through the night.

Baek Suryong smirked faintly as he refilled Namgung Su and Jaegal Soyeong's wine cups.

They've both grown stronger. It appears that they also managed to spend their time productively.

Seeing his colleagues naturally made him think of his students.

"I miss the Azure Dragon Academy brats," he remarked.

"Me too! I can't wait to start teaching again soon!" Jaegal Soyeong said excitedly.

Namgung Su nodded. "I wonder if they've finished the holiday homework I assigned them."

Early the next morning, the trio set off toward the Azure Dragon Academy.

[image: sep]


For the past few days, Yeo Min would turn her head towards the main gate whenever she sensed a presence outside.

Did someone come back?

Whenever she went out to check, however, she mostly found loiterers or challengers who had come after hearing about the Azure Dragon Hero.

"Mr. Baek isn't here."

"Hey, just a moment..."

SLAM!

Fortunately, she was strong enough to take down most challengers on her own. On the rare occasion an unmanageable nuisance came looking, she would go to Mae Geuklyom, and he would quickly come and chase them away. When Seo Ri'ae was around, she too would help take care of the troublemakers.

Today, however, no one was around.

Yeo Min stared at the main gate, sulking. "The new school semester starts the day after tomorrow, so why is no one back yet?"

The joy of living alone in a spacious house had lasted only for the first few days. The White Dragon Manor was simply too quiet and desolate.

Of course, she was busy training for most of the day, but in the evenings after even Seo Ri'ae had left, she had developed the habit of eating dinner alone while staring blankly out the gates.

"...Don't tell me those idiots don't know when school reopens?"

It was entirely possible. There were two men whose brains were made of muscles, an innocent boy who knew nothing but the sword, and a brainless idiot. It wouldn't be strange if they had all become so absorbed in their training that they forgot the start date.

"Nah, but surely... they can't be that stupid, can they?"

Yeo Min's faith in her seniors and juniors wavered.

KNOCK KNOCK!

Hearing someone knock on the gates, Yeo Min immediately kicked off the ground, executing her movement arts at top speed. The presence outside was a familiar one.

WHOOSH!

Her pure white hair fluttered in the wind. With movement arts that had improved by leaps and bounds compared to before the vacation, she arrived at the gate in an instant and threw it open without hesitation.

"Gehahahaha! Have you been well?!"

A giant with slicked-back hair, dressed in silk clothes that were expensive at a glance, waved at her. Having eaten well during the vacation, Geo Sangwoong seemed to have gotten even bigger. It wasn't that he was flabby, however. His entire body looked as solid as a large rock.

"What, it was just you, Senior Sangwoong?"

"How could you look so disappointed at my arrival, Junior? You've hurt your senior's feelings, you know?" 

Contrary to his words, however, Geo Sangwoong grinned and strode into the White Dragon Manor. 

After looking around, though, he asked Yeo Min with a puzzled face, "Am I the only one back? The new school semester starts the day after tomorrow. What are those bastards thinking...?"

Geo Sangwoong sighed, stroking his smooth, beardless chin. Ever since Tang Soso had forcibly shaved him and dressed him up during the first-semester finals, he had taken a liking to the clean-shaven look and maintained it.

In Yeo Min's eyes, however, he was nothing more than a fat wannabe pretty boy with zero market demand. "Senior, you look exactly like a nouveau riche who just returned to his hometown to show off."

"Gehahaha! That's because you don't yet know the charm of a man like me."

"...I don't think that's the issue here."

"Have you had dinner?"

Yeo Min shook her head. "Not yet. Have you?"

Geo Sangwoong held out a food basket and grinned. "I thought so, so I brought some food from home. Let's eat together!"

Yeo Min's eyes lit up with delight. She had wondered where that mouth-watering smell was coming from.

The two happily shared the meal that Geo Sangwoong had brought and caught up on their time apart. With just one person added to the mix, life was brought back to the White Dragon Manor.

"What did you do during the vacation?" Yeo Min asked.

"My father took me with him on a trading caravan. He dragged me along, saying that jianghu experience is also important for becoming a merchant. We even ran into bandits a few times..."

Geo Sangwoong vividly recounted the story of his journey with his father, the Golden Dragon Chairman. They had gone on a journey while deliberately hiding that they were the Golden Dragon Trading Company and almost died at the hands of bandits.

Yeo Min laughed. It seemed that Geo Sangwoong had also gone through quite a lot during his vacation.

After talking about himself, Geo Sangwoong asked Yeo Min, "By the way, I'm impressed at how much stronger you've gotten. I was honestly a bit surprised when I saw you earlier."

Yeo Min smiled mysteriously. "I started learning ice arts seriously. Turns out, I have quite the talent for it."

"Oho..."

As the two were catching up, another person—no, one person and one animal—entered the White Dragon Manor.

"Nyaaah!" A white furball leaped over the wall and plummeted towards the two with the speed of a hidden weapon.

WHOOSH!

A little Silver Tiger leaped onto the dinner table and earnestly chomped on a large piece of meat with its small teeth.

"It's the Silver Tiger!"

"This fellow. Seems like he's grown a little?"

Their eyes were filled with delight as they eagerly stroked the Silver Tiger's head and back.

The Silver Tiger lifted its head, puffed out its chest proudly, and roared, "KYAOOOOH!"

Ya Suhyeok walked over, rolling his eyes. "Seniors, how is it that you see that tiny furball but not me?"

Only then did the two notice Ya Suhyeok.

Geo Sangwoong clicked his tongue as he regarded the tanned Ya Suhyeok. The boy had grown even bigger since he last saw him. "Hey, Suhyeok. How did you get even darker?"

"I got darker because I was running around the mountains all day. Why did you get paler, Senior? Did you slack off on your training?"

"I mostly trained indoors, and even while I was traveling, I made sure to wear a bamboo hat so my skin wouldn't tan. These days, men need to take care of their skin too."

"What's this about a man taking care of his skin..."

Sitting opposite Geo Sangwoong, Ya Suhyeok grabbed a piece of meat from the table with his bare hands and ate it, his actions a perfect mirror of the Silver Tiger, a beast.

WHACK!

Yeo Min struck the back of Ya Suhyeok's hand with her folding fan and narrowed her eyes. "Use chopsticks, you barbarian. How was your vacation?"

Ya Suhyeok shook his head as if the mere memory was dreadful. "...All I did was train like hell in the mountains. My Hyung-nims kept pestering, asking me to do this and that for them. Those guys, they live for the fun of tormenting me."

Although his vacation plan was simple, the effects of his training were evident. His already muscular body now had even more well-defined muscles.

"Right. My adoptive father said he'd like to invite you seniors and the teacher over sometime," Ya Suhyeok added absentmindedly.

The two seniors' eyes widened in shock.

"You do know we're from the orthodox sects, right? Is it really okay for us to just visit the Viridian Forest Bandits' fortress?"

"...But are we really orthodox?"

"Well, on the surface at least..."

The three immediately went into an identity crisis.

KNOCK KNOCK!

Wiji Cheon was the next to show up. His condition, however, was a little strange.

"...Seniors. It has been a long time."

The three seniors stared blankly at Wiji Cheon. He wore a red headband on his forehead, and his eyes were sharply upturned. His steps were disciplined, his voice was authoritarian, and he was acting... like an instructor?

"Cheon, what's wrong with you?"

"Did you eat something bad?"

"Did you suddenly hit puberty or something?"

Unfortunately, the White Dragon Manor family was not one to be cowed so easily. They rushed at their youngest junior, their eyes sparkling like siblings who had just discovered that their youngest brother was going through a rebellious phase.

Geo Sangwoong and Yeo Min pinched Wiji Cheon's cheeks like they were mochi, while Ya Suhyeok yanked off his red headband.

"W-Why are you doing this?!" Wiji Cheon cried, flustered.

Sadly, no matter how hard he tried to resist or how much of a crane among chickens he was, three against one was too much. In the end, Wiji Cheon returned to his original self.

"S-Stop! I'm sorry! I'll stop! Ahaha! That tickles! I surrender! I surrender!"

Freed from his over-immersion in his teaching role, Wiji Cheon reverted to being a shy, timid boy and recounted his experience at the SRS training camp.

"What? You were a swordsmanship instructor?"

"Puhahaha!"

"Are those kids okay?"

The White Dragon Manor quickly became boisterous with laughter. Despite not having seen each other for several months, they lost track of time as they chatted and shared stories.

Suddenly, they felt a presence rushing toward them from afar. Recognizing the aura, everyone sighed in unison.

"That bastard. Does he have to make a huge scene out of his arrival?"

"He's practically announcing his presence to the world."

"Should we jump him the moment he enters?"

"Let's see what he's planning to do first."

BOOM!

A figure shot up from outside the wall, kicked off of it, and explosively leaped up again. Performing a somersault in midair, he landed lightly on the roof of the tallest pavilion of the White Dragon Manor.

It was a young man. Standing on tiptoes with his hands clasped behind his back like a master, his hair, which had grown a little longer over the vacation, fluttered in the cool night wind.

With a flourish, Hyonwon Kang announced, "I, the pride of the Hyonwon Clan, Sky Sundering Blade Hyonwon Kang, have returned from vacation."

ZOOOOOM!

Immediately, pebbles rained down on him, accompanied by jeers and criticisms.

"What bullshit is this!?"

"You are shameless."

"It's embarrassing, so get down from there right now!"

Leaping lightly to the ground, Hyonwon Kang grinned as he approached his seniors and juniors.

Everyone sighed. With each passing day, this idiot's shamelessness was growing increasingly reminiscent of his teacher's.

"How's everyone been? Am I the last one here?" Hyonwon Kang asked.

With his arrival, all of the White Dragon Manor students had gathered.

"It seems everyone has returned," a familiar voice remarked.

Everyone shot up from their seats and looked toward the manor entrance.

""Headmaster!""

Mae Geuklyom looked over the students one by one, his eyes glittering with a peculiar light. "Good. It seems none of you have spent your vacation in vain."

Even considering that he was used to seeing young martial artists improve daily, the students of the White Dragon Manor had improved tremendously.

They have made what they learned their own.

He nodded approvingly. Vacation was not simply a period of rest. It was a time to look back on what one learned during the semester in one's own time, to ruminate on it, and to make it completely one's own.

In his eyes, these children had spent their vacation to the fullest.

"Uh, Headmaster... I know that it's late now, but may I request a duel?" Wiji Cheon asked gingerly.

"...Very well."

The old man and the boy, both of whom loved the sword, clashed under the moonlit sky.

Seeing this motivated the other students as well.

"Shall we have a go after so long?"

"Senior. A match, please."

Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok pitted their trained bodies against each other, while Yeo Min and Hyonwon Kang faced off with their finely honed skills.

The nighttime White Dragon Manor came alive with the sound of footwork and clashing weapons.

Suddenly, a man's voice rang out, "Why is it so noisy this late at night... Oh?"

"...!!"

Everyone immediately paused mid-movement and whipped their heads around in unison.

""Mr. Baek!""

The students dashed toward Baek Suryong, grinning brightly. Behind them, Mae Geuklyom smiled warmly.

Baek Suryong smiled back at them.

"I'm home," he said.

He had finally returned to where he belonged.


Chapter 363: I Have a Gift For You

The lights of the White Dragon Manor did not go out until late into the night.

Reunited with Baek Suryong after a long time, the students chattered away without rest. They talked endlessly about the training they did during the vacation, what had happened, who they met, and where they had been.

Hyonwon Kang spun a heroic tale, "Our clan held a banquet, and can you believe it? That bastard Peng Sahyuk showed up! So I told him, 'Hey, Peng Sahyuk. Stop acting up and get lost quietly.' And then that bastard got scared of me and..."

A chorus of jeers erupted from the students.

"That's an obvious lie."

"If you're going to lie, at least do it properly."

"We enjoyed the story from your imagination, Senior."

"But it's true! Okay, maybe I just added a little seasoning..."

Baek Suryong sat back, planning to listen quietly to his students' stories. Unfortunately, they wouldn't leave him alone. They had all heard the rumors about the Azure Dragon Hero's deeds, even from far away.

And so, the students teased their teacher with mischievous smirks on their faces.

"Mr. Baek, is it true you caught a Blood Cult spy at the Murim Alliance?"

"Did you really save the poisoned Beggars' Gang Chief?"

"I heard the beggars bring you the rice they collect every day to repay your kindness..."

"At this point, aren't you literally the Beggar King?"

"I heard that in the Beggars' Gang, they secretly call him the Azure Dragon Divine Beggar."

Hyonwon Kang's eyes glittered like a predator stalking its prey. "Fufufu, Mr. Baek..."

Baek Suryong's insult sensor went off. Before Hyonwon Kang could finish his sentence, he sighed, "Here we go again..."

SMACK!

The Black Dragon Pointer crashed down upon Hyonwon Kang's head with the force of a mighty thunderbolt.

"Oww! Why did you hit me! No, why did you only hit me!" Hyonwon Kang protested, clutching his head in pain.

Baek Suryong looked at him incredulously. "Because you are the most satisfying one to hit, obviously."

"...Argh, I've had it with you! Everyone! It's time for Beat Up Baek Suryong Formation Number 158! Let's show him the results of our training!" Hyonwon Kang roared.

Unfortunately, no one joined him. The result was all too obvious.

BASH! WHACK! THWACK! THUD!

A short while later, a battered Hyonwon Kang lay spread-eagled on the floor, groaning, "So close... I could have landed a hit this time..."

Sighing, Yeo Min used her folding fan to dust off Hyonwon Kang. "What are you talking about? You couldn't even make Mr. Baek move a single step from where he stood."

"Oh, right! Hey, Min." Suddenly remembering something, Baek Suryong took a bundle out of his enormous backpack and handed it to Yeo Min with a grin. "This is a gift from your aunt."

"...My aunt?"

Nodding, Baek Suryong told the students the story of his trip to the North Sea Ice Palace.

Everyone's eyes grew wider and wider as he talked.

"Senior Yeo Min's mother was from the North Sea Ice Palace?"

"Congrats on finding your family!"

"Phew! To think that you were a descendant of such a great family."

Everyone sincerely congratulated Yeo Min on finding her family.

Yeo Min stared at Eun Hwiryong's gift in disbelief. Inside the bundle were elixirs useful for learning ice arts, a handwritten letter, and items found only in the North Sea.

She muttered, "Actually, I heard from Madam Seo Ri'ae that my mom might be from the North Sea Ice Palace, but since my mom never talked about it, I thought I didn't have any family..."

Baek Suryong grinned. Yeo Min's white hair, the same as the many martial artists he had seen in the North Sea Ice Palace, swayed lightly in the wind.

The moment those North Sea guys see Yeo Min, no one will be able to deny her lineage.

"I told the Empress I would send you there after this semester ends, but if you want to go to the North Sea before then... you may do so," he added.

He had no intention of stopping Yeo Min even if she said she wanted to go to the North Sea Ice Palace right away. No matter how important the Heavenly Martial Festival was, it couldn't take precedence over family.

However, Yeo Min shook her head firmly. "No. I'll go there after the Heavenly Martial Festival. I'll win with my head held high, then go to my aunt and brag to my heart's content."

Even after learning from Seo Ri'ae that her mother was from the North Sea Ice Palace, she hadn't changed her mind. Then and now, her decision remained firm.

Everyone's expressions lit up with excitement.

Only Hyonwon Kang furrowed his brows, muttering under his breath, "The North Sea Ice Palace..."

It was good that Yeo Min had found her hometown, but wasn't the North Sea Ice Palace too far from the Hyonwon Clan?

He asked hesitantly, "When you graduate, are you going to live at the North Sea Ice Palace?"

"Who knows? I haven't even been there yet," Yeo Min replied, shrugging.

"Kgh..." Hyonwon Kang pouted like a lost puppy.

Ignoring him, Baek Suryong asked Yeo Min, "Where is Madam Seo Ri'ae?"

"She comes every morning, so you'll probably see her at dawn."

"I see. I'll deliver the good news to her then." Baek Suryong nodded. He hadn't forgotten to ask the North Sea Ice Palace to pardon Seo Ri'ae, allowing her to return if she wished.

As they talked, an hour passed in a flash, and it was time for bed. All the students looked like they wanted to play more, but after Baek Suryong tapped his palm a few times with his Black Dragon Pointer and grinned, their complaints vanished.

"Morning training resumes tomorrow. Think you can handle it?"

"W-We're going to bed now!"

"Guess the heartwarming reunion is over..."

Terrified, the students hurriedly returned to their rooms.

Baek Suryong did the same and briefly organized his belongings.

[They are good children,] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword suddenly remarked.

[Yeah, they are.]

Until now, Baek Suryong had deliberately kept the matter of the Divine Azure Dragon Sword hidden. He hadn't told his students or Namgung Su and Jaegal Soyeong, who had traveled with him from Wuhan. 

After all, if he explained why the Dark Heaven Goddess resided in his sword, the truth about his heaven-defying fate would come out. He didn't want anyone else to know about that yet.

He pulled out the most precious item in his backpack, a long wooden box. He had wanted to give it to Mae Geuklyom earlier, but shortly after his return, his grandfather had left the White Dragon Manor so that he and the students could chat comfortably.

[It is late. Would it not be fine to give it to him tomorrow?]

"Shall we bet? I don't think that old man is asleep yet."

Smirking faintly, Baek Suryong left the White Dragon Manor and headed for Mae Geuklyom's residence at the Azure Dragon Academy. As expected, the lamps in the old man's house were still lit.

Baek Suryong knocked on the door. "Grandpa! It's me, Suryong."

"Come in."

Baek Suryong opened the door and entered to find Mae Geuklyom sitting in his pajamas.

"Why come all this way so late at night?" Mae Geuklyom asked. "We'll see each other tomorrow anyway."

"Did I wake you up?"

"...So what if you did? What's done can't be undone. Since you're here, let's talk for a bit."

Baek Suryong nodded, but he knew Mae Geuklyom hadn't been sleeping.

What a dishonest old man. There's no way someone who was sleeping would have a neatly folded blanket.

"How was your vacation? I heard many rumors about you," Mae Geuklyom began.

Baek Suryong told him about his adventures over tea.

Suddenly though, Mae Geuklyom put down his teacup and stared at his grandson's face, frowning. "You seem to have lost some weight."

"Pardon? I haven't really noticed..."

Mae Geuklyom reached out and grabbed Baek Suryong's arm. "Have you been eating properly? Did you take the medicinal herbs I gave you before you left?"

"About that..."

"You punk! I knew it. You haven't been eating properly. You think you'll be healthy forever just because you're young?!" 

Mae Geuklyom sighed deeply. He was constantly worried about his grandson, who seemed to be a bit of a workaholic. To make matters worse, he often saw his sickly daughter's face superimposed on his grandson's.

"Your parents loved playing around and having fun. Just who do you take after? You work yourself too hard!"

"...Could it be that I take after you, Grandpa?"

Mae Geuklyom laughed. "Hah! Look at this smooth talker."

Smirking, Baek Suryong handed his grandfather the wooden box. "Actually, I have a gift for you."

"A gift? You didn't have to..." Mae Geuklyom grumbled, but he opened the wooden box regardless. Inside was a neatly rolled and tied hanging scroll. "What's this?"

"Please unroll it."

"......"

Mae Geuklyom unfolded the scroll as requested, but as soon as he saw its contents, his breath caught.

A single moment stretched into an eternity.

Three people were depicted on the canvas, but his eyes were inexplicably drawn to the one young woman's face.

His hands trembled, and his breathing became so erratic that he sounded like he was hyperventilating. Although this reaction was unbecoming of a martial artist of his caliber, he was that emotionally rattled.

Right now, in this moment, Mae Geuklyom was so defenseless he couldn't have blocked a child's fist.

"......"

There, on the canvas, was his daughter's smiling face. A face he hadn't seen in thirty years. A face he had never forgotten, not even once in his dreams.

"H-How... did you get this?" he choked.

"I met a painter named Pung Wol in Shaanxi," Baek Suryong replied.

He calmly recounted his meeting with Artist Pung Wol and how he had seen a painting of his parents in their youth hanging there. He also told the story of how his mother once barged into Artist Pung Wol's manor late at night.

"She apparently just strolled in during the wee hours of the night and demanded he paint her, can you believe it?"

Mae Geuklyom chuckled bitterly. "...If it was that child, she was more than capable of doing something like that. She was such a troublemaker when she was young, she went around putting bumps on the heads of all the boys her age."

Baek Suryong rose from his seat. 

...I should give him some time alone.

"It's late. I'll take my leave for today," he said. "Goodnight, Grandpa."

"...Yes. See you tomorrow," Mae Geuklyom mumbled.

He watched his grandson walk away until he became a small dot and disappeared.

"Stupid, quick-witted brat."

Finally, the tears he had been holding back flowed from his bloodshot eyes and trickled down his wrinkled cheeks.

"Damn it... this sight is too unseemly for an old man like me."

Wiping his eyes with his sleeve, Mae Geuklyom took the scroll and hung it on one wall.

"...Yakbing."

Missing his daughter's funeral was his lifelong regret. He knew people around him whispered, calling him a cold-blooded man, but he never once refuted it. He never once made excuses for himself.

No, what excuse could a pathetic father who couldn't even be there for his daughter's final moments because of his own emotional struggles possibly make? He had already decided to live as a sinner for the rest of his life.

"You look well."

He could see her son-in-law's bright smile as he sat next to her daughter. Unlike previously, he didn't look hateful, to say nothing of the grandson standing behind them.

To him, Baek Suryong was the most precious treasure in the world, his daughter's greatest gift that she left behind.

"You look well, and happy."

He smiled gently. Yakbing was smiling beautifully on the canvas, as if announcing that she was the happiest woman in the world.

Mae Geuklyom carefully touched his daughter's cheek with his finger. Though it was just paper, he could feel a strange warmth radiating from it.

Finally, he mustered the courage that had eluded him for thirty years.

"Will you... forgive this shitty father of yours?"

His daughter's warm smile seemed to say that she had already done so long ago.



Translator's Note: Official Baek Family Picture (from the side stories):
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Chapter 364: Isn't That Obvious?

"Why... why...?" the man sputtered, coughing up a mouthful of blood as he stared at his assailant.

He knew better than anyone that he had no hope of survival, but he wanted to at least know the reason. Why was he attacked? Why did his life have to end so miserably in this forgotten back alley...?

"Do not feel wronged," his assailant whispered gently, delicately caressing the dying man's face. "Through your sacrifice, our Cult will take one step closer to glory."

"T-The Blood Cult...!" the man gasped, coughing up blood one last time before breathing his last.

The assassin, who normally went by the codename Skykiller, searched the dead man's belongings, finding a plaque identifying his status, a few silver coins, and some wound healing medicine that would now never be used.

"Found it."

Skykiller took out the Azure Dragon Emblem, a badge of honor awarded to students and instructors who were accepted into the Azure Dragon Academy, and confirmed the name written on the back.

He turned toward the subordinate waiting attentively behind him. "Inform the Cult that I will now approach the target."

"Yes, sir," the subordinate said, then left.

Skykiller remained at the scene of the crime. He examined the corpse, touching the muscles and joints personally and carefully inspecting the palms. Although he had chosen his target and observed him for quite some time, it was not the same as touching him directly.

When he felt that he was finally ready, he stood up.

"Ah, ahh... It's been a while since we last met. Have you been well?"

He spoke to the wall as if he were practicing.

More importantly, he was now wearing the face and using the voice of the man he had just murdered.
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Recently, residents living near the Azure Dragon Academy could sense that the second semester was about to begin.

Students who had spent their vacation with their families or sects were returning one by one, and various goods, including food, were frequently seen entering the academy.

Additionally, martial artists from the Murim Alliance, members of renowned sects and families, and quick-witted merchants were flocking to the Academy. Thanks to them, the entire city was bustling with activity.

Excitement for the Heavenly Martial Festival, now less than half a year away, was also growing. Every inn, restaurant, and gathering place was filled with chatter about how the Azure Dragon Academy had changed. This was quite a contrast to before, when the mere mention of the Heavenly Martial Festival was considered taboo.

Most of all, the screams that began echoing from the White Dragon Manor every morning hinted at a new series of fun events about to unfold at the Azure Dragon Academy.

"KUEEEGH!" Hyonwon Kang let out a bizarre scream as he flew through the air and landed face down in the middle of the training ground. He didn't move for a long time.

The other students peeked their heads out from their bedroom doors and stared at him with sleepy eyes. Evidently, they had all only just woken up.

"...He's not dead, right?"

"Considering the beatings Senior Wonkang has already endured, it would be a waste for him to die just from that."

"But didn't he land on his head just now?"

"It'll be a big problem if he gets any dumber..."

BOING!

As if to dispel everyone's doubts, Hyonwon Kang stopped starring blankly at the sky and sprang to his feet like a bouncing ball. Wiping the blood streaming from one nostril with his sleeve, he stomped his foot in frustration.

"Aaargh! I really could have landed a hit this time!"

"Yaaaawn..." Baek Suryong yawned as he strolled out from the direction where Hyonwon Kang had come flying. He was still in his pajamas, but held the Black Dragon Pointer in one hand. "Damn punk. I'm impressed by how much energy you have so early in the morning." 

Previously, Hyonwon Kang had requested special training in preparation for the Heavenly Martial Festival. As such, he had woken the dumbass an hour earlier than the other students for personalized, one-on-one training.

He must have been really frustrated after his fight with Peng Sahyuk.

Initially, Baek Suryong had only planned to spar briefly with Hyonwon Kang until he worked off his frustrations. The training schedule alone was enough to push the students to their limits, so he figured Hyonwon Kang would quickly give up.

However, there was no sign of the fighting spirit disappearing from the boy's eyes.

"This time, I'll really land a hit!" Hyonwon Kang yelled, kicking off the ground and rushing at Baek Suryong again.

Baek Suryong waved the Black Dragon Pointer menacingly. While he admired Hyonwon Kang's determination, the foolish way he charged ahead without thinking was another matter.

"You've been lunging at me the same way over and over again. What's the point of that?" he asked.

Hyonwon Kang swung his dao with all his might in answer. The black dao tore through the dawn air, falling like a thunderbolt toward Baek Suryong's bored, yawning face.

Baek Suryong waited for the very last moment before deflecting the blade with the Black Dragon Pointer.

THWACK!

Sparks flew as the blade scraped against the pointer. 

"Are you done?" Baek Suryong asked indifferently. "Now, it's my turn."

"...!" Hyonwon Kang unconsciously retreated.

An aura reminiscent of a wild beast erupted from Baek Suryong's body. In the blink of an eye, the Black Dragon Pointer traced dozens of arcs, each aimed at a vital spot on Hyonwon Kang's body. Though Baek Suryong's weapon was a pointer, the martial art he unleashed was a heavy and savage blade technique.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

Baek Suryong pressed Hyonwon Kang relentlessly, all the while deliberately mimicking the Hebei Peng Clan's unique style.

"Keuk...!" Hyonwon Kang gritted his teeth and swung his dao ceaselessly, but attacks rushed in from all directions, leaving no openings for him to exploit. He felt as if he were fighting a legendary blademaster.

"You think you can beat Peng Sahyuk with skills like these?" Baek Suryong taunted.

"Damn it!"

As Hyonwon Kang flailed about, a large opening appeared in his guard.

Baek Suryong didn't miss it and dived in. Because of the Black Dragon Pointer's compact size, closing the distance was more advantageous for him. "Getting excited over a simple taunt? Go cool your head a bit before the next round."

SWOOSH!

The Black Dragon Pointer grazed Hyonwon Kang's chin.

Huh? He dodged? Baek Suryong regarded Hyonwon Kang with surprise. Of course, he hadn't given his all in that last attack, but he had fully intended to knock Hyonwon Kang unconscious with one blow.

"Fufufu!" Hyonwon Kang sniggered, his eyes lighting up with glee. Yes! This is the moment I've been waiting for!

Baek Suryong's eyes flashed. Finally, he understood the reason for his student's seemingly dumb tactics.

He purposely revealed an opening to lure me in.

Grinning from ear to ear, Hyonwon Kang dropped his dao without hesitation and clenched his fists.

While he wasn't as strong as Geo Sangwoong or Ya Suhyeok, his flexibility, reflexes, and instincts were far superior to his peers. Coupled with his superior physique compared to Baek Suryong's, he calculated that he could stand a chance if he turned the fight into a close-quarters brawl.

This was a gambit he came up with on the fly after judging that a frontal confrontation was hopeless.

"...Not bad," Baek Suryong praised. "You even know how to use tricks now."

Normally, Hyonwon Kang would have boasted in response, but he held his tongue and threw a punch with enough force to shatter rock.

Baek Suryong coolly drew a circle with both hands, deflecting the punch to the side. "But it's still not enough," he added.

RIIIP!

Alas, Baek Suryong had forgotten that he was wearing loose pajamas instead of his usual martial arts outfit. As a result, part of his sleeve got caught in Hyonwon Kang's punch and tore off.

"...!!" Hyonwon Kang's eyes widened in disbelief.

The other students' jaws dropped. Suddenly, their sleepy, half-lidded eyes popped open, and they bolted out of their rooms.

He tore Mr. Baek's clothes! He seriously tore his clothes!

Looking at his torn sleeve, Baek Suryong furrowed his brows.

"Did you see that? You saw it, right? I told you I could land a hit!" Hyonwon Kang shouted excitedly.

Sadly, his joy was short-lived.

Baek Suryong clicked his tongue. "Tsk. Where are you looking? The special training isn't over yet."

"Uh?"

Baek Suryong grabbed Hyonwon Kang's arm and dragged him back to the main training area. "If you can focus like that until the very end of the session, you might really land a hit, right? If you can focus, that is."

"W-Wait a minute...!"

SMACK!

Baek Suryong's elbow slammed into Hyonwon Kang's temple, knocking him out. He dusted off his hands, then glanced at his torn sleeve and smirked faintly before turning toward the other students. "Now, are you all ready for morning training?"

The students, who were already warmed up, nodded with sparkling eyes. Witnessing Hyonwon Kang's feat had stimulated their competitive spirit. Rushing out of their rooms simultaneously, they charged at Baek Suryong.

""A match, please!""

A large cloud of dust rose in the yard, and cries of defiance echoed beyond the walls of the White Dragon Manor.

Baek Suryong grinned evilly. Ah, such incredible talent and overflowing passion! I must bestow my teachings upon them with equal fervor.

"Uwaaaah!" Suddenly regaining consciousness with a shout, Hyonwon Kang sprang back up and jumped into the fray. "Okay! Let's go with Beat Up Baek Suryong Formation Number 1888!"

Baek Suryong frowned suspiciously. "Did you accidentally add one extra eight there?"

"No time for questions! Kill!"

"Damned punk." Baek Suryong smirked faintly as attacks came at him from all directions. "Alright, bring it on. Come at me with everything you've got!"

Deep down, he sincerely looked forward to the day when his students' combined attack would pose a challenge to him.
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After unleashing a storm upon the White Dragon Manor, Baek Suryong returned to his room and washed up.

When he emerged, the students strewn about the floor had already gotten up and prepared breakfast. After all, never letting Baek Suryong touch the cooking utensils even if everyone was dead tired was an unspoken rule of the White Dragon Manor.

Baek Suryong quickly finished his meal and rose from his seat. "I'm heading to work."

"This early?"

The students tilted their heads, curious that their teacher was leaving an hour earlier than usual.

Baek Suryong strapped the Divine Azure Dragon Sword to his belt and shoved the Black Dragon Pointer and his newly drafted lecture plan into his shirt pocket. "There's a general staff meeting today," he explained.

The students nodded. Today was the first day of the second semester. It was only natural for instructors to be scheduled to arrive at the Azure Dragon Academy two hours before the students to finalize various matters.

""See you later!""

Baek Suryong left the White Dragon Manor and walked along the familiar path to the Azure Dragon Academy. When he first started working there, he was merely a temporary instructor disliked by most of the other instructors and students. Now, though, it was the other way around.

"Hyung-nim!"

"Have you been well?"

"Since the rumors about you never die down, I feel like I just saw you yesterday."

Baek Suryong turned his head at the sound of familiar voices. Ak Yeonho and Myeong Il-oh were approaching him, grinning from ear to ear.

He assessed their auras. Much to his satisfaction, they both seemed stronger than before.

"The training at the Ak Clan must have been tough?" he asked.

Myeong Il'oh shuddered as if the mere thought was terrifying. "Don't even talk about it. The Spear King was so strict..."

Ak Yeonho also sighed and nodded.

Baek Suryong smirked faintly. "Oh my. Were you two stuck together all vacation?"

"Except for the few days we each spent at home, I guess you could say so."

"Yeah. Our relationship has reached the point where we know what the other is going to say just by looking into each other's eyes."

"...Eww, that's gross. Are you an old married couple?"

The three of them chatted amicably as they made their way to the Azure Dragon Academy's main gate. As they neared the entrance, they spotted a familiar figure looking up at a large notice board. 

"Oh? Good morning, Oppas!" Jaegal Soyeong greeted, smiling cheerfully.

"What are you looking at that has you grinning like that?"

"See for yourselves."

She stepped to the side, revealing the contents of the notice board she had been standing in front of.

The three men's eyes immediately widened.



Confirmation of Full-Time Status for New Azure Dragon Academy Instructors

We are pleased to announce that all new instructors who demonstrated exceptional ability over the past semester have been offered full-time positions. The performance evaluation ranking is as follows:

First Rank: Baek Suryong

Second Rank: Jaegal Soyeong

Third Rank: Ak Yeonho

... (omitted) ... 

Fifth Rank: Jin Euihyeop

Sixth Rank: Myeong Il'oh

... (omitted) ... 

Tenth Rank: Kwak Duyong

All ten of the new instructors listed above are hereby appointed as official instructors. 

—Azure Dragon Academy Principal, Noh Goonsang



"A-A full-time position...!"

"So today was the announcement day!"

Though it was a foregone conclusion due to their stellar records, Baek Suryong and his fellow recruits, Ak Yeonho, Jaegal Soyeong, and Myeong Il'oh, were nonetheless proud to be named official instructors of the Azure Dragon Academy.

"Hyung-nim! Hyung-nim, you came in first!"

"Congratulations!"

"Congratulations!"

"Well, it was only natural."

Baek Suryong couldn't help but smirk. For some reason, his colleagues seemed happier that he had placed first than upset that he had outranked them.

When he first joined, he placed last among the ten new instructors. Now, however, his name proudly graced the very top spot.

A profound sense of satisfaction surged through him. To him, being recognized as an excellent instructor was much more gratifying than becoming one of the murim's Ten Supremes, the Murim Alliance Chief Instructor, or the Grand Warden of the North Sea Ice Palace.

I've still got a long way to go, though.

The Heavenly Martial Festival was now less than half a year away. In that time, he had to strengthen the Azure Dragon Academy enough to win the Festival and prepare for war with the Blood Cult. He truly had a mountain of work to do.

"Let's go in."

Striding confidently, Baek Suryong entered the Azure Dragon Academy with his colleagues.

It was time to commence the second semester.


Chapter 365: Huh? Me?

Even though it was so early that the sun had not yet risen, the Azure Dragon Academy was already bustling with instructors and support staff who had arrived early to prepare for the first day of the new semester.

"Hey, over there..."

"It's the Azure Dragon Hero!"

As soon as Baek Suryong and his colleagues set foot on the grounds, numerous gazes immediately fell upon them, most of them directed at Baek Suryong. As if they had been waiting, senior instructors from the Academy approached, greeting them with friendly smiles plastered on their faces.

"It's been a while, Mr. Baek Suryong."

"We heard about how you caught a Blood Cult spy at the Murim Alliance."

"Congratulations to all of you on becoming official instructors. Really, the announcement should have been made sooner..."

Every instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy now acknowledged Baek Suryong's abilities. The gazes that had initially been filled with skepticism or disapproval had, by and large, been replaced by admiration and envy.

After all, they were martial artists too. How could any of them hold their heads high and act like seniors in front of a supreme master who had been personally appointed a member of the Ten Supremes by the Murim Alliance Chairman, not to mention the fact that he was also the new Murim Alliance Chief Instructor?

In fact, many of them were more worried about being fired, especially since quite a few of them had gotten on his bad side in the past.

"Yes, it has been a long time," Baek Suryong said, accepting their greetings indifferently. 

He had no intention of respecting those who lacked ability yet sought to exploit their seniority. If they had conducted themselves properly in the first place, there would be no reason for them to flock over and bow and scrape like this now. 

"By the way, isn't everyone busy? I believe there is a general meeting today," he added.

"Well, that's..."

"A-Ahem!"

Upon hearing Baek Suryong's remark, the instructors who had approached him in hopes of conversation parted to the left and right, clearing a path. 

Grinning, Baek Suryong walked through the gap at a leisurely pace, leaving the embarrassed instructors to swallow their frustration.

"Pfft..."

"Hah..."

Baek Suryong's friends couldn't contain their laughter. Many of the instructors who had just been fawning over him were the same ones who had acted like condescending seniors in the past.

"Did you see how they just stepped aside without saying anything?"

"Hyung-nim, it seems you've become a real pillar of power within the academy."

"Henceforth, our connection to you will serve us well, Oppa."

"If you know that, then you guys had better treat me better from now on," Baek Suryong quipped back, smirking faintly at his colleagues' jokes. 

Despite what they said, he knew they had worked harder than anyone. Their promotions to full-time positions weren't solely because they were close to him.

Still, one couldn't say his influence wasn't a factor. As he gained great fame in the murim under the alias of the Azure Dragon Hero, interest in and funding for the Azure Dragon Academy had also increased tremendously. 

The number of applicants for next year would surely multiply, and naturally, more manpower would be needed. The academy administration must have anticipated this and given all the new instructors full-time positions.

As he walked through the academy, he parted ways with his colleagues. Since they all worked in different departments and there was still time before the general staff meeting, he headed toward Mae Geuklyom's residence, which also served as the Discipline Committee headquarters.

When he arrived, he found his grandfather practicing swordsmanship in the yard. Judging by his immense force, the old man was nearing the end of his training session.

WHOOOOSH!

Mae Geuklyom's sword cut smoothly through the crisp morning air. A whirlwind formed in its wake, coiling around the old man's body before sweeping up the fallen leaves and flinging them skyward.

Baek Suryong blinked. Hmm? Has something changed about him?

The old man's aura, which had always been razor-sharp, had softened strangely. For an old master like Mae Geuklyom, this small but significant change was especially rare.

Don't tell me...

After severing ties with his daughter, Mae Geuklyom was plagued by his inner demons for a long time, only overcoming them recently. Still, the regrets and aftereffects remained like a chronic illness, preventing him from advancing to a higher realm.

However, the Mae Geuklyom of today was different. His footwork was light, as if he had shaken off his heavy heart. His swordsmanship, which had once felt harsh and rigid, now held a previously unseen tenderness.

He's had a huge breakthrough!

Baek Suryong's heart fluttered with excitement. Sometimes, one's martial arts can improve dramatically in an instant, like a dam bursting. Even prior to this development, Mae Geuklyom was already a master swordsman whose skill he respected. How much stronger would the old man get now that he had fully overcome his inner demons?

"Hoo..."

Finally, Mae Geuklyom finished his training and steadied his breathing.

Baek Suryong approached, grinning broadly. "Congratulations, Grandpa!"

"...What are you congratulating me for? This isn't anything great."

CLICK!

Mae Geuklyom sheathed his sword nonchalantly, but for some reason, the click as it slid in sounded especially cheerful.

"Let's go. I don't want to be late."

"Okay!"

Grandson and grandfather entered the meeting room together. Quite a few instructors had already gathered inside.

"You're late," Namgung Su grumbled, looking at Baek Suryong with his characteristic frown.

Baek Suryong glanced around. The atmosphere was unusual. All of the instructors were surreptitiously avoiding eye contact with him and Namgung Su.

He looked back at his rival. As always, Namgung Su had an unchanging, icy expression. He was immaculately dressed and perfectly well-groomed.

The only difference is... oh.

The Azure Dragon Academy's sole Star Instructor had returned from vacation with intense, golden eyes that appeared to contain lightning, giving him an unapproachable aura. Moreover, on the first day of the new semester, the first thing this scary man did was stare at Baek Suryong and scold him for being late?

To the other instructors, this could only be seen as the start of a conflict.

A power struggle on the first day of the semester?

Mr. Namgung is definitely less than pleased with Mr. Baek's tremendous success...

One is the most likely successor to the Namgung Clan, while the other is one of the Ten Supremes. Whose side should we even take...?

Mr. Namgung is going too far. Isn't Mr. Baek his family's benefactor? Yet he's glaring at him like he wants to kill him.

The instructors tensed. Since most of them didn't know the details of what had happened between the two during vacation, they could only form an opinion based on what they saw on the surface, which was that Namgung Su was trying to stare Baek Suryong to death.

"I'm not that late," Baek Suryong replied casually, plopping himself down on the seat next to Namgung Su.

""...!""

Silent screams spread throughout the meeting room. Was that not a clear provocation against the Azure Dragon Academy's sole Star Instructor?

Sensing the eyes on him, Baek Suryong shrugged. "What's up with them? Is there a problem with me sitting next to you?"

"Don't be ridiculous," Namgung Su scoffed. "Since when have you ever asked for anyone's permission before doing something?"

Namgung Su's voice dripped with annoyance, but Baek Suryong ignored it and stayed put.

The instructors witnessing the precarious situation quickly exchanged glances. 

[Hey, isn't this bad?]

[Mr. Namgung Su looks like he's holding back a lot right now...]

[Someone stop them! I think those two might draw their swords any minute now!]

Everyone held their breaths in the charged atmosphere.

Only Mae Geuklyom, seated on Baek Suryong's other side, tilted his head. Although Namgung Su's tone was cold, he didn't seem particularly angry. On the contrary, the two seemed oddly close.

"How peculiar..." he muttered under his breath.

Fortunately, the tension in the meeting room didn't last long. 

Soon, the Azure Dragon Academy Principal Noh Goonsang entered the meeting room with Vice Principal Kwak Cheolwoo.

Noh Goonsang surveyed the instructors, finally resting his gaze on Baek Suryong and Namgung Su, who were sitting side by side. A mischievous grin immediately spread across his face.

"It's good to see you all," he began. "There are a few announcements regarding this semester's academic schedule, so despite your busy schedules, I have asked you all to gather here today."

All the instructors nodded, though more than half still glanced at Namgung Su and Baek Suryong anxiously.

Noh Goonsang ignored them and continued his speech. "...We will proceed with this fall's Azure Dragon Festival and school trip with extra caution. Never forget, the threat of the Blood Cult looms over us."

"Principal, wouldn't it be safer to just cancel the school trip?"

"We may have to, depending on the situation. However, there is no need for prematurely alarm. At the moment, we will proceed as planned while monitoring the situation. Additionally, a proposal has been made for a joint school trip with the other Five Great Academies..."

Baek Suryong tried his hardest not to fall asleep as various topics regarding the academic schedule for the semester were discussed.

Just as he was about to give up, though, Noh Goonsang announced, "'And right after this semester ends, it will be time for the annual Heavenly Martial Festival."

Baek Suryong's ears perked up, as did everyone else's. For the past ten years, the Azure Dragon Academy had consistently ranked last overall. However, a sense that things were different now had spread among both the instructors and the students.

"We will also begin earnest preparations for the Heavenly Martial Festival. This year, I'm thinking of forming the Organizing Committee sooner than last year. What does everyone think about that?"

All the instructors nodded. As expectations for the festival had risen, it was only natural to start preparing earlier.

"Okay, then. I would like Mr. Baek Suryong to take on the role of this year's Heavenly Martial Festival Organizing Committee Chairman."

""...!!""

Everyone instantly focused their attention on Namgung Su and Baek Suryong, who were sitting side by side. Until last year, Namgung Su had been the chairman of the Heavenly Martial Festival Organizing Committee. Would he tolerate Baek Suryong taking his position, no matter how great his achievements?

"Huh? Me?" Baek Suryong asked, pointing at himself. Eyes wide with confusion, he glanced at Namgung Su.

Tension once again filled the meeting room.

Mae Geuklyom raised his hand. "Wouldn't it be better if Mr. Namgung Su were the Organizing Committee Chairman? While Mr. Baek Suryong is highly capable and has made significant contributions to the Azure Dragon Academy, this is his first time participating in the Heavenly Martial Festival. I believe it is still too early for him to take on such a heavy responsibility."

A somewhat relieved sentiment spread through the meeting hall. Surely Baek Suryong would listen to his own grandfather, right?

Vice Principal Kwak Cheolwoo also stated his opinion. "I feel the same way. How about having Mr. Namgung Su take the role of Chairman and appointing Mr. Baek Suryong as Vice Chairman? If these two instructors join forces, we will surely achieve good results at this year's Heavenly Martial Festival."

Most of the instructors nodded in agreement.

Only Noh Goonsang smiled mysteriously. "Actually, it was Mr. Namgung Su who recommended Mr. Baek for the Chairman position."

The instructors' jaws dropped.

"Pardon?"

"Is that true?"

"Why...?"

SHUFFLE...

Namgung Su rose to his feet and scanned the assembly with his gleaming golden eyes.

The murmuring instantly subsided.

"I'm sure everyone here remembers the statement that Mr. Baek Suryong made during his interview," Namgung Su said coolly. "He declared that he would lead the Azure Dragon Academy to victory at the Heavenly Martial Festival. At the time, everyone must have found that idea absurd."

Everyone quietly nodded. Just half a year ago, Baek Suryong's boast was dismissed as nonsense from a new, inexperienced instructor. Even now, hardly anyone thought the Azure Dragon Academy could achieve victory.

Namgung Su turned around and smiled icily at Baek Suryong. "Mr. Baek Suryong, I trust that you will abide by your words. Lead the Azure Dragon Academy to victory at the Heavenly Martial Festival."

"...!"

A chill ran down the gathered instructors' spines.

Namgung Su intends to hold Baek Suryong accountable and depose him if he fails!

As expected of the man who won the succession war despite being the third son of the Namgung Clan...

Mr. Namgung Su is a truly terrifying person.

Most of the instructors were terrified by Namgung Su's sinister (?) scheme. Only Baek Suryong, Mae Geuklyom, and Noh Goonsang could see the genuine sincerity behind that chilling smile.

Noh Goonsang chuckled heartily. "What will you do, Mr. Baek Suryong? Of course, I will not force you to accept."

All eyes turned to Baek Suryong. The Organizing Committee Chairman position came with immense expectations and pressure, and was usually reserved for an academy's Star Instructor. If Baek Suryong failed to achieve the expected results, he would be held responsible and bear the brunt of the criticism.

On the other hand, if he succeeds, Mr. Baek Suryong would hog all the glory...

Realistically, winning is difficult. It's better to refuse.

There's nothing to be gained by accepting.

Though many were pessimistic, those who knew Baek Suryong already knew what his answer would be. After all, he was a man who, far from fearing failure, didn't even consider it possible.

"I'll do it," Baek Suryong said, standing up without hesitation. He looked around the meeting room at the instructors, and finally at Namgung Su, who had offered him the opportunity. "Leave it to me. As promised, I will bring victory to the Azure Dragon Academy!"

And so, Baek Suryong was selected as the Heavenly Martial Festival Organizing Committee Chairman.


Chapter 366: A Peaceful Day at the Azure Dragon Academy

After the general meeting ended, Baek Suryong went straight to Namgung Su's office to receive the handover materials from the man who had been the Heavenly Martial Festival Organizing Committee Chairman for the past few years.

THUD!

Namgung Su took out a wooden box filled with a pile of documents and placed it on the desk. "...This is a compilation of all competition records from the Heavenly Martial Festival for the last three years. Besides the Azure Dragon Academy, it also includes a list of the participating students from the Five Great Academies, with their special characteristics and competition records noted."

Baek Suryong examined the pile of documents with a slightly weary expression. True to Namgung Su's reputation as the Azure Dragon Academy's number one workaholic, the amount of data before him was staggering. He complained, "This looks like thirty years' worth of data, not three."

"Rest assured, I am not so thoughtless. I have gathered data exclusively on the competitors themselves, spanning from the time the current fourth-year students of the Five Great Academies were first-years until the present."

"You really are something else..."

Shaking his head, Baek Suryong reached out and leafed through the pile of documents. Though the oldest documents were only three years old, the papers were all worn and tattered yet free of dust. This could only mean that Namgung Su had pored over these documents so frequently that the paper had worn thin.

Baek Suryong looked at Namgung Su. "You seem to have prepared thoroughly. Are you sure you're okay with me taking over as the Organizing Committee Chairman?"

"If I said no now, would you back down?"

"Not a chance."

Grinning, Baek Suryong pulled the entire box of documents toward himself. When it came to work, he never compromised. He would make good use of the data Namgung Su had painstakingly prepared.

"Anyway, thanks for conceding."

"No need to thank me. I owe you a personal debt anyway."

Baek Suryong flinched. "W-What debt are you talking about?"

For a while now, Namgung Su had often made references to a debt he owed, but Baek Suryong was uncertain whether it was a grudge or a debt of gratitude. Worse, whenever he asked, Namgung Su would always evade the question.

"Let's get this straight. What is this debt you keep talking about..."

"That's not the only reason," Namgung Su cut Baek Suryong off slightly wistfully. "For the past few years, I failed to change the Azure Dragon Academy. I did my best, but our results at the Heavenly Martial Festival remained the same, and the Azure Dragon Academy's deep-rooted defeatism only worsened."

"You cheap bastard..." Baek Suryong sighed softly. How can I ask him about the debt after he said that?

Namgung Su stared blankly at the pile of documents. "There were times when being called the Azure Dragon Academy's Star Instructor sounded like a mockery. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn't change anything. I even considered a career change."

He paused. Despite his indifferent tone, this was the first time he had revealed his innermost thoughts to another person.

Finally, he raised his head and met Baek Suryong's gaze. "...You, however, are different. You changed many things in a short time. That's why I yielded the position of Organizing Committee Chairman to you. You are more suitable for the position than I am."

"Hmph! That's right, I'm awesome," Baek Suryong replied shamelessly.

Namgung Su smirked faintly. "The difference in skill between the students of our Azure Dragon Academy and those of the other Five Great Academies, excluding the Heavenly Martial Academy, is not as great as you might think. The real problem is the hostile atmosphere we always encounter at the Heavenly Martial Festival. We also had a lot of bad matchups, and frequently clashed with the Heavenly Martial Academy even in the early rounds."

"What do you mean, we always get bad matchups? Tell me more."

Baek Suryong pulled a chair over and sat down across from Namgung Su. Although it was an impromptu meeting, neither of them seemed to mind. Even during summer vacation, they had often discussed work-related matters. As such, they quickly began reviewing the documents together as if it were completely natural.

"Our top priority is to chose the members for the Organizing Committee."

"I have a list of instructors in mind for that. For now, we'll have you as Vice-Chairman, Pung Jinho under you, and a few of my colleagues..."

"You are shameless beyond compare. Are you telling me to work under you?"

"You were planning to help anyway, weren't you?"

"...As a committee advisor, not your lackey."

"The deadline for submitting the participation roster is right after final exams."

"So there's no need to hastily choose our representatives. Should we select a group of candidates and have them compete?"

"That's a good idea. Last year, few would have even signed up, but this year will be different..."

The two instructors discussed the Heavenly Martial Festival and the content of their respective classes. After all, what the students learned and were tested on was directly related to the festival's selection process.

As usual, Namgung Su elected to teach many classes, aiming to enhance the Azure Dragon Academy students' overall abilities. Baek Suryong, on the other hand, planned to teach only one class to narrow his focus. This was a point at which their preferences diverged.

Namgung Su frowned slightly after reading Baek Suryong's lecture outline. "Are you really going to use this as the class name?"

"Why? Is there a problem?"

"...The Murim Alliance will likely approve, I suppose."

More than an hour later, the two finally rose from their seats. Of course, it wasn't because they had finished talking, but rather because Namgung Su had a class to teach.

"I have to go now. Are you going to stay here?"

"No, I'm leaving."

The two left Namgung Su's office together.

Baek Suryong glanced at Namgung Su. Since earlier that day, he had sensed an intimidating presence about the man. Even at the general staff meeting, he noticed that most of the instructors couldn't properly look Namgung Su in the eye, and it wasn't just because of the color.

Namgung Su seemed to be trying to contain it, but despite his efforts, his energy was subtly leaking out. This gave him an air of arrogance that seemed to permeate the entire space, as if he were the ruler of the world.

Curious, Baek Suryong asked, "Hey, by the way..."

"Is there something more you want to say?" Namgung Su interrupted, puzzled.

Baek Suryong didn't beat around the bush. "You've learned a new martial art, haven't you?"

Namgung Su nodded. "When I briefly stopped by home, my father taught me a new sword technique."

One martial art immediately came to Baek Suryong's mind.

As expected, it was the Namgung Patriarch's Royal Sword Style... that would definitely work well in conjunction with Namgung Su's Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique. With an aura like an emperor's and the ability to shoot heavenly lightning from his sword, how many martial artists in the world would dare challenge him?

Baek Suryong grinned excitedly. "Damn, I can't let my guard down even for a moment."

His competitive spirit was thoroughly roused. The original Star Instructor of the Azure Dragon Academy was growing stronger by the day, as if to say that he wouldn't easily yield his position to Baek Suryong, or that he could take his authority back at any time Baek Suryong became complacent.

The two men made eye contact.

"See you tomorrow."

"You too."

At a crossroads, the two briefly exchanged greetings before heading in opposite directions. Namgung Su hurried toward his lecture hall, while Baek Suryong went to the Discipline Committee to review the documents he had just received from Namgung Su.

"Hello, Mr. Baek!"

"I registered for your class today, Mr. Baek!"

"Please buy us a meal later!"

As Baek Suryong crossed the grand training ground, many students approached him, greeting him brightly. Since it was the first day of school, they generally seemed happy and excited.

Well, they're probably the ones who were most strongly affected by the change in the Azure Dragon Academy's status. I'll bet they received numerous questions and envious gazes from people around them while vacationing at home.

Baek Suryong grinned smugly. Of course, he was the one responsible for this change.

"Oh, hey kids! It's been a while. Have you all been well?"

Baek Suryong cheerfully returned the students' greetings. Among them were familiar faces, as well as previously shy children who had only now mustered the courage to approach him.

It was a peaceful day at the Azure Dragon Academy... if not for the presence secretly tailing him.

An assassin? No...

Baek Suryong furrowed his brows. There was no killing intent at all in the stalker's gaze. Rather, it was more eerie and sticky...

He stopped in his tracks and sighed. "Tang Soso! Come out here."

"Fufufu..."

Tang Soso appeared from the shadows behind a pillar, smiling creepily. Her movements were so quiet that it seemed as if she had spent her vacation honing nothing but her stealth skills.

Baek Suryong stared at her in disbelief. "Why were you stalking me?"

Tang Soso blushed. "I wanted to greet you differently from the other students, and I also wanted to show you how much my martial arts have improved."

Baek Suryong sighed and nodded. Indeed, from her stealth technique alone, he could tell that she had improved considerably. In fact, he had initially thought she was an assassin.

"Yes, you've trained hard," he acknowledged. "A little more, and you could become an assassin."

"Shall I show you my hidden weapon techniques and poison arts, too?" Tang Soso asked, her eyes sparkling.

Baek Suryong shook his head. Even he couldn't avoid writing a letter of apology if poison smoke erupted and hidden weapons flew around in the middle of the Azure Dragon Academy on the first day of school. "I'll see it in class later. You did register for my class, right?"

Tang Soso nodded fervently. "Of course!"

Baek Suryong's class was scheduled for later in the afternoon. Then, he would be able to clearly see how much not only Tang Soso, but also the other students he hadn't seen in a long time, had improved.

"Okay. I'll see you in class later."

Tang Soso was about to turn away, when she suddenly remembered something. "Right! There was someone looking for you at the main gate."

"At the main gate, you say?"

Baek Suryong bid farewell to Tang Soso and hurried toward the main gate. Before long, he saw a menacing man with a buzzcut and scars all over his body arguing with the guards at the gate.

"I told you I know the Azure Dragon Hero!"

"And I told you that you can't just enter without permission!"

"It's urgent! You're new here, aren't you? I visited frequently a few months ago!"

"We are currently confirming that, so..."

Baek Suryong chuckled. He could see the surrounding students stealthily avoiding the intimidating man. After all, he looked like a demonic master from an unorthodox sect who had come to collect a debt... and that was him being generous.

Naturally, this man was Cheoldu, the Sect Leader of the Rehabilitation Sect.

"Cheoldu?" he called out.

Cheoldu whipped around, while not forgetting to roar at the guards, "See?! I told you we knew each other!"

"Ahem..."

The Rehabilitation Sect, which used to be a group of back-alley thugs, was now gaining recognition as a legitimate sect thanks to the White Dragon Conglomerate's funding, Cheong Cheon's help, and the Rogues' Guild's support. Nevertheless, Cheoldu, the Sect Leader of the Rehabilitation Sect, was still often misunderstood because of his appearance.

"Damn it! " he complained. "Just a few months ago, they let me in without any problems. Why are they suddenly treating me like this?"

"The academy hired new guards to coincide with the start of the semester. There was also an official notice not to let in any suspicious-looking individuals in light of the Blood Cult situation.

Unfortunately for Cheoldu, the guards considered him suspicious enough to be denied entry.

Baek Suryong sized up Cheoldu briefly, then grinned. Just by observing his build, he could tell how much effort the reformed thug must have put into training during his absence. "You've gotten quite strong," he complimented.

"Heh, I've reached a level where even you can say 'quite,' huh?"

"So, what's up?"

"Let's go somewhere quiet."

The two went to a deserted spot behind a building.

Cheoldu carefully took a letter from his shirt pocket and handed it over. "The old crone from the noodle shop told me to deliver this to you. She said it was important and that I should deliver it in person."

"The old crone from the noodle shop?"

Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes as he received the letter. The old crone was actually the Nanchang Branch Manager of the Rogues' Guild, and the word "Urgent" was written on the outside of the sealed envelope.

"I'll be on my way now. Stop by sometime later and take a look at the boys' martial arts."

"Got it, thanks."

Cheoldu left as quickly as he had come.

Baek Suryong tore open the envelope and checked its contents. A moment later, his expression hardened.

"...Elder."

The sender of the letter was Wiji Yeol, who had infiltrated the Blood Cult.


Chapter 367: You Will Be Evaluated As A Group

Before Wiji Yeol left White Dragon Manor, Baek Suryong told him how to contact him through the Beggars' Gang and the Rogues' Guild. Between the two, it seemed that Wiji Yeol had chosen the Rogues' Guild.

Baek Suryong took a cursory glance at the letter itself. The handwriting was rough and looked like it was written with calloused hands.

Dear Mr. Heo, how are you?

Though the letter was addressed to a stranger, it was not delivered by mistake. Mr. Heo was the name that he and Wiji Yeol had agreed upon for the recipient. This way, if the Blood Cult intercepted the letter, Wiji Yeol could claim it was just a message to an ordinary acquaintance.

Even after returning to my hometown, I still miss the days when we used to share a drink together. Out of curiosity, I picked up my brush to check on how you've been doing.

As for me, I returned to my hometown and have resumed working as a blacksmith. As I mentioned before, my hometown is very rural, to the point where you won't find it on any map.

Baek Suryong quickly deciphered the encrypted text hidden between the lines. Though the letter appeared to be simple and friendly, it was actually a coded message.

Succeed infiltrate Blood Cult. Have not yet gained trust.

The phrasing was awkward owing to the nature of the encryption method, but the meaning was clear.

Eyes covered when moving, cannot explore freely, so haven't figured main base exact location. Still trying.

"Elder..." Baek Suryong sighed softly. If Wiji Yeol had wanted to, he could have lived out his golden years comfortably with his grandson, but he had instead chosen to devote himself to the impending war with the Blood Cult.

Spend most time smithy make weapons. Go out under supervision sometimes, appraise iron ore is excuse. Sent this letter then.

Wiji Yeol had decided to use his identity as the Patriarch of the Wiji family, one of the Blood Cult's Eight Great Families, to infiltrate the Blood Cult and spy on them. It was a dangerous mission in which he risked severe torture and execution if discovered. Still, he hadn't hesitated.

Have contacted Blood Cult high rank officials few times. List below is names and personal details.

Baek Suryong recalled what Wiji Yeol had said before leaving the White Dragon Manor.


"I want to protect my grandson's smile. To do that, I need to sever my remaining ties with the Blood Cult."



Despite his opposition, Wiji Yeol was determined to infiltrate the Cult. Now, the valuable information he had discovered at great peril was in Baek Suryong's hands.

"...I will make good use of it," Baek Suryong muttered resolutely.

Although the information was presented in a dry manner, stating only the necessary details, he could infer that Wiji Yeol had endured many hardships. Despite being the Patriarch of one of the Eight Great Families, Wiji Yeol, who wasn't particularly skilled in martial arts, must have endured much contempt and disdain.

Baek Suryong clenched his teeth. He knew the Blood Cult inner workings better than anyone else. It was a world governed by the survival of the fittest, where the weak seldom survived.

I did give him the Flaming Soul Divine Art before he left, but... I have no idea how far he got in mastering it.

Baek Suryong sighed deeply. "...I will try to get you out of there as soon as possible."

With a determined expression, he continued reading the encrypted letter. Since it wasn't long, he soon reached the end.

Blood Cult master targeting you. Presumed Deathshroud assassin. Be careful.

Baek Suryong's eyebrows twitched. Deathshroud is targeting me?

While the murim was unaware that Deathshroud was run by the Blood Cult, he had known it for a long time.

"Deathshroud..."

He recalled the Deathshroud assassin who had previously targeted Gongson Su. An even more stealthy and formidable assassin would surely come this time. Had he not known, he might have been in real danger.

Well, then, I will end this letter here. I pray that a day comes when we can share a drink again, whenever that may be.

Tell Cheon, Grandfather safe and sound.

The contents of the letter ended there.

"...I will be sure to tell him."

Baek Suryong folded the letter and put it in his robes.

VWOOOM!

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword at his waist trembled. [...I have examined it with sorcery, and the letter does not seem to be a fake.]

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword had been as sluggish as a sick chicken since arriving at the Azure Dragon Academy, but she awoke upon learning that an assassin was targeting Baek Suryong.

Baek Suryong stared at the sword in surprise. "Can you tell such things with sorcery?"

[A person's emotions remain in what they write. Since the emotions expressed in the letter are not malicious, we can assume that the author had no intention of deceiving you.]

"In other words, there's no possibility that Elder was forced to write it under coercion?"

Baek Suryong never believed that Wiji Yeol would harm his grandson, even if he was under duress. It simply wasn't in his character. Still, it was reassuring to have confirmation. 

[What do you plan to do about the Blood Cult assassin?]

"Well..." Baek Suryong paused, lost in thought.

It wasn't that he hadn't expected the Blood Cult to target him. After all, it was only natural for them to want to get rid of the Azure Dragon Hero who had thwarted their plans several times.

Considering his skill and fame, however, they couldn't just send anyone.

"...The'll probably send the most skilled assassin in Deathshroud, Skykiller."

Among the Deathshroud assassins known to the murim, the best was the First Shroud. However, there was one more assassin above the First Shroud who remained concealed from the world. Within the Blood Cult, he was known as "Skykiller."

Rumor had it that Skykiller was skilled enough to even assassinate an elder of the Blood Cult, but unfortunately, Baek Suryong had never seen him in person.

"It's not that big a deal if he comes to kill me, but..."

[I will cast a protective spell over the White Dragon Manor. If a stranger intrudes, I will know immediately,] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword said, instantly understanding his concern.

Baek Suryong smirked faintly and patted the sword. "You really are a useful sword."

[Like I said, you need to respect me more... Ahh, I'm done. I'm tired, so I'm going to rest now.]

As the Divine Azure Dragon Sword had exhausted most of her power on the journey back from the North Sea Ice Palace, she needed to rest and recover her strength.

"Alright. Rest well," Baek Suryong said.

A moment later, he emerged from behind the building and greeted the students with his usual smile. 

As he looked around, however, his eyes shone with a harsh light, searching for an incongruous presence that didn't belong in the Azure Dragon Academy.

"Okay, Skykiller. Let's play a game of hide-and-seek."

[image: sep]


A large group of students had gathered at the Azure Dragon Academy's grand training ground, which was usually reserved for official events, practical exams, and joint classes. Today, however, the entire field was reserved for a single class of nearly a hundred students.

The students, finding the large turnout surprising, huddled in groups and chatted.

"I heard the registration limit was a hundred people..."

"Even if it's Mr. Baek Suryong, is it possible to teach so many students?"

"Honestly, it seems like too many."

The reason for the large enrollment was because this class was the only one taught by the Azure Dragon Hero, Baek Suryong, this semester. Even though there was still about fifteen minutes until the class began, most of the students had already arrived, befitting a popular class.

Suddenly, one side of the training ground began to stir.

"It's the Five Young Azure Dragons!"

Led by Hyonwon Kang, the students of the White Dragon Manor arrived.

Hyonwon Kang scoped the area like a predator on the prowl, until his gaze fell on a certain someone. "Hey, Dokgo!"

Dokgo Jun, who had been conversing with students from the Student Council, turned around. "Long time no see, Hyonwon Kang."

"You registered for this class too?"

A peculiar tension filled the air as the two strongest third-year students, Hyonwon Kang and Dokgo Jun, stood face to face.

Hyonwon Kang broke into a huge grin. "You must have trained hard over vacation. You seem to have gotten quite a bit stronger."

"...You took the words right out of my mouth," Dokgo Jun replied, looking dazed.

Just a few months ago, there had been a large gap in their skills. Unlike Hyonwon Kang, who was a problem child, Dokgo Jun had been called a prodigy since he was little. Six months ago, he was confident he would win ten out of ten duels against Hyonwon Kang. Even right before vacation, he was confident he would win seven out of ten.

But now... I have no choice but to admit that unless we fought directly, I wouldn't be able to tell who would win. 

What was more, that applied not only to Hyonwon Kang but to all the Five Young Azure Dragons.

"...You've gotten stronger, Wonkang."

"Wahahaha! If you knew what hellish training I went through... Wait! Why are you calling me Wonkang too?!"

Dokgo Jun smiled mischievously. "Doesn't everyone call you that? What's wrong with me doing the same?"

Hyonwon Kang's jaw dropped, and he let out a long sigh. "Fuck. Now, the only person who calls me by my real name is Peng Sahyuk."

"Puhaha! If that guy hadn't transferred to the Heavenly Martial Academy, he would be calling you Wonkang, too," Geo Sangwoong chuckled, slapping Hyonwon Kang on the back.

"Everyone, be quiet!"

Finally, the instructors appeared. Ak Yeonho, Myeong Il'oh, Jaegal Soyeong, and Kwak Duyong, the quartet who had taken the new instructor training course with Baek Suryong, entered the training ground, each carrying a big backpack.

"Huh? Where's Mr. Baek Suryong?"

"He'll be here soon."

Since the class was very large, Baek Suryong asked his fellow instructors for help. His colleagues, who didn't have many classes yet, gladly agreed.

Ak Yeonho shouted, "Everyone! Take one of these stones each!"

He opened the backpacks. Inside, there were stones bearing numbers from one to ten.

"What's this?"

"Why stones?"

The students were puzzled, but they did as the instructors told them and took one stone each.

Hyonwon Kang, who had drawn a four, grinned as if he knew what was happening. He looked at the others who had drawn the same number. "It's obvious. The people with the same numbers are going to duke it out. The winners will keep fighting their way up."

The students on the receiving end of Hyonwon Kang's attention flinched.

"I've been through this kind of training once or twice," Hyonwon Kang explained, laughing as he looked at the students who had drawn the same number as him. Among them were seniors, but he paid them no mind. "You're all dead..."

Suddenly, a stone flew from behind and hit the back of his head.

"Keuak! Which bastard...!"

"It's me, you bastard."

THWACK!

A black lightning bolt struck Hyonwon Kang on the head, and Baek Suryong materialized next to the downed Hyonwon Kang.

The students' eyes widened.

"Why are you scaring the kids?" Myeong Il'oh complained.

Baek Suryong ignored him and tapped his Black Dragon Pointer against his palm.

Instantly, the students all stood at attention.

Baek Suryong nodded approvingly. "Good to see you, students. I am Baek Suryong, the instructor in charge of the Defense Against the Blood Cult class this semester."

"......"

Baek Suryong surveyed the hundred or so disciplined students with a satisfied air. Last semester, he had a hard time even enrolling ten students in the Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts class, but now a hundred had gathered without him putting in any effort. He couldn't help but feel a sense of accomplishment.

Regardless, some of the students were staring at Hyonwon Kang, who wasn't moving at all.

"I-Is he dead?" one student mustered the courage to ask.

Baek Suryong shrugged nonchalantly. "Don't mind Wonkang. He's just too embarrassed to get up."

"......" Hyonwon Kang stealthily rose to his feet and crept toward the Five Young Azure Dragons, hiding behind Ya Suhyeok.

Baek Suryong glanced at him, then swept his gaze over the students again. "Has everyone taken a numbered stone?"

""Yes!""

"Okay, now gather with the people who have drawn the same number as you."

A moment later, ten groups were formed, with everyone exchanging nervous glances.

Are we really going to fight the people with the same number?

"You'll be seeing these faces often from now on, so everyone get along," Baek Suryong said cheerfully.

"Pardon?"

"What..."

"Aren't we competitors?"

Baek Suryong tilted his head in confusion. "Competitors? Ah, I suppose you could say that. Since you'll be competing together."

"Yes...?"

Baek Suryong kindly explained to the students who still didn't understand. "This class is structured as a series of group activities. Naturally, you will be evaluated as a group, not as individuals."


Chapter 368: Know Your Place

"So... who wants to be the group leader?"

A chilling silence permeated the air at the single remark from one of the group members.

Beneath the surface, however, a fierce battle of wits was taking place. Martial artists' senses are several to tens of times sharper than ordinary people's, and the furtive glances they exchanged were as subtle as an assassin's dagger.

Group Leader...

Will these guys listen to me?

They said there are bonus points for being the group leader.

A few students leaned back subtly, as if uninterested in becoming the group leader, a position that required leading a group of ten. The quick-witted students' eyes scanned the area as they weighed the pros and cons of becoming group leader. Meanwhile, there were those who simply wanted the title to satisfy their egos.

After coming to their own conclusions, the students began to break the silence, offering their opinions one by one.

"Then shall I do it?"

"Wouldn't it be better if you did it, Senior? You're the oldest, and you seem very skilled."

"Sorry, but I'm busy with job applications..."

"I'm too young to be the Group Leader, but if you'll let me be Vice Leader, I'll work hard!"

A fierce battle of wills unfolded across the Azure Dragon Academy's grand training ground as each student strove to get what they wanted.

From a short distance away, the instructors watched the students.

"Group classes... This brings back old memories." Jaegal Soyeong, who had graduated from the Heavenly Martial Academy just the previous year, shook her head as if remembering her student days.

Ak Yeonho asked curiously, "Is it like that at the Heavenly Martial Academy too?"

"It's the same everywhere. In our case, though, most of us were fighting to be the group leader. There were plenty of times when blood was shed just to elect one."

"...Should I say, as expected of the Heavenly Martial Academy?"

Nevertheless, a similar phenomenon was taking place at the Azure Dragon Academy. While some groups peacefully elected their leader, others were plagued by internal conflicts. Moreover, when a decision couldn't be reached through conversation, it usually boiled down to one simple solution.

CLANG!

"Bring it on! Let's decide this the martial artists' way!"

"Be careful, my sword is sharp."

A fierce shout erupted from one corner of the training ground, and dust kicked up as a duel for the position of group leader broke out.

"Hyaaah!"

"Take this!"

The instructors watched from the sidelines, ensuring that the students wouldn't get injured badly. As Baek Suryong had told them not to get involved, they did not intervene or attempt to stop the fights.

Myeong Il'oh asked worriedly, "Hyung-nim, is it really okay to just leave them like this? A few groups are already showing signs of discord..."

"Ignore them." Baek Suryong folded his arms and smiled bitterly. "It's better for them to experience what it feels like for a group to fall apart now than on the battlefield later."

He hadn't decided on a group-based class for no reason. The goal of this class was to improve the students' individual strengths, cooperative techniques, and ability to work as a team.

Since they can't avoid getting embroiled in a war, I have to increase their survival rates at all costs.

At the Azure Dragon Academy, students could make mistakes and undergo trial and error without consequence. However, on a real battlefield, a single mistake could lead to death, whether due to a selfish commander, a disobedient subordinate, a careless comrade, or a lack of communication.

This class was designed to allow the students to practice for such scenarios in advance.

Baek Suryong's eyes hardened as he looked at the students. "Let them fight and clash as much as they want for now. If that prepares them for future conflicts, this exercise alone will be worthwhile."

"......" The instructors nodded wordlessly, their expressions heavy. They all knew that the Blood Cult's presence was growing by the day and that, someday, these children might end up on the battlefield.

A short while later, the dust swirling in the grand training ground settled. Finally, the group leaders of all ten groups were decided.

"It's pretty much as I expected," Baek Suryong muttered.

The Five Young Azure Dragons had mostly become the group leaders of their respective groups. Considering their fame as Baek Suryong's students and their exceptional martial arts skills, this outcome was natural.

Only Yeo Min isn't a group leader.

That wasn't strange, though. In Group Eight, where Yeo Min was, there was someone better suited to be a group leader than anyone else.

"Considering the overall balance, it seems a few groups will need to be reorganized."

"If the gap in strength is too large, the other students might lose motivation."

"In my opinion, Groups Four and Ten are the most problematic..."

Baek Suryong shook his head. While there was merit to the other instructors' opinions, he decided to leave things as they were for now. After all, an unexpected synergistic effect could arise from an unlikely combination.

"Group Leaders, step forward," he shouted.

The group leaders gathered before Baek Suryong. Most of them were powerful individuals whom any student of the Azure Dragon Academy would recognize, but Baek Suryong knew that martial prowess and leadership capabilities were not synonymous.

They'll all soon feel that most keenly, hehe...

Smiling enigmatically, Baek Suryong explained the purpose of the class. "As the name suggests, this class consists of mock battles in preparation for war with the Blood Cult. Ideally, such a thing won't happen, but someday you may be forced to join the fight against those pests."

The students' expressions darkened at the sudden seriousness in Baek Suryong's tone.

"From now on, you will work in groups of ten for this class. Depending on the class content, several groups may be merged, or members may be switched between groups. Those of you who took my class in the first semester know that my classes are tough." Baek Suryong grinned evilly. "You will need a little bit of resolve to get through this."

More than half of the group leaders shuddered as if having a seizure. From the perspective of those who had experienced Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts firsthand, 'a little bit' was quite the understatement.

The Five Young Azure Dragons looked at Baek Suryong resentfully, as if to say, How can you lie without batting an eyelid?

"...Ahem!" Baek Suryong cleared his throat and continued, "However, if you follow through to the end, you will surely learn much."

"Yes, we know. We either die or get stronger, right...?"

"By the time you start thinking you'd rather be dead, you'll find that you've gotten stronger."

"Mr. Baek! What if members run away because it's too hard, leaving vacancies?"

SMACK! THWACK! WHACK!

The Black Dragon Pointer came down on the heads of the grumbling Ya Suhyeok, the whispering Wiji Cheon, and the seriously questioning Geo Sangwoong.

Hyonwon Kang stood and watched them get hit, arms crossed, looking dignified for some reason.

What's up with him? Baek Suryong shot a suspicious glance at the punk, but soon turned back to the other group leaders. "Anyway, take good care of your teammates."

""Yes, Mr. Baek!""

Baek Suryong nodded with satisfaction. "Since it's the first class today, we'll have two groups come out at a time for a mock battle. It's the first day, so you need to get a feel for each other. Are there any groups that want to go first?"

Two group leaders raised their hands without hesitation.

"Hmm. This should be interesting." Baek Suryong's eyes lit up with interest. The first mock battle was a test to check the students' skills and confirm future potential, and these two...

Well, they were Group Four Leader Hyonwon Kang and Group Five Leader Tang Soso.
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After the matchups were decided, the two participating groups were given fifteen minutes to strategize.

"Leave it to me," Hyonwon Kang said confidently.

The strategy of his group was simple. Hyonwon Kang would defeat the leader and strongest member of the opposing group, Tang Soso, as quickly as possible. Meanwhile, the other group members would hold back the rest.

Though simple, with a strong fighter like Hyonwon Kang, it was a strategy worth trying.

"Don't overdo it. Just hang on tight. Once I take down Tang Soso, the rest will be easy. I can wipe them out right away."

"...Let's do that."

"Okay."

All of the group members agreed to their leader's plan. A few looked a little unenthusiastic, but Hyonwon Kang didn't pay them any mind.

It was only natural for people who didn't know each other to feel awkward when they were suddenly put in the same group. Besides, he already memorized half of their names and was thinking of going out for dinner together.

We'll get closer as we fight together.

As a group leader, Hyonwon Kang felt a heavy sense of responsibility, yet he was also quite confident. Even at White Dragon Manor, he had always led his seniors and juniors when charging at Baek Suryong. The group size had just increased from five to ten people.

"Let's all show them the results of our special vacation training!"

"...I didn't do any special training, though?"

"Huh?"

Hyonwon Kang's eyes burned fiercely with passion to the point where the students in his group felt burdened.

Baek Suryong called out, "Groups Four and Five! Get ready."

Moments later, students from groups four and five stood facing each other in the middle of the grand training ground.

The mere sight of twenty people facing off created an atmosphere of heightened tension. The other students watched with critical eyes, eager to see how the first two groups would perform.

SHING!

Hyonwon Kang drew his blade and pointed it at Tang Soso. "No hard feelings, okay? I'm going to end this as quickly as possible."

Tang Soso smiled and let her wide sleeves hang down, but no one let their guard down upon seeing this. She was a member of the Sichuan Tang Clan. There was no telling what kind of poison or hidden weapons might come out of those sleeves.

"Oh, but I do have hard feelings," she said. "Not just for you, Senior Wonkang, but for all five of you known as the Five Young Azure Dragons."

"Against us?"

Tang Soso nodded and looked at each of the Five Young Azure Dragons with envy. She had a reason she absolutely had to win.

"You probably don't know how blessed you are, " she sighed softly, dark energy swirling in her eyes. "To sleep in the same house as Mr. Baek Suryong, to eat with him, to learn martial arts from him, and to enjoy that every day.... I really can't forgive you all."

"...What?" Sensing berserk qi, Hyonwon Kang unconsciously stepped back.

ROAAAAAR!

A burst of intense inner qi shot up from under Tang Soso's feet, causing her martial arts uniform to flutter wildly.

Everyone looked at her in horror. There was a mad obsession in her eyes.

Tang Soso shrieked, "I will defeat all of the Five Young Azure Dragons in this class and destroy them! And then! I, the Azure Dragon Poisoner Tang Soso will take their place!"

"Uh, wait... No one said I had to fight a crazy person..." Hyonwon Kang's eyes went wide in shock, and he turned to look at Baek Suryong as if pleading for help.

Baek Suryong quickly looked away, avoiding eye contact. "...The Blood Cult has plenty of crazy people too."

A strange chill ran down Hyonwon Kang's spine, but he didn't have a choice. He took his starting stance and glared at Tang Soso. "Ugh... I'll finish you within twenty exchanges."

Tang Soso smirked faintly. "Senior Wonkang, you overestimate yourself."

"...What are you talking about? Speak so I can understand."

Tang Soso toyed with a dagger that had suddenly appeared in her hands, an eerie smile playing on her lips. "Know your place. You might defeat me in single combat, but this is a team battle. You'll never beat me, even if you die and come back to life."

"What?" Hyonwon Kang's eyebrows twitched. He never imagined he would hear those words from Tang Soso of all people. "You'll regret being so cocky!"

"Oh, my! How scary."

Sparks flew between the two leaders. No more words were necessary. The two, having finished gathering their qi, lunged at each other simultaneously.

"Kill!"

"Wipe them out!"

Starting with Hyonwon Kang and Tang Soso, twenty students clashed.

Baek Suryong pressed his hands to his temples. "Uh, hey? I didn't say to start fighting yet..."


Chapter 369: When Did He Learn It?

"Who do you think will win?"

"Isn't it obviously Senior Hyonwon Kang?"

"But Tang Soso is no pushover either. She's from the Sichuan Tang Clan and was first in her class at admission. Even if she seems a bit mad..."

"...Hey!"

The thoughtless student quickly shut his mouth at the warning glares from his teammates, then nervously glanced to the side.

Dokgo Jun, the Group Leader of Group One, stood with his arms crossed, watching the mock battle. Briefly turning to the student who had misspoken, he warned, " It's no secret that Soso has a quirky personality. She is, however, the Vice President of the Student Council and a junior I care about, so I don't like it when others talk about her behind her back."

"I'm sorry..."

Dokgo Jun gave the apologetic junior a reprimanding look, but just as the group's atmosphere was about to become awkward, he smiled gently and patted the junior on the shoulder. "Everyone makes mistakes sometimes. Just be more mindful of what you say in the future."

"Y-Yes!"

Dokgo Jun looked around at his other teammates. "From now on, let's watch the two groups closely. They're our rivals for the semester, so analyzing them now will give us an advantage when we face them eventually. Now, what is our goal this semester?"

""First Place!""

Dokgo Jun nodded in satisfaction. As the Student Council President, he was adept at navigating student relationships. That was why Group One had rallied around him and chosen their leader more quickly than any other group.

"Senior Dokgo, who do you think will win?" one of the Group One students asked.

"In a one-on-one duel, Hyonwon Kang will win. Soso definitely knows that too," Dokgo Jun replied immediately, as if the answer was obvious.

He turned to look at the two students battling furiously in the middle of the grand training ground.

SWISH!

A blade sliced through the air, grazing Tang Soso's side. At the same time, black arcs surged towards her from every direction in a dizzying display of straight and curved, thin and thick trails, all created by Hyonwon Kang's Black Dao.

Tang Soso's movements as she dodged the attacks were precarious. It was all she could do to avoid the barrage of blows, let alone counterattack.

Dokgo Jun unconsciously clenched his fists. Hyonwon Kang. You just keep getting stronger, surpassing my expectations every time.

Even watching from afar, he could feel a threatening presence, like that of a starving beast.

Hyonwon Kang attacked with enough ferocity to finish off Tang Soso in twenty moves, just as he had warned. None of the poison she scattered or the hidden weapons she fired could touch him.

"To think Tang Soso would be pushed back this much..."

"Hyonwon Kang is overwhelming her one-sidedly."

The students murmured among themselves, surprised by the large disparity in strength.

Dokgo Jun, however, did not think the fight would end so simply. Smiling enigmatically, he remarked, "But you know... this is a team battle, not a one-on-one duel."

CLANG!

Hyonwon Kang frowned deeply as he deflected a hidden weapon flying from behind him without even looking. Tang Soso had used his momentary distraction to leap backward and create distance between them.

"Hey! Keep them in check properly!" he shouted at his teammates before lunging at Tang Soso again.

STOMP!

Leaving a distinct footprint on the ground, he shot forward like lightning.

However, the members of Group Five did not leave Hyonwon Kang alone. They had clearly divided their roles, with six of them keeping the Group Four students in check while three continuously threw hidden weapons at Hyonwon Kang.

"Damn it! Stop pestering me!" Hyonwon Kang roared angrily, dodging yet another projectile. The weapons flying from behind were constantly restricting his movements and interfering with his attacks.

Tang Soso grinned triumphantly. Before the mock battle began, she had given her teammates hidden weapons and taught them how to use them. This alone greatly increased their overall combat effectiveness.

"Your strategy was to defeat me as quickly as possible and then take care of the rest, right, Senior?" Tang Soso mocked as she continued to evade Hyonwon Kang's blade. "My strategy was the exact opposite. While I keep you occupied, my group will subdue yours."

"Ha! Don't make me laugh." Hyonwon Kang snorted. "Three of your teammates have been throwing hidden weapons at me since the start. Do you think you can take on nine people with only six?

"Six united souls are stronger than nine unmotivated individuals."

"What nonsense is that? Why would we have no motivation?"

Tang Soso grinned and gestured toward the members of Groups Four and Five with her chin. "They were merely told to buy time while you handle everything. How seriously will they fight?"

"What?"

Suddenly, the Group Five students, who had been consistently on the defensive, shifted to the offensive.

BOOM!

It all began with a poison grenade. As black smoke rose, the Group Four students stumbled back in confusion.

"Poison!"

"Hold your breath!"

"Cough! Cough! It stings!"

Group Four quickly fell into pandemonium after inhaling the pungent poison smoke. Their movements were disorganized and lacked any sort of coordination.

Meanwhile, Group Five seized the moment and counterattacked all at once.

"Focus on combination attacks and take them down one by one!"

The tide of battle turned in an instant, and the confused Group Four members were subdued in succession.

"Uwaaah!"

"I-I surrender!"

The onlookers clicked their tongues in disapproval at the pathetic display.

Only Dokgo Jun smirked, as if he had known this would happen. "Soso is levelheaded and sees the big picture. She knows how to utilize all the cards she holds."

Tang Soso, the Cold-Blooded Poisoner and strategist of the Student Council, hailed from the Sichuan Tang Clan, reputed to be the world's foremost experts in poison and hidden weapons. Furthermore, she was undoubtedly the most cunning tactician in the Azure Dragon Academy.

"When it comes to team battles, Tang Soso's group might be the strongest here. She is one of our biggest competitors," Dokgo Jun pointed out to his teammates.

All the students began to look at Tang Soso with wary eyes.

"You guys! Just hold on a little longer! I'm coming!" Hyonwon Kang yelled, becoming increasingly flustered as the Group Four students continued to fall helplessly. He tried to help his teammates, but Tang Soso kept getting in his way.

"Shouldn't you be worried about yourself, Senior?" Tang Soso giggled. Her movements with her dual daggers were much fiercer and more agile than before, as if pretending to be overwhelmed was part of her plan all along.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

"Fuck...!" Hyonwon Kang swore, his concentration wavering as he watched his teammates crumble. To make matters worse, the three Group Five students were still throwing hidden weapons at him.

"He's dodging almost all the hidden weapons even in that situation."

"It's like he's moving purely on instinct..."

"Tang Soso is amazing too. To think she'd turn the battle around like this."

As they watched the match, the students admired both Tang Soso's strategy and Hyonwon Kang's martial prowess. 

Nevertheless, the outcome of the battle was already set in stone.

Hyonwon Kang's instincts, honed by endless beatings from his teacher, were indeed incredible. Currently, even Baek Suryong had to get a little serious to knock him out in one hit with the Black Dragon Pointer. 

Unfortunately, no matter how outstanding his individual skill was, this was a team fight.

"...This is a defeat brought on by Group Leader Hyonwon Kang's arrogance," Dokgo Jun evaluated coldly. "He may have judged he could decide the match alone, but his opponent was by no means a pushover."

His teammates, students from other groups, and even the instructors listening from afar nodded.

Most of the students who applied for this class were the Azure Dragon Academy's elite. No matter how much Hyonwon Kang had trained over the summer, it was impossible for him to face ten people all by himself, especially since that ten included Tang Soso. If that were possible, he would no longer be a student.

Suddenly, Dokgo Jun glanced at Wiji Cheon. The pint-sized boy was observing Hyonwon Kang's fight unblinkingly, as if he were envisioning how he would fight in his place. 

If it were Wiji Cheon there instead of Hyonwon Kang though...

At this moment, that innocent expression could not have been more spine chilling.

"...I'll know when we fight," Dokgo Jun muttered, unconsciously placing his hand on the hilt of his sword. He had no intention of yielding the title of Sword Dragon to his junior yet.

Soon, the battle between Group Four and Group Five neared its end. Everyone in Group Four except Hyonwon Kang was either knocked out or had surrendered.

"Huff... huff..." Hyonwon Kang panted heavily. He was surrounded by all the Group Five members.

Tang Soso smiled sweetly. "You said you'd finish me off in twenty exchanges. I think it's been well over a hundred by now."

"......" Hyonwon Kang didn't answer. He was painfully aware that his misjudgment had cost him the victory.

He had no intention of giving up like this, though.

"It's not over yet!" he snarled, reigniting his fighting spirit and changing his grip on his blade.

Huh? Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes slightly. It's a very subtle shift, but isn't that grip only used for that particular technique? Don't tell me that kid...

"Let's end this!" Tang Soso screamed, giving the order to attack.

The students surrounding Hyonwon Kang rushed in all at once. Swords, daos, spears, and hidden weapons rained down upon him like a turbulent storm, making Hyonwon Kang's martial arts uniform flutter madly.

Hyonwon Kang lowered his body, then spun like a top and swung his Black Dao. Generating a suction force with his blade, he pulled the weapons in like a magnet and then flung them away.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

Tang Soso glared at Hyonwon Kang in frustration. She had thrown twenty hidden weapons, but only three of them had torn his collar. "You dodged that?" she mumbled.

Still, that wasn't the end of it. For a fleeting moment, all emotion disappeared from Hyonwon Kang's eyes.

FWOOSH!

The sky was dyed red from the aura Hyonwon Kang released.

The students, who were about to approach him again, froze like moths caught in a spider's web.

Hyonwon Kang grit his teeth. I'll show you the results of my vacation training!

Underneath the red sky, Hyonwon Kang unleashed the Asura Blood Heaven Blade.

SWOOSH!

The weapons of the students closest to him were cut in half.

""...!!"" At that moment, the students caught in the Black Dao's trajectory foresaw their own deaths.

Hyonwon Kang gazed at them with emotionless eyes.

BOOOM!

A shockwave exploded in all directions, sending all the students close to Hyonwon Kang flying backward.

When the dust settled, Baek Suryong's tall figure came into view. Fortunately, he had grabbed Hyonwon Kang's wrist before the attack could hurt anyone. "HYONWON KANG!" he bellowed sternly.

"Ah..." Dazed, Hyonwon Kang blinked a few times, and emotion returned to his eyes.

Baek Suryong sighed softly, "I know you want to win, but don't use a technique you can't control yet."

"!!" Hyonwon Kang's face drained of color. "...I-I'm sorry. Guys, I'm really sorry. I got too excited..."

THUD!

Some of the students who had been pushed back collapsed to the floor. Their legs had given out.

The other groups watching the mock battle were just as shaken. In fact, because they were observing from a distance, their shock was greater.

"What in the world..."

"W-What the hell was that just now?"

"Crazy..."

Hyonwon Kang's final blade technique was nothing short of extraordinary. Even the Five Young Azure Dragons, who trained with him daily at White Dragon Manor, were speechless.

Dokgo Jun muttered with a face as pale as if he had seen a ghost, "...So it wasn't just Wiji Cheon I had to worry about."

CLAP!

Baek Suryong clapped his hands to get the students' attention. "This mock battle is Group Five's victory!" he announced.

He called both groups over and evaluated their performance, highlighting what they did well and what they could improve on.

"Tang Soso demonstrated how to effectively combat enemies who depend heavily on one exceptional master. Other groups should learn from this."

"Thank you!" Tang Soso exclaimed, grinning from ear to ear. Though Hyonwon Kang's last-ditch attack was unnerving, her group ultimately won today.

"Hyonwon Kang. You were a selfish leader who relied only on your own martial arts skills. Even if you had won, you would have been the only one left alive. It is your group's defeat."

"...I will do better next time," Hyonwon Kang mumbled sullenly, bowing his head.

Baek Suryong didn't rebuke him further and nodded. "Now clean up and return to your places!"

Hyonwon Kang shuffled off drearily to tidy up the mess.

Baek Suryong silently watched the teenager walk away, lost in thought.

When did he learn the Asura Blood Heaven Blade?

He looked at the hand he had used to block Hyonwon Kang's strike. His palm was slightly grazed.


Chapter 370: Who Will Win?

After the unexpectedly intense mock battle between Groups Four and Five wrapped up, Baek Suryong gave the students a fifteen-minute break. Those who had watched the fight were more hyped up than he had expected, so it was necessary to let them cool down a bit.

"What on earth did you teach Hyonwon Kang, Hyung-nim?" Ak Yeonho asked incredulously, sidling up to Baek Suryong.

The other instructors gathered around as well, their expressions just as astonished as the students, and it wasn't solely because of the blade technique that Hyonwon Kang had displayed was powerful.

"...The blade technique that Hyonwon Kang just used is way too dangerous," Myeong Il'oh remarked.

"His killing intent was overwhelming. It was like..." Jaegal Soyeong trailed off.

Still, the gathered instructors could guess her unspoken words, since they were all thinking the same thing.

It was like an unorthodox martial art.

In fact, as soon as Hyonwon Kang began executing the Asura Blood Heaven Blade, the instructors had sprung into action, but only Baek Suryong had reacted swiftly enough to stop the attack.

"If Mr. Baek hadn't intervened, several students would have been seriously injured," Kwak Duyong muttered, his face pale.

The other instructors nodded in agreement. It was terrifying to imagine what would have happened if Baek Suryong also reacted late.

Baek Suryong nodded, acknowledging his colleagues' concerns. "I taught him that martial art, but it was a mistake to let him use it before he completed it... I will strictly warn him against using it recklessly in the future."

Despite his words, though, he too was shocked by what Hyonwon Kang had done.

That punk Wonkang is learning the Asura Blood Heaven Blade much faster than I expected.

Martial arts embodied the spirit and will of the martial artists who created them. Even a simple technique like a sword thrust differed greatly depending on the master's instructions. 

For instance, one master might say, "Thrust as if you are piercing a rock," while another said, "Thrust as if you are penetrating a falling raindrop." The result would be two completely different sword techniques.

Baek Suryong recalled the illusion of the sky turning red. That was a reflection of the will contained in the Asura Blood Heaven Blade, created by the Crazy Demon Hyonwon Hu.

To think Wonkang can already reproduce that.

As it was a martial art imbued with the spirit and will of the peerless Crazy Demon, he expected it would take Hyonwon Kang a few more years to reach that level.

Of course, Hyonwon Kang hadn't executed the technique perfectly. If he had, not even Baek Suryong would have gotten away with just a grazed palm. However, the demonstration just now showed that Hyonwon Kang had grown far beyond his expectations.

He looked down at the scraped skin on his palm.

Someday, he might even surpass Master Crazy Demon... but for now, he shouldn't use it carelessly.

The Asura Blood Heaven Blade was an extremely difficult martial art to control until one reached a certain level, because it required one to fuse their killing intent into the blade. If Hyonwon Kang wasn't careful, he could lose control and end up walking a similar path to his ancestor, who became a public enemy of the murim in the process of completing the Asura Blood Heaven Blade.

Not that I'll let that happen.

Even now, many students were eyeing Hyonwon Kang with a mixture of wariness, competitiveness, and fear. Spotting the student who seemed most excited, Baek Suryong smirked faintly.

As expected, that kid is fired up.

Even though Wiji Cheon was talking with his group members, he surreptitiously glanced at Hyonwon Kang from time to time with a gaze quite different from usual. Rather than admiration or surprise, he appeared to be assessing a potential rival. 

Furthermore, his fingers constantly fiddled with his sword, as if he were unconsciously measuring the distance between himself and his opponent.

Baek Suryong could understand how Wiji Cheon felt.

He's finally starting to realize that Wonkang is a threat.

He looked around. The students of the White Dragon Manor, along with Dokgo Jun, Tang Soso, Yoo Yiran, and others, all seemed to harbor a determined fire in their eyes. Hyonwon Kang's exceptional martial arts prowess had undoubtedly stimulated them as well.

Baek Suryong turned back to the instructors. "What do you think about this atmosphere?"

"...It's incredibly heated.

"I hope the mock battles don't escalate too much..."

Baek Suryong nodded. "Our job is to stop them before that happens."

After the short break ended, the students gathered again in the center of the grand training ground. Unlike before, the students, especially the group leaders, had a different air about them.

Baek Suryong smirked faintly. The first mock battle had stoked the students' competitive spirit, and most groups had held strategy meetings during the break. Now, the way they looked at the groups they would soon face was completely different.

This is much better.

"I know you're all anxious to get started, but as you saw in the first match, overexcitement can be dangerous," he warned sternly. "From now on, using a lethal technique will result in a point deduction on the first offense and disqualification on the second. Do not let your desire to win blind you and compel you to use martial arts you cannot control."

""Yes!"

The students answered energetically, while Hyonwon Kang bowed his head in shame.

"Then we will resume the mock battles." Baek Suryong looked at two groups that had been warming up for a while. "Groups Seven and Nine, step forward!"

Geo Sangwoong was the leader of Group Seven. Their strategy was to form a formation centered around him, the largest student at the Azure Dragon Academy, and charge at the opposing group as soon as the mock battle began.

"Hyaaah!"

Overwhelmed by the opponent's sheer ferocity, Group Nine struggled to mount an effective defense despite having anticipated the simple tactic. The reality was nothing like what they had imagined. Geo Sangwoong's mere presence evoked the image of a huge boulder hurtling down a mountain.

"D-Dodge!" The leader of Group Nine, who was supposed to block Geo Sangwoong with two teammates according to the plan, unconsciously dived to the side under the crushing pressure.

The group members standing behind him turned deathly pale, suddenly exposed to Geo Sangwoong's advance.

"Coward!"

"Group Leader, you son of a bitch!"

KWAAAAAANG!

Their formation scattered, and Group Nine quickly fell to Geo Sangwoong's charge. Two students were sent flying, and within five minutes, Group Seven had completely decimated the confused Group Nine.

The mock battle ended so quickly that it was almost boring.

"Hey, Group Leader! We lost because of you!"

"Why didn't you block him?!"

The instructors shook their heads as they watched the members of Group Nine fight among themselves after being defeated.

"The matchup wasn't good. The open space was too advantageous for Group Seven."

"Would the result have been different in a forest guerrilla battle?"

"Geo Sangwoong is big, so moving quietly would be impossible for him. His complexion is also unusually pale for a man..."

"He's unbelievably fast on his feet, though."

The instructors exchanged opinions as they closely observed the mock battle between the two groups. For the rest of the semester, the students would fight in numerous environments and situations, and today's mock battle was just the beginning.

Of course, victory was always sweet.

"Uooooooh!" Geo Sangwoong roared, raising his gauntleted fists to the sky like a bear rearing its front paws.

Baek Suryong clicked his tongue. "What the hell is with his body? His endurance has already surpassed what should be possible for a student."

Although Geo Sangwoong's body was a moderate combination of muscle and fat, making him look slow, he was surprisingly flexible and fast. Furthermore, in terms of defense and sheer toughness, he surpassed Ya Suhyeok.

Most importantly, he was much more intelligent than his appearance suggested.

"I wasn't quite expecting him to continuously send telepathic messages during the battle, commanding the fight calmly even as he fought in the thick of it."

"Yeah, despite his looks, he's not one to get easily worked up and act rashly."

"Once again, we need to remind ourselves never to judge a person by their appearance..."

"U-Um, Instructors? We can hear you..."

Overall, the instructors considered Group Seven to be a top contender. There were no other particularly outstanding students besides Geo Sangwoong, but his team was balanced overall, with a good mix of offense- and defense-oriented fighters.

"Next, Groups Two and Three, come forward," Baek Suryong announced.

The third mock battle was a confrontation between Group Two, led by Ya Suhyeok, and Group Three, led by a student named Gun Sojin.

"Group Two is all men?"

"Well, the male-to-female ratio at the academy is skewed to begin with, but..."

"Still, what bad luck."

The watching students gazed at Group Two with pity, but the boys in Group Two seemed unconcerned... or at least they pretended to be.

"CHAAAARGE!"

""UWOAAAAH!""

The beefy muscleheads of Group Two rushed into battle, brandishing all kinds of big, scary weapons.

Baek Suryong sighed. Ya Suhyeok was accustomed to fighting alongside his 'family, ' but...

"...Anyone can see they're a bunch of bandits,"

Although the sophomore twins of the Student Council, Yoo Geon and Yoo Gon, were also in Group Two, Ya Suhyeok, a freshman, had won over the Azure Dragon Academy boys with his charisma. Moreover, the twins didn't seem resentful at all, instead firmly supported Ya Suhyeok's left and right flanks.

Group Three fought valiantly, but eventually, they succumbed to Group Two's sheer ferocity.

Of course, the most significant contributor to the victory was Ya Suhyeok, who displayed outstanding skill in the chaotic melee.

He's not the son of the current Viridian Forest Bandit King for nothing.

While Geo Sangwoong was a leader who stood firm and controlled the situation like a sturdy pillar, Ya Suhyeok was a fierce general who boosted his allies' morale by swiftly decapitating the enemy leader.

"Their offense is even better than Group Seven with Geo Sangwoong."

"A match between Group Two and Group Seven would be fascinating to watch."

"You could call it a battle of spear versus shield."

The instructors also rated Group Two as a top contender.

Baek Suryong nodded with satisfaction. Ya Suhyeok and Geo Sangwoong, the two students who inherited Master Maeng's martial arts, displayed both considerable individual prowess and exceptional leadership ability. He was certain the Bandit King of old would have been proud of them.

It wasn't just Wonkang. These two exceeded my expectations too.

He called the next groups, "Groups One and Six, are you ready?"

""Yes!""

The fourth pair to clash was Group One, led by Dokgo Jun, and Group Six, led by a student named Mok Hyungwoo.

The two groups stepped forward simultaneously, but most eyes were focused on Dokgo Jun.

Someone muttered, "If this were a duel, the Student Council President would be the strongest contender for champion."

No one denied it. Before the Five Young Azure Dragons arrived on the scene, Dokgo Jun was the Azure Dragon Academy's greatest prodigy, both in name and in reality. Whether it was martial arts, personality, or his outstanding reputation among instructors and students, the Sword Dragon Dokgo Jun was a unique existence at the academy.

Even now, after the Five Young Azure Dragons rose to fame due to their teacher, Dokgo Jun was still considered the academy's best.

SHING!

Dokgo Jun drew his sword, holding it at the ready and pointing it at the opposing group leader. "Senior. A match, please."

The Group Six leader, Mok Hyungwoo, nodded. He was an extremely ordinary-looking student with a few small scars on his stubbled chin. If he had one unique characteristic, it was that he looked quite a bit older than the other students.

"Mok Hyungwoo?"

Baek Suryong pulled out the student registration records and searched for Mok Hyungwoo's personal details.

As it turned out, Mok Hyungwoo had served in the Imperial Army for ten years, from age sixteen to twenty-six. After retiring from the army, he immediately took and passed the Azure Dragon Academy entrance exam. Since he was now in his fourth year, that made him thirty years old, even older than the gathered instructors.

"I should be the one asking for your guidance," Mok Hyungwoo said, smiling faintly as he pointed his spear at Dokgo Jun.

Dokgo Jun responded by darting forward at lightning speed.

Mok Hyungwoo's eyes widened in shock, but he immediately shouted, "I'll hold him off for now, so follow the plan... Keuk!"

CLANG!

Mok Hyungwoo gritted his teeth. He had barely blocked Dokgo Jun's first slash!

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

The fight between the leaders was overwhelmingly one-sided. Each time Mok Hyungwoo blocked Dokgo Jun's sword, his spear shaft bent as if it would break, yet blocking was all he could do. He couldn't even dream of counterattacking.

Ak Yeonho's eyes welled with pity. As a fellow spear user, he had been keeping an eye on Mok Hyungwoo for a while.

"Student Mok Hyungwoo is actually a really hardworking student," he mumbled.

"I can tell. Moreover, his spear technique is simple and practical, perhaps because he learned it in the military," Baek Suryong replied, carefully observing Mok Hyungwoo's movements.

He's more interesting than I thought.

Mok Hyungwoo's fundamentals were very solid, to the point where he could be compared with the students of the White Dragon Manor.

Still, it's a pity.

He had trained in martial arts for at least ten years longer than the other students, yet besides his fundamentals, he didn't stand out in any particular way.

Simply put, he lacked talent.

It was unfortunate, but Dokgo Jun was too formidable an opponent for him.

CLAAAAANG!

Eventually, Mok Hyungwoo's spear shaft snapped in two. His palm was torn, and blood splattered across the ground.

Everyone thought the fight was over, but to their astonishment, Mok Hyungwoo didn't stop. Instead, he closed the distance with his broken spear, aiming to catch his opponent off guard.

"YAAAH!"

Dokgo Jun was startled by the unexpected attack, but he quickly recovered and easily evaded it, knocking the remaining half of the spear flying in the process.

"It's over," he whispered.

Mok Hyungwoo stared at the sword pressed against his neck, dumbfounded. "...Well, I'll be," he laughed dryly, raising his bloodied hands in surrender.

The subsequent battle ended uneventfully. Group Six had prepared a strategy as well, but beacuse Dokgo Jun had swiftly eliminated Mok Hyungwoo and joined the fray, the match was decided before they could use it.

"Mok Hyungwoo is amazing for fighting like that despite his injuries and broken weapon.

"He's a tough one even among the fourth-years... Suryong-hyung? What's wrong?"

"It's nothing." Baek Suryong studied Mok Hyungwoo for a moment before turning his attention to the last two groups. "The last mock battle is between those two, huh? Group Eight and Group Ten, step forward!"

All eyes turned to the final two groups, their eyes sparkling with as much anticipation as when Groups Four and Five had clashed.

"Now this is an interesting matchup!"

"I wonder who will win..."

On one side, leading Group Ten, was the prodigious swordsman Wiji Cheon.

On the other side, at the head of Group Eight, stood the warrior maidens Yoo Yiran and Yeo Min.



Translator's Note: I can't believe it took 370 chapters to find out the twins' names!


Chapter 371: There Are Always Exceptions

As the last two groups walked out, a murmur rippled through the gathered students.

"He's finally making an appearance."

"This is my first time seeing Wiji Cheon fight. Is he really as strong as the rumors say?"

"Boy, are you in for a shock. That kid turns into a demon the second he picks up a sword."

"But his opponents are no pushovers, either. Yoo Yiran and the girl from the Five Young Azure Dragons are in the same group!"

"Yeo Min? She's nothing special."

Now that their mock battles were over, everyone could finally enjoy the final match. They were particularly focused on Wiji Cheon, the genius swordsman who had burst onto the scene like a comet during the entrance exam by fighting on par with the Student Council President, Dokgo Jun.

At that time, Wiji Cheon had taken the top spot by unanimous decision. Since then, alongside the Azure Dragon Hero, Baek Suryong, he had cut down the masters of the Scarlet Tiger Gang and the Valley of Evil, and also won an official duel against Yoo Yiran. More recently, he defeated several prominent wandering swordsmen, earning the pretentious title of 'Sword Wonder.'

"Don't they say that all challengers must defeat the Five Young Azure Dragons before they can duel Mr. Baek Suryong?"

"Yeah, and I hear it's especially hard for swordsmen to challenge Mr. Baek because their opponent is Wiji Cheon."

"So he's the strongest of the Five Young Azure Dragons."

"Think he's stronger than Hyonwon Kang? I got some serious goosebumps just now."

The students looked at Wiji Cheon with a mixture of wariness, admiration, and jealousy. Despite being the youngest freshman at the academy, his martial arts skills rivaled the best in the school.

Nonetheless, Wiji Cheon was normally a shy and timid boy.

"...L-Let's... do our best together..." Wiji Cheon stammered nervously. Despite his reluctance, his teammates had nominated him as the group leader.

Although he had improved slightly after interacting with the SRS students, he was still very shy around strangers.

He smiled awkwardly. "You all remember the formation we planned earlier, right? T-Then, shall we get into formation?"

Before the mock battle began, the two groups took their positions. However, unlike Group Eight, which assembled in an instant, Group Ten took forever to get into formation.

"Hahaha! What's there to worry about when we have the Sword Wonder on our side? We'll win for sure!" a fourth-year senior laughed, putting pressure on Wiji Cheon.

"Tsk. No matter how much I think about it, this doesn't seem right," a third-year senior complained. He had criticized the strategy throughout the earlier meeting, but offered no solutions of his own. It was clear that he had no interest in cooperating.

A freshman scratched his head. "How are we supposed to do this again?

"Am I standing in the right place?" a sophomore asked, looking confused.

Baek Suryong shook his head and sighed. Group Ten was more disorganized and lost than any of the previous groups. "That's a random mob, not a team..."

Wiji Cheon forced a smile as he watched his group members. "It's okay. Please take your time. I'm sure the seniors on the other team will wait..."

"FOOLS!" Baek Suryong roared, eyes flashing. He was not going to wait patiently for dawdling students. "Do you think your enemies on the battlefield will wait for you to get ready?! Ten points from Group Ten!"

Wiji Cheon and the Group Ten students flinched.

""S-Sorry!""

Group Ten scrambled around for a moment before barely managing to get into formation.

SHING!

Wiji Cheon drew his sword and aimed it at the opposing group, who had finished preparing long ago. In an instant, his innocent eyes turned steely.

"Ooh...!"

"Indeed...!"

The audience immediately took notice of Wiji Cheon's change in demeanor. Only the Five Young Azure Dragons, who knew Wiji Cheon well, tilted their heads in puzzlement.

"Hey, isn't Cheon acting a bit strangely?

"He can't focus."

"Why is he so distracted?"

None of them knew what was going through Wiji Cheon's mind.

Only Wiji Cheon knew that he was panicking.

This is a group battle. I can't afford to make the same mistake as Senior Wonkang. We have to work together!

He whispered to his group, "Remember, we must stick together until the end. I'll block all the dangerous attacks for you."

"......"

However, shortly after the mock battle began, Wiji Cheon realized how complacent he was being.

"Who said we'd let you stick together?"

The two Group Eight girls who knew Wiji Cheon best moved simultaneously.

WHOOSH!

As expected of the fastest movement arts expert in the Azure Dragon Academy, Yeo Min's figure seemed to stretch out, leaving an afterimage as she made full use of her mobility to circle around the training ground and position herself behind Group Ten.

"Watch your backs! Senior Yeo Min uses Ice Arts!" Wiji Cheon warned.

"Do you have time to worry about that?" Yoo Yiran taunted as she spearheaded an attack on Group Ten with her teammates.

CLANG! CLANG!

Wiji Cheon wanted to continue giving orders to his teammates, but he couldn't take his eyes off Yoo Yiran's sword.

Yoo Yiran smirked. She knew her junior's skills well, so there was no need to waste time sizing each other up. She went all out right from the start, the ever-changing forms of the Soaring Stream Sword Technique enveloping her opponent.

"Attack!"

"Uwaaaah!"

The other students collided head-on. Since their skills were similar, the fight was neck and neck. If anything, Group Eight, which was down one member due to Yeo Min's absence, began to fall behind. 

To make things worse, Wiji Cheon gradually pushing back Yoo Yiran, giving him some leeway to monitor the battle. "Maintain the formation! I'll block Senior Yiran, so you seniors, be careful..." 

"How dare you look away in front of me?" Yoo Yiran snapped, furious.

CLANG! CLANG! SCREECH!

Two swords scraped against each other, sending sparks flying. For a brief moment, the two swordsmen pressed their swords against each other.

Yoo Yiran's eyes flashed. "I'll make you focus completely on me."

"Keuk...!" Wiji Cheon groaned. At any other time, he would have gladly accepted her challenge, but he couldn't focus right now.

I have to pay attention to my group members. We have to fight together to win!

Just when he thought it couldn't get any worse, a northern blizzard began to howl from behind Group Ten.

WHOOOOOSH!

Suddenly, a fierce, sharp gale swept through the area, causing the thinly clad students to shiver as the temperature dropped sharply.

"I-Ice Arts?"

"What kind of Ice Arts is strong enough to freeze the entire battlefield?

The students turned to look at Yeo Min, only to find her cloaked in an aura of pure white frigid energy. To their disbelief, she was targeting their rear all by herself.

FWOOSH!

Yeo Min brandished her folding fan, her eyes glowing with a soft white luster. Each time she swung it, a pure white current of energy rode the wind and shot out like bolts of lightning.

CRACKLE!

Small ice particles formed in the air and rained down on Group Ten, each one as sharp as a throwing knife.

"I-I can't move..."

"Kuaaak!"

Dulled by the plummeting temperature and the hail of ice particles bearing down on them, Group Ten, which had enjoyed a brief advantage, was quickly cornered.

"Attack!"

Group Eight pounced on the opportunity. Previously pushed onto the defensive due to having one less person, they now shifted to the offensive.

Wiji Cheon turned pale. Even as he dealt with Yoo Yiran, he blocked some of the attacks aimed at his teammates. Glancing at three of his seniors, he called out urgently, "Seniors, please hold off Senior Yeo Min!"

"But then the others will be pushed back..."

"I'll buy you some time! Hurry!"

The three of them nodded in unison and charged at Yeo Min, but she deftly employed her exceptional mobility and made effective use of the training ground, dancing circles around her three opponents and defeating them one by one.

"Was Yeo Min that strong?"

"I thought she was the weakest of the Five Young Azure Dragons."

"How can you say that after seeing this?"

The onlookers couldn't help but admire Yeo Min's stellar performance, which all but decided the match.

Meanwhile, things were looking worse and worse for Wiji Cheon.

CLANG! CLANG!

As the members of Group Ten were eliminated, the burden on him increased. He couldn't help but fall into a disadvantage against Yoo Yiran if he had to take care of his teammates while simultaneously fighting her.

As time passed, the number of cuts on his clothes increased.

RIP!

The sound of his sleeve being cut rang out distinctly, and blood streamed from his grazed shoulder.

Startled, Yoo Yiran paused her attack. "Surrender! The match was decided long ago."

"......" Gritting his teeth, Wiji Cheon looked around. Unable to withstand the simultaneous offensive from the front and back, most of his teammates were either knocked out or had surrendered.

"I-I surrender!"

"Damn it! We were completely blindsided."

"Can't be helped. They were too strong!"

Wiji Cheon's blood boiled. Did you really do your best? What gives you the right to complain when you don't follow instructions and give up as soon as the going gets tough?

The students in Group Ten were nothing like his seniors at White Dragon Manor.

Why are they so pathetic?

He couldn't understand them at all. How could they be so incompetent? Not only did they fail to do the simplest tasks properly, they didn't even think to mount a counterattack while he was defending them.

They're no help at all.

Until now, the only people Wiji Cheon had been close to were the White Dragon Manor seniors, Yoo Yiran, and Dokgo Jun. Like him, all of them were the most talented of the Azure Dragon Academy students. When he fought alongside them, they never dragged him down like this.

Group Ten, however, was different. They weren't just out of sync with him and each other. They were a hindrance, an outright burden! No matter how hard he tried to be considerate and help them...

Finally, he snapped and blurted out his true feelings.

"...Just get out of my way."

The Group Ten student fighting beside him flinched. Suddenly, Wiji Cheon wasn't shielding him anymore, leaving him exposed to the concentrated attacks of Group Eight.

CLANG!

"I-I surrender!"

In the end, Wiji Cheon was the only surviving member of Group Ten. 

Everyone in Group Eight surrounded Wiji Cheon.

"You have no intention of surrendering, do you?" Yeo Min sighed softly. "It's obvious what you're thinking. You're thinking of taking on all of us by yourself, aren't you?"

Wiji Cheon nodded calmly. "...That would be more effective."

Yeo Min tensed. If anyone else had said such a thing, she would have snorted, but this was Wiji Cheon. Even now, she could feel a sharp energy radiating from his sword, enough to make her skin tingle.

"Now he's back to the Wiji Cheon we know."

"Ten against one? That kid is more than capable of beating the odds."

"That little brat's got a real competitive streak."

The Five Young Azure Dragons shook their heads as they looked at Wiji Cheon, who exuded an aura so powerful that he overwhelmed ten people by himself.

"As expected..." Yoo Yiran muttered, looking strangely excited. "He looks his best when he holds a sword with those arrogant eyes."

"Such an eyesore, really..." Yeo Min groaned. "Everyone, stay on your toes. If we're careless, we'll lose."

All of Group Eight tensed.

Off to the side, Baek Suryong was dumbfounded. This match had turned out very differently from what he had expected, mainly due to Group Ten's lackadaisical attitude. Still, he didn't feel the need to intervene just yet.

"That kid Cheon..."

Wiji Cheon was different from Hyonwon Kang. Unlike Hyonwon Kang, who couldn't control his martial arts, the current Wiji Cheon could now suppress the Killing Sword and use sword qi.

"Well, there are always exceptions."

On the battlefield, the existence of an extraordinary master could sometimes overturn all common sense.

It shouldn't hurt to show these students what that feels like once.

"Okay, show me what you're capable of, Wiji Cheon."

As if he could hear his teacher's voice, Wiji Cheon moved.


Chapter 372: Ah! I Almost Forgot

Wiji Cheon's sword moved slowly and did not look particularly threatening, but the students facing him tensed anxiously, each hoping its tip would not be aimed at them.

"Gulp..."

Amidst the suffocating tension Wiji Cheon had forced upon everyone, only the occasional sound of a dry swallow could be heard.

Wiji Cheon took a step forward... and vanished into thin air.

"Jang Yeon!" Yoo Yiran shouted in warning, but it was too late. Wiji Cheon was already in front of him.

"I'll block him!" Jang Yeon declared, swinging his sword with confidence. As an SRS member, he had trained with Wiji Cheon during the vacation and had seen the boy's swordsmanship dozens of times.

I should be able to stop him at least once or twice!

Inner qi surged through his body, and his contracted muscles unleashed explosive power like an arrow released from a taut bowstring. The speed of his slash was fast enough to impress most of the spectating students.

"Come on!" Jang Yeon shouted, putting his all into one blow. He didn't think of a follow-up, trusting his teammates would come to his aid as long he just blocked Wiji Cheon once. 

No, perhaps I can even make Wiji Cheon retreat with this attack?

Unfortunately, he overlooked one fact. If Jang Yeon had grown accustomed to Wiji Cheon's swordsmanship, then Wiji Cheon had completely figured out his technique.

Wiji Cheon unhesitatingly closed the distance, dodging Jang Yeon's sword. To the spectators, it looked as if his body had split in two, but no flesh was cut, and no blood splattered.

"You're dead, Senior," Wiji Cheon whispered as he dashed past Jang Yeon.

"Huh?" Jang Yeon blinked in confusion. Suddenly, he felt a chill wind against his bare skin. 

He looked down. His clothes were ripped near his heart.

THUD!

His knees gave way, and he stared at Wiji Cheon with a pale face. He hadn't even properly seen how he was defeated. 

If this was a real battle, I would have died in that single exchange.

His hands trembled with the horrifying realization, and his sword clattered to the ground.

"Jang Yeon, you're eliminated. Leave the battlefield," Baek Suryong called out gently.

"Y-Yes..."

As Jang Yeon scrambled to the side, Wiji Cheon searched for his next prey with expressionless eyes.

"Attack simultaneously!" Yoo Yiran shouted, leading the charge.

Two students, one wielding a spear and the other a dao, flanked her on both sides. At the same time, Yeo Min positioned herself behind Wiji Cheon, watching for a chance to attack.

CLANG!

Wiji Cheon knocked Yoo Yiran's sword to the side and approached the opponent on his right, who was thrusting a spear.

"Damn it...!" the spearman cursed.

SWISH!

Wiji Cheon sliced the spear shaft in half and lightly touched the spearman's temple with the flat of his sword.

"You're dead..." he began, but before he could finish speaking, he kicked off the ground and leaped up in a hurry. 

A blade pierced the space where he had been standing just a moment before.

Rotating his body in midair, Wiji Cheon parried Yoo Yiran's rising sword and used the rebound to create distance.

"You!" he snapped, annoyed. He had no intention of taking on Yoo Yiran right away.

I'll target the weaker ones first!

He backed off and maintained his distance from Yoo Yiran, darting toward her teammates instead. 

Frustrated, Yoo Yiran chased after him, but she wasn't fast enough to stop him.

"D-Don't come this way!"

"Help me!"

"Damn it! You're in my way!"

Although they were much better than the disorganized Group Ten, it was still Group Eight's first time working together. They didn't understand each other well enough to perform a proper joint attack, and Wiji Cheon knew it.

He lured his opponents into hindering each other's movements, then dived into their blind spots and finished them off one by one with a swift slash.

"You're dead."

"You're dead."

"You're dead."

Every time he spoke, someone would drop their weapon or collapse to the floor. The odds, which had been ten to one, quickly dwindled to five to one.

"Crazy..."

"He's a monster..."

The students watched so attentively that they forgot to breathe. Five from Group Eight had fallen. During that time, the only noticeable change in Wiji Cheon was his slightly ragged breathing.

"Ha! Isn't his swordsmanship already beyond the level of a student?"

"His control over his techniques is phenomenal..."

Even the instructors looked at Wiji Cheon with admiration. They had known the boy was strong, but they hadn't expected him to fight like a supreme martial artist.

"If it's that kid..."

"He might really beat all ten by himself..."

"No, it will be difficult for Cheon to win," Baek Suryong declared coldly, throwing cold water on everyone's hopes. Since he was Wiji Cheon's swordsmanship instructor, he could assess his student more objectively than anyone else.

"Are you saying he'll lose?" Ak Yeonho asked in disbelief. While Baek Suryong was speaking, Wiji Cheon had eliminated two more students, leaving only three Group Eight students remaining. "At this rate, it looks like he'll take them all down in an instant!"

The other instructors nodded in agreement.

Baek Suryong shook his head. "If the opponents were only ordinary students, they wouldn't be able to beat Wiji Cheon even if there were twenty of them. However... the story changes if there's a cunning fox mixed in with his opponents."

Grinning, he shifted his gaze to Yeo Min.

Meanwhile, Wiji Cheon decided on his next target. Three remained in Group Eight: Yeo Min, Yoo Yiran, and one male student who used a dao. He rushed at the lone male student left standing.

Just a little more...

His breathing was becoming increasingly ragged, so he stopped breathing altogether to prevent the tip of his sword from wavering. It was an instinctive judgment.

CLANG!

He exchanged the first blow with Yoo Yiran, deflecting her sword to the side and pushing her back slightly. He then pivoted on his left foot, spinning like a top, and slashed upward, parrying the male student's blade.

Two left!

The male student stared at him with a sickened expression and slowly moved his lips. He seemed to be saying something, but Wiji Cheon didn't care. This person would fall soon enough.

"You're de... Eh?" Midway through his swing, Wiji Cheon lost his balance and almost tripped.

A trap!

Glancing down, he noticed that a thin layer of ice had formed beneath his feet.

SWOOSH!

The Soul Sword cut through empty air, and for the first time since the fight began, a huge gap appeared in Wiji Cheon's guard.

Naturally, Yoo Yiran exploited that opening.

CLAAANG!

"Keuk!" Wiji Cheon groaned. The breath he had been holding burst out at once and made his head spin. Dismayed, he quickly staggered backward.

Yeo Min giggled. "I admit, your strategy of taking down the weaker opponents one by one wasn't bad."

"Senior Yeo Min..."

"But we're not dumb. What made you think we'd keep falling for the same trick over and over again? When it's so obvious who you'll target?" Yeo Min, cloaked in pure white frigid energy, lunged at Wiji Cheon and swung her folding fan nimbly. "Sorry, but this is our victory!"

Yoo Yiran too rushed in with all her might, not wanting to give Wiji Cheon time to catch his breath.

BOOM! CLANG! CRACKLE!

Attacked from both the front and back, Wiji Cheon lost control of his breathing and was pushed back continuously.

"No matter how strong you are, after running wild like that, there's no way you have any stamina left."

"Hoo, huuk..." Wiji Cheon panted, his shoulders heaving as if to prove the point.

Yeo Min, on the other hand, was bursting with energy. Since the fight began, she had conserved her stamina by only keeping Group Ten in check, waiting for Wiji Cheon to tire out and make a mistake.

She grinned devilishly. "Ultimately, it never mattered how many of us you defeated, Cheon. We just needed to get you, right?"

"That's cowardly...!"

"It's because you're strong enough that we have to be cowardly," Yoo Yiran explained.

The two girls exchanged glances, then intensified the assault simultaneously. A northern blizzard raged violently, and a sword wind lashed out in all directions.

"Thinking of surrendering?" Yeo Min taunted.

"No!" Wiji Cheon gasped.

"I thought so."

Yeo Min and Yoo Yiran waged a war of attrition against Wiji Cheon, their attacks and defenses so perfectly synchronized that it was hard to believe it was their first time fighting together. Both girls were highly skilled in martial arts and had excellent insight, allowing them to adapt to each other's movements rapidly.

Baek Suryong smirked faintly as he watched a frustrated Wiji Cheon struggling to swing his sword.

He must be disappointed. He definitely had a chance to win.

When Wiji Cheon had taken down about five of them, the confusion in Group Eight had reached its peak. If he had ignored the panicked enemies and launched a surprise attack on Yoo Yiran then, he might have been able to wipe out the group.

Unfortunately, he had clung stubbornly to the idea of taking down the weaker opponents one by one, giving Yeo Min and Yoo Yiran time to execute their strategy.

In the end, it was due to a lack of experience.

Still, Baek Suryong rather enjoyed seeing this inexperienced side of Wiji Cheon. It meant there was still much to teach him.

Eventually, Yoo Yiran's sword and Yeo Min's folding fan simultaneously touched Wiji Cheon's chest and back.

"...I lost," Wiji Cheon mumbled, drooping his shoulders and turning back into a timid boy.

The spectators immediately applauded or cheered for the three.

Grinning from ear to ear, Yeo Min pinched the sulking Wiji Cheon's cheeks. "Oh my! Is our Cheon in a bad mood because you lost to your Noonas?"

"That's not it..." Wiji Cheon sniffed.

Yoo Yiran stared at the sight in horror. "W-What do you think you're doing? P-Pinching a grown man's face...!"

"What grown man? This is a little kid."

"......" Wiji Cheon walked limply towards his group members, leaving behind the indignant Yoo Yiran and the dumbfounded Yeo Min.

And so, the first Defense Against the Blood Cult class came to an end.

Baek Suryong gathered all the students. "I believe you have all more or less analyzed each other's strengths and weaknesses through today's mock battles."

The students, especially the group leaders, nodded vigorously. Some looked excited, while others looked depressed. During the first class today, the winners and losers were set apart, as were the strong and the weak.

"If you lost today, make sure to win next time. If you won today, keep up your winning streak. Understood?"

""Yes!""

"Good answer. That's all for today's class."

""Thank you for your hard work!""

The students' faces lit up as soon as they heard that class was over, but unfortunately for them, Baek Suryong was not yet finished. 

Before they could scatter, he smirked evilly and said, "Ah! I almost forgot to tell you about the homework."

The students' faces clouded over with shock and betrayal.


Chapter 373: To Be A Group Leader (1)

The White Dragon Inn, located opposite the Azure Dragon Academy, was famous among students for being a cost-effective restaurant with affordable, hearty meals. The inn was always packed during dinnertime, and today was no exception.

"Let's put today's loss behind us! We just have to win all the next matches! Hyonwon Kang declared, standing up and raising his cup high.

He looked around at his group members with the gentlest smile he could manage.

Unfortunately, his smile still made those facing him flinch.

"Everyone, please join me in a toast to commemorate becoming a group!"

""T-To us...""

"Kaaah!" Hyonwon Kang took a long swig from his cup, then slammed it down on the table.

THUD!

While the scene may have been open to misinterpretation, the cup contained a fruit drink popular with students, not alcohol.

"It's my treat today, so order whatever you want! Let's talk frankly and build some strong camaraderie."

"Thanks for the food..."

"Thank you, Senior."

Hyonwon Kang had rented out the entire second floor of the White Dragon Inn for the welcome party, willingly spending a significant portion of his allowance from the Hyonwon Clan.

Truth be told, he had always been secretly envious whenever Peng Sahyuk rented out entire inns. Of course, compared to the places Peng Sahyuk frequented, this place was much smaller. Still, it was a considerable strain for him, and he found himself unconsciously glancing at the prices on the menu.

"I said don't worry about it and order anything you want. Are you ordering the five-spice pork? No, I'm not telling you not to order it. I'm just worried there'll be leftovers. Hahaha! If you leave even one bite, you're de... You know I'm kidding, right? Haha!" he joked, trying to brighten the mood.

Unfortunately, the joke didn't have the desired effect , and ultimately, everyone ordered the cheapest noodles and dumplings.

"Tsk..." Hyonwon Kang clicked his tongue.

Why are they so damn timid? No, it's precisely at times like this that I, as the Group Leader, need to take the initiative to engage them.

He began, "So, about our assignment..."

"C-Cough!" One of the group members, who was eating noodles, started coughing as if he had choked.

"...Are you okay?" Hyonwon Kang asked, genuinely concerned.

However, the freshman who was coughing turned pale in fear instead. "S-Sorry!"

"...Right," Hyonwon Kang nodded. "Be more careful from now on!"

"......" The freshman turned even paler.

Hyonwon Kang turned his attention back to the rest of his group. "Everyone remembers the homework Mr. Baek gave us, right?"

Everyone nodded.


"Analyze the other groups' strengths and weaknesses, and submit a written proposal for how you will counter them in a mock battle at the start of our next class."



Unsatisfied with merely holding intense practical activities in the first class, Baek Suryong had also assigned homework. He was a devil, but no student dared complain about the Azure Dragon Hero, especially not while the teacher from hell was glaring at them.

"What the hell, shall we just finish the assignment here? Let's start with Group One... Oh, is there anyone who writes well?"

"......" The group members glanced at each other, but no one raised their hand.

"No one?" Hyonwon Kang's eyebrows twitched.

The freshman who had choked earlier timidly raised his hand. "I-I'll be the secretary."

"Your name was Yeong Sochun, right?"

"...It's Yong Hosik."

"Alright. Group One, led by Dokgo Jun, is a well-balanced team. They have a solid formation with Dokgo Jun at the center, and they work well together. If I had to find a weakness..."

Hyonwon Kang actively presented his opinions, leading the meeting.

The problem was that, besides him, the other group members hardly offered their input.

"When facing Group Two, let's have someone fast keep Ya Suhyeok in check. He's simple and easily provoked. And the twins..."

"That sounds good!"

Group Three is nimble and fast, but they don't have any particularly outstanding fighters. Gun Sojin is pretty good, though."

"I think so too!"

"Group Five... that crazy bitch Tang Soso is dead meat the next time I face her. Anyway, when we fight them, we should prepare for poison and hidden weapons. A few people could stand in the front with shields, or maybe..."

"I agree!"

"Group Six? They're nothing special. Their group leader, Mok Hyungwoo, is average, and the rest are just okay. Honestly, we'd win if we fought them, but we have to write something. Does anyone want to share their thoughts?"

"We don't!"

"...?"

Most of the time, Hyonwon Kang did the talking while the other group members just nodded and agreed. As time passed, he finally realized that something was strange.

"It feels like I've been the only one talking for a while now," he complained, frowning.

The other group members hurriedly started making excuses.

"No, it's because everything you're saying is right, so we have nothing to add..."

"You said everything we wanted to say first, Senior."

"It's because you're good at this, Hyonwon Kang."

"You decide, Senior. We'll just follow you."

Hyonwon Kang clicked his tongue.

Well, they're not wrong. Honestly, it's better if I do it all by myself.

Be it martial arts, practical experience, or aptitude, he was decidedly superior to the rest of his group members. Although there were other third- and fourth-year students in the group, frankly, none of them measured up to his standards.

He chugged the fruit drink next to him, thirsty from all the talking he had done, then grumbled, "Still, try to contribute sometimes. Anyway, last is Group Ten. Honestly, if we take down Wiji Cheon, it's over. The rest are a disorderly mob. Far from helping, they just drag him down..."

WHOOOSH...

A cold wind blew in through the open window, heightening the already tense atmosphere at the quiet table.

Oh, shit! Hyonwon Kang realized his slip of the tongue belatedly. His description of Group Ten's shortcomings also applied to his own group.

He immediately backtracked, stammering, "N-No, that's not what I meant..."

SCRAPE!

A third-year student roughly shoved his chair back and stood up. "Sorry, but do you mind if I leave first?"

"Leaving already? Why?"

"I have a practical class early tomorrow morning, and I have a lot to prepare."

"Alright. Go ahead."

As if on cue, the other group members began to rise from their seats as well.

"I have another class too."

"I have to leave early for a family memorial service."

"Is the meeting over?"

Before long, the table was deserted.

Hyonwon Kang was dumbfounded. "No, why did everyone leave?"

"Senior, here are the meeting minutes," Yong Hosik said, handing Hyonwon Kang a stack of papers. He was the last group member left since he had been organizing the notes. Getting up as well, he said quickly, "Thank you for your hard work..."

"Hey! Wait a minute. I want to ask you something."

Yong Hosik shuddered and shrunk back. "Yes?"

Did I make a mistake? Why is everyone so uncooperative?" Hyonwon Kang asked, tilting his head in confusion.

"I'm not sure," Yong Hosik replied vaguely. "Then I'll see you at the next class."

"Yeah. Get home safely, Sochun."

"Actually, my name is Yong Hosik, but never mind." Yong Hosik bowed his head and went down the stairs.

Hyonwon Kang scratched the back of his head as he watched the freshman go.

"Damn it! This isn't right," he grumbled softly.

Despite being a third-year student, this was his first time participating in a group assignment. He had taken on the role of group leader with enthusiasm, eager to show how he had changed. However, he felt that something had been off right from the beginning.

"...What a waste of good food."

He asked the waiter to pack up the leftovers, then went downstairs. Just as he was about to head out, though, he spotted a familiar face in a corner of the inn.

Isn't that Cheon?

Wiji Cheon also appeared to be working on the assignment with his group members. However, the atmosphere there was even worse than Group Four's.

"A-Any opinions?" Wiji stammered. As usual, he was shy and nervous when not fighting.

Unfortunately for him, the students of Group Ten knew that, and had also figured out how to use this fact to their advantage.

"Can't you just do it all?"

"...Huh?"

"Not only are you the strongest among us, you're also Mr. Baek Suryong's favorite. You don't need to worry about your grades, do you?"

"But this is a group project..."

"What's our group's strategy? I'll tell you. Wiji Cheon goes out and beats everyone up! All. By. Himself!"

Some of the group members snickered, while others didn't. It was clear, however, that none of them were particularly fond of Wiji Cheon.

"You said it yourself , didn't you? Since you want us to get out of your way, then fine. We won't hold you back."

"Pardon? T-That's not what..."

Group Ten snorted. They all remembered what Wiji Cheon had said during the mock battle.

The senior who fought alongside Wiji Cheon until the end said bitterly, "Honestly, I'm not even angry because it's true. You should just do everything on your own. After all, in every story, the role of supporting actors is just to go along with the main character, right?"

"......" Wiji Cheon's eyes trembled.

"Hey."

THWACK!

A large palm slammed down on the table. Startled, the students looked up to see Hyonwon Kang glaring at them with the eyes of a wild beast.

"Have you bastards lost your minds? Do you think our Jicheon is a pushover? Do you all want to die at once?" Hyonwon Kang growled, rolling up his sleeves.

Wiji Cheon immediately clung to Hyonwon Kang's waist. "W-Whoa, Senior Wonkang! Calm down! What are you doing? Hurry and run away!"

"Let go! Let go of me!" Hyonwon Kang roared.

"Is he crazy...?"

"Let's just go."

Hyonwon glared at the backs of the fleeing students and swung his fist in the air. "Shameless bastards!"

"Senior, why are you so angry?"

"......" Hyonwon Kang stopped to think for a moment, and then he realized why. With a blank expression, he muttered, "Fuck! Group assignments are turning me back into a delinquent..."

"......"

"And you?"

"...I'm thinking of withdrawing from the class," Wiji Cheon muttered dejectedly.

Hyonwon Kang ruffled the sulking Wiji Cheon's hair. He understood how he felt better than anyone. "Let's just go home for now."

They left the White Dragon Inn and headed for the White Dragon Manor.

""Haaah..."

Walking side by side, the two boys stopped and sighed at the same time.

"I really hate group work."

"Me too..."

"If we go back like this, we'll definitely be teased, right?"

"Isn't that obvious? Everyone will make fun of us from the moment we open the door until we go to bed."

The silhouette of the White Dragon Manor was visible in the distance. Wiji Cheon felt as if he could already hear them laughing and joking inside.


"Oh, look who it is! The only two losers among the Five Young Azure Dragons."

"Pfft. They acted all high and mighty, but in the end..."

"What was I supposed to do? I needed to win, too. Sorry not sorry!"



Knowing Geo Sangwoong, Ya Suhyeok, and Yeo Min, there was no way they would miss the chance to gloat over Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon.

Hyonwon Kang trembled, as if the mere thought upset him. "It's not just today that's the problem. If our teams' relationships continue to be this messed up, we're bound to lose again next time."

"...What should we do?"

Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon sighed again.

They were both born with natural talent and had virtually never experienced failure while learning martial arts. As such, they had no idea how to communicate with or fight alongside martial artists of a completely different caliber. Even worse, though it was a team battle, they had never before suffered such a humiliating defeat at the hands of peers they considered beneath them.

"Should we ask Mr. Baek for a consultation?"

"Good idea."

As the saying went, a thirsty man searches for a well. The two turned around and headed back to the Azure Dragon Academy.

Despite the late hour, a time when most instructors would have already left for the day, they knew that Baek Suryong would likely still be working.

"Huh? What's he doing over there?"

On their way to Baek Suryong's office, they spotted their teacher standing on one side of the training ground.

"There's someone with him."

A visitor had arrived before them, but they couldn't see his face because he was standing with his back to them. Plus, Baek Suryong and the visitor were quite far away, so they couldn't hear their conversation...

Suddenly, the visitor lunged at Baek Suryong.

"MR. BAEK!"

Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon's eyes widened in shock as they rushed forward in unison.


Chapter 374: To Be A Group Leader (2)

The moment they saw Baek Suryong being attacked, Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon moved instinctively.

""Mr. Baek!""

Logically, they knew that Baek Suryong would never fall to a surprise attack. For him, a frontal assault during a conversation was literally a daily occurrence. In fact, it was something they themselves did every day.

However, when they saw the stranger attack Baek Suryong, the two boys couldn't help but remember what he had casually mentioned a while ago.

> "It seems that the Blood Cult has dispatched an assassin after me. You all be careful, too, just in case. If you spot anyone who seems even slightly suspicious, notify me immediately."

Although Baek Suryong had mentioned it as if it were no big deal, they took the warning to heart.

That bastard!

An assassin from the Blood Cult!

The two boys' hair whipped wildly in the wind as they charged toward the assailant. Just as the attacker's fist struck Baek Suryong's chest, however, he extended his hand.

PABABAK!

The assailant's punches were quick and precise. Each blow was short and sharp, targeting only the vitals.

However, Baek Suryong stood his ground and deflected all the attacks with one hand. He even had time to turn his head and stare at the approaching Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon in puzzlement.

As expected of Mr. Baek!

There's no way he'd be defeated by some assassin!

Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon felt a little relieved. Still, they didn't let their guard down completely. Assassins were individuals who would not hesitate to use any means, including poison or hidden weapons, to kill their target.

Let's go!

Yes!

The two boys quickly exchanged glances. Having performed countless joint attacks together, they kicked off the ground at the same time without even needing to communicate.

BOOM!

The ground caved in as the boys accelerated once more.

"Hmm?" Only then did the assassin (?!) notice their approach. Turning around, he saw the two boys rushing at him like madmen, and his jaw dropped in shock. "W-What the...?"

WHOOSH!

Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon scattered to the left and right, aiming to distract their opponent as they drew their Black Dao and Soul Sword like lightning. It was a perfect combination attack.

If only my group members could match my timing like this!

If only my group members could coordinate with me half as well as Senior Wonkang...

In that brief moment, Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon had the same thought.

SWISH!

A moment later, the Black Dao was pressed against the man's throat, while the Soul Sword's tip lightly rested on his chest.

"I-I surrender!" The assassin raised his hands in surrender.

Finally, Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon got a proper look at the assassin's (?) face.

Huh? He looks familiar...?

The face looking at them with a bewildered expression was clearly...

"Aren't you... the Group Six leader?"

"Senior Mok Hyungwoo?"

Mok Hyungwoo, the leader of Group Six, smiled awkwardly and scratched his stubbly chin. Cold sweat beaded on his forehead. "I think there's been a misunderstanding. Can you put those pointy things away?"

""......""

Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon looked at Baek Suryong with confused expressions.

"What the fuck are you two doing?" Sighing, Baek Suryong used his Black Dragon Pointer to brush aside the students' weapons and smacked both boys on the head.

WHACK! THWACK!

"No, well, I came here to ask you something..."

"I saw someone suddenly attack you, so I thought it was an assassin..."

Baek Suryong regarded the two rascals, who were holding their heads as if he had wronged them, in disbelief. "What kind of assassin is stupid enough to launch a surprise attack in the middle of an open training ground?"

""......""

Baek Suryong sighed. He could guess why these two had come looking for him at such a late hour.

Out of my five kids, only the two of them lost in the group mock battles.

Given that Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon had the strongest competitive spirits among his students, he could only imagine how disappointed they must be. Furthermore, since it was their first time leading a group, they must have been frustrated when things didn't go as planned.

He had fully expected this, and to some extent, he had even intentionally orchestrated such a situation. Still, he hadn't expected them to ask for help so soon.

"For now, let's go to my office. You too, Mok Hyungwoo."

"Understood." Mok Hyungwoo, who had been hovering around awkwardly, quietly followed behind the three.

[image: sep]


As Baek Suryong was promoted to an official instructor, he had been assigned a new office. Today, though, was the first time students had come to visit him there.

"It's messy..."

"Why is there so much trash?"

All sorts of documents were scattered about, seemingly disorderly yet strangely systematic. There seemed to be some underlying order that only the office's owner could recognize.

The only decoration in the clutter was Artist Pung Wol's painting, "New Moon White Ice Dance," hanging on one wall. Though, If Artist Pung Wol were to see this, he would have strangled Baek Suryong for hanging his masterpiece in a pigsty.

"Just sit somewhere," Baek Suryong said, roughly clearing the guest table.

The three students sat down, separated by an awkward distance, while Baek Suryong went to boil water for tea.

Wiji Cheon bowed to Mok Hyungwoo and apologized, "Senior, I'm truly sorry about earlier."

"Haha! Don't worry, I know you only did that because you thought I was an assassin."

"But why were you fighting with Mr. Baek?"

"I asked if he could take a look at my martial arts," Mok Hyungwoo explained, scratching his stubble awkwardly. The calluses on his palms and forearms, visible through his martial arts uniform, appeared extremely rough. "As you know, our group is weak. I figured we wouldn't be able to avoid last place if we just let things be. For that reason, I came to Mr. Baek, risking being rude. I just felt I had to do something as the group leader."

"Ah..."

Although their circumstances were different, both of them had similar motivations.

Hyonwon Kang tilted his head. "But didn't you use a spear during the mock battle? You were using fist techniques earlier."

"I learned this and that in the military. The reason I didn't use a spear earlier was..."

"To see how someone uses their whole body, it's best to see how they use their fists and feet. Here, drink up," Baek Suryong interjected, answering on behalf of Mok Hyungwoo as he brought out tea and snacks on a tray. Sitting down opposite the students, he told Mok Hyungwoo, "To put it simply, your skills weren't bad."

"Thank you!" Mok Hyungwoo's face lit up.

Baek Suryong recalled his unusual background once more.

Thirty years old, huh?

Mok Hyungwoo was nearly twice the average age of the Azure Dragon Academy students. Additionally, he learned all of his martial arts in the military rather than in a sect or academy.

"That's not to say you're amazing either. Your martial arts are passable."

Mok Hyungwoo bit his lip slightly and his face clouded over ever so slightly. "Haha. I am trying my best in my own way... but it seems I am still lacking."

"Do you really think what you're lacking is effort?" Baek Suryong asked bluntly.

Mok Hyungwoo fell silent for a moment, then smiled faintly. "I know I don't have any talent, but can I really not make up for it with effort?"

"Hmm..." Baek Suryong grinned. He liked that answer.

He had seen plenty of guys get angry or storm out at the same question. Compared to them, Mok Hyungwoo was self-aware, and that meant there was plenty of room for improvement.

There were a few more things he was curious about, but they weren't topics to bring up in front of the other students.

Nodding, he said, "Wait a moment."

"Yes."

Baek Suryong turned toward Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon. "So, why are you two here?"

"Because of the group activity.

Initially, Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon answered cautiously, frequently glancing at Mok Hyungwoo. Later, however, they became heated and started criticizing their uncooperative group members.

"I'm telling you, it would be better to do it alone, without those jerks!"

"I agree. They're trying to make me do everything. How is this a group assignment?"

Baek Suryong sighed. After listening to his students' stories, he realized he had underestimated the severity of the situation.

"Hmm..."

Unfortunately, he didn't have any particular advice to offer. In the old Blood Cult, everything was based around a strict hierarchy. Anyone who dared to disobey their superior was immediately executed. If you didn't like it, you just had to become stronger than your superior and slit their throat.

Naturally, this method was impossible at the Azure Dragon Academy, one of the Five Great Academies of the orthodox.

He clicked his tongue. "Anyway, the problem with you orthodox brats is that you're raised too gently."

"Huh...?"

"What the fuck? Why are you talking like a villain again?"

Baek Suryong fell into deep thought. He could easily solve the problem by calling the students over and warning them, but what would be the point? The students might bow to his authority and cooperate for now, but it would surely backfire later.

It was better to let the students work out their problems themselves and grow by overcoming challenges together.

Even if he helped, all he could do was give advice.

"Pfft!" Suddenly, Mok Hyungwoo, who had been listening quietly to the conversation, snorted.

Hyonwon Kang frowned. "You find our situation funny?"

"Well, this might be a bit rude, but is this your first time working in a group?"

Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon nodded gloomily.

Mok Hyungwoo had to hold himself back from laughing out loud. The fact that the most elite students from the Azure Dragon Academy were struggling with just one group assignment struck him as absurd.

Baek Suryong looked back and forth between his two students and Mok Hyungwoo.

Oho? If it's these three...

Mok Hyungwoo was twice the age of the other students and was experienced with society. On the other hand, the two rascals were so skilled in martial arts that they had no equal among their peers, yet they struggled to get along with students outside the White Dragon Manor.

"Mok Hyungwoo, do you have a lot of experience leading a group?"

"Over the past four years... I think I've been a group leader about seven or eight times."

"Eight times?!" Hyonwon Kang's eyes widened in horror as if the mere thought of that number was unbearable.

In contrast, Wiji Cheon looked at Mok Hyungwoo with eyes full of respect. "That's amazing..."

"It's nothing much. I've been the group leader since my first year because I'm the oldest." Mok Hyungwoo chuckled bitterly, scratching his beard.

"This is perfect!" Baek Suryong exclaimed. "Wiji Cheon, Hyonwon Kang. You two are going to learn how to lead from Mok Hyungwoo."

Mok Hyungwoo's jaw dropped in shock. "Pardon?"

"In return, you ask these two to spar with you."

"...Huh?"

Baek Suryong smirked and gulped down his tea. "This way, you can all make up for each other's shortcomings. Everyone wins. Besides, I am busy with many things. I don't have time to give one-on-one instruction every time a student seeks me out."

Mok Hyungwoo nodded. He knew this all too well and had come prepared to be rejected by Baek Suryong. In fact, he thought it was an honor to have exchanged moves with him, even if only briefly.

Now, though...

Do I really get to spar with these two? In return for just teaching them how to be better leaders? Isn't that a little unfair to them?

He sincerely believed that this arrangement was unfavorable to Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon. Any martial artist would wish for the opportunity to receive practical sparring guidance from an outstanding expert. For him, sparring with Wiji Cheon and Hyonwon Kang, two of the strongest students, was like a miraculous encounter.

On the other hand, all he could offer were a few simple pieces of advice.

"I don't think I'll be of much help..."

"PLEASE, SENIOR!"

"...Huh?"

Contrary to Mok Hyungwoo's expectations, the two juniors looked at him as if he were holding out a lifeline. Actually, ever since they had heard that he had been a group leader eight times in four years, they had looked at him with sparkling eyes as if he were a hidden master.

"Please guide us, Senior!"

"Senior Mok, please teach us how to whip those pesky group members into shape!"

"Huh? Is it really okay...? Just for something like this...?"

""Of course!""

Mok Hyungwoo nodded, looking dumbfounded.


Chapter 375: To Be A Group Leader (3)

The next day, Mok Hyungwoo went to White Dragon Manor as soon as his classes ended. As he had promised the day before, he intended to meet up with Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon and help each other out.

"Uh, is anyone home?!" he shouted.

A moment later, Hyonwon Kang opened the door. His martial arts uniform was soaked in sweat, indicating that he had been in the middle of training.

"Senior Mok? You're late," Hyonwon Kang grumbled.

"Mr. Namgung Su's class overran as usual. May I come in?"

"Yeah, come on in."

Mok Hyungwoo entered the White Dragon Manor, his heart pounding. Before the vacation, the manor had been bustling with martial artists who came to challenge the Azure Dragon Hero. Since the second semester began, however, the area in front of the manor had returned to its usual quiet.

The reason was simple, the Azure Dragon Hero no longer had any reason to accept challengers. Thanks to his exploits at the Murim Alliance, he had begun to be recognized as one of the Ten Supremes both in name and in reality.

Additionally, Mok Hyungwoo had been questioned by Jiangxi Murim Alliance members patrolling the area en route to the manor, and the piercing stares of beggars had also not escaped his notice.

It's impossible to sneak into this place.

With the Murim Alliance and the Beggars' Gang constantly watching the White Dragon Manor, even the boldest martial artists could no longer visit as they pleased.

Mok Hyungwoo tried his best to calm his excitement. "Where is Mr. Baek Suryong? I think it would be proper to greet him first."

"He always works late. Even we rarely see his face before the stars are out. Follow me."

Hyonwon Kang gave Mok Hyungwoo a brief tour of the White Dragon Manor. There was a spacious training ground for six people with all sorts of weapons displayed on one side, with well-organized training equipment presumed to be used for external arts or sensory training.

It's quite systematic. Rather than a martial artist's training ground... it looks like a military camp. Aren't some of those training equipment used in the military too?

Mok Hyungwoo's heart pounded at the sight of a familiar training method in the courtyard of one of the Ten Supremes. His hands itched to brandish a spear.

Hyonwon Kang smirked faintly. "We only do individual training until Mr. Baek returns."

"Am I bothering you?"

It's fine. I told Cheon that the three of us would be training together today."

Mok Hyungwoo followed Hyonwon Kang across the training ground. Soon, he spotted Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok training together on one side.

BOOM! THUD! BOOM!

The two were performing a technique with what looked like several hundred pounds of iron weights attached to their limbs, yet each of their movements was powerful enough to shatter rock. Every time their iron-pillar-like legs stomped the ground, vibrations rang out. Each time their pot-lid-sized fists tore through the air, a chill ran down his spine.

They didn't look human, they resembled iron warrior gods.

BOOM! BOOM!

Upon closer inspection, the ground in the training yard where they were training appeared slightly lower than in other places, sunken by the giant duo's sheer mass. He couldn't even imagine how heavy those weights they were using were.

Not even the military does such brutal external arts training...

Just then, Geo Sangwoong caught sight of Mok Hyungwoo and grinned at him. Since they were in the same year, they had been in a few of the same classes. "Brother Mok! You've come?" he greeted.

"Am I interrupting your training?"

"Nah, we were just warming up. We have to properly warm up our bodies so we don't get hurt."

"...That was just a warm-up? You're joking, right?" Mok Hyungwoo asked incredulously, turning pale as he watched the two add more iron weights to their limbs.

Ya Suhyeok, who was standing next to Geo Sangwoong, nodded slightly at Mok Hyungwoo, then turned to Hyonwon Kang and sneered. "Is this the private tutor Senior Wonkang hired? Hey, if you want to learn about leadership, why don't you learn from me?"

"Nyaa!" Silver Tiger, perched on Ya Suhyeok's shoulder, nodded in agreement.

Hyonwon Kang's eye twitched as he glared at the pair. "Damn it... Look forward to the next class, because I'll crush you."

Unfortunately, neither Geo Sangwoong nor Ya Suhyeok were easily intimidated.

"Kuhaha! The kid's all talk!"

"Please let us be opponents next time. We'll see who gets crushed!"

Ignoring the two giants' mockery, Hyonwon Kang led Mok Hyungwoo further inside.

A moment later, Yeo Min's figure came into view. She was training alone.

WHOOSH!

The training yard was filled with dozens of thin bamboo sticks, all stuck in the ground. Yeo Min was practicing her movement arts, stepping on the tips of the sticks to improve her form.

The bamboo sticks swayed gently with her light, soft footwork. Despite the irregular, unstable footing, Yeo Min danced on top of them freely and gracefully.

WHIRL!

Yeo Min leaped lightly into the air, spun her body around, and sprayed frigid energy in all directions. The crystalline flakes, bathed in the resplendent rays of the afternoon sun, cast a dazzling glimmer upon her snow-white locks.

"Wow..." Hyonwon Kang unconsciously gasped in admiration at the beautiful scene. He soon caught himself, though, and cleared his throat. "Ahem! That movement art is called the New Moon White Ice Dance. Pretty good, right? She's been obsessed with it lately and has been training hard every day."

"Amazing..." Mok Hyungwoo nodded, looking genuinely impressed, when he suddenly noticed something. He turned to stare at Hyonwon Kang, remarking plainly, "Junior, you're drooling."

"W-What? Sluurp..." Flustered, Hyonwon frantically wiped his lips with his sleeve.

"You, could it be... Are you...?"

"We don't have time, so let's go quickly! Cheon is waiting for us!" Hyonwon Kang hurriedly urged.

"...Ah, youth." 

Mok Hyungwoo smirked faintly when he noticed that the tips of Hyonwon Kang's ears had turned bright red.
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The two arrived at the place where Wiji Cheon was waiting.

Wiji Cheon trotted over and greeted them with a bow, saying, "Good evening, Seniors!"

While Hyonwon Kang went to get Mok Hyungwoo, he had prepared for the sparring session. On one side were a wooden training spear and a wooden dummy, and on the other was a pile of stacked straw bales.

Hyonwon Kang casually kicked up a wooden spear that was lying on the ground and grabbed it. "Shall we start sparring right away?"

"Are the two of you going to use spears, too?"

Hyonwon Kang twirled the spear around a few times and grinned. "Of course. That's how a guided sparring session works, isn't it? Since it's the first time, let's not use inner arts, only external arts."

"I'd be grateful if you would," Mok Hyungwoo said, picking up a wooden spear of suitable length from the ground and carefully assuming his ready stance.

Hyonwon Kang, on the other hand, carelessly rested the spear over his shoulder. "Come at me with intent to kill. Even then, you might barely graze me."

"......" Mok Hyungwoo nodded. Despite Hyonwon Kang's condescending tone, he wasn't particularly offended. Rather, he thought it was a good opportunity to test his limits.

He charged at Hyonwon Kang, propelling himself forward by releasing qi from the Yongquan acupoints on the soles of his feet. 

This was the thrust he was most confident in, having practiced it a thousand times a day for ten years without missing a day.

"Take this!"

Growing up, Mok Hyungwoo had wanted to become a murim master like in the stories. However, for a boy born into a poor family, becoming a martial artist was an unattainable dream.

His parents had many children and struggled to feed themselves day to day. Sending their youngest son to a neighborhood martial arts academy was beyond their reach.

The only options a country boy had to learn martial arts were to become a bandit or join the army. At sixteen, Mok Hyungwoo chose the latter without hesitation.

After that, it was a familiar story. He studied the basic martial arts taught in the army as if they were divine techniques. In spite of the other soldiers' ridicule, he trained tirelessly, even sacrificing his sleep.

Owing to his diligence and a bit of luck, Mok Hyungwoo managed to survive several battles. No one in his unit had thicker calluses on their palms than he did.


"Are you really going to quit? With your accomplishments, I can recommend you for a promotion..."

"No, thank you for everything until now."

"Why?"

"I want to become a martial artist, not a soldier."

"Tsk, tsk. I thought you were pretty smart, but you're a bigger fool than I thought."



After ten years of military service, he returned to his hometown, only to learn that a plague had swept through the village and killed all his family members.

No tears fell from his eyes. He just felt empty at the realization that he no longer had a place to return to.

After spending a night in his childhood home, Mok Hyungwoo set a new goal for himself.

I want to learn more martial arts.

He submitted an application to the Azure Dragon Academy without hesitation. Of the Five Great Academies, it was the only one that would accept someone his age.

And now...

"Yaaaah!"

Mok Hyungwoo employed all the spear techniques he had learned through real combat in the military, as well as the skills he had honed for four years at the Azure Dragon Academy. He strictly adhered to the six basic techniques of thrusting, striking, pushing, and pulling with his spear, solidifying his defense.

This was his personal spear technique, fusing his combat experience with the Six Harmonies Spear that he had learned in the military.

WHOOOOOOSH!

A fierce wind swirled around Mok Hyungwoo as his body, which had undergone arduous training for over ten years, radiated an imposing presence.

If we spar with only external arts, could I surprise these amazing juniors?

Unfortunately, reality was harsh. Hyonwon Kang avoided most of Mok Hyungwoo's attacks by moving only his upper body and deflected the rest.

"Not bad..." Hyonwon Kang remarked.

Nevertheless, Mok Hyungwoo could tell that his opponent wasn't the least bit flustered and even looked a little bored. Gritting his teeth, he put more strength into the hand holding the spear.

CRACK!

Eventually, the wooden spear snapped in two, unable to withstand the excessive force he had put into his attack.

"Well now..."

"Want to go again? I don't mind."

Mok Hyungwoo looked at the broken spear, now only half its original length, and shook his head. "No, I lost."

"If you don't mind, can I have a go too?" Wiji Cheon asked, stepping forward. "This is my first time holding a weapon other than a sword, but I'll do my best."

"I look forward to it."

Mok Hyungwoo scratched his stubbly beard a few times before picking up a new wooden spear. Then, shaking off his distractions, he lunged at Wiji Cheon.

The result was the same. He couldn't land a single attack on Wiji Cheon, who was also holding a spear for the first time. Later, when Wiji Cheon had figured out all of his attack patterns, he eventually self-destructed.

"Haha. I expected it, but... this is my complete defeat," he laughed hollowly.

Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon exchanged troubled glances. To them, it was clear that Mok Hyungwoo had no talent for martial arts. His physical abilities were average, and both his instincts and insight were dull. The only advantage he had was his well-trained body.

"Your fundamentals are okay, but..."

"I don't quite understand that technique from earlier. Why do you insist on moving so inefficiently?"

"Right, I wanted to say the same thing. If you change it like this..."

"If you don't understand, maybe we could show you?"

The two boys stood facing each other with spears in hand and proceeded to give a demonstration.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

Each time Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon, who primarily used a dao and a sword, brought their spears to bear, their movements changed little by little. At first, the performance looked awkward even to Mok Hyungwoo, but as time passed, it became more polished.

"What is this..."

The more the two boys sparred, the fewer flaws remained in their technique. After about an hour, they had reached Mok Hyungwoo's level. After two hours, he could no longer find any faults in their form.

"Hahaha..." Mok Hyungwoo could only laugh bitterly. These two geniuses had not only perfectly reproduced the Six Harmonies Spear he had practiced for ten years, but also improved upon it in just two hours.

Is the difference in our talents this absurdly big?

His fingers trembled.

"......"

He wasn't jealous at all. In fact, watching the two prodigies collide and grow in real time was a miraculous encounter for him. He felt as if the fog in his vision was lifting.

Finally, Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon finished their demonstration at the same time.

"Hoo... This should be enough, right?"

"We don't know much about spears either, but Mr. Baek sometimes uses one to teach us how to deal with polearms, so we just mimicked him..."

Mok Hyungwoo stared at the two boys in disbelief for a while, but soon shook his head. 

How can they look so nonchalant after pulling off such an unbelievable feat?

"Thank you so much, you two were a great help. Also..." he hesitated for a moment, but eventually continued, "I think I roughly know what went wrong with your groups. The problem...is you two."


Chapter 376: To Be A Group Leader (4)

Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon protested in unison at the sudden criticism.

Hyonwon Kang raised an eyebrow as if he thought the idea was absurd. "Are you saying that we are the problem?"

"And not our group members? Wiji Cheon asked, shocked.

Mok Hyungwoo's eye twitched. "As I suspected, you have no idea."

He owed these juniors a great debt of gratitude. As he watched the geniuses easily reproduce and improve upon his spear arts, he felt as if he had finally seen the path he needed to take.

I can do it too.

Of course, as a clumsy and unremarkable learner, his progress would be excruciatingly slow, but so what? The act of learning martial arts was enjoyable in itself. When pursuing a passion, a lack of talent was merely a mild inconvenience.

"Now it's my turn to help you, right?" Mok Hyungwoo said, deciding to advise these teenagers who excelled only in martial arts based on his own experiences. He began, "Basically, your standards are different from those of other students. They're not just high, they're impossibly high."

"That's because..."

"I'm just..."

"Shut up and listen to me first," Mok Hyungwoo interrupted firmly.

The two boys, who had been pouting in dissatisfaction, immediately snapped their mouths shut.

Mok Hyungwoo continued, "You have to understand that the other kids can't do things as well as you. In fact, I'm not sure if there are even ten students at the Azure Dragon Academy who can meet your standards. Of course, you two would know that better than I."

""......""

The Five Young Azure Dragons were quite literally the Azure Dragon Hero, Baek Suryong's direct disciples. Each of them was very talented, but until six months ago, they were nothing more than unpolished diamonds buried in the dirt.

However, as Baek Suryong unearthed and polished them, the gap between the Five Young Azure Dragons and the other students widened considerably, and it was likely to grow even larger.

"Have you ever thought about how your group members feel when they see you?"

Mok Hyungwoo locked gazes with the two prodigies. It was only natural for teenagers to feel all sorts of complicated emotions while admiring their overwhelmingly gifted peers, be it a sense of inferiority, frustration, jealousy, or all of the above.

Either way, if the geniuses lacked self-awareness, then he would offer them advice as a senior who had experienced ten years of military life and had been a group leader eight times over four years.

"Do we have to think about things like that?" Hyonwon Kang asked, scowling.

Mok Hyungwoo nodded. "Of course. A group assignment isn't just about getting together and completing a task. If you can't build smooth relationships with your group members, friction is bound to keep surfacing. The same goes for any organization. Even I, at thirty years old, feel like the world is ridiculously unfair when I look at the two of you, so it must be even worse for your teammates. First of all..."

"Wait a minute," Hyonwon Kang cut in, looking confused. "What about Senior Sangwoong? And Ya Suhyeok? Their groups' teamwork was fine."

"Those two are different from you. Geo Sangwoong is the son of a merchant. He's quick-witted and gets along well with people. Ya Suhyeok, on the other hand, seems accustomed to living and working in groups. Was he in a martial squad or something?"

Mok Hyungwoo paused briefly and looked at Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon in turn.

"Anyway, those two naturally take center stage in their groups," he added. "They don't forcefully dominate meetings like a certain someone, nor do they make it obvious that they're only leading the group because they were forced to, like a certain someone else."

""......"" The hard truths left Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon at a loss for words.

"I'm sure you're aware of it, but you two are prodigies."

"What's this all of a sudden...?"

"Eh?"

Both boys squirmed awkwardly, as if unaccustomed to being praised.

Mok Hyungwoo looked at Hyonwon Kang. "I remember the instructors' excited expressions when they talked about how a lazy genius had arrived during your entrance exam. They were all talking about you, Hyonwon Kang."

"Ahem! Why are you suddenly buttering me up like this? It's embarrassing."

Although Dokgo Jun was the top student of that year's entrance exam, Mok Hyungwoo remembered the instructors discussing Hyonwon Kang's name more frequently at the time. In fact, during his first semester, Namgung Su paid more attention to Hyonwon Kang than to Dokgo Jun or Peng Sahyuk.

"You're a brilliant bladesman who captivated the instructors even though you barely tried during your entrance exam. In terms of potential alone, they rated you higher than Dokgo Jun and Peng Sahyuk..."

"Ah, seriously, stop it already! Do you think something good will happen if you keep flattering me?" Hyonwon Kang waved his hands as if he were repulsed, but he couldn't help but grin.

However, Mok Hyungwoo was not yet finished.

"That evaluation crashed in just one semester. Because of your lazy and arrogant disposition, your uncooperative behavior in class, your inability to get along with other students, and your tendency to cause trouble, it didn't even take a year for you to become known as the Azure Dragon Academy's number one delinquent."

"What are you getting at? Are you making fun of me now?" Hyonwon Kang barked.

Mok Hyungwoo stared straight in his unruly junior's eyes. "I'm advising you to consider how other students perceive you. Are you upset that your group members are too passive? Whose fault do you think that is?"

"Are you saying it's my fault?"

Mok Hyungwoo uttered the words that Hyonwon Kang's group members were too scared to say to their leader's face. "Yes. If a selfish and condescending senior who is known to randomly beat people up takes charge of a discussion, most people won't dare speak up for fear of offending you."

"Ugh..." Hyonwon Kang sighed and scratched his head. "Damn it, you're right. I have no choice but to admit it."

He folded his arms and sank into his own thoughts.

Mok Hyungwoo nodded. Having the courage to admit his faults was one of Hyonwon Kang's greatest strengths. He turned his head and looked at Wiji Cheon. "Wiji Cheon, you are worse than Hyonwon Kang."

Wiji Cheon's eyes widened in disbelief. "Me? Worse than Senior Wonkang?"

"Why are you so shocked? Is that so inconceivable to you? Hyonwon Kang retorted.

Mok Hyungwoo nodded firmly. "Yes, in some ways, you're much worse."

Wiji Cheon, also known as the Sword Wonder, was widely known as the most talented student in the Azure Dragon Academy. And therein lay the problem.

"Unlike Hyonwon Kang, you're a first-year, and you're rather shy and introverted. As long as you're not holding a sword, that is..."

Wiji Cheon tilted his head in puzzlement. "But why am I worse than Senior Wonkang? I've never bullied anyone or intimidated them with a scary face."

"What the hell? Look at this kid!"

Mok Hyungwoo explained simply, "Because you're extremely annoying."

Wiji Cheon's jaw dropped.

"Pfft!" Hyonwon Kang, who had been about to smack Wiji Cheon, burst out laughing. He understood what Mok Hyungwoo meant in an instant.

Wiji Cheon cried out in protest as if the world had done him a great injustice , "Just what did I do wrong?!"

Mok Hyungwoo shrugged. "It's not exactly about what you did wrong, but it's painfully obvious that you look down on other students."

"When did I..."

"I'm not saying you did it on purpose." Mok Hyungwoo pondered for a moment and then continued, "For instance, during the last mock battle, you attempted to protect your group members. You told them not to go too far from you, right?"

Wiji Cheon nodded. He had told his teammates to stay nearby so that he could save them if they were in danger. As a result, he lost. He couldn't concentrate and ended up expending all his energy.

"You might think that was considerate, but you wounded your teammates' pride. No one wants to be protected by a junior, especially in front of their peers."

"That wasn't my intention..."

"Your intention isn't important. You have to think about how your group members perceived your actions."

"......"

Mok Hyungwoo hardened his tone. If he didn't scold these juniors now, they might never realize their shortcomings. "It's true that their skills aren't up to par. They're too weak by your standards."

"Well..." Wiji Cheon hung his head in guilt, as if he had been struck where it hurt. "...That's right."

Mok Hyungwoo nodded. To be honest, he didn't think Wiji Cheon was really at fault. If he had Wiji Cheon's talent, he would probably be much more arrogant.

They're not bad kids by nature. They're just inexperienced and don't know how to put themselves in others' shoes.

Fortunately, he knew several ways to solve the problem. He looked at the two of them calmly. "First, just because your group members' martial arts are weaker than yours doesn't mean they're idiots."

"...I've never thought that, not even once."

"...Me neither."

Mok Hyungwoo smiled. Though his juniors could have taken offense, they listened to his story seriously. "Good. Then, from now on, I'll tell you how to mend your relationships with your group members."

Just like that, Mok Hyungwoo broadened his two juniors' horizons, offering them advice from the perspective of an ordinary person, advice that surpassed anything their genius teacher Baek Suryong could have imparted.

Most importantly, today's experience was what might allow them to save many lives in the future.
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The day before the second Defense Against the Blood Cult class.

CREAK...

A male student opened the door to the White Dragon Inn and entered.

"Senior!" Wiji Cheon, who had been sitting anxiously, jumped up from his seat and clasped his hands in greeting.

Jeon Pung, the third-year senior who had fought alongside Wiji Cheon until the end of the last mock battle, raised an eyebrow and walked toward the small boy. "Why did you ask to meet me out of the blue?

Wiji Cheon swallowed dryly, unable to hide his nervousness. He soon recalled Mok Hyungwoo's advice, however, and steeled his resolve.


"Win them over to your side one by one. Start with the easiest target."



Wiji Cheon sincerely apologized, "I am truly sorry about last time."

"...I don't know what you're talking about," Jeon Pung replied, looking flustered.


"Start with Jeon Pung. He is very prideful, but his sense of chivalry is strong. He's not the type to ignore a junior who apologizes sincerely."



As Mok Hyungwoo predicted, after Wiji Cheon apologized politely and bowed his head, Jeon Pung was visibly embarrassed. 

"Ahem! Now that you mention it, I'm ashamed. I'm sorry too. I didn't act like a senior last time."

"Are you forgiving me?" Wiji Cheon looked at Jeon Pung with puppy-dog eyes.

Jeon Pung burst into a hearty laugh. "There's nothing to forgive. I hope we can work well together from now on."

"Yes! Thank you!" Wiji Cheon let out a sigh of relief. The first round of reconciliation had succeeded!

While he was talking with Jeon Pung, the second student arrived.


"Tell them all to arrive at slightly different times and persuade them one by one. Steadily increase the number of people on your side."



"Senior! I'm really sorry!"

"Why are you doing this?"

"Just accept our junior's apology."

The second student who arrived also had an easygoing personality, and more importantly, Jeon Pung was now on Wiji Cheon's side.

"If you give me one more chance, I'll work hard!"

"No... well..."

"Well, if that's the case..."

The third and fourth students who arrived together were also easily persuaded. It was the same after that. Wiji Cheon's sincere apology, coupled with the realization that they couldn't afford to lose any more upcoming mock battles, brought everyone to a consensus.

Finally, the last two students entered the White Dragon Inn.

"Ah, damn. What's this nuisance about?"

"Do you think this is the only class we take?"

The final two students entered the inn, already in a bad mood. They were the ones who had goaded the others into pushing their work onto Wiji Cheon during the last meeting.

Let's pin it on him for sure this time.

No matter how strong his martial arts are, he's just a first-year.

The two students exchanged glances, then approached the table looking disgruntled.

"Are we the last ones?"

"We're busy, so let's get this over with quickly. Hey, Group Leader. Have you finished the homework?"

To their surprise, however, the atmosphere was quite different from before. Rather than agreeing with them, the other students regarded the two with disapproving frowns.

"Seniors," Wiji Cheon pleaded. "I'm truly sorry about last time. Can't we work on this together?

Unfortunately, the two students didn't notice anything unusual and pushed ahead with their original plan to get a free lunch.

"Forget it. Just do everything by yourself from now on."

You're going to fight alone anyway. We'll just back you up when necessary."

"Umm..." Wiji Cheon looked troubled for a moment, but soon smiled sweetly. "I guess it can't be helped, then. Please leave our group."

"...What?"

"Are you crazy?"

The two students looked around with dumbfounded expressions, but no one agreed with them, though a few looked uncomfortable.

In that moment, Wiji Cheon recalled another piece of advice that Mok Hyungwoo had given him.


"Once you have the majority on your side, it's as good as over. From then on, it's okay to assert yourself a bit more."



Under the table, Wiji Cheon stealthily placed his left hand on the hilt of his sword. His heart became much calmer, and harsher-than-usual words flowed out easily. "If you're going to act like that in the future, please withdraw from the course," he said firmly.


"If that still doesn't work, cutting some of them loose decisively is also an option."



That was the advice Wiji Cheon liked the most.

He looked straight at the leeches. "We can win the mock battles even without the two of you."

"N-No..."

"Look here..."

Pressured by Wiji Cheon's aura, the two seniors stuttered, their faces flushing red with shame.

[Hey, Senior. I don't think that kid can fix his annoying nature.]

[Tell me about it...]

Mok Hyungwoo and Hyonwon Kang, who were watching the scene while hiding in a corner of the inn, sighed in unison.


Chapter 377: To Be A Group Leader (5)

The two students who had tried to freeload on Wiji Cheon hung their heads as they felt the others' eyes on them.

"No, that wasn't our intention..."

"Haha... Why so serious? It was just a joke."

To their dismay, Wiji Cheon, whom they had dismissed as a naïve brat who knew nothing but martial arts, was serious about expelling them from the group. Even their fellow group members, who had supported them at the last meeting, now glared at them coldly.

At this point, only idiots would fail to realize that the atmosphere had changed.

"Do you think you can get away with it that easily?" Jeon Pung folded his arms and glared at the two students. As Wiji Cheon's first recruit, he had volunteered to play the role of the villain. "Judging by your attitudes now, I don't think you'll be much help in the future. As the Group Leader said, we won't be at a great disadvantage with just eight people. Eight united people are better than ten slackers."

The two students' faces flushed with shame. Apologizing to a junior in front of everyone wounded their pride, but they had no other choice. They couldn't pass up the most popular class of the semester.

"...Sorry, we were too rash."

"We'll work hard from now on and do our part."

In the end, they clasped their hands together and apologized to Wiji Cheon.

Wiji Cheon smiled gently and nodded. "I also behaved improperly, so I hope we can put this behind us."

He glanced at Jeon Pung, thanking him for playing the antagonist. Although he had said they would be fine with only eight members, it was still better to fight with ten.

"Then, I want the two of you to fight in the vanguard with me during the next mock battle. You'll help me, right?"

"Of course."

"I'll do my best..."

The two seniors nodded reluctantly.

Thus, the conflict in Group Ten was resolved, and the subsequent meeting proceeded amicably.

Mok Hyungwoo and Hyonwon Kang sighed with relief.

"We can rest assured now."

"That kid Cheon is quite something..."

They had planned to communicate with Wiji Cheon telepathically or intervene if things went wrong. However, thanks to Jeon Pung's help, things worked out better than expected.

"Damn it! I had no idea Jeon Pung was such a brilliant strategist. Group Ten will be tough opponents in the next mock battle." Mok Hyungwoo smirked faintly as he scratched his stubbly chin. He smiled proudly at Wiji Cheon, like a proud older brother.

He turned his head to face Hyonwon Kang. "Now it's your turn, right?"

Hyonwon Kang took a deep breath and rose from his seat. "Yeah... Let's go."

The two left the White Dragon Inn and headed toward the Azure Dragon Academy dormitories. Unlike Wiji Cheon, Hyonwon Kang did not summon his entire group under the pretext of a meeting.

After all, Mok Hyungwoo's first piece of advice for him was to humble himself.

"I'll be hiding over there, so send me a telepathic message if things don't go well."

"...Thanks. Senior."

Hyonwon Kang stood in front of the dormitory and asked a passing student to call out one of his group members.

Soon, Yong Hosik walked out of the building nervously.

Hyonwon Kang smiled sheepishly. "No need to be so formal. Just call me Senior Wonkang."

"Ah, yes..."

"Do you have a moment to talk, Hosik?"

"You got my name right this time."

Hyonwon Kang's face brightened. The first thing Mok Hyungwoo had made him do was memorize the names, grades, and clubs of his group members.


"Show your group members that you're interested in them. If you have something in common, try to steer the conversation in that direction."



Following this advice, Hyonwon brought up a conversation topic he had prepared in advance.

"I heard you're in the SRS. You must know our Jicheon, right?"

"I met him at the training camp. We never really talked, though. Wiji Cheon was almost always with the seniors..."

"That kid is a bit shy."

"But when it was his turn to teach us swordsmanship, he was like a demon."

As a common topic emerged, the conversation flowed so easily that Hyonwon Kang wondered why he hadn't picked up on this sooner. He didn't talk about the group activity at all. Getting to know each other by conversing informally came first.

"What is the SRS doing for the Azure Dragon Festival this time? You guys are famous for holding big club events."

"You don't know, even though you're the Club Union President?"

"Ahem! That's right. I'm the President."

"Senior, didn't you ask me to come here because of the homework?"

"I'm thinking of doing that later, after we get to know each other a bit better."

"...You want to get to know me better?"

"Not just you, but all the group members." Hyonwon Kang scratched the back of his head, seemingly embarrassed. "I'm sorry if I came off as somewhat overbearing last time. It was my first time working in a group, so I was too excited."

"......" Yong Hosik was at a loss for words upon hearing the honest apology.

Hyonwon Kang grinned awkwardly. "I know my reputation is still pretty bad, and I won't make excuses for it. Instead, I'm trying to make up for it by working harder. I won't treat my group members carelessly. If you share your opinions with me, I'll listen carefully."

"...You're certainly different from the rumors."

Yong Hosik looked at Hyonwon Kang with a peculiar expression. When he was first put in the same group as Hyonwon Kang, he was intimidated to be in a group with the school's worst delinquent.

The Hyonwon Kang in front of him now, however, was far from a notorious thug. It was unheard of for a senior to admit their mistakes and apologize first.

"Besides me, there's one more freshman in our group. His name is Seo Jinwoo. Shall I call him too?"

"Yes, please!" Hyonwon Kang nodded, smiling brightly.

Mok Hyungwoo, who had been anxiously watching from afar, smiled with satisfaction when he saw that Hyonwon Kang was getting along with his juniors better than he expected.

"He won't need my help anymore."

He wondered if this was what it felt like to have younger brothers. Technically, he was old enough to be their uncle, but since they were students at the same academy, he decided to be their big brother instead.

"I guess I'll just train in the yard."
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A few hours later, Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon came to find Mok Hyungwoo, who was drenched in sweat from training.

""Senior!""

After successfully reconciling with their group members, Wiji Cheon and Hyonwon Kang were thrilled, so they competed to boast to Mok Hyungwoo.

"We decided to meet an hour before class tomorrow and train together!"

"Us too!"

"Those bastards in the other groups are all dead starting tomorrow!"

"Senior Wonkang, what do you think about a joint training session?"

"Huh? That's a great idea!"

Mok Hyungwoo chuckled as he watched the happy kids. "I'm glad our mutual help plan paid off. When we meet for the mock battle later, let's give it our all."

Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon turned to look at Mok Hyungwoo simultaneously, looking utterly confused.

"Why do you say that like we'll never see each other again? Are you not going to continue with the guided sparring?"

"You want to continue with that? Why?"

"Because there are a lot of things we still need to ask you, Senior!"

Now that they had restored their relationships with their group members, there was almost nothing more that Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon could gain from Mok Hyungwoo. Nevertheless, they insisted on continuing the guided sparring.

These guys...

Realizing that his two juniors were trying to help him, Mok Hyungwoo saw no reason to say no.

He nodded firmly. "Good. In return, I will also teach you how to be better leaders."

"Yeah!"

"We look forward to it!"

The three students looked at each other and beamed happily.

"Those kids..." Baek Suryong smirked faintly as he peered down at the students from the rooftop of the Student Council building. He had come out for some fresh air while working late when he spotted the students, so he stayed to see what they were up to.

"It seems the problems with the two groups have been resolved," a frosty voice said from beside him.

"What are you doing here?" Baek Suryong turned to stare at Namgung Su, who had crept up on him while he was distracted. "I came up to take a break and get some fresh air. You?"

"I sensed a suspicious presence on the rooftop," Namgung Su replied with a straight face.

Baek Suryong rolled his eyes at the less-than-funny Namgung Su-style joke, when a thought suddenly occurred to him.

"Hey, Namgung Su. Have you ever been a group leader when you were a student?"

"Of course I have."

"What did you do when your group members refused to cooperate?"

Namgung Su paused to recall his past experiences, then tilted his head quizzically. "Group members not doing what I told them to? I've never experienced that, so I don't know."

Baek Suryong nodded as if he had expected as much. "Just as I thought. You see, my little rascals were worried about something like that, but it's something I've never experienced either, so I wanted to know what advice to give them."

"Hmm, outstanding martial arts are not necessarily synonymous with exceptional leadership ability."

"If people refuse to listen, then we just need to 'persuade' them, right?"

"I wouldn't know since it's never been an issue for me."

"My point exactly."

The two instructors had a conversation that others would find annoyingly arrogant.
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The second Defense Against the Blood Cult class began with students gathering one by one on the grand training field. Those who had won last time wore confident smiles, while those who had lost burned with fiery determination.

"Let's show those who humiliated us last time what we're made of!"

"Let's get them!

"We're going to win today! Let's crush those cocky bastards' noses!"

"Crush them!"

Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon, who had joined forces in recent days, appeared side by side. They were both so full of fighting spirit that the group members behind them didn't dare lift their heads out of sheer embarrassment.

"Why are we the ones who are ashamed?

"Is our Group Leader okay?"

Finally, after all the students had gathered by group, Baek Suryong and the instructors arrived.

"Everyone's got a good look in their eyes," Baek Suryong said, surveying the students.

He grinned with satisfaction. Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon weren't the only ones who had called up their groups and trained together after the last mock battle. Without exception, all of the groups had met up and done the same.

"Let's begin right away. I will call out the groups for the first mock battle. Group Four."

"Here!" Hyonwon Kang shouted with all his might and stepped forward.

Nine determined students fell in behind him.

"Good luck, Senior!" Wiji Cheon cheered.

Although they were already good friends, they had grown closer over the past few days while training together and vowing to win their next battles.

Unfortunately, Baek Suryong knew that as well. Smirking evilly, he said, "Group Ten. You come out and get ready too."

"...Really?"

"Seriously?!"

The students glared daggers at Baek Suryong.

Baek Suryong folded his arms and cocked his head smugly. "What? Shouldn't you have anticipated that yesterday's friend could turn into today's enemy?"

In the end, the best bros met on a single log bridge.

"Jicheon..."

"Senior Wonkang..."

They had gnashed their teeth and trained together, vowing to win next time, so neither of them could back down. The loser would be a laughingstock until the next class.

Hyonwon Kang steeled his resolve. "No harsh feelings, okay?"

"I'm sorry, but I'm winning today."

"Cocky little kid."

"Just because you're bigger than me doesn't mean you're strong."

The two boys' gazes locked, and instantly, their brotherly bond was broken. Now, there were only starving beasts blinded by victory.

"Let's go!"

"Follow the plan!"

Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon clashed. Despite their fervor, they now fought with a new level of focus and consideration for their group members.

"Not bad," Baek Suryong commended, smiling faintly as he looked at the students. They were still far from good enough, of course, but each time they fought, they improved.

There are about three months left until the end of the semester. By then, they should become mature martial artists who can take responsibility for others' lives.

As their instructor, he couldn't help but look forward to seeing how much they would grow, especially by the time the Heavenly Martial Festival rolled around!


Chapter 378: I Got Him Hook, Line and Sinker

Dawn broke on an early autumn day, and a cool wind began to blow. Since it was still too early in the season for the leaves to begin changing colors, the White Dragon Manor's scenery had not changed much.

Kicking off the ground, Hyonwon Kang roared, "True Beat Up Baek Suryong Ultimate Technique, Eighteen Hells! Get into formation!"

"...Do you brats even know what a real battle formation looks like?" Baek Suryong lamented as fierce waves of qi surged at him from every direction.

The air around him felt dense and heavy, as if the palm of an unseen giant was crushing him from above.

Baek Suryong smirked in satisfaction at the pressure his students were putting on him. After many group battles, their understanding of team tactics had increased much more than he had expected.

I can't be careless anymore.

WHOOOOOSH!

Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok charged at him from the front and back simultaneously. Unlike previously, when they relied only on brute strength to attack recklessly, they were now focused on restricting his movements.

At the same time, Hyonwon Kang came crashing down from the left like a thunderbolt, while Wiji Cheon, who had concealed his presence, attacked from the right like a blurry ghost.

CLANG! CLANG!

A shower of sparks erupted as the Black Dragon Pointer collided first with the Black Dao and then with the flawlessly timed Soul Sword, but that wasn't the end of it.

CRACKLE...!

Frost formed on Baek Suryong's sleeves. Yeo Min's ice qi was growing more intense by the day. Now, her White Ice Divine Art was at least as powerful as that of most North Sea Ice Palace masters.

"Not bad..." Baek Suryong commended. The joint attack performed by his five students was now outstanding enough to defeat even a considerable master without difficulty.

Unfortunately for them, he was no ordinary master.

"...but you're still a long way from reaching me," he added.

Grinning wickedly, he lifted his foot slightly and stomped down hard.

RUMBLE!

The training ground shook as if struck by an earthquake. Immediately, Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok lost their balance and swayed to the sides.

"Watch out!" Hyonwon Kang shouted, but it was already too late.

Baek Suryong had already rushed at Geo Sangwoong, his left palm extended.

"Kugh!"

As Geo Sangwoong was sent flying back from a palm strike to the chest, a momentary opening was created in their perfect joint attack formation.

"Senior Sangwoong!" Ya Suhyeok cried out, gritting his teeth in frustration even as he threw a punch at his teacher.

Spinning around, Baek Suryong easily deflected the Ya Suhyeok's fist to the side, then ducked inside his guard and kicked his chin.

WHAM!

Ya Suhyeok fell backward, his eyes dazed and unfocused. Nevertheless, a victorious grin spread across his face.

From the beginning, his role had been to act as a shield, hiding the attack behind him while pretending to rush in recklessly.

"Now!"

Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon, who had been hiding behind Ya Suhyeok's broad back, shot out at the same time and struck, a potent sword qi and blade qi enveloping the Soul Sword and the Black Dao respectively. Their eyes burned with ferocity, as if this was the moment they had been waiting for all along.

Baek Suryong rolled his eyes. Just from their gazes, one would think they were fighting their parents' murderers, not their teacher.

"Don't hold back, stab him!" Yeo Min screamed in encouragement, also attacking Baek Suryong from behind.

None of them were worried about accidentally hurting their teacher. No matter what attack they used, they knew it was impossible for them to truly injure Baek Suryong.

Most importantly, they absolutely had to land a meaningful attack on him today!

"You guys... Aren't you strangely motivated today?" Baek Suryong tilted his head and stared blankly at his students' attacks, which were already within arm's reach.

Hyonwon Kang's Black Dao aimed for his left shoulder, and Wiji Cheon's Soul Sword targeted his right waist. From behind, Yeo Min swung her folding fan, aiming for his back. Blocking all three wasn't a problem, but if he handled it as usual, it seemed he couldn't avoid having a part of his sleeve torn.

Why are they trying so desperately just to tear my sleeve today?

Baek Suryong was puzzled, but now that he had noticed his students' nasty scheme, he had no intention of meekly letting them succeed.

WOOONG!

The White Ice Bangles flew off his wrists as if they were alive and knocked the Soul Sword and the Black Dao aside. At the same time, he spun around and struck Yeo Min's shoulder with his Black Dragon Pointer, sealing her acupoint and subduing the fastest and most troublesome opponent.

"Ugh, that's cowardly!" Yeo Min complained.

"If you think it's unfair, you can use telekinesis too." Grinning smugly, Baek Suryong swung his Black Dragon Pointer in an elegant arc.

BONK! THWACK!

The Black Dragon Pointer landed on the tops of Hyonwon Kang's and Wiji Cheon's heads, signaling the end of the sparring session.

The two boys crumpled to the floor, clutching the new bumps on their heads and glaring at Baek Suryong like they were about to die of frustration.

"Damn it! I was planning to make you roll on the floor and humiliate you this time...!" Hyonwon Kang whined.

Baek Suryong smirked evilly. "You're a hundred years too early for that."

SMACK!

The Black Dragon Pointer created yet another bump on the head of Hyonwon Kang, who had run his mouth for no reason.

"Okay! That's it for today's morning training!" Baek Suryong turned to go wash up and prepare for school as usual.
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Baek Suryong sighed. He could feel the pleading eyes of his students on his back. Glancing behind him, he asked, "What's with you guys today? Did you cause some trouble?"

Everyone's gazes focused on Hyonwon Kang. It was only at times like these that he was treated as a leader.

Pressured, Hyonwon Kang began hesitantly, "That's not it..."

"Spit it out. Just what is it?"

"We were originally planning to tell you after at least cutting your sleeve..."

Baek Suryong rolled his eyes. No wonder their joint attack was so much more daring and creative than usual. They want something from me!

Hyonwon Kang asked softly, "You know the Azure Dragon Festival is starting soon, right?"

"The Azure Dragon Festival?"

The Azure Dragon Festival was the Azure Dragon Academy's autumn festival. While the Heavenly Martial Academy's Heavenly Martial Festival was a martial arts tournament where prodigies from the Five Great Academies gathered to compete, the Azure Dragon Festival was a local cultural festival where martial artists and non-martial artists mingled and had fun.

The Azure Dragon Festival lasted for two days and was organized entirely by students under the direction of the Student Council and the Club Union. During the festival, students would set up stalls within the academy or rent buildings to host performances and exhibitions for all guests regardless of whether they were martial artists or ordinary people.

Finally, Baek Suryong caught on to his students' desires. "You want me to let you play without training during the Azure Dragon Festival?"

"We're not saying we'll play all day, we were just wondering if you could give us a little more free time... As you know, I am also the Club Union President..."

"......" Baek Suryong folded his arms and stared sternly at Hyonwon Kang.

"......" Hyonwon Kang flinched and watched his reaction nervously.

The other students were similarly anxious. They had been training nonstop since the beginning of the semester and were eager for an opportunity to kick back and unwind.

Baek Suryong sighed. A cultural festival, huh?

He wasn't personally interested in such events, but he did think that the students needed an outlet to release their accumulated stress and fatigue. Besides, with the festivities going on all around them, there was no way they could focus on training.

In my past life as a Blood Cult instructor, I would never have accepted such a ridiculous request...

Baek Suryong smirked faintly as he scanned his students, who were looking at him with puppy-dog eyes. "Fine. During the festival period, you are exempted from all training except for morning training."

""YESSSSS!"" The students jumped up and down with joy.

"However!" Baek Suryong warned, "I will immediately catch any of you who cause trouble. Don't get too out of hand just because it's a festival. Behave properly."

""Yes, Mr. Baek!""

"Good. Make sure you keep your word."

Baek Suryong smirked faintly as he hurried to get ready for work. The Azure Dragon Festival was an event for the students. As an instructor, he had to work as usual.

...Or so he thought.
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As soon as Baek Suryong arrived at the Discipline Committee, he was met by an extremely grumpy Mae Geuklyom.

"Grandpa, are you in a bad mood because of the Azure Dragon Festival?" he asked gingerly.

"...Do you know how many students are caught for inappropriate fraternization during the Azure Dragon Festival every year?"

Baek Suryong shook his head. How the fuck would I know that?

Mae Geuklyom sighed deeply. "On average, there are more than twenty cases, and the trend is rising. That's why, at this time of year, our Discipline Committee must always be on high alert."

"......"

Mae Geuklyom continued, "Illicit relationships aren't the only problem. During the Azure Dragon Festival, students tend to get overly excited, resulting in several times more incidents and accidents than usual. Not to mention, with guests coming in from outside... Damn, I remember now. Thirty years ago, your father and mother also..."

"What did my parents do?"

"...It's nothing." Mae Geuklyom shook his head. Although his grandson was a grown man nearing thirty, he couldn't bring himself to tell him what he had seen.

At that time, Baek Muheun had rushed onto the stage where a performance was in progress and, in front of a large crowd of hundreds, had daringly forced his lips on...

"...Anyway, it's all that bastard's fault. My daughter did nothing wrong."

Are you sure? From what I've heard about Mom's personality, I would think she was the root of most of the chaos...

Baek Suryong badly wanted to tell Mae Geuklyom, who was denying reality, the hard truth, but he couldn't bring himself to do it. Instead, he simply nodded in agreement. "Of course. Everything is Dad's fault."

"Indeed. Your father is an incorrigible playboy who deserves death."

Having agreed on a fact that a certain someone would find very unfair, the grandson and grandfather pair resumed their discussion.

"I've decided to work closely with the Student Council this year. If something happens, the children will contact us, so keep that in mind."

"I will speak to the Club Union since Wonkang is the President. Though, the SRS are the ones with real authority..."

"In any case, let's work hard to reduce the number of incidents during the Azure Dragon Festival."

"Understood!"

After the festival discipline meeting ended, Baek Suryong headed to his office.

As he walked, he saw that preparations for the Azure Dragon Festival were already in full swing. Temporary tents and structures were being erected on the grand training ground. Students were coming and going with large bundles and backpacks. Freshly painted banners with letters that hadn't yet dried were being put up. The sound of students practicing for their performances filled the air.

[The entire academy seems excited,] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword remarked. By now, she had recovered most of her energy and could speak to him again.

Baek Suryong patted the sword's hilt. [Do you feel anything strange?]

[Nothing particularly special. Are you worried about the assassin?]

Baek Suryong nodded. [There's no better environment for an assassin to hide in than a festival.]

He had not forgotten that the Blood Cult had sent an assassin to kill him. He had deliberately left himself vulnerable several times, but his opponent was taking no chances. So far, he hadn't noticed anything suspicious.

However, this time he was confident that the assassin would undoubtedly strike.

If he doesn't move even with such a good opportunity, he's not qualified to be an assassin.

When the Azure Dragon Festival began, a huge crowd would flock to the academy. No self-respecting assassin would miss this opportunity.

Unfortunately, another terrifying entity found Baek Suryong before the assassin did.

Shortly after he arrived at his office, Tang Soso from the Student Council paid him a visit.

"There's something I absolutely must ask of you, Mr. Baek!" she pleaded.

"Rejected," Baek Suryong replied instantly. He didn't even want to hear the details of the request.

Unfortunately, Tang Soso was not one to be discouraged by a simple refusal. Beaming, she said invitingly, "You know how on the first day of the Azure Dragon Festival, us students are divided into the Blue and White Teams to compete in various events?"

"So?" Baek Suryong tilted his head. He thought he might have heard something like that from his colleagues a while ago, but he wasn't interested, so he had let it go in one ear and out the other.

Tang Soso continued, "This year, we've decided to have most of the teachers participate. Would it be possible for you to take on the role of the Blue Team's Commander?"

Baek Suryong shook his head firmly. "Absolutely not."

"Is it really not possible?"

"I'm not so free that I can take part in your little games."

Baek Suryong was telling the truth. He was busy with a mountain of work with his class and the Discipline Committee, and he didn't have much interest in the festival itself either. Most importantly, he had no intention of playing kids' games.

Tang Soso smiled mysteriously. "But... Mr. Namgung Su has already agreed."

"...Who? What?"

"Mr. Namgung Su has agreed to take on the role of the White Team Commander."

"......" Baek Suryong's eye twitched subtly.

Tang Soso did not miss that. It was time to cast her bait.

"If you refuse to be the Blue Team Commander, people who don't know better might think you're avoiding Mr. Namgung Su because you're afraid of losing to him," she taunted.

"Ha! Do you think I'd fall for such an obvious trick?"

"......" Tang Soso grinned triumphantly.

I've got him hook, line, and sinker.

Contrary to Baek Suryong's words, she could see him tapping the desk impatiently with his fingers.

"...You said Namgung Su is in the White Team?"

Baek Suryong sighed. He knew Tang Soso was out to entice him, but sometimes, one had no choice but to consciously walk into a trap.



Translator's Note: Okay, I confess, I added the emoticons. They aren't in the raws. We are all upset at the sudden timeskip.


Chapter 379: Blue Team or White Team?

"...Baek Suryong is participating in the Azure Games?"

Namgung Su eyed Tang Soso skeptically. He couldn't fathom why Baek Suryong, who was as busy as he was, would agree to participate in a children's game.

I never figured that man would be interested in such things...

However, Tang Soso smiled brightly and nodded. "He gladly agreed to take on the role of Blue Team Commander, saying that he wanted to create a once-in-a-lifetime memory for the students."

She was trying a different approach to when she convinced Baek Suryong. This was the crux of her scheme, the justification that Baek Suryong was doing something he disliked 'for the students'.

Unfortunately, Namgung Su's reaction was glacial.

"The Azure Dragon Academy is a four-year institution," he said. "Every student gets four chances to enjoy the festival."

"But for the fourth-years, this is their last festival."

"They didn't enjoy it for the last three years, and now they want to start taking it seriously? I will not tolerate that complacent attitude."

"......" Tang Soso gritted her teeth.

He really isn't an easy opponent.

Unlike Baek Suryong, who had a somewhat human side (?), Namgung Su was so stubborn that he seemed cold-blooded.

Of course, she had no intention of backing down at this point. If Namgung Su refused to budge, she would simply change her approach.

"Regardless, Mr. Baek Suryong is now the Blue Team Commander. Besides you, Mr. Namgung Su, is there anyone capable of opposing him?"

"......"

"I think the Azure Games will be more fun if both sides are evenly matched."

"......"

"If Mr. Baek Suryong is helping the Blue Team and you aren't helping the White Team, people might think you're afraid of him... Oh, but I don't think that, of course."

Tang Soso smiled as innocently as she could. Just as she had with Baek Suryong, she would conquer Namgung Su by subtly provoking his competitive spirit.

Will it work this time?

"......" Namgung Su raised his eyebrows slightly.

Tang Soso quickly added, "I heard Mr. Baek Suryong say he would use this opportunity to show who is superior..."

"Enough."

Tang Soso immediately shut her mouth. Namgung Su's gaze was so sharp that it seemed as if it would pierce right through her heart.

"This is a rather amusing prank, but stop trying to sow discord between me and Baek Suryong."

Tang Soso flinched and bowed her head in response to the authority and weight of the Azure Dragon Academy Star Instructor. "...I'm sorry."

"I'm quite sure that Baek Suryong is perfectly aware of your scheme to involve us in the Azure Dragon Festival," Namgung Su said confidently.

There's no way that quick-witted bastard failed to see through her. He accepted her offer knowing everything!

That was the most important part. Since Baek Suryong accepted the position of Blue Team Commander despite knowing about Tang Soso's scheme, that could only mean...

"That bastard. He's declaring war on me."

"...Pardon?"

"Interesting." A corner of Namgung Su's lips curled up imperceptibly. Even though Baek Suryong was his and his family's benefactor, there were some things he could not concede.

He focused his gaze on Tang Soso. "It seems I'll have to put my arrogant junior in his place. Keep in mind, though, that this is the one and only time I will willingly allow myself to be deceived."

Tang Soso's eyes widened with disbelief. "...Does that mean?"

Namgung Su nodded coolly. "I will volunteer to be the commander of the White Team. Are the rules the same as last year?"

Tang Soso's face brightened. "Yes, except that teachers can participate this year too!"

"I will submit the White Team roster on the morning of the event. Is that acceptable?"

"Of course!"

"You may leave now."

Tang Soso returned to the Student Council, humming a happy tune. "Fufufu..."

A sly grin spread across her face. She had expected Baek Suryong and Namgung Su to see through her scheme, but that was never her main concern.

"Since you two are so shy, I will set the stage for you."

Baek Suryong and Namgung Su were currently cooperating for the Azure Dragon Academy's victory at the Heavenly Martial Festival, but she knew they were actually bitter rivals. For this reason, she would provide a platform for them to compete while pretending it was unavoidable.

"Those two probably think they're the smartest people in the world, but ultimately, humans are emotional beings, not rational ones. Ohohohoho!"

Tang Soso hurried to deliver this good news to the Student Council.

"How did it go, Vice President?" Dokgo Jun asked eagerly. He and the other Student Council executives were waiting for her in the Student Council room in tense silence.

Tang Soso smirked triumphantly. "The operation was a resounding success."

"YES..!"

"As expected of our Vice President!"

"We did it! This year's Azure Dragon Festival is going to be a huge hit!"

The Student Council executives jumped to their feet, applauding and cheering for Tang Soso.

Smiling faintly, she clasped her hands together and thanked them.
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Some time ago...

"Attention!" Dokgo Jun suddenly shouted, looking around at his fellow Student Council members. "As you all know, this year's Azure Dragon Festival will be on a completely different scale."

Over the past ten years, the festival's scale had shrunk dramatically due to their poor performance at the Heavenly Martial Festival. The number of visiting guests had gradually decreased, and last year, it was difficult to fill even half of the grand training ground.

Dokgo Jun had witnessed that dismal scene last year as a member of the Student Council.

"But this year is different!"

Already, several sects had sent word that they would be sending guests. Applications from clubs wanting to open stalls had flooded in, to the point where shifts had to be implemented. Despite most of the academy's buildings being allocated for festival use, the spaces for performances and exhibitions were fully reserved.

"This year's Azure Dragon Festival will be the grandest in ten years! We, the Student Council, will stake our reputations on it!"

""Yes!""

This Azure Dragon Festival was the signal flare that would announce the Azure Dragon Academy's comeback to the murim. As President of the Student Council, Dokgo Jun planned to take full advantage of the opportunity.

"Let's change the regulations so that teachers can participate in the Azure Games this year, and ensure that Mr. Baek Suryong and Mr. Namgung Su are appointed as the commanders of the Blue and White Teams," Tang Soso proposed.

Dokgo Jun hesitated. Is she scheming to satisfy her personal desires again?

This time, however, Tang Soso was truly scheming for the benefit of the Azure Dragon Academy.

"The Azure Dragon Hero and the Lightning Dragon Hero are extremely famous in the murim right now," she explained. "It's no exaggeration to say that the success of this year's Azure Dragon Festival hinges on their participation in the Azure Games. The moment they step forward, the crowd will go wild."

"Indeed..."

Everyone agreed with Tang Soso's assessment.

And so, the Student Council immediately set to work. The executives worked on revising the Azure Games regulations, while Tang Soso approached the two instructors.
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"Considering those two's competitive spirit, this year's Azure Games is bound to be a spectacular match full of exciting moments," Tang Soso giggled.

The Student Council executives nodded. Now that they had convinced the Baek Suryong and Namgung Su to participate in the Azure Games, the success of the festival was all but guaranteed. All they had to do was prevent any problems that might arise from the resulting mayhem.

"Vice President, did you explain the rules of the Azure Games to Mr. Baek Suryong?" Dokgo Jun asked.

Tang Soso nodded. "Of course I did."

Before leaving Baek Suryong's office, she had explained everything about the competition to him.

First, inner arts were not allowed to prevent injuries and to allow everyone to enjoy the competition regardless of their martial arts skills.

Second, the competition events were randomly selected on the day of the competition. The Student Council would prepare various events, and the Blue and White Teams would take turns drawing lots to select them.

Tang Soso's eyes glazed over. "Fufufu... I'm getting excited just thinking about it! I can't wait to watch those two duke it out from up close!

A shiver ran down Dokgo Jun's spine. "Soso," he said cautiously. "You know that the Student Council is not allowed to participate in the Azure Games because we're in charge of organizing it, right?"

To his surprise, Tang Soso nodded meekly. "Of course. That would go against the principle of fair play. How could the organizer participate in their own competition?"

"That's a relief..."

"That's why I skipped all the competition organization meetings."

"...What?" Dokgo Jun was overcome by a sinister sense of foreboding. "Y-You... skipped the meetings? Didn't you say you couldn't attend because you weren't feeling well...?"

"I'm sorry, President, I lied. Teehee!" Tang Soso smiled refreshingly and slowly stepped back.

Dokgo Jun was struck by a sudden realization. This girl! She hasn't sat down once since entering the Student Council room! She intended to run away right from the start!

"During the Azure Dragon Festival period, I, Tang Soso, will be temporarily withdrawing from the Student Council."

"What?"

The Student Council officers' jaws dropped.

Tang Soso spun around and ran away as fast as her legs could carry her.

"CATCH HER!" Dokgo Jun shouted.

WHOOSH!

The Student Council officers rushed out to catch Tang Soso, the fugitive, but she had already made it past the corridor and was leaping down the stairs.

Glancing back at her former colleagues, she chirped, "Don't follow me! I've already decided to become the Blue Team's strategist! And I've already gotten permission from Mr. Baek Suryong!"

Horrified, Dokgo Jun activated his movement arts. "She's not in a state to be reasoned with! Subdue her first..."

Tang Soso reached into her robes, pulled out a poison grenade, and threw it on the floor.

BOOM!

"Cough! Cough!"

"P-Poison!"

"She threw poison at us and fled!"

"Are you even human?"

As pungent smoke billowed up, pandemonium erupted, with shouts and coughing echoing from all directions.

After all was said and done, however, the Student Council failed to catch the fugitive Tang Soso.
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While Tang Soso was escaping from the Student Council, a meeting was taking place at White Dragon Manor.

"Let's open a stall at the festival, too," Geo Sangwoong suggested. As the son of a wealthy merchant, he wanted to open a stall at the Azure Dragon Festival to make money.

"A stall?"

"I've already thought of what to sell. Everyone, gather around."

Geo Sangwoong gathered his juniors, then opened a large wooden box he had brought. Inside was a variety of cookies.

Hyonwon Kang's spirits sank. "You want to sell cookies?"

"These aren't just any cookies. They're miracle herb cookies made with a two-year-old Tuber Fleeceflower."

"Aren't those too young to be considered miracle herbs?"

"Bah, that's just a minor detail." Geo Sangwoong took out a thick cookie and put a little strength into his fingers. The cookie broke, revealing a small, rolled-up piece of paper.

"What's that?"

"These are known as fortune cookies. Inside each cookie, there's a piece of paper with something nice written on it, like 'you'll make a good connection' or 'something pleasant will happen.' We'll sell them to young men and women who come to see the Azure Dragon Festival. They eat the sweet cracker, and a piece of paper with a nice quote comes out. Isn't it romantic? Meanwhile, we'll rake in the cash."

"Oho! That sounds good." Ya Suhyeok's eyes lit up with interest, while Silver Tiger happily licked up the cookie crumbs.

"Right? However, we need some initial investment..."

Regrettably, the others weren't as enthusiastic.

Hyonwon Kang picked up a cookie, ate it, and said, "Sorry, but I can't participate."

"Why?"

Hyonwon Kang averted his gaze and cleared his throat softly. "Ahem. As you know, I'm the Club Union President. I have a lot to do. I have to hold meetings starting tomorrow, and what was it again? Right, I have to inspect the clubs. Anyway, I'm really busy."

Geo Sangwoong nodded in understanding. "Oh, I get it. Thanks for not ruining our business with your shitty reputation."

"...Want me to come and wreck your stall?"

Geo Sangwoong ignored Hyonwon Kang and looked around. "What about the rest of you?"

Wiji Cheon mumbled apologetically, "I'm sorry, Senior Sangwoong. Senior Yiran asked me to help with the SRS sword dance performance."

Yeo Min shook her head. "I can't either. Someone asked me to watch a performance with them at the festival."

"...?" Hyonwon Kang winced, but no one noticed.

In the end, only Geo Sangwoong, Ya Suhyeok, and Silver Tiger were left.

"You traitors..." Geo Sangwoong muttered. His instincts screamed that he and Ya Suhyeok were going to be alone during the festival.

He reached out and put his arm around Ya Suhyeok's shoulder. "Hey, Suhyeok. While these bastards are enjoying their youth, you and I can get rich!"

"Please don't say it like that, Senior. It just makes me feel more lonely and miserable..."

"......"

"......"

"Nyaaaaah!" Suddenly, Silver Tiger hissed, its fur standing on end as it stared at the entrance to the manor.

Everyone immediately turned toward the gates. They could sense a presence rapidly approaching the manor.

"Who is it?"

"It's too early for Mr. Baek to get off work."

"Is it Headmaster Mae Geuklyom?"

"No, the presence is familiar, but..."

SLAM!

Without an ounce of hesitation, the visitor opened the door and strode into the White Dragon Manor as if it were his own home, his white robes fluttering in the breeze.

The Five Young Azure Dragons stared blankly at the sight.

"Good, you're all here."

"Mr. Namgung Su?"

What brings you here?"

"Mr. Baek hasn't gotten off work yet..."

Namgung Su nodded. He had come at this time precisely because he knew Baek Suryong wouldn't be here.

Approaching the Five Young Azure Dragons, he got straight to the point, "All of you, join the White Team."


Chapter 380: The Teachers Are More Excited

"...Eh?"

"What are you suddenly talking about?"

"Wow, he acts like he owns the place..."

The Five Young Azure Dragons were taken aback by Namgung Su's sudden appearance. Not only was it surprising that he barged in without notice, but his out-of-context demand to 'join the White Team' was also completely incomprehensible.

"It seems you haven't heard anything yet." Namgung Su regarded the students one by one expressionlessly. "In this year's Azure Games, Baek Suryong and I have decided to act as commanders for each team. I am in charge of the White Team, and Baek Suryong is responsible for the Blue Team."

""So...?""

Although Namgung Su had planned to act while Baek Suryong was away, he didn't intend to deceive the Five Young Azure Dragons. In fact, his plan was quite the opposite.

"I will give you an opportunity to defeat Baek Suryong," he said, tempting them.

""What?!""

The Five Young Azure Dragons' eyes shot wide open.

Hyonwon Kang dropped the cookie he was holding. "Are you telling us to betray our teacher?"

"That's a bit..."

"Weren't you two on good terms now?"

Namgung Su fell silent for a moment, then sighed softly. "You clearly don't understand Baek Suryong's feelings."

Hyonwon Kang stepped forward with a scowl, visibly upset. "We know him much better than you do, Mr. Namgung Su. Have you experienced being nagged and beaten by him every day? I can tell exactly where I'm going to get hit just by looking at his eyes!"

"Wonkang, I don't think that's something to brag about..."

"Senior..."

"You know where he's going to hit you, but you can't dodge it...?"

Ignoring his embarrassed friends, Hyonwon Kang folded his arms and glared at Namgung Su. "Anyway, we have no intention of betraying Mr. Baek even if you place a knife against our throa..."

"Baek Suryong wants you to exceed his expectations," Namgung Su interjected.

"...Huh?" Hyonwon Kang blinked uncertainly.

Namgung Su strode closer to the students, his face serious. "What I mean is, he expects you, his students, to surpass him by any means necessary, even if it means opposing him sometimes."

"T-That's..."

"Was that not how Baek Suryong taught you? If not, say so."

"W-Well, you're not wrong, but..."

Hyonwon Kang was flustered. Namgung Su's argument felt a bit forced, but he couldn't think of a proper rebuttal. He was up against a Star Instructor who dealt with hundreds of students every day, after all. How was he supposed to win a battle of wits against someone like that?

Namgung Su turned to look at the other students as well, his gaze so intense that lightning seemed to flash from his brilliant golden eyes. "Let me ask you all one question. Are you confident that you can defeat Baek Suryong even once before you graduate?"

"......" The five young Azure Dragons struggled to answer. Even though they trained diligently every day, Baek Suryong was growing stronger even faster than they were.

If things go on like this, we'll never be able to beat that smug bastard before we graduate!

Namgung Su continued, "Of course, the Azure Games is not a martial arts competition. Inner arts are not permitted, and physical clashes beyond a certain degree are forbidden. However, it is still a contest. The objective is to form teams, defeat the opponents, and claim victory. If you join the Blue Team with Baek Suryong, you can easily win. But what meaning is there in such a victory?"

"......" The students were stunned speechless. While the Azure Dragon Festival was originally intended to be a fun and lighthearted sports day, Namgung Su made it seem as if it was a mock war.

"On the other hand, if you take a stand against your teacher, face him directly, and achieve victory..." Namgung Su paused, meeting each of the students' eyes. "If I were Baek Suryong, I would be extremely pleased."

"...!" The students, who had initially rejected the idea of betraying their teacher, began to waver.

Right. This isn't a betrayal.

It's an opportunity to defeat our teacher and have our growth acknowledged!

Noticing the students' growing indecision, Namgung Su delivered the final blow. "Besides... don't you want to see Baek Suryong grind his teeth in frustration after losing?"

"...!!"

Those words proved decisive. Who wouldn't want the chance to see Baek Suryong's smug expression crumble? Who wouldn't want to be the first to add defeat to the legend of the Azure Dragon Hero, who was making waves in the murim?

"...Of course we want to see it!"

"Just once..."

"If it's possible..."

The students nodded, looking mesmerized.

Namgung Su extended his hand. "I will help you. History will remember you as the first students to defeat Baek Suryong."

"...Let's do this."

"What the hell, it's not like we'll die, right?"

"That's right! This isn't betrayal, it's growth!"

A barely noticeable smirk formed on Namgung Su's expressionless face at the sight of the Five Young Azure Dragons trying to rationalize their betrayal.

Just as I expected.

The Five Young Azure Dragons were basically Baek Suryong's direct disciples. Recruiting them would not only weaken Baek Suryong, but also greatly strengthen his own forces.

The moment he conceived the plan, he had sprung into action. Sure enough, leveraging his experience as a Star Instructor, his quest to recruit all five naive kids was a great success.

"If you have made up your minds, sign this document." Namgung Su handed out application forms for the Azure Games.

The Five Young Azure Dragons signed the documents as if under a spell.

Namgung Su collected the applications and said flatly, "I'll be in touch soon."

He turned around and quickly left the White Dragon Manor.

The entire recruitment process, from his arrival to his departure, had taken just over fifteen minutes.

"I feel like I was possessed by a ghost..."

"We did the right thing, right?"

"What if Mr. Baek gets angry?"

"If we tell him what Mr. Namgung Su said, he should understand, right? Probably..."

Finally, they began to consider the consequences of their actions, but it was too late to undo the damage.

That evening, Baek Suryong returned to the White Dragon Manor and handed out application forms for the competition, completely unaware of what had happened.

"Alright, everyone sign here. I'm planning to crush Namgung Su's stuck-up nose in this competition, so you should all join the Blue Team..."

"......" The students froze, their eyes trembling.

"......" Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes. Something was strange. "Why the long faces? Did something happen?"

"W-Well, the thing is..."

"M-Mr. Baek, please stay calm and listen to the end. Mr. Namgung Su came by earlier..."

Hyonwon Kang and Geo Sangwoong nervously recounted the story of Namgung Su's visit, carefully observing Baek Suryong's reaction at every turn.

"What? Namgung Su?"

Baek Suryong initially tried to hear his students out calmly, but midway through, his jaw dropped in disbelief. By the time they finished, he was smiling serenely, as if he had reached enlightenment.

"So... you all decided to join the White Team? All of you, without a single exception?"

"Mr. Namgung Su said this doesn't count as betrayal!"

"He said that if he were you, he would be extremely pleased..."

"He asked if we wanted to see you lose..."

"Why did you mention that, you fucking idiot?!"

The students stepped back stealthily, their faces pale. They thought Baek Suryong would be angry, but he smiled like a Buddha and shook his head instead.

"Dear kids, as Namgung Su said, I will be truly happy the day you defeat me."

""Mr. Baek...!""

"We'll definitely, definitely win!"

"We'll show you how much we've grown!"

Smiling with satisfaction, Baek Suryong drew his sword before his emotional students.

SHING!

"But happy is happy."

As the Divine Azure Dragon Sword reflected the moonlight, a chilling killing intent seeped from it.

"And betrayal is betrayal."

Sometimes, when one's anger surpasses a certain level, they become calmer. Baek Suryong was in such a state right now.

"You fell for Namgung Su's sweet talk and betrayed me? Hah, as the saying goes, no good deed goes unpunished... You ungrateful little shits..."

"P-Please spare us!"

"Run away! He's lost it!"

""SENIOR WONKANG SUGGESTED IT!""

"WHY ME AGAIN?!"

"All of you, don't you dare move!"

That night, a symphony of screams echoed continuously through the White Dragon Manor, never dying down.
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With the Azure Dragon Festival set to begin the very next day, Baek Suryong called a strategy meeting with Tang Soso at the Blue Team Headquarters (also known as Baek Suryong's office). Their expressions were as serious as those of a general and his strategist going to war.

"Our army is in a precarious position. Namgung Su struck first and recruited the Five Young Azure Dragons. I underestimated him," Baek Suryong lamented.

"How are things on the instructors' side?" Tang Soso asked.

"I've recruited Ak Yeonho and Myeong Il'oh, but Jaegal Soyeong and Kwak Duyong have sided with the enemy."

"Miss Jaegal Soyeong is Mr. Namgung Su's second-in-command, so that can't be helped... but why Mr. Kwak Duyong?"

"He said he thought his presence would be a little more noticeable on that side."

"...That's actually a legitimate reason."

On one wall of the Blue Team Headquarters was a list of participants. When compared to the glamorous White Team roster, however, the Blue Team's was somewhat lacking in notable players. The difference in the students' martial prowess was particularly striking.

"The Five Young Azure Dragons are indeed the biggest problem. Regardless of the event, we lack students who can face them."

"I raised a bunch of tiger cubs..."

Baek Suryong glowered at the names of his students on the White Team's list. Although inner arts were not permitted in the Azure Games, the side with superior martial arts had an undeniable advantage.

"Don't worry. For now, I've succeeded in recruiting Yoo Yiran."

Baek Suryong blinked in shock. "How did you manage to do that when Wiji Cheon is on the White Team?"

He knew the two were close, so he was surprised to hear that Tang Soso had recruited Yoo Yiran.

"Fufufu... That's a secret between ladies."

"What about the probability of her being a spy for the White Team?"

"Zero, so don't worry."

Tang Soso smiled cheerfully. Despite the Blue Team's circumstances, her eyes sparkled as she looked at Baek Suryong.

I'll show you that we can win even without the Five Young Azure Dragons. With my strategy.

The Azure Games was the perfect opportunity for her to prove her worth. She planned to give it her all, defeat the Five Young Azure Dragons, and become Baek Suryong's new teacher's pet.

"There are still students who haven't decided whether to participate. I invited them for career counseling, so they'll be arriving soon."

Baek Suryong nodded approvingly. "Good. He who is not with me is against me. We cannot allow anyone to sit on the fence."

KNOCK KNOCK!

Just then, the first counselee arrived at the door.

"Come in," Baek Suryong said.

Mok Hyungwoo cautiously opened the door and entered. "You were looking for me, Mr. Baek...?"

"I'll get straight to the point. Student Mok Hyungwoo, join the Blue Team."

Mok Hyungwoo had ten years of military experience, and his leadership ability was so impressive that Baek Suryong had taken note of it in class. This was a man he absolutely wanted to recruit.

However, Mok Hyungwoo just scratched his stubble reluctantly. "To be honest, I received the same offer from Mr. Namgung Su. I'm also taking his class."

"Did you already join the White Team?" Baek Suryong asked icily.

Mok Hyungwoo's eyes widened, and he shook his head. "N-No, I refused. I wanted to focus more on my personal training."

"If you join the Blue Team, I'll teach you a new spear technique."

Mok Hyungwoo's jaw dropped. "P-Pardon?"

Everyone in the murim knew that martial arts were not to be passed down carelessly, even among blood relatives. For Baek Suryong to offer to teach him a spear technique just for participating in a festival game was beyond his comprehension.

To Baek Suryong, however, it really was no big deal. He knew numerous Blood Cult martial arts, and modifying and teaching one of them wasn't partifularly difficult.

I was planning to teach him a better spear technique when I saw an opportunity anyway.

Mok Hyungwoo lacked talent, but he was exceptionally diligent and tenacious. Baek Suryong had always valued that quality in him.

"A-Are you serious?" Mok Hyungwoo stammered.

Baek Suryong cocked his head. "Do I look like I'd lie about martial arts?"

"N-No, that's not it, but..." Mok Hyungwoo scratched his head, then said cautiously, "...This might be a bit rude, but isn't this Azure Games just a sports festival? I don't quite understand why you're so serious..."

"It is a war that cannot be avoided, nor can I afford to lose. Just know that."

"......" Mok Hyungwoo swallowed dryly and nodded.

Baek Suryong handed him a participation form, and he quietly signed it.

"...Understood. I will bring victory with a do-or-die attitude," he said firmly, his eyes filled with the resolve of a veteran soldier.

"That's a good mindset. Go back and wait for instructions."

"Yes, sir!"

Mok Hyungwoo left, and Yong Hosik, a first-year student, entered. Like Mok Hyungwoo, he was a student that Baek Suryong had paid special attention to in class.

"U-Um, you called for me, Mr. Baek...?"

"Student Yong Hosik. From today onwards, you are part of the Blue Team."

"Y-Yes?"

"You can speak with Mok Hyungwoo for more detail on the specifics."

Baek Suryong recruited Yong Hosik to the Blue Team unceremoniously, and the innocent first-year student became a member in a stupor.

Just like that, more and more students found themselves recruited in similarly mysterious fashion.

Tang Soso said, "While it's good that we have more members now, we need a skilled senior to truly close the gap. I've shortlisted a few candidates..."

Baek Suryong grinned slyly. "The most reliable senior of all will be here soon."

"Who?"

KNOCK KNOCK!

Someone knocked on the door, and a moment later, Tang Soso's eyes flew open. This was a turn of events that even she, the Student Council's strategist, had not anticipated.

"Senior Bang Baekhyun?" she exclaimed.

"Haha! It's been a while, Soso. You too, Mr. Baek Suryong!" Bang Baekhyun clasped his hands together in greeting.

Baek Suryong smirked evilly. He had received word from the Murim Alliance that Bang Baekhyun, who was interning at the Omniscient Bureau, would be returning to the Azure Dragon Academy for the Azure Dragon Festival.

"What brings you here, Senior?" Tang Soso asked.

Bang Baekhyun grinned. "I am here as an envoy from the Omniscient Bureau, on a mission to deliver an important agenda to the Murim Alliance's Jiangxi Branch, as well as to you, Mr. Baek."

He reached into his shirt pocket to take out a letter from the Murim Alliance Chairman, but Baek Suryong stopped him.

"Bang Baekhyun," Baek Suryong said seriously. "You haven't graduated yet, and you're not on a leave of absence, correct?"

"Of course. I am currently doing an internship, but... I believe my course credits are recognized."

"Then it's settled."

"Settled? What do you mean?"

Tang Soso clapped her hands in glee. "According to the regulations, there's no problem with you participating!"

"Good. From now on, you're part of the Blue Team."

"Could you please fill me in on the circumstances?"

Some time later, after hearing Baek Suryong's explanation, Bang Baekhyun's eyes glittered with excitement. "This sounds fun."

Although he had held himself back because of his mother's controlling nature in the past, he had always loved fun and chaos. He was not the type to miss out on such a spectacular event.

As for why he was participating, well, he couldn't possibly disobey the Murim Alliance Chief Instructor, right? No senior in the Omniscient Bureau would dare say anything, right? Right?

"I will cooperate to the best of my ability," he said resolutely.

"Good. Now, the balance seems a bit more even."

With Bang Baekhyun joining the Blue Team, the balance of power between the teams was restored.

Baek Suryong sighed and rose from his seat. "I'll leave the rest to you, Strategist Tang.

"Yes! Please count on me!"

Baek Suryong concluded the strategy meeting and left the office.

Moments later, he ran into Namgung Su, who was walking in the opposite direction.

CRACKLE! CRACKLE!

Their gazes met, and sparks seemed to fly between them. As they got closer, the tension between them grew.

"Look who it is! If it isn't the Star Instructor who stole another person's students with his silver tongue?"

"I don't think that's something a teacher who abuses his authority for personal gain should say."

"What do you mean? I just called the students in for counseling. Counseling."

"Could it be a mere coincidence that all of those students later made their way to the Student Council to collect blue headbands?"

"I see you've already planted a spy, huh?"

SIZZLE! SIZZLE!

The sparks looked about to catch fire.

"Get ready to be humiliated."

"I shall enjoy watching your futile struggle, Junior."

The nearby students who had been watching with bated breath murmured as they saw the scene.

"Why does it seem like the teachers are more excited about this than we are...?"


Chapter 381: Prelude to the Festival

On a pleasant, breezy September morning, the Azure Dragon Academy's largest festival, the Azure Dragon Festival, kicked off.

"Get a load of these sweets! They're so good, you wouldn't know if your friend died eating one right next to you!"

"Azure Dragon Festival commemorative headbands! Buy a souvenir!"

"Wooden swords engraved with 'Azure Dragon Hero' for sale! Get one for your child!"

"Sir, do you have one that says 'Lightning Dragon Hero'?"

"Of course I do!"

The entire city bustled with energy incomparable to a normal day. For the past several days, merchants had been screaming with joy at the flood of customers. Peddlers had set up stalls on every street, while musicians, theater troupes, acrobatic troupes, and storytellers, who were usually a rare sight, put on their best performances.

"Puhahaha! Look at that!"

"Master musician! Play us a tune!"

Excited by the festive atmosphere and captivated by the vibrant sights and sounds, the people opened their wallets more easily than usual , putting pleased smiled on the faces of the merchants and entertainers. Although the Azure Dragon Academy gates had not yet opened, the city was already abuzz with activity.

However, whenever a large crowd gathered, all sorts of crimes and incidents were bound to increase.

"It's a fight!"

CRASH!

Two men burst out of an inn, shattering the door, and hurled vicious insults at each other. They were both martial artists, and the reek of alcohol wafted from their bodies.

"Say that again, you son of a bitch, and I'll chop you limb from limb."

"You think you can kill me with your pathetic skills? I'll gouge out your useless eyeballs that can't even recognize who you're up against."

Passing pedestrians scattered in fear. Getting caught up in a fight between martial artists could easily cost an ordinary person his or her life.

"Both of you, put down your weapons," a voice said icily.

The two martial artists, who were on the verge of drawing their swords, glanced toward the speaker and sneered.

"What right does a mere constable have to meddle in the affairs of martial artists?"

"Get lost if you don't want to die. Haven't you ever heard of the principle of non-interference?"

The constable sighed. Unfortunately for those two, they lacked the skill to sense his aura or distinguish a chief inspector from a constable based on his uniform.

"...Non-interference between the government and the murim. That's the excuse I hate the most." Chief Inspector Cheong Cheon stared coldly at the two drunken martial artists, the wrecked inn, and the frightened onlookers. "For the crime of destroying property, being drunk, and obstructing justice, I am arresting you on the spot."

"Ha! Try it if you ca-"

Cheong Cheon vanished.

POW! WHAM!

Two strikes was all it took. Cheong Cheon easily broke the noses of the two troublemakers with his scabbard and struck their acupoints, causing them to cry out in pain and crash to the ground.

"It's Hell Judge Cheong Cheon!"

"Woooah!"

Cheong Cheon frowned. "...This has become troublesome."

Most of the cheers came from civilians. His arrest rate for criminal martial artists was unparalleled, earning him the fearsome alias of Hell Judge. Rumor had it that he had crippled over a hundred martial artists with his outstanding skills and merciless approach.

Sighing, he entrusted the criminals to some nearby constables. "Bind these men and throw them in prison."

"Yes, sir!"

"Do not let your guard down for even a moment. We must secure the city during the festival. If you see any suspicious activity, report it to me immediately."

"Yes, sir!"

Cheong Cheon adjusted his bamboo hat and melted back into the crowd. He preferred to patrol alone, as it was much faster and more efficient.

Some time later, he briefly met up with Cheoldu, the Sect Leader of the Rehabilitation Sect.

"How are things on your end, Cheong Cheon-hyungnim?"

"There have been no particularly suspicious movements."

Despite it being autumn, Cheoldu wandered the streets in a sleeveless martial arts uniform, looking at first glance like an unorthodox thug who had conquered the back alleys. Contrary to his appearance, however, he was now a respectable orthodox sect member.

Cheoldu shook his head as if he were sick of the teeming crowd. "This is nothing like last year. No, has the city ever been flooded with so many visitors?"

"I'm quite sure there will be more people here today than in at least the last ten years."

"Heh! To think, so many people came just for the Azure Dragon Festival..."

"Actually, they probably came to catch a glimpse of Baek Suryong."

"What's the difference?"

Cheoldu smirked faintly and looked at the distant Azure Dragon Academy, where a huge crowd waited for the gates to open. Due to the large turnout since early morning, the academy had temporarily closed its gates until the festival preparations were finished.

"...The Azure Dragon Hero. Once again, I'm reminded of what an amazing man we've formed a connection with."

"He was never ordinary from the moment we first met."

To both of them, Baek Suryong was a benefactor who had changed their lives. Cheong Cheon had learned a fake demonic art with severe side effects, but was saved when Baek Suryong taught him the real version. Cheoldu, a back-alley ruffian, would have also been killed by the White-Haired Demon if he hadn't met Baek Suryong.

They owed Baek Suryong a great deal. While they couldn't meet him often now that the Azure Dragon Hero was world-famous, they had never forgotten the favor he had done them.

Cheoldu grinned. "If the rumors are true, the Azure Dragon Hero is going around making people owe him debts of gratitude everywhere. They say people need to line up to just to repay his kindness."

"What a nasty hobby. Then again, it's just like him."

"If we're talking about getting in line for order, I'd say we should be pretty near the front, right? We can't pass up this opportunity."

Cheong Cheon smirked faintly and lowered his voice. "As this is something he personally requested, we cannot afford to make any mistakes."

"Of course. I've told the kids to report even the most minor suspicious activity," Cheoldu replied seriously, his scarred muscles twitching as if ready to explode into action at any moment.

Even when he had only learned third-rate techniques commonly found in the marketplace, he had fought against masters who had learned authentic martial arts. Now, after training tirelessly in the Thunderclap Axe he learned from Baek Suryong, he now exuded the aura of a true martial artist.

Nodding slightly, Cheong Cheon asked, "How are things on the Beggars' Gang side?"

"I'm in constant contact with the Branch Manager. The beggars are out for blood, especially after what happened to their Chief recently. How is the Rogues' Guild?"

"The waiters are recording all the guests who have come from outside the city."

A few days ago, Baek Suryong had contacted the two of them and instructed them to watch for any suspicious activity in the city during the Azure Dragon Festival.


"The Blood Cult will make a move. They'll most likely target me during the festival, but just in case, they might target others. In the worst-case scenario, they might try to cause a massacre in the city."

"...!"



From that day on, Cheong Cheon and Cheoldu mobilized all available personnel and began secretly surveilling the area around the Azure Dragon Academy. The Rogues' Guild and the Beggars' Gang were also on high alert, leveraging their information networks to the fullest.


"Let's set up a perimeter around the Azure Dragon Academy and wait for them."



Baek Suryong's aim was to be fully prepared for any emergency outside the academy.


"I'll take care of things inside the academy myself, so don't worry about it. You guys just stay on guard so that no unfortunate incidents happen outside."



As per Baek Suryong's instructions, only the minimum number of personnel were dispatched to the Azure Dragon Academy for communication. The Azure Dragon Hero was there. There was no need to worry about the kids' safety.


"If by any chance a villain escapes from the academy, don't let them get away."



Cheong Cheon shook his head, recalling Baek Suryong's cheerful expression as he talked about catching assassins. "The Blood Cult probably can't imagine that the entire city, not just the Azure Dragon Academy, is filled with Baek Suryong's eyes and ears."

"I hope some of them try to escape. That way, we'll get our turn, yeah?"

"Such childish talk."

As the two conversed while looking at the academy, the main gates began to swing open.

"The gate is opening!"

A huge crowd immediately flooded into the academy. While the assassin targeting Baek Suryong might be among them, Cheong Cheon and Cheoldu weren't bothered. They knew this noisy festival was also a trap that Baek Suryong had set for the Blood Cult.

Cheong Cheon muttered, "...We'll protect the city no matter what, so I hope he can enjoy the festival to his heart's content."

A moment later, voices chanting the Azure Dragon Hero's praises echoed from within the academy, as if responding to his wish.
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From a hill overlooking the Azure Dragon Academy, a man wearing a black bamboo hat observed the city below.

"It seems information leaked from our Cult," he remarked with a hint of amusement in his voice. There was no one around, yet the man muttered to himself as if someone were there.

"It's a trap. A surveillance net has been cast around the Azure Dragon Academy. The Beggars' Gang, the Rogues' Guild, and the government are all in cahoots. If I hadn't known, I would've been in for a nasty surprise. No, perhaps he has even calculated that I've already noticed..."

The man in the black hat turned around and faced other men wearing the same black hats as him. They stood in a line like ghosts, but no one knew when they had appeared.

"Now I understand why two of our Cult's elders died at the Azure Dragon Hero's hands. Baek Suryong is far more cunning and meticulous than I imagined. We must not treat him as a typical orthodox master.

"......"

There was no answer, as the men had been trained not to speak unless permitted. Silence was a basic virtue of an assassin, after all.

"As you all know, Seventh Shroud died here about half a year ago. We of Deathshroud have had quite a bit of trouble because of that. I had my suspicions before, but now I am certain. That too was the work of the Azure Dragon Hero."

The men in black hats flickered like illusions, despite being obviously present.

"Haha! He is so cunning that he deliberately leaves himself open just to lure me out. I almost fell for his bait several times!"

He wasn't usually so talkative. Baek Suryong was just that special.

"Well, even if it's a trap, nothing changes. Your mission is to eliminate the Azure Dragon Academy's key figures."

He had brought most of the remaining Deathshroud assassins.

Did the Azure Dragon Hero expect this too?

If so, then Baek Suryong must be an even more intuitive man than he thought, because many of his acquaintances would not be able to enjoy the entire festival.

"It would be disappointing if he assumes that all his friends will be safe after killing two of our Cult's elders."

The man who had been muttering to himself and smirking turned to the other men in black. "After approaching your respective targets, wait for my signal. Any questions?"

One of the men in black hats momentarily solidified. "I heard the top priority mission is the capture or elimination of the Azure Dragon Hero. After we finish our missions, should we engage the Azure Dragon Hero in a pincer attack?"

Skykiller smiled faintly and shook his head. "If you attack him without permission, I will kill you. He is mine, and mine alone."

A ripple of agitation washed over the assassins. Despite Skykiller's friendly and gentle demeanor, the Deathshroud assassins sensed a chilling killing intent in the man's smile.

"I will carry out my mission independently, as I have always done. Do not interfere with my art. After you finish your respective missions, you can either run away or enjoy the festival. Do as you please."

Skykiller was the strongest assassin the Blood Cult had trained to kill peerless masters. While he hadn't gone on many killing sprees, each time he took action, he orchestrated an assassination that sent shockwaves through the jianghu.

"I should get going as well. I might be suspected if I'm late." Skykiller smiled gently and started down the hill. "I'll send a signal when the time is right. Until then, I hope you all hide well."

Again, there was no answer.

The wind that had been blowing on the hill just a moment ago simply subsided.
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CLAAAANG!

With a resonant clamor, the two Azure Dragons clutching mystical orbs locked in a fierce stare-down on the Azure Dragon Academy gates parted ways, signaling the grand opening of the Azure Dragon Festival.

Right behind the opened gates stood an old man, exuding the sharp aura of a well-honed blade.

Mae Geuklyom, the Headmaster of the Azure Dragon Academy, announced, "Enter in an orderly fashion. While I understand that you are excited for the festival, I will not tolerate any unnecessary commotion. Anyone who causes a disturbance will be escorted out immediately."

Everyone flinched under the old swordsman's gaze, especially now that his martial arts had advanced. The weight of his aura alone was more sinister than any warning he could give.

Still, the moment they passed through the main gates and stepped inside the academy, most people instantly forgot the warning and gasped in awe.

"Wooow!"

"Incredible!"

The Azure Dragon Academy wasn't called one of the murim's Five Great Academies for nothing. It was a massive institution built on the largest plot of land in Nanchang. Its facilities, including a grand training field essential for nurturing prodigies, over a dozen smaller training grounds, and dedicated zones for external and movement arts practice, rivaled those of the Murim Alliance Jiangxi Branch.

"Huh? Is it just me, or does everything look brand new?"

"I heard a rumor that someone recently donated a substantial amount to them..."

"Whew! The speculation that the Azure Dragon is about to emerge from its slumber is no exaggeration!"

Visitors who had been to the Azure Dragon Academy years ago were even more astonished than the first-timers. The academy was nothing like they remembered.

"Hey, let us see, too!"

"There are a lot of people behind you. Hurry up and move inside!"

On the grand training field, all of the Azure Dragon Academy students stood in formation.

Suddenly, a majestic voice, imbued with profound inner qi, echoed throughout the school.

"Welcome, my fellow martial artists who have journeyed here from afar! Welcome, esteemed guests who have come to enjoy the Azure Dragon Festival!" Principal Noh Goonsang announced, smiling benevolently at the wide-eyed onlookers.

He turned to look at a young man beside him. "Doesn't the Student Council President also wish to address our guests?"

Dokgo Jun clasped his hands and bowed. "We, the students of the Azure Dragon Academy, extend a warm welcome to each and every one of you!"

The students, numbering more than a hundred, all performed the same gesture simultaneously.

""WELCOME TO THE AZURE DRAGON ACADEMY!""

"Hoooh..."

"Astonishing..."

Martial artists who had come with few expectations, or merely to see the Azure Dragon Hero, were momentarily awestruck by the majestic spectacle. The students' disciplined movements and unified voices powerfully conveyed their newfound pride and vigor as students of the Azure Dragon Academy.

Nevertheless, prejudices were not easily dispelled. The Azure Dragon Academy had consistently placed last in the Heavenly Martial Festival for the past decade, and its expulsion from the festival was all but certain. Although the emergence of a prominent martial artist like the Azure Dragon Hero elevated the academy's standing, many believed that was the extent of its revitalization.

However, that perception would change today.

"I thought the academy was simply relying on the Azure Dragon Hero, but..."

"The students seem really passionate. I attended the Vermilion Phoenix Festival last year, and these students are just as spirited as those I saw then."

"I absolutely must attend this year's Heavenly Martial Festival!"

Murmurs rippled through the crowd. Everything the spectators saw and heard here would soon spread throughout the murim like wildfire. They would learn that the Azure Dragon Academy was no longer the dumping ground of the Five Great Academies, and that their students were all latent dragons with immense potential.

Noh Goonsang beamed. I've never been more proud to be the Principal of the Azure Dragon Academy.

He continued his opening speech,s "The Azure Dragon Festival is a public celebration for everyone to enjoy. We designed it so that both martial artists and non-martial artists can have a good time, so please enjoy yourselves to the fullest while you are here. Especially..."

Noh Goonsang deliberately paused for dramatic effect.

"I believe you'll all find today's Azure Games, a specialty event of the Azure Dragon Academy, quite entertaining. Hoho."

As one, the students pulled blue or white headbands from their pockets and tied them tightly around their foreheads. Dividing themselves into two opposing teams, they stood facing each other with weapons raised.

"Blue Team, form up!"

"White Team, form up!"

The spectators' eyes sparkled with anticipation. Word had long since spread that the Azure Dragon Hero and the Lightning Dragon Hero would be the commanders of the blue and white teams, respectively. It was no exaggeration to say that more than half of the people present had come just for this event.

"This year, two instructors from the Azure Dragon Academy will lead the Blue and White Teams for the Games. As you all know, they are..."

"Enough dallying!"

"Let's just start already!"

Noh Goonsang grinned, relishing in the crowd's impatient jeers. Still, he had no intention of hurrying up.

He said leisurely, "Mr. Baek Suryong, the Azure Dragon Hero, and Mr. Namgung Su, the Lightning Dragon Hero, please come up to the stage!"

""WOAAAAAAH!""

The crowd erupted in a thunderous roar of cheers and applause as Baek Suryong and Namgung Su appeared from opposite ends of the stage and ascended the steps.

"It's the Azure Dragon Hero!"

"Lightning Dragon Hero!"

"Look this way just once!"

Although the Azure Dragon Hero received louder cheers and applause, Namgung Su was no less popular. His mysterious golden eyes and partnership with Baek Suryong to eliminate Blood Cult spies in the Murim Alliance had greatly elevated his renown.

Noh Goonsang glanced at the two instructors flanking him. "Hohoho! It seems fate has brought our academy's two pillars together as adversaries today!" he remarked playfully.

Baek Suryong and Namgung Su immediately tensed, but regrettably, Noh Goonsang remained blissfully unaware of the gravity of the situation.

"Before we begin the Azure Games, would you two like to say a few words to each other?" he teased lightheartedly.

Namgung Su narrowed his eyes at Baek Suryong. "Defeat is not an option. I will be victorious."

"Uh, umm?" Noh Goonsang blinked in confusion.

Although the Azure Games pitted students against each other, its ultimate objective was to foster harmony and camaraderie. So why was Namgung Su glaring at Baek Suryong as if they were mortal enemies?

"Today, I will regard the White Team as Blood Cult members and crush them without mercy," Baek Suryong declared.

Noh Goonsang's jaw dropped. Whether it was the cold sneer on Baek Suryong's lips or the malicious gleam in his eyes, both were utterly inappropriate for someone taking part in a fun children's game.

"Ahem! Aren't you two a little bit too uh... enthusiastic?" he muttered, finally realizing something was amiss.

Unfortunately, it was already too late.

"Namgung Su."

"Baek Suryong."

Ignoring their employer, the two instructors advanced toward each other, their gazes firmly fixed on one another.

"Soon, those pristine white robes will be covered in dust."

"I look forward to seeing your blue headband rolling on the ground."

An invisible pressure weighed down on the space. Fortunately, Noh Goonsang was the one standing beside them, because any other instructor would have fled long ago.

"Haha, hahahaha! Oh my! Look how fired up these guys are! I wonder if it's because of the large crowd!" Noh Goonsang quickly separated the two instructors, then addressed the wide-eyed spectators. "In any case, let the Azure Games begin!"
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The first event of the Azure Games was chosen by Student Council President Dokgo Jun, who randomly drew a slip of paper from a large box and displayed the event written on it for all to see.

"It's a cavalry battle!"

"Of all things, a cavalry battle..."

"Yes! The first match is ours!"

Tang Soso, the Blue Team Strategist, sighed, while the Five Young Azure Dragons of the White Team clenched their fists in glee.

Dokgo Jun explained the rules of the cavalry battle to the spectators gathered around the grand training field.

"Participants will work in groups of four, consisting of a horse, a rider, a left flank, and a right flank. If someone's headband is snatched, the rider falls from the horse, or the horse falls over, the entire unit is eliminated from the battle."

Geo Sangwoong grinned. In other words, the students playing the horses and riders were crucial.

"The student playing the horse is not allowed to use their hands or feet. However, body contact, such as pushing with the body, is permitted. The left and right flankers must keep one hand on their allied horse at all times, but may use their free hand to push or pull an opponent's horse and attempt to topple them. If the hand touching the horse comes off, though, the unit is eliminated."

Wiji Cheon and Yeo Min secretly high-fived at a speed imperceptible to most students. The flank position was best suited to fast and agile individuals.

"The rider can freely use their hands and feet while mounted on the horse. However, if they fall from their horse or directly attack an enemy horse, they are eliminated. Riders must only fight other riders."

"Kukukuku! I'll kill them all!" Hyonwon Kang laughed like a third-rate villain.

"...Victory goes to the team that either defeats all of the opposing cavalry units or seizes the Commander's headband."

In an instant, an invincible cavalry unit consisting of Geo Sangwoong, Hyonwon Kang, Yeo Min, and Wiji Cheon advanced to the front of the White Team.

"Damn punks... they're no students of mine anymore..." Baek Suryong sighed, rubbing his temples.

Although the students' smug attitudes were absurd, their power was undeniable. Since they trained together daily at the White Dragon Manor, he didn't doubt that their teamwork and coordination would be near perfect.

"...A frontal assault will be difficult," he grumbled irritably.

As if she was waiting for this opportunity, Tang Soso quickly said, "Mr. Baek, I have a plan."

WHISPER WHISPER...

After listening to Tang Soso's strategy, Baek Suryong pondered for a moment, then nodded. "Alright. Let's try it that way."

Unfortunately, there wasn't much time to formulate a solid strategy. The audience, who had come for the Azure Dragon Festival, were anything but patient. Furthermore, having staked the Student Council's very survival on the success of the festival, Student Council President Dokgo Jun was a ruthless host.

"If both sides are ready, we will now begin the Azure Cavalry Battle!"

""WOAAAAAAH!""

Amidst thunderous cheers from the crowd, the cavalry unit made up of the Five Young Azure Dragons led the assault, barreling toward the enemy like a frenzied demonic beast.

"Baek Suryong, offer up your neck!" Hyonwon Kang roared fearlessly as he charged forward like Lu Bu mounted on Red Hare (Geo Sangwoong).

BOOM! BOOM! BOOOOOOM!

The Blue Team's cavalry units stomped their feet in unison, raising a massive cloud of dust that obscured the view.

Hyonwon Kang immediately reined in his steed. "Cough! Cough! What a pathetic trick!"

Undeterred, the Blue Team's cavalry scattered in all directions, continuing to kick up dust.

Namgung Su, who had remained at the back of the White Team, surveyed the battlefield coolly. "Their forces are weak, so they're trying to separate us and engage in small skirmishes. Don't panic. Remain in formation and advance. We are the stronger ones."

Unbeknownst to the White Team, however, that was not the Blue Team's true strategy.

A sharp-eyed martial artist among the audience suddenly jumped to his feet, shouting, "Over there! It's the Azure Dragon Hero!"

Taking advantage of the confusion, Baek Suryong's cavalry unit made a wide detour and materialized behind the White Team.

"We're going straight for the Commander! Giddy up!" Baek Suryong snarled, strangling Ak Yeonho's neck with his legs.

Ak Yeonho gasped, "H-Hyung-nim! I can't breathe!"

"Then run faster, you idiot!"

Ak Yeonho, who was carrying Baek Suryong, galloped at a terrifying speed, unleashing the essence of the Shandong Ak Clan's movement arts.

Meanwhile, Namgung Su, who was riding on Ya Suhyeok's shoulders, turned to Baek Suryong and smiled ominously. "I've been waiting for you."
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The strategy was for the Blue Team to raise a cloud of dust to create confusion, during which Baek Suryong would directly target the White Team's Commander, Namgung Su. For this strategy to succeed, however, it was necessary to tie down the White Team's strongest combination, the Five Young Azure Dragons.

Tang Soso grit her teeth. If they notice and join up with the enemy commander before Mr. Baek seizes his headband, it will be difficult for even the Azure Dragon Hero to handle them all at once.

She decided to take on the role of tying down the Five Young Azure Dragons herself.

"Soldiers of the Azure Dragon Hero! Block them with your lives!"

Tang Soso led the riders and charged to face the Five Young Azure Dragons, her expression as tragic as an army general advancing into a death trap.

"Faster! Giddy-up!"

"...Isn't 'giddy-up' a bit much?" Mok Hyungwoo, Tang Soso's horse, grumbled.

Still, he moved his feet diligently. After ten years of military conditioning, his body somehow just reacted to orders on its own.

"Mwahahaha! I'll kill you all!" Hyonwon Kang laughed villainously, wildly stirring up the Blue Team's formation and snatching the riders' headbands. Each time his long arm swung, blue headbands fell to the ground as if he were reaping the necks of enemy soldiers.

WHOOOOSH!

Mok Hyungwoo barely avoided Geo Sangwoong's charge and swallowed dryly.

My bones will be smashed to powder if I collide with that!

Geo Sangwoong was the biggest giant at the Azure Dragon Academy, and his rider, Hyonwon Kang, was also quite tall. Their combination created a height that most riders had to crane their necks to see.

"Don't be afraid! They can't use inner arts either! Surround and attack!"

The use of inner arts was prohibited during the Azure Games. This regulation was intended to reduce the impact of martial arts and allow students of all years to enjoy the sports festival.

However...

"T-That's a monster!"

"What on earth has Mr. Baek Suryong created...?"

"Are you sure they're not using inner arts?"

Astonishment and fear spread among the Blue Team riders. The Five Young Azure Dragons' cavalry unit was on a completely different level. Their overwhelming height and mass alone created an intense sense of pressure, and they were also faster than any other cavalry.

"Is there truly no general in the Blue Team who can face this Hyonwon Kang?" Hyonwon Kang cackled.

His horse, Geo Sangwoong, smashed enemy horses with his iron-wall-like body. Meanwhile, his left and right wings, Yeo Min and Wiji Cheon, decimated the enemy flanks.

"Where is Baek Suryong? Come out, don't hide like a coward!"

When more than five cavalry units fell to the Five Young Azure Dragons, the entire Blue Team began to back away hesitantly.

Hyonwon Kang grinned smugly as he gazed down at the frightened enemies. "If you won't come, then I will! Giddy-up!"

Tang Soso, facing Hyonwon Kang, bit her lip and made a drastic decision. Wiping the sweat from her forehead, she shouted, "Senior Bang Baekhyun! Senior Yoo Yiran! Senior Gun Sojin!"

The most outstanding riders of the Blue Team assembled. The overall formation rapidly collapsed because of this, but it was unavoidable.

"Huh, what's this...?" Mok Hyungwoo muttered, noting the strangely familiar tension. "I never thought I'd feel the tension I last felt on the battlefield at a school sports festival..."

Am I going crazy? Or is Tang Soso's madness contagious?

"...No, the Azure Dragon Academy itself is what's mad."

Mok Hyungwoo gave up thinking and surrendered his body to the insanity of the cavalry battle.

Now, I only want to win!

As he imagined himself as a warhorse, his distracting thoughts disappeared and his mind became calm.

"Heeheehee!" Tang Soso lightly patted Mok Hyungwoo on the head, then looked around and shouted, "Don't overdo it! We will wage a war of attrition! As long as they're human, they'll get tired!"

The four elite Blue Team units surrounded the Five Young Azure Dragons.

"Whoa, whoa..."

Since they were enemies of a different caliber, even Hyonwon Kang tightened his thighs to calm the restless Geo Sangwoong and proceeded cautiously.

Meanwhile, Tang Soso gave instructions to her allies. "Senior Yiran will take the left, Senior Bang Baekhyun the right, and Senior Gun Sojin the rear."

The Blue Team riders nodded resolutely, aware that if they didn't defeat the Five Young Azure Dragons here, they would most definitely lose the cavalry battle.

All we can do is wait for Mr. Baek to defeat their commander!

The tension in the air rose as the riders of both sides did not clash immediately but slowly circled around, facing each other.

Suddenly, as if by arrangement, all riders on both sides slapped their horses' foreheads as a signal and charged forward.

""Giddy-up!""

A large cloud of dust rose as the cavalry of both sides clashed.
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"I've been waiting for you," Namgung Su said, tightening the white headband on his forehead and stretching his fingers.

CRACK, CRACKLE...

A chilling sound echoed from his delicate hands as he watched Baek Suryong's unit rushing towards him with a calm gaze.

"The strategies an army with inferior forces can choose are limited. Guerilla warfare, or at best, a surprise attack on the enemy general."

"Namgung Su...!"

Ak Yeonho was the horse that Baek Suryong rode, Myeong Il'oh was the left wing, and freshman Yong Hosik was the right wing. All three were nimble, making for a combination that valued speed over destructive power and was optimized for hit-and-run tactics.

"So you were planning to strike me from the beginning." Namgung Su smiled coldly, satisfied at having read Baek Suryong's thoughts. "How utterly laughable."

Ya Suhyeok, hearing Namgung Su's voice from above his head, trembled as he recalled one of the nightmares of the last semester.

The Cold-Blooded Asura Demon King...

He didn't dare say it out loud. Though Namgung Su was often called that by the students, he knew the strict teacher did not like the childish nickname.

"Kwak Duyong. Jin Euihyeop. Go and bring me the enemy general's headband," Namgung Su commanded.

""Yes, sir!""

The two cavalry units, consisting of teachers with Kwak Duyong and Jin Euihyeop as riders, abandoned their duty to guard Namgung Su and rushed forward.

Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes. These two were certainly a cut above most students.

The distance between the two cavalry units and Baek Suryong quickly closed. He glanced at Namgung Su, but the man merely held his position as if planning to observe for now.

Meanwhile, Kwak Duyong spurred his horse forward, excited that his moment to shine had finally come. "Baek Suryong! I, Kwak Duyong, challenge you to a one-on-one duel!"

"Mr. Kwak! It's too dangerous alone!" Jin Euihyeop shouted from behind.

However, Kwak Duyong didn't listen. He couldn't guarantee that another opportunity to distinguish himself would arise if he didn't take this one.

"Come at me, Baek Suryong!" he bellowed.

Baek Suryong couldn't use inner arts right now, and he was confident that he wouldn't lose to any of the other instructors when it came to physique and strength.

The match was decided in an instant.

"Keoheok!"

Baek Suryong snatched Kwak Duyong's headband and lightly pushed his side with his foot while brushing past him. Kwak Duyong became entangled with the other cavalry of the White Team and fell with a clatter.

"Kwak-hyung!" Jin Euihyeop, the other White Team instructor, guarded against Baek Suryong's approach while shielding his head with his hands. He didn't intend to be reckless like Kwak Duyong. Rather, he aimed to buy time and wait for support from the other cavalry units.

"Don't rush! We're at a much greater advantage if we just stall and slow his advance!" he shouted to the surrounding units.

STOMP!

Ak Yeonho kicked the ground with all his might. At the same time, Myeong Il'oh and Yong Hosik broke off from their positions and pushed Ak Yeonho with all their strength.

WHOOSH!

Ak Yeonho soared through the sky, carrying Baek Suryong on his back.

Jin Euihyeop looked up, dumbfounded. "...Isn't a horse jumping a foul?"

"There's no rule against jumping."

Jin Euihyeop immediately made to chase Baek Suryong, but the man had already leaped over several cavalry units and was rushing towards Namgung Su.

"Giddy-up!"

Baek Suryong pulled the reins (Ak Yeonho's hair) tight. Though Myeong Il'oh and Yong Hosik had dropped out in the middle, the cavalry battle could continue as long as the rider and horse were alive. Furthermore, thanks to sacrificing the two, his speed had increased even more.

So far, so good.

Baek Suryong's gaze was sharp as he looked at Namgung Su. Now that the match had begun, he didn't intend to hold back at all.

"As expected of the Azure Dragon Hero! Such movements without even using inner arts!"

"I can't believe it even seeing it. To think he'd break through the enemy lines alone..."

"A-Are we really watching a sports festival?"

The spectators, who had leapt to their feet, burst into admiration at Baek Suryong's otherworldly movements. He had broken through the enemy lines alone and was now on the verge of ending the cavalry battle by capturing the enemy commander, Namgung Su.

Only Namgung Su regarded Baek Suryong with a somewhat displeased expression. "...You moved exactly as I predicted. I'm disappointed."

"Then try and stop me!"

Namgung Su flexed his thighs and pushed Ya Suhyeok forward, curling his fingers like an eagle's talons.

The two commanders' cavalry units clashed.

TAP! SMACK! THWACK!

Each time the two instructors tried to grab the other's headband, the sound of hard wooden swords striking each other could be heard. Meanwhile, below, the horses concentrated on their footwork to seize an advantageous position.

I'll end this quickly before more of them gather.

While dealing with Namgung Su, Baek Suryong kept his senses keenly focused on Ya Suhyeok's movements.

He knew all of his students' habits, such as what movements they preferred in what situations and how they dodged when they attacked. In other words, it wasn't difficult for him to use this knowledge to his advantage.

He looked at Namgung Su and smirked.

Choosing Ya Suhyeok as your horse was your fatal mistake.

Baek Suryong caused Ya Suhyeok to make a mistake. Although it was entertaining to engage in a battle of grabbing with only external arts against Namgung Su, winning the cavalry battle was the priority.

"Whoa?" Ya Suhyeok cried out, staggering as he lost his balance.

Baek Suryong smiled triumphantly and extended his hand. "I've won!"

However, at that moment, Ya Suhyeok's movement deviated from Baek Suryong's prediction. It wasn't by his own will, though. Namgung Su had forcefully twisted Ya Suhyeok's body with the strength of his lower body alone!

Baek Suryong's hand grabbed empty air instead of Namgung Su's headband, and at the same time, Ya Suhyeok stumbled behind Ak Yeonho.

Now, Ak Yeonho was the one struggling to turn around.

"Did you think you were the only one who knows their students well?" Namgung Su sneered.

"...!!" Suddenly, Baek Suryong recalled that Namgung Su was obsessed with keeping detailed notes on his students' habits and quirks. He had even recently shared information about the Five Young Azure Dragons with him in preparation for the Heavenly Martial Festival.

Baek Suryong looked up at a white cloud floating across the clear blue sky and let out a hollow sigh. "Fuck... I've been had!"

His golden eyes flashing, Namgung Su snatched Baek Suryong's headband with the speed of lightning.

"Baek Suryong. This is your defeat," the Star Instructor of the Azure Dragon Academy declared, staring down at the loser with an indifferent expression.
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"T-The Azure Dragon Hero has been defeated!"

The moment Namgung Su snatched Baek Suryong's blue headband, the spectators, who had been watching with bated breath, jumped to their feet in excitement.

"Whew! Who would have thought the Azure Dragon Hero would be defeated?"

"The Lightning Dragon Hero was prepared from the start! He anticipated his opponent's every move..."

"Well, the Blue Team didn't have many strategies to choose from. The difference in their forces was too great from the very beginning. Besides, the Azure Dragon Hero's horse was exhausted just from breaking through the enemy lines."

"At this rate, wouldn't it have been better to just hold a martial arts tournament?"

The intense cavalry battle captivated the spectators, infecting them with the excitement of the Azure Games.

Those who had started watching with a light heart became more and more immersed in the match as time went on. By now, they burst into cheers and sighs each time the cavalry of their favored Blue and White Teams fell.

Most importantly, by the time the Azure Dragon Hero's headband was taken off by the Lightning Dragon Hero, hardly anyone was sitting down anymore.

Announcer Dokgo Jun declared, "The winner of the first Azure Games event, the cavalry battle, is the White Team!"

The riders of both armies, who were still fiercely clashing, all stared at him in unison.

"It's over?"

"Who won?"

"He just said the White Team..."

"So the teachers settled the match between themselves?"

CLAP CLAP CLAP CLAP CLAP!

The students and instructors who had put on a magnificent contest were met with a torrent of hot applause and cheers from the crowd.

"The Azure Dragon Hero and the Lightning Dragon Hero! Both were magnificent!"

"It was a spectacular match that will be remembered for a long time!"

"The Azure Dragon Academy students are amazing!"

Finally realizing that the battle was over, the students stopped fighting. The defeated Blue Team students hung their arms down, looking dejected, while the White Team students raised their arms high and cheered.

""WE WONNNN!""

The Five Young Azure Dragons roared the loudest, waving their arms higher than anyone else.

Across from them, Tang Soso ground her teeth in frustration. Mok Hyungwoo collapsed, foaming at the mouth. The other Blue Team riders lay sprawled about like defeated soldiers.

"UOOOOOOH!" Ya Suhyeok let Namgung Su down to the ground, then ran to his seniors, embracing them and sharing the joy together.

Baek Suryong looked at the traitors with a dumbfounded expression. "Are you that happy you beat me? Anyone would think you had avenged your parents' murderer..."

Regardless of whether they couldn't hear him or were pretending not to, the Five Young Azure Dragons didn't even glance in Baek Suryong's direction. They just celebrated amongst themselves.

"These little punks!" Baek Suryong glared at his students, but soon sighed and jumped down from Ak Yeonho's shoulders.

"Hyung-nim..."

"It's alright." Baek Suryong patted the dejected Ak Yeonho on the shoulder. "You did your best. It was my fault we lost, so don't blame yourself. We can make up for it in the next event..."

"That's not it!" Ak Yeonho pointed to his head and shouted. "What am I going to do about this bald spot? Look at this!"

"Huh?"

Perhaps because Baek Suryong had pulled so hard during the cavalry battle, a patch of Ak Yeonho's hair had been pulled out.

Oh shit, I was concentrating too hard on the cavalry battle and wasn't thinking straight.

Baek Suryong stealthily averted his gaze. "...Ahem. Don't worry, you have so much hair, it's not even noticeable."

"I haven't even gotten married yet! What if I go bald? Are you going to take responsibility for me, Hyung-nim?"

"Should I buy you a wig?"

"If you're going to get me a wig, how about we make it by pulling your hair out?"

The two grown men started bickering and trying to pull each other's hair out.

Namgung Su approached them. "Baek Suryong."

"Did you come to gloat?" Baek Suryong spat, glaring at his nemesis.

The corner of Namgung Su's lips rose minutely. It was a subtle movement that most wouldn't have noticed, but to Baek Suryong, that triumphant curl of his lip was crystal clear.

"It might be unfamiliar now, but you'll get used to it," Namgung Su stated smugly.

"...Get used to what?"

"The feeling of defeat."

Ak Yeonho's jaw dropped, and Baek Suryong stared blankly at Namgung Su.

Namgung Su brushed past Baek Suryong. "There are things to be learned through defeat as well," he whispered as he passed by, exercising his rightful privilege as the victor. "Since you don't seem to know, I will take this opportunity to teach you a lesson."

"You..." Baek Suryong's fingertips trembled. All his life (and his previous one), he had been the one teaching others. To him, the words 'I'll teach you a lesson' might as well have been a declaration of war.

"So this is how you want to play, huh?"

Baek Suryong's gaze changed. He had already been serious, but now he decided he would no longer hold back.
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As the winner of the first Azure Games contest, Namgung Su was allowed to choose the second event. He put his hand into the box prepared by the Student Council and pulled out a slip of paper.

Dokgo Jun took the paper from him and unfolded it. "The second event is the Five-Person Six-Legged Obstacle Relay!"

Dokgo Jun was ecstatic. Having staked his life on the success of the Azure Dragon Festival, the Student Council had done its best to prepare for the Azure Games. Even so, the entertainment value of the games required some luck.

Fortunately, the Five-Person Six-Legged Obstacle Relay was one of the events they had put their heart and soul into.

Yes! Luck is on my side today!

Dokgo Jun couldn't stop himself from grinning. Although the Obstacle Relay had more variables and was potentially more dangerous than the cavalry battle... its unpredictable outcome would make it that much more entertaining for the audience.

"The rules are simple. Five people will form a group, tie their legs together, and run through an obstacle course with traps. When one group finishes a lap, the next group starts. The team whose final group crosses the finish line first wins."

WHOOSH!

As soon as Dokgo Jun finished speaking, a Student Council member pulled away a large sheet covering a pile of items on the edge of the training ground. All sorts of traps and obstacles were revealed, including poles, barbed wire, nets, ladders, and bizarre contraptions whose purpose was anyone's guess.

"Get a load of these beauties! Every single one of these traps was created by Instructor Jaegal Soyeong! Miss Jaegal, would you like to have a word with everyone?"

Jaegal Soyeong rose from her seat and clasped her hands together shyly. Contrary to her face, however, her excitement was barely contained as she said, "I am truly happy to have an opportunity to exercise my specialty after a long time. I did my best to create these traps, so I hope the students will be careful not to get hurt. Especially since it gets more dangerous towards the end..."

""...Pardon?""

Be careful not to get hurt?

Does that mean we can get hurt if we're not careful?

The students stared at Jaegal Soyeong suspiciously.

"Haha! Relax, folks. There aren't any cowards at the Azure Dragon Academy who are afraid of traps, right?" Dokgo Jun smiled brightly and looked around at the students participating in the Azure Games. "The best physicians are on standby at all times, so fellow students, please do your best without any worries!"

Yes. For the sake of the Azure Dragon Festival's success, a little sacrifice is inevitable.

On the surface, Dokgo Jun appeared to be an ideal orthodox martial artist, with a kind face and gentle demeanor. Beneath this facade, however, he harbored a seething ambition.

The quick-witted students exchanged sickened glances.

"Even the Student Council President has gone crazy..."

"Didn't you know? Dokgo Jun is a fiend who would do anything to satisfy his ambition."

Dokgo Jun sneezed. "You two over there. Did you perhaps say something about me?"

""N-No, President!""

While Dokgo Jun explained the rules, the Student Council members hurriedly moved the traps to the grand training ground under Jaegal Soyeong's guidance.

"Ah, I nearly forgot to mention something! The commanders from each army are not allowed to participate directly in this event!"

Baek Suryong and Namgung Su can't participate?

Everyone was puzzled by the unexpected rule.

"However, the two teachers will play a very important role in the contest. Namely..." Dokgo Jun's voice trailed off playfully.

The spectators' gazes shifted between Baek Suryong and Namgung Su, then back to Dokgo Jun.

"...I'll tell you that later."

""BOOOOOO!""

Although the audience booed Dokgo Jun's nasty prank, they could not leave their seats.

"While the traps are being installed, there will be a performance by the pride of our Azure Dragon Academy, the Martial Dance Club!"

Students wearing colorful martial arts uniforms took the stage, and their performance began in sync with instrumental music.

The audience could not take their eyes off the dancers.
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Once the traps were installed, the Blue and White Teams each formed five groups of five.

The first group from each team came out and stood at the starting line. Since the fist and last runners were the most important members of a relay, the fastest and most coordinated athletes were chosen to double as both the first and final teams.

"Who are we?!" Hyonwon Kang shouted.

"The Invincible Five Young Azure Dragons!" Drunk on their victory in the first contest, the boys sang with their arms around each other's shoulders.

Yeo Min alone covered her face with her hands. "This is so embarrassing..."

Nevertheless, the boys, led by Hyonwon Kang, were in high spirits. Having demonstrated their superior skill in the first event, they were confident they would win the second as well.

The five students stood in order from left to right: Wiji Cheon, Yeo Min, Hyonwon Kang, Ya Suhyeok, and Geo Sangwoong.

"On your mark! Get set... GO!"

As soon as Dokgo Jun announced the start of the race, the Five Young Azure Dragons rushed forward at an incredible speed.

WHOOSH!

It was as if there were no ropes tying their legs together. Despite having different stride lengths, they ran as one, perfectly in sync.

"It's the first obstacle!"

A rock of considerable height blocked their path. With five people's legs tied together, even one person breathing incorrectly could cause them all to fall.

However, none of the students were worried.

"One, two, jump!" Hyonwon Kang commanded.

The Five Young Azure Dragons jumped at the same time, easily clearing the first obstacle.

"LET'S GOOOO!"

The subsequent traps were the same. Neither the slippery floor nor the device shooting arrows from both sides nor the barbed wire requiring them to crawl on the ground could stop the Five Young Azure Dragons.

"How are they so fast?!"

"How are we supposed to catch up?"

By the time they reached the halfway point, the Five Young Azure Dragons had gained a considerable lead over the Blue Team, despite the fact that the Blue Team's first group included Tang Soso, Bang Baekhyun, and Mok Hyungwoo.

That couldn't be helped. This was the difference between the Five Young Azure Dragons, who had trained together for a semester, and a hastily formed team.

Meanwhile, Dokgo Jun, Baek Suryong, and Namgung Su stood at the halfway point of the Obstacle Relay.

"You may interfere with the opposing team's students here," Dokgo Jun explained. "However, physical interference is against the rules."

"Then what can we do?"

"You can interfere by giving the students commands."

"Be more specific."

"For example, you can tell them to run backward from here onwards, or to do a hundred laps on the spot before starting..."

"So we can make them do anything?"

Dokgo Jun shook his head. "It must be something that can be done here, so completely impossible commands are not allowed. Using the Airwalking Technique or producing enhanced sword qi, for example, would not be permitted."

This was also a test of the two instructors' creativity.

Who will give a more devilish command to torment the students?

Based on the two instructors' personalities, neither would easily let the enemy pass.

Good. The more provocative their commands, the more exciting these Games will be, and the more successful the Azure Dragon Festival would become!

Dokgo Jun grinned inwardly, feeling proud of himself for thinking of a way to ensure the festival's success without getting his hands dirty.

"Oh, the White Team is already here!"

Baek Suryong had little time to think. The Five Young Azure Dragons were charging toward them like mad dogs foaming at the mouth.

"Ha! Order me to do anything! I'm confident in anything that uses my body!" Hyonwon Kang shouted with a grin when he reached the halfway point. He had clearly heard Dokgo Jun's explanation as he ran.

The other students were just as confident. Whatever Baek Suryong asked of them, they could definitely could do it much better than the Blue Team students behind them.

"A command..." Baek Suryong hesitated.

"Mr. Baek Suryong," Dokgo Jun said anxiously. "If you do not give a command by the time I count to ten, I will let them pass. One, two..."

"Kukuku..." Baek Suryong laughed maniacally. "I didn't want to go this far, but you betrayed me first."

He exploited his students' enemies' weakness mercilessly.

"Solve this problem! The Four Heavenly Kings have a total of 36 dumplings. The sum of the dumplings held by the Cold-Blooded Asura Demon King and the Supreme Demon Spear is equal to the sum of the dumplings held by the Infernal King of Annihilation and the Primeval Witch. Furthermore, the Infernal King of Annihilation has 4 less dumplings than the Supreme Demon Spear. If the Cold-Blooded Asura Demon King has 8 dumplings, how many dumplings does the Primeval Witch have?"

""...Huh?""

The eyes of the Five Young Azure Dragons shook so hard it was as if an earthquake had struck them. Within the span of a few words, Baek Suryong had ripped their overflowing confidence to shreds.

"...Damn these idiots."

Recalling the Five Young Azure Dragons' math grades, Namgung Su had no choice but to close his eyes in resignation.



Translator's Note: Solve the math problem! ROFL


Chapter 385: The Azure Games (4)

"...What the hell?"

"Are you playing around right now?!"

"Is it a meat dumpling?"

"By the way, when do we eat lunch?"

"Wait a minute. That was too fast, I couldn't hear. Please say it again!"

Baek Suryong looked at his students smugly. Good grief! How could all of them react exactly as I expected? Why did I only gather these kinds of idiots?

"I object to this task," Namgung Su growled, glaring at Baek Suryong. Turning to Dokgo Jun, he added, "This math problem is too difficult for these students. In fact, it's practically impossible for them to solve."

"Hmm..." Dokgo Jun fell into deep thought, seriously considering Namgung Su's words.

Before he could respond, however, Baek Suryong retorted incredulously, "What's so difficult about it? Your ten-year-old little sister could probably solve it in seconds."

"That's..." Namgung Su couldn't bring himself to argue back. After all, to claim that Namgung Mi was incapable of solving a straightforward math problem of this caliber was the same as insulting her intelligence.

However, the Five Young Azure Dragons thought differently.

Hyonwon Kang objected, "Namgung Mi is a genius who's had a gifted education since she was young!"

Geo Sangwoong nodded. "Yeah! She's much smarter than we are."

"All ten-year-olds love dumplings!" Ya Suhyeok remarked.

Baek Suryong was rendered speechless by his students' cheerful admission that they were dumber than a ten-year-old. "...What the fuck are you saying?! That's it. Once the Azure Dragon Festival ends, you're all going to have to relearn basic math."

""NOOOOOO...!"" The Five Young Azure Dragons fell into despair.

Meanwhile, the Blue Team had almost reached the halfway point. Namgung Su studied their faces with a troubled expression.

What command should I give them?

It was pointless to give the Blue Team, which included Tang Soso and Bang Baekhyun, an academic problem. On the other hand, he couldn't think of a suitable physical activity that would slow them down significantly, either.

It has to be a task that takes a lot of time, but I can't make them do anything too dangerous...

Ultimately, he had to settle for making them waste some time.

"...Put one end of that stick in the ground and spin around it a hundred times."

""Yes!""

The Blue Team immediately set about finishing Namgung Su's task.

Seeing them, the Five Young Azure Dragons visibly panicked.

Geo Sangwoong calmed his juniors. "Everyone, please calm down and take a seat. Mr. Baek looks down on us way too much. Let's show him that we can solve this!"

"Do we really have to sit down and put our heads together just for a math problem...?"

"Sigh..."

Ignoring Namgung Su's forlorn sigh, the Five Young Azure Dragons seriously began to solve the problem.

"So... what was the question again?"

"The Four Heavenly Kings have 36 dumplings. How many does the Primeval Witch have?"

"You just omitted the entire middle part!"

The Remedial Class dunces with bad memories hit a wall right from the very beginning.

Yeo Min sighed deeply. "I remember it. The sum of the dumplings held by the Cold-Blooded Asura Demon King and the Supreme Demon Spear is equal to the sum of the dumplings held by the Infernal King of Annihilation and the Primeval Witch. The Infernal King of Annihilation has 4 less dumplings than the Supreme Demon Spear. The Cold-Blooded Asura Demon King has 8 dumplings. How many dumplings does the Primeval Witch have?"

""Ooooh..."" The other four dunces opened their eyes wide and clapped.

Following that, they each shared their thoughts with the group.

"Shouldn't each person eat at least 20 dumplings to be full?" Ya Suhyeok asked.

"He said there are 36 in total. What did you even hear?"

The muscle-brained Ya Suhyeok's completely irrelevant opinion was dismissed right away.

"Wouldn't the winner of a fight get to have more? After all, the murim operates according to the survival of the fittest," Wiji Cheon suggested shyly.

Hyonwon Kang nodded. "That sounds reasonable."

"Holy shit... Are there no brains inside your three thick skulls?" Yeo Min shrieked, glaring at the three simpletons.

Hyonwon Kang, Wiji Cheon, and Ya Suhyeok avoided her gaze.

Ugh... These three are no help at all... Grimacing, Yeo Min turned to the smartest person in the group. "Senior Sangwoong? Do you know the answer?"

Everyone pinned their hopes on Geo Sangwoong, the heir to the Golden Dragon Trading Company and the oldest senior among them.

Geo Sangwoong folded his arms grimly. "Everyone, abandon your preconceptions that merchants are good at math. Ever since I set my heart on martial arts at the age of five, I have never once studied arithmetic seriously."

"That's not something to be proud of, you damn punk..."

FWOOSH!

The Blue Team completed Namgung Su's task and resumed the race.

The Five Young Azure Dragons' hearts sank. They still weren't close to solving Baek Suryong's math problem!

Desperate, Yeo Min took the lead, saying, "Okay, let's try writing it down."

The five of them sat in a circle and began writing numbers on the dirt floor with their fingers.

"Okay. The Cold-Blooded Asura Demon King and the Supreme Demon Spear. The Infernal King of Annihilation and the Primeval Witch. If both pairs have the same number of dumplings, wouldn't that mean each pair has half of 36... 18 dumplings?"

"Why?"

"But the Cold-Blooded Asura Demon King and the Supreme Demon Spear are stronger!"

"In this dog-eat-dog murim, there can be no equality..."

SMACK! WHACK! THWACK!

Yeo Min slapped Ya Suhyeok, Wiji Cheon, and Hyonwon Kang's mouths with the White Ice Divine Palm, freezing them shut.

Technically, using inner arts was forbidden, but Dokgo Jun quietly let it slide as she hadn't used it to gain an advantage in the race.

"From now on, the three of you SHUT YOUR TRAPS," Yeo Min snarled.

""......""

"Since the Cold-Blooded Asura Demon King has 8... then does that mean the Supreme Demon Spear has 10?" Geo Sangwoong muttered.

Although he had distanced himself from math since the age of five, he was at least capable of focusing on the problem at hand, and his academic grades were the best among the Five Young Azure Dragons.

"And since the Infernal King of Annihilation has 4 less than the Supreme Demon Spear..."

"He has 6 dumplings!"

Though it took quite some time, Yeo Min and Geo Sangwoong put their heads together and finally arrived at the answer.

"In that case, the Primeval Witch must have 12 dumplings, right?"

"Correct." Baek Suryong smirked faintly and nodded. Although he gave his students a 'difficult' problem, he didn't think it was so hard that they wouldn't eventually solve it.

"Alright! Let's continue!"

The Five Young Azure Dragons clambered to their feet and quickly completed the remaining half lap.

Unfortunately, a large gap had already formed between them and the Blue Team.

Baek Suryong grinned and looked at Namgung Su. "It seems the scales have tipped quite a bit."

"...It's not over yet," Namgung Su snarled.

It was not yet time to give up. A total of five relay teams would run in succession in the Five-Person Six-Legged Obstacle Relay, and the second team had only just set off.

I can still make a comeback.

Now that he had witnessed Baek Suryong's approach, he would use it as a reference to create an even tougher task.

Nevertheless, Baek Suryong surpassed his imagination for a second time. When the second White Team group arrived, eager to catch up with the leading Blue Team, he cruelly stomped on their hopes and dreams.

"What is the most boring class this semester? State the subject and reason loudly and clearly, and I will let you pass. Oh, be sure to exclude mine and Namgung Su's classes."

"T-That's...!!"

The White Team students looked around in a fluster. Right now, numerous spectators, including the other Azure Dragon Academy instructors, were watching them.

Do we really have to say this in front of the teachers?

He's crazy! Really crazy!

Even Namgung Su's usually calm eyes shook violently. "Baek Suryong, are you a devil?"

Baek Suryong grinned evilly. "I'll become a devil if that's what it takes to win."

Namgung Su's eyelashes trembled. As a scion of a prestigious orthodox sect, he could never have conceived of such vile and petty tactics.

Damn it... I can't beat him in sheer despicableness...

He had no choice but to admit that he was inferior when it came to sheer shamelessness. Even if he could think of an unscrupulous plan, there was no way he could bring himself to say it out loud.

"Did you challenge me without that much resolve? Tsk tsk, is this all a gently raised orthodox young master amounts to?"

"You...!"

In the end, the Blue Team won the second event by a landslide.

Announcer Dokgo Jun declared, "The winner of the second contest, the Five-Person Six-Legged Obstacle Relay, is the Blue Team!"

Cheers and boos erupted at the same time.

"Waaaaah!"

"Boooooo!"

This time, it was the Blue Team students who raised their hands high in victory, while the White Team gnashed their teeth in frustration.

"Namgung Su," Baek Suryong whispered, exercising his right as the victor just as Namgung Su had after the first contest. "Why don't you just go home and drink your milk like a good little boy?"

"......" A hot flame ignited in Namgung Su's cold eyes.
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"And the winner of the Tug-of-War is... the White Team!"

"Waaaaah!"

A deafening cheer erupted from the left side of the stands, which had become a sea of white.

"For the Treasure Hunt... Victory goes to the Blue Team!"

"Woooooah!"

The right side was no less riled up. Blue flags fluttered everywhere, accompanied by cheers and shouts.

"Crush those Blue Team bastards!"

"Punish the loathsome White Team!"

Before anyone knew it, the spectators had purchased headbands and flags from enterprising merchants and divided themselves into Blue and White Team supporters.

Dokgo Jun shouted hoarsely, cheered on by spectators from both sides, "Oh, I can see the excitement in the air! The fight is close, and tensions are mounting! We're seeing an increasing number of casualties with light bruises, but no worries! We have plenty of medical supplies prepared! Come on, everyone! Cheer louder! Bring down the house!"

"WAAAAAAAAAH!"

Dokgo Jun proudly surveyed the grand training ground and the spectator stands. With this, he would be remembered in history as the Student Council President who had presided over the greatest Azure Dragon Festival ever.

He clenched his fists, overcome with emotion.

This is it! This electrifying madness!

Baek Suryong and Namgung Su's competitive spirits were contagious, infecting the students, instructors, and spectators alike.

Only a few were not affected by that madness.

"Hoho, everyone's so excited."

"...Don't you think this is a little excessive?"

Two old men, Noh Goonsang and Mae Geuklyom, watched the Azure Games coolly from atop a building, detached from the fervor that had consumed the academy.

Noh Goonsang chuckled heartily. "It may be over the top, but isn't having fun also a privilege of youth?"

"We're the ones in charge of the cleanup, though..."

"Hoho! Let me help out this year as well."

The two of them did not participate in the Azure Games. Officially, it was because they didn't want to get in the way of young peoples' fun. The truth, however, was that they had a much more important job to do.

Suddenly, Noh Goonsang's eyes widened in surprise. "I've known you for over twenty years, but I don't think I've ever seen you smile like this before, Sword Addict."

"...Is that so?" Mae Geuklyom touched his lips awkwardly. Ever since Baek Suryong had gifted him the portrait of Mae Yakbing, his expression had softened considerably, and he found himself smiling more often. "...Must be because my grandson has the look of a mischievous boy having the time of his life."

"Hoho! He's indeed enjoying it more than anyone, isn't he?!"

The two old men's gazes turned to Baek Suryong in the middle of the grand training ground. The current event was Pole Toppling,[1] and Baek Suryong was at the forefront, doing battle with the Five Young Azure Dragons.

"Come at me, you ungrateful little brats!"

As he watched the scene, Mae Geuklyom was reminded of the Azure Dragon Academy from thirty years ago. He remembered Mae Yakbing, his daughter and a huge troublemaker, as well as the Handsome Prince Baek Muheun, whose wild exploits fueled countless rumors.

Not to mention the many students who had already graduated.

Even so, the Azure Dragon Academy had never been as vibrant as it was now.

"My grandson was weak and sickly as a child, so he has never gone to school. This kind of event is a first for him, too."

"...I find that hard to imagine. Are you really talking about that Mr. Baek Suryong?"

"Yes, I too didn't know this until I heard it from my son-in-law."

Noh Goonsang chuckled heartily, as if he found the thought of a frail Baek Suryong amusing. "But now, isn't he enjoying the festival more than anyone?"

"...It looks that way to me as well." Mae Geuklyom smiled faintly as he looked at his grandson at the very center of the festival grounds.

"Screw that honor and chivalry bullshit! Throw dirt in his eyes!"

Sometimes using unbelievably vile schemes...

"Step on him so he can't get up again!"

Sometimes being a bit too aggressive...

"Bring it on, Namgung Su! Let's settle this once and for aaaaall!"

In a grandfather's eyes, all of it looked endearing and lovely.

"...He must have dreamed about playing like this for the longest time."

VWOOOOM!

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword, held in Mae Geuklyom's arms, trembled as if it could read the old man's heart.

Noh Goonsang glanced at the sword. "Huh! What a mysterious sword!"

"My grandson left it with me as there is no need to wear a sword during the Azure Dragon Festival," Mae Geuklyom said firmly.

No, it wasn't just the sword he entrusted me with...

Mae Geuklyom took his eyes off his grandson and scanned the entire Azure Dragon Academy.

"I've found one more."

"Hmm, I've just found another one as well."

The two old men scoured the Azure Dragon Academy, which was bursting with excitement, for hidden threats.



Footnotes:

[1] Pole Toppling: Similar to Capture The Flag but involves knocking over a very big pole buried in the ground (requires the combined weight of dozens of people to tilt it) instead of grabbing a flag.


Chapter 386: The Azure Games (5)

The Azure Games, which began in the morning, continued until the sun was high in the sky.

"Die! Die! Die!"

"Let's wipe them all out!"

"Uwaaaaaaaah!"

"We will now take a short break for lunch! The Azure Games will resume in two hours, so please have your lunch and come back!" Dokgo Jun croaked, amplifying his now-hoarse voice with qi.

Instantly, the Blue and White Teams, who had been throwing beanbags at each other's heads for the Piñata-Breaking Game, froze in unison. Just the mention of 'lunch' had magically ended the chaos and restored peace and harmony.

"...Lunchtime!"

"Let's fight again after eating!"

Teenage boys and girls took food more seriously than anyone, and having run around all morning, the starving students swarmed the dining hall, snack bar, and food stalls set up at the academy.

Dokgo Jun let out a sigh of relief as he also guided the spectators. "You can enjoy an affordable meal at the Azure Dragon Academy cafeteria. Lunch boxes are also available for purchase. Most importantly, we humbly ask you to try the food from our student-run food stalls!"

Hungry from cheering at the top of their lungs, the spectators eagerly scattered in search of lunch.

"Skewers! Delicious skewers!"

"Get your sweets! We have candied fruit and mooncakes!"

Among the students who did not participate in the Azure Games, some were manning food stalls. Though they couldn't prepare elaborate dishes like professional chefs, they could easily make simple snacks, and their stalls proved quite popular.

Soon, families could be seen gathered together everywhere, eating lunch boxes they had brought from home.

"My dear daughter, are you hungry? I saved a spot over there, so let's quickly eat our lunch."

Such was the case for most parents of children at the Azure Dragon Academy.

Sometimes, however, conflicts arose between family members for unexpected reasons.

"Uh, Mom? I'm on the White Team, so why do you have a blue headband?"

"...I'm sorry, but Mr. Azure Dragon Hero was so handsome that I just..."

"MOM!"

The Five Young Azure Dragons gathered for lunch, too.

"Do you guys have family to eat with? Geo Sangwoong asked.

Yeo Min, Wiji Cheon, and Ya Suhyeok shook their heads. They were all orphaned at a young age, and either had distant relatives who lived too far away or family members who were preoccupied or otherwise problematic.

Yeo Min asked, "Are your parents coming, Senior Wonkang?"

Hyonwon Kang shrugged. "They're busy trying to restore our family's honor, so I told them not to come. What about you, Senior Sangwoong?"

Geo Sangwoong grinned and held up a huge bundle. "Same here. My parents can't come because of an important business deal. Instead, they sent this special lunch box for all of us to share."

"Ooh!"

"That looks delicious!"

A delicious smell wafted from the huge, multi-tiered lunch box, which seemed to contain enough food for twenty people.

However, the moment the box was opened, everyone hesitated.

""......""

Feeling that everyone was thinking something similar, Hyonwon Kang asked cautiously, "Should we invite Mr. Baek to eat with us?"

"I think that would be good."

"...I was feeling uncomfortable too."

"We can't possibly eat this much food anyway."

The Five Young Azure Dragons closed the lid of the lunch box and went to find Baek Suryong, who was hanging out with Tang Soso, Ak Yeonho, and Myeong Il'oh.

As they approached, Baek Suryong stared at them suspiciously. "What is it? Did Namgung Su send you to here to spy on us?"

Armed with the shamelessness he had learned from his master, Hyonwon Kang said, "Oh, come on, Mr. Baek. Senior Sangwoong brought a lunch box for all of us, so let's eat together."

He took a step forward, but Tang Soso blocked his path and glared at him. "What are you plotting now? Don't tell me...did you put laxatives in the food?"

Hyonwon Kang jumped up with an aggrieved expression. "Hey! Do you think we're like you?"

Tang Soso narrowed her eyes. Isn't he overreacting? How suspicious. Very suspicious...

"Think about it. How could we put laxatives in something we're going to eat too?!" Hyonwon Kang argued.

Tang Soso snorted. "...It's not impossible. You could have taken an antidote beforehand, or combined the poisons so that it only takes effect when one eats several side dishes at the same time. Or it could be an intention to send your teacher to the privy even if it means sacrificing all of you. How vicious! You would go that far to eliminate your former teacher..."

""What former teacher! He's still our teacher!"" The Five Young Azure Dragons protested indignantly.

"Hmph!" Tang Soso regarded them scornfully.

"She's not entirely wrong. If you betrayed me once, why couldn't you do it a second time?" Baek Suryong added, backing up Tang Soso who was on his side for now.

"No, why are you like this too, Mr. Baek...?"

"We're really not like that..."

The Five Young Azure Dragons looked at Baek Suryong with sulky puppy-dog faces. Although it was true that they had betrayed Baek Suryong and joined Namgung Su, and it was also true that they had fought hard, wanting to win at all costs, that was because...

"...Pfft! Ahahahahahahaha!" Suddenly, Baek Suryong burst out laughing so hard that his shoulders started shaking and tears welled up in his eyes. "You're all such softies! If you're going to betray someone, do it properly. What's going to change if you feel guilty now?"

"We're sorry..."

"Mr. Baek..."

Baek Suryong shook his head. A smile had formed on his lips without him realizing it. "Come over here and sit down. We'll call a truce while we eat."

""Yes!"" The Five Young Azure Dragons rejoiced.

Tang Soso, on the other hand, pouted. "Mr. Baek, how can you trust these traitors..."

"Are you afraid there's poison?" Baek Suryong cut in. "What's there to worry about when we have a genius from the Sichuan Tang Clan here with us? You can just detoxify it, right, Soso?"

He congratulated himself inwardly on his brilliant response. Fortunately, he now knew how to handle this girl to some extent.

Well, I do have Thousand Poison Immunity, but I don't think now's a good time to reveal it...

Tang Soso sighed, "I guess it can't be helped then... I'll taste each one first before I feed it to you."

"No, that's a bit..." Baek Suryong rejected her immediately. Despite Tang Soso's obvious disappointment, what couldn't be, just couldn't be.

They opened the large tiered lunch box Geo Sangwoong had brought.

Ak Yeonho's and Myeong Il'oh's eyes shot wide open at the sight of its contents.

"Holy moly..."

"What kind of lunch box is this glamorous?"

"Haha! The most skilled cook at the Golden Dragon Inn made this himself."

"It looks really delicious..."

"It looks as good as Mr. Namgung Su's cooking!"

As everyone was commenting on the food and reaching for their chopsticks, Baek Suryong sensed a familiar presence from behind and rose from his seat. Mae Geuklyom was walking over with his hands clasped behind his back.

"Am I interrupting your meal?" Mae Geuklyom asked.

Baek Suryong shook his head. "Not at all. I was planning to go and see you after lunch."

Mae Geuklyom nodded. [We found five of them.]

He explained the locations and characteristics of the assassins he had identified to Baek Suryong.

[I'm sure there are more, but finding the rest won't be easy...]

[Did the Divine Azure Dragon Sword say anything?]

Previously, Baek Suryong had asked Mae Geuklyom and Noh Goonsang to find assassins during the Azure Games, even entrusting them with the Divine Azure Dragon Sword. Since it would be much easier to find assassins with the help of sorcery, he also told them the secret of the sword.

The plan worked wonderfully. By enhancing their senses with sorcery, Mae Geuklyom and Noh Goonsang were able to identify even more assassins than they otherwise would have.

[No, she's been quiet. I left her with the Principal, who will notify me immediately if a problem arises.]

[Don't worry too much, they won't move yet. As much as I hate to admit it, they are excessively patient fiends.]

Baek Suryong planned to use this opportunity to draw out Deathshroud, who was lurking nearby and testing the waters. Aside from his rivalry with Namgung Su, another reason he had willingly joined the Azure Games and stirred up hype was to deliberately lure them out.

Even the five that Grandpa and the Principal found could be the bait they laid out for me.

[I know this is exhausting, but please help me a little more, Grandpa.]

[I understand.]

Their secret conversation over, Mae Geuklyom turned to leave, saying, "I see. Continue your meal, I will be on my way..."

Hmm? That bundle he's trying so hard to hide, could it be...?

"Grandpa, is that a lunch box you're holding behind your back?" Baek Suryong asked.

"...Ahem!" Mae Geuklyom cleared his throat softly and held out the bundle to his grandson. Between the tightly tied cloth wrapper, an old lunch box could be seen peeping out.

Baek Suryong's eyes widened. "Did you pack this yourself?"

"...Well, you're not one to pack a lunch box, are you?" Mae Geuklyom mumbled.

In truth, he had woken up at the crack of dawn to pack a lunchbox for his grandson. Upon seeing Baek Suryong happily eating with his students, though, he decided to leave quietly.

"Please sit over here, Grandpa!" Baek Suryong shouted. Now that he knew about the lunchbox, there was no way he could just let the old man go.

"I've already eaten."

"No you haven't, I heard your stomach growling."

"...The presence of an old man will only make things awkward between you youngsters."

Baek Suryong turned to his colleagues and students. "Headmaster Mae Geuklyom will be joining us for lunch. Does anyone have a problem with that?"

Everyone shook their heads. While they were afraid of the Headmaster, everyone respected him as a martial artist and an esteemed elder.

"...Then perhaps I will stay for a little while."

Mae Geuklyom sat down, pretending that he couldn't refuse. He felt sorry for Noh Goonsang, who was guarding the rooftop alone, but he wanted to stay with his grandson a little longer.

"Since it's come to this..." Baek Suryong looked around, searching for someone.

Luckily, the person he was looking for was not far away.

"Hey! Namgung Su!" he yelled, imbuing his voice with inner qi and waving dramatically.

"What is it?" Namgung Su groaned, frowning. He was just about to eat with the other instructors.

"If you haven't eaten yet, why don't we eat together?"

"...Just what are you plotting?"

"Nothing. We can continue fighting after we eat, can't we?"

"......" After hesitating for a moment, Namgung Su nodded. "Let's join them."

In the end, everyone sat down to eat lunch together, regardless of whether they were on the Blue Team or the White Team.

At first, only the people around Baek Suryong and Namgung Su showed up, but gradually, more than a dozen people joined in.

All sorts of stories were exchanged, and boisterous laughter erupted. They talked about who they had fought in which event, how they almost won, and how they could win next time.

"I'm telling you, we could have won if there was no interference!"

"Don't make me laugh, it was already over by then."

"Listen. There's a lantern festival on the second day, right? There's a girl I've been interested in lately, and this time, I'm going to ask her out..."

"Hey, hey, shh!"

Despite being on opposing teams and fighting fiercely to defeat each other all morning, everyone agreed on one fact. No matter which side they were on, food tasted better when eaten together.

Glancing at his grandson, Mae Geuklyom smiled faintly. "You look like you're having fun."

Baek Suryong scratched the back of his head awkwardly. "Haha, yeah."

He was indeed having fun. Including both his present and past lives, this was the first time he had experienced anything like this.

It wasn't just the festival, either. Many of the things he was experiencing at the Azure Dragon Academy were totally new to him.

"...That's why I want to show them."

He would show the Blood Cult how impenetrable a fortress the Azure Dragon Academy was, and teach them the consequences of encroaching on his territory.

All so they would never dare threaten his sanctuary again.


Chapter 387: What Did He Say Just Now?

The peace was short-lived. As soon as the Azure Games resumed, the Blue and White Teams clashed fiercely upon returning to their respective camps, burning with competitive spirit as if they hadn't shared a meal amicably just moments before.

"Show no mercy!"

"From now on, we are enemies again!"

Several unforgettable memories were created in the process.

Namgung Su dribbled past five people and kicked the ball into the Blue Team's goal without dropping it even once during the Football Match.[1]

Baek Suryong scaled a sheer cliff in one breath without using inner arts and snatched the opposing team's flag in the Rock Climbing Competition.

Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok each defeated ten Blue Team members and roared in triumph after the Sumo Wrestling Match.

Tang Soso received a perfect score in the Hidden Weapons Throwing Contest for hitting a small candy on Baek Suryong's head with her eyes closed.

Ak Yeonho and Myeong Il'oh set an overwhelming record in the Game of Charades, demonstrating the perfect synergy of a married couple (?).

Hyonwon Kang misunderstood the rules and kicked the ball toward the Blue Team, earning a slap on the back from Yeo Min.

Wiji Cheon smiled brightly despite having flour all over his face.

All this time, the Azure Dragon Academy's Art Club quickly captured these scenes on paper and compiled them into an art book for sale. (Later, the book became so popular that it was impossible to find a copy.)

Before long, the last event of the Azure Games ended, and only the winner announcement remained.

"...All our hard work was worth it," Dokgo Jun rasped, looking around emotionally at the students and spectators filling the grand training ground.

He recalled last year's Azure Games, a lackluster sports day with low attendance where it was difficult to see joy on any of the participating students' faces. Bang Baekhyun, the Student Council President at the time, had tried to boost morale, but the students' reactions were lukewarm at best.

This year, on the other hand, the students were so excited that at one point, the Student Council had to beg them to calm down.

It's hard to believe that our school spirit could improve so much in just one year. If I told my graduated seniors that, no one would believe me.

Dokgo Jun felt that he would have no regrets even if his term as the Student Council President ended today.

No, there's one more event.

Dokgo Jun glanced at the Student Council members. " Let's ride this momentum all the way to the Heavenly Martial Festival! We'll show the entire murim that the Azure Dragon has taken flight!"

""Yes, President!""

The Student Council members nodded vigorously, their eyes filled with pride and purpose.

Just then, one of the members approached Dokgo Jun hesitantly. "President, we have a problem. A very big problem."

"...Did Mr. Baek Suryong or Mr. Namgung Su break something again?" Dokgo Jun asked. The two teachers had already broken a considerable number of things during the Azure Games.

The student council member shook his head. "It's not that... The score sheet has disappeared."

"What?!" Dokgo Jun's face paled. "Are you talking about the piece of paper with each team's score? It vanished without a trace!?"

"I'm sorry. I'm sure I had pressed it down firmly with a paperweight..."

"What do we do now...?"

Dokgo Jun's heart raced. He had to announce the final results of the Azure Games soon, but since the Student Council had assigned slightly different points for each of the numerous events, even if they remembered who won what, no one could recall the overall scores.

The officer in charge of the score sheet bowed his head in dismay. "It vanished without a trace while I went to the privy... I'm really sorry."

"It's alright," Dokgo Jun said, trying his best to remain calm. "More importantly, does anyone remember the actual scores?"

Everyone shook their heads anxiously.

"I don't know the exact scores."

"If Senior Tang Soso were here, she would definitely remember..."

"The scores were very close, too..."

The competition between the Blue and White Teams at the Azure Games was fierce. Each team's victory in one event was counterbalanced by the other team's win in the next. This resulted in similar scores.

"Of all times for this to happen..."

Dokgo Jun grit his teeth. Considering the two teachers' personalities, if he didn't show them proof, the loser would never admit defeat.

"Hoho! It seems you're in a difficult situation," a familiar voice suddenly said.

"Principal?"

The students turned around to see Noh Goonsang, who had just switched shifts with Mae Geuklyom.

Noh Goonsang entered the Student Council tent with his hands clasped behind his back. "I happened to overhear that you've lost the score sheet while I was passing by."

"We'll find it soon. I'll just tell everyone to wait a little longer..."

Noh Goonsang smiled genially and cut off Dokgo Jun, "There's no need for that. I will announce the results."

"Pardon?" Dokgo Jun blinked in confusion.

Before he could do anything, though, Noh Goonsang turned around and ascended the stairs to the main stage.

Seeing the Azure Dragon Academy Principal, the students and instructors who had finished the games and were resting all turned their attention toward him.

"Everyone has worked hard, running around all day. I will now announce the final winner of the Azure Games, so the Commanders of the Blue Team and the White Team, please come up onto the stage!" Noh Goonsang announced, his low but powerful voice silencing the noise in an instant.

Baek Suryong and Namgung Su climbed onto the stage from opposite sides, all the while shooting murderous glances at each other.

"Namgung Su. Did you come up prepared to be humiliated?"

"Baek Suryong. Have you still not learned humility even after being defeated so badly?"

At the sight of the two still burning with competitive spirit, Noh Goonsang laughed heartily. "Oh dear, but I'm afraid you two won't be able to settle this score today. Because this year's Azure Games... has ended in a DRAW!"

"...What?" Baek Suryong's jaw dropped in shock.

"A draw, you say?" Namgung Su spat in disbelief.

The students of the Blue and White Teams, the instructors, and the many spectators were all similarly taken aback.

"A draw? Seriously?"

"I think we both won and lost a similar number of events..."

"Still, didn't the Blue Team win more?"

"What are you talking about? The White Team won more."

Murmurs broke out as opinions were divided among both the participants and spectators.

Noh Goonsang continued, "Of a total of twenty competition events, the Blue Team and the White Team each won ten. I thought the winner would be decided by the detailed scores, but what do you know? They had the exact same score!"

That's a lie, though.

Noh Goonsang smirked inwardly. If Dokgo Jun had said the same thing, they would have asked him to show proof, but who would dare question him, the Azure Dragon Academy Principal and a great senior of the murim?

"A draw..."

"This is unfortunate."

A wave of disappointment spread among the spectators.

Noh Goonsang laughed heartily and threw the bait. "The Azure Games will be held next year as well, so wouldn't it be fine to come and see the two instructors settle their score again then?"

"...!!"

Would a sports day this crazy be held again next year? Perhaps they wouldn't have been interested if they hadn't known from the start, but now that they had gotten a taste of it, how could any of them possibly pass up on next year's Azure Games?

The spectators' initial frustration instantly turned into anticipation. The result wasn't that important after all. They were incredibly lucky just to have been able to watch the Azure Games and join in the fun.

"Of course! We will definitely come again next year!"

"Make sure to settle the score next time!"

"Do you sell advance tickets? I intend to buy several..."

Noh Goonsang smiled gently as he looked at the spectators. Although he was usually just a kind old man who went 'hoho', at important moments, he was still the Azure Dragon Academy Principal.

"Hoho! Thank you all! Now, could we please have a round of applause for our Azure Dragon Academy students and instructors, who showed great skill and passion today?"

Unified applause and cheers erupted for the competitors in the Azure Games.

Baek Suryong grumbled, "Fuck, I failed to account for this sly old fox of a Principal..."

"...Let's postpone the match until next year," Namgung Su said firmly.

Surprisingly, the two rivals accepted the draw meekly, glaring at each other one last time before descending the stage.

"Now, I hope you will all throw off your headbands and enjoy the rest of the festival together!"

With Noh Goonsang's closing declaration, the Azure Games ended.

Dokgo Jun stared at Noh Goonsang as the old man left, chuckling to himself.

Don't tell me... Was it him? Did the Principal steal the score sheet? Well... does it really matter?

Watching the students who had been at odds just a moment before wrap their arms familiarly around each other's shoulders, he smiled in satisfaction.

"A draw doesn't seem so bad either."

[image: sep]


The Azure Games had come to a close, but the cultural festival had just begun. The traps on the grand training ground were quickly cleared away to make room for a performance stage, tents, and food stalls.

Soon, the main Azure Dragon Festival was in full swing.

"Come watch us! The Martial Dance Club will perform at 7 pm!"

"The Art Club, also known as Paparazzi,[2] will draw your portrait! We also take commissions!"

"Selling sky lanterns for tomorrow's lantern festival! Fifty percent off if you buy NOW!

"We'll read your fortune! Come with your lover and get your fortune told!"

The visitors who came to Azure Dragon Academy for the Azure Games gladly stayed for the rest of the festival. Time flew by as they watched eye-catching performances, ate food made by students, and looked at unique items for sale.

During the two-day festival, a bar was permitted to operate inside the academy. Age verification was conducted, of course, but the older Azure Dragon Academy students eagerly jumped at the chance to make handsome profits.

"Wahahaha! Let's drink!"

The Azure Dragon Academy's new instructor gang convened at this outdoor bar. During the Azure Games, students often clashed with students, and instructors with instructors, so they had all fought valiantly today.

"Kaaah! What a pity! Baek Suryong charged at me on his horse, and the difference was razor-thin. If I had turned my horse just a little to the left, he would have fallen, not me," Kwak Duyong boasted.

Ak Yeonho, whose face was as red as a beetroot, rolled his eyes at the ridiculous bluff. "Cut the bullshit! I saw you get knocked out in one hit with my own two eyes!"

"Oh my, if it isn't our dear Mr. Ak Yeonho. Is your head alright? It looks kind of shiny today..."

"Who are you calling bald?!"

"What are you talking about? No one called you bald..."

A fight instantly broke out. Ak Yeonho and Kwak Duyong grabbed each other by the hair, Myeong Il'oh tried to stop them, while Jaegal Soyeong giggled to herself dreamily.

There was, however, one new face here.

"Haha, you four really are entertaining!" Jin Euihyeop exclaimed.

He was one of the instructors who fought for the White Team. He passed the temporary instructor exam in third place, but his presence faded as Baek Suryong and his colleagues began to stand out. Nevertheless, his amiable eyes and gentle demeanor made him well-liked by almost everyone in the academy.

"Hahaha! Right? You lose track of time when you drink with these guys," Kwak Duyong replied, feeling the need to entertain the guest he had invited. "When we went to the Namgung Clan together..."

Jin Euihyeop sighed. "Here we go again..."

He and Kwak Duyong had grown close while fighting together on the White Team, so when he was invited to a drinking party, he readily agreed.

Unfortunately, the person he most wanted to talk to wasn't here.

"By the way, where's Mr. Baek Suryong? Is he busy?" Jin Euihyeop asked naturally.

""!!!"" Ak Yeonho, Myeong Il'oh, and even Jaegal Soyeong, who had seemed lost in her own thoughts, all twitched imperceptibly.

"Oh, Hyung-nim? What did he say just now..." Ak Yeonho made an expression as if trying to recall what Baek Suryong had said, while surreptitiously observing Jin Euihyeop's face. "Oh, right! He said a few rats had gotten into his house, so he was going to go and catch them for a bit."

"Oh my, rats?" Jin Euihyeop sighed regrettably. "I hope he catches them quickly. If he leaves them alone, their droppings will dirty the house!"



Translator's Note: Someone draw the artbook, I need to see it!



Footnotes:

[1] Football: In ancient Chinese football (蹴鞠, Cuju), two teams compete to kick a ball into the opposing team's goalpost without using their hands or letting the ball touch the ground. This same game is called Kemari in Japan.


[2] Paparazzi: 파파락지(pa-pa-rak-ji) in Korean. The hanja is 波波樂志, or Happy Waves Magazine/Newspaper. They call themselves an art club, but they're actually some kind of journalism club. Anyway, these guys will be back around 100 chapters from here, so remember them and stay tuned!


Chapter 388: That Alias is Taboo

The night came alive with festive magic. People on the streets swayed to the delightful melodies of nearby minstrels, while their eyes remained transfixed on acrobatic troupes clad in vibrant costumes.

Children began their familiar whining when the sweet scent of candy reached them, and their fathers, who were carrying them aloft, would chuckle and give in to their pleas, placing a treat in their hands. Meanwhile, their normally stern mothers found themselves enjoying the moment and saving their admonishments for another day.

Thanks to the visitors who came to attend the Azure Dragon Festival, Nanchang temporarily transformed into a city that never slept.

"Hahahaha!"

In spite of the late hour, the city teemed with life, the usual silence of the night punctuated by the laughter of children, the soft murmurs of young lovers, the lively banter of merchants and their customers, and the boisterous chatter of martial artists enjoying a meal.

SPURT!

"Everyone looks happy, don't they? Too bad you can't enjoy it."

"...H-How?" a man gasped in pain.

Even amid the splendor of the festival, some places remained shrouded in darkness. In a narrow alley with no stalls or stages nearby, where no light seeped in, was the perfect place for an assassin to handle his business and hide a corpse.

"You're asking how I found you?"

"...Yes."

The assassin, who was disguised as an ordinary middle-aged man, stared blankly at the throwing knife that was lodged in his abdomen. The lacquered knife, which was coated such that it would not reflect light, had originally belonged to him. However, the attacker who had sprung up out of nowhere had snatched it and stabbed him with it.

Everything had happened in the blink of an eye. As skilled as he was, there was nothing even a Deathshroud assassin could do once a peerless master got the drop on them.

"You should have hidden better," Baek Suryong remarked icily as he shoved the mortally wounded assassin against a wall. Bathed in the soft light of the moon, he whispered into the man's ear, "Shall we have a little chat?"

"......" The assassin shuddered. Were the smiles he wore while competing in the Azure Games all fake?

Little did he know, both the passionate, flamboyant teacher and the cold, ruthless killer were actually two sides of the same person.

"...Just kill me," he sighed, accepting his death.

His acupoints had been sealed, so he couldn't move any part of his body except his mouth. Baek Suryong had even removed the poison pill hidden in his molars, rendering suicide impossible.

He longed for a quick death, but the exquisitely plunged throwing knife would not grant him one. He knew that if it were twisted just a little, his intestines would be severed and he would die in terrible agony. Still, even that would be better than dying slowly in this cold, dark alleyway.

"...Azure Dragon Hero. You are a lot more thorough than I had heard."

"Thanks for the compliment."

"To the point where I wonder if you're truly an orthodox master."

"Want to find out?"

The assassin met Baek Suryong's chilling, faintly glowing eyes. Despite having lost most of his emotions, the hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. "...Even if you torture me, I won't tell you anything."

"Is it because you're from Deathshroud? For a mere cutthroat, you're quite prideful. As for whether or not you'll talk... well, we'll find out when we try."

The assassin forced a smile. "I will tell you one thing, though."

"Speak."

"Besides me, several other assassins have infiltrated the Azure Dragon Academy, and you're not their only target."

"......" Baek Suryong listened quietly.

"As a peerless master, it's only natural that you're confident in your ability to protect yourself from an ambush. But what about the others? The innocent people who came to enjoy the festival, unaware of the danger, your fellow instructors, and your budding young students? Are you confident that you can stop all the blades aimed at them by yourself?"

The assassin sighed, feigning concern for Baek Suryong.

"If you want to protect the people around you, devote yourself to our Cult. You may have killed two of the Cult's elders and thwarted our plans several times, but the higher-ups have decided to show you mercy in light of your talents."

"Mercy?"

The assassin's trembling voice gradually grew steady again. Looking at Baek Suryong with eyes full of false concern, he said, "That's right. If you follow us to the Cult, no one will die. If you refuse, however, this place will soon be stained with blood... You understand, right? Now, if you could first let go of the dagger..."

"......" Baek Suryong's eyes glazed over.

The Fifth Shroud smirked inwardly. His voice had a peculiar rhythm that clouded his opponent's mind. It was a form of sound art, and he had never failed a mission, especially not when he was fully focused on one target.

Even a peerless master is bound to make a mistake in a moment of complete carelessness!

There was no way the Azure Dragon Hero could anticipate being attacked by someone with a pierced abdomen.

Yes! His grip is weakening!

The Fifth Shroud's heart pounded. The moment the Azure Dragon Hero loosened his grip on the knife, he planned to pull it out and stab him.

Unfortunately, his wish did not come true.

Baek Suryong grabbed the Fifth Shroud's neck with his free hand. "I thought you were a little talkative for an assassin. So you're a sound arts specialist, huh?"

The assassin's face quickly turned purple from asphyxiation. "Keok...!"

"I've heard that some of the Deathshroud assassins have special talents besides stabbing people, but this is my first time actually meeting one, haha."

"...Where did you hear such a thing?"

"The Blood Dragon Captain told me about it around fifty years ago?"

"......" The Fifth Shroud remained silent, unmoved by the absurd joke.

Baek Suryong smirked faintly. "I'm going to ask you a few questions. Cooperate, and I'll kill you as quickly and painlessly as possible."

"......"

"No answer? Then I guess you have no intention of cooperating."

"......"

"Can't be helped then."

FWOOSH!

Baek Suryong's pupils dyed red, illuminating the darkness like a crimson flame.

The Fifth Shroud's eyes shot wide open in horror. Moments later, he began to cry tears of blood. He struggled to look away, but couldn't as Baek Suryong had sealed his acupoints.

"Ugh..."

An instinctual fear made his whole body tremble uncontrollably.

Deathshroud was the murim's most feared assassin organization, with members who feared neither pain nor death. Nevertheless, the Blood Demon Eyes struck terror in them, because at their core, they were Blood Cultists.

It didn't take long before the Fifth Shroud's mind started to collapse.

"Hee, heeheehee..." he giggled, though tears of blood were still dripping from his eyes.

Baek Suryong took a step back in disgust. "How many Deathshroud assassins are there in the Azure Dragon Academy?"

The Fifth Shroud, half out of his mind, knelt before Baek Suryong. The throwing knife in his stomach dug deeper because of his movement, but right now, he couldn't register pain. "Five... infiltrated first... the rest... on standby..."

"I asked, how many of you are there in total?"

"I don't know... exact number... but most of Deathshroud... has been mobilized..."

Baek Suryong's eyes hardened. He had expected a significant number of assassins, but most of Deathshroud?

"Who are all the targets? And the exact plan?"

"Only... Skykiller knows..."

The Fifth Shroud was rapidly deteriorating. The throwing knife that had pierced his stomach had damaged his organs, and his mind was shattered. Even if he were left alone, he would die in five minutes.

Needless to say, Baek Suryong had no interest in prolonging the assassin's life. "Where's Skykiller?" he demanded.

"I don't know... he hid it... from the rest of us..."

"Useless fool. You don't know anything at all," Baek Suryong grumbled as if massively disappointed.

The Fifth Shroud panicked, his expression conveying a desperate desire to be useful. "If even one of us dies... all of us will be alerted... through sorcery..."

"Sorcery? Did Skykiller cast that spell?"

"Yes..."

Baek Suryong grinned triumphantly. So this generation's Skykiller is a sorcerer as well as a martial arts expert, huh?

"And..." the Fifth Shroud suddenly fell to the side.

THUD!

His head hit the wall. The impact restored the light to his eyes, which had been clouded by the Blood Demon Eyes. A terminal lucidity gripped him that not even the Heaven Defying Divine Art could suppress.

"Skykiller was right... You are... like us..." The Fifth Shroud looked up at Baek Suryong and giggled mockingly. "Be careful... Skykiller always... prepares several backup plans..."

He took his last breath, then closed his eyes.

Baek Suryong sighed. "I need to catch that bastard Skykiller quickly."

The Fifth Shroud was a highly skilled assassin, but he wasn't good enough to kill him. This could only mean that he was mere sacrificial bait Skykiller tossed out just to test him.

He said they would know if even one of them died. If so... hmm?

Sensing a familiar presence approaching quickly, Baek Suryong hurriedly concealed the Heaven Defying Divine Art.

"We lost one," Mae Geuklyom said gravely.

Moments later, Namgung Su and Noh Goonsang arrived from different directions.

"The target escaped."

"...Same here."

Previously, they had each agreed to take care of one assassin, and whoever finished first would eliminate the fifth and final assassin. However, the three of them had lost track of the last assassin, so they came looking for Baek Suryong, wondering if he had caught the guy.

Baek Suryong shook his head. "I interrogated my target, and he revealed that they can sense each other's deaths through sorcery. If the fifth bastard immediately escaped the Azure Dragon Academy upon noticing his comrades' deaths, we won't be able to catch him easily."

All of their expressions darkened. Now that the assassin had hidden his presence and blended into the crowd, finding him again would be much more difficult.

"If an assassin is running rampant outside, it'll be a big problem."

We must catch him right now."

"Wait, that might be what they're aiming for. For now..."

"Don't worry," Baek Suryong said calmly, looking at the wide-open main gate of the Azure Dragon Academy. "Just in case, I asked for reinforcements to keep watch over the city."

"Reinforcements? Who else is there besides us?"

Baek Suryong grinned at the three of them, especially Mae Geuklyom. "I was planning to keep it a secret until everything was over... but I think you'll probably be happy to see them."
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The Ninth Shroud escaped the Azure Dragon Academy as fast as he could without attracting attention.

They're all dead.

Thanks to the sorcery Skykiller had cast, he knew the Fifth, Sixth, Eighth, and Tenth Shrouds were all dead. He was the only one who had lucked out and survived.

The first plan has failed. I must quickly report this!

He blended in with the crowd easily. While the Beggars' Gang and the Rogues' Guild had set up a surveillance net, he was confident that his disguise would not be discovered as long as he didn't cause a disturbance or use martial arts.

Only after entering the deserted outskirts of the city did he realize he was being followed.

Someone's on my tail!

The Ninth Shroud lured his opponent into a dark alley and spun around to face him.

"You're one of them, aren't you?" a swordsman wearing a black bamboo hat asked lazily. His posture was relaxed, and he held a gourd, presumed to contain alcohol, in one hand. "I was just wondering whether to stop you. I'm afraid to follow you all the way to an assassin's den, you see."

Instead of answering, the Ninth Shroud rushed forward without hesitation, drawing his sword and executing the swiftest sword technique he knew.

I'll end this in one strike!

He gathered all his strength and focused it on his blade. As befitting an assassin, he generally preferred short, decisive battles.

His opponent did not shrink back. Rather, he casually tossed the gourd high into the sky, shifted his stance, and placed a hand on his sword's hilt.

How foolish!

The Ninth Shroud was confident. Contrary to the common belief that assassins were weak in direct confrontations, those of Deathshroud were different. His single swing was so fast that even the most skilled masters would not be able to dodge it.

Under the shimmering moonlight, the two swordsmen crossed paths.

SNAP!

The string on the man's black hat snapped and blew away in the wind, revealing his face.

The Ninth Shroud's eyes widened. "...The Azure Dragon Hero?"

No, while his face is similar, it's also different. There's a softer, more mature air about him...

The Ninth Shroud recalled the portraits of the Azure Dragon Hero's relatives, which he had studied prior to the mission.

"You! You're the Handsome..."

"Stop right there! That alias is taboo!"

SQUELCH!

The Ninth Shroud's chest split open, and blood gushed out. A moment later, the assassin's body toppled sideways.

FWIP!

Baek Muheun snatched the gourd he had tossed into the air earlier, grumbling, "What a pain in the ass! Thanks to my stupid son, I can't even enjoy the festival..."

He picked up the black hat that had fallen on the floor and dusted it off, then opened the lid of the gourd and gulped down the remaining liquor.



Translator's Note: Papa Baek is here!


Chapter 389: He Disappeared

Mae Geuklyom frowned the moment he saw the man in the black hat approaching with a lazy gait. He knew who the man was just by the way he walked. After all, he had chased after this particular delinquent more than any other during his career as headmaster.

"Our reinforcements... is this worthless scoundrel?"

"Father-in-law! How could you call me a scoundrel as soon as you see me? There are other people here," Baek Muheun grumbled as he took off his black hat.

Mae Geuklyom realized his mistake and cleared his throat. "Ahem! It's not easy to break a habit."

"Just how often do you go around calling me a worthless scoundrel...?"

Noh Goonsang, who had been listening to their conversation with interest, asked, "I can tell who he is just by looking at him, but would you formally introduce us?"

"He is my... son-in-law," Mae Geuklyom said, still feeling awkward about introducing Baek Muheun this way.

Baek Muheun clasped his hands in greeting. "I am Suryong's father, Baek Muheun."

"I am Noh Goonsang, the Principal of the Azure Dragon Academy."

"Principal, I am also an Azure Dragon Academy graduate. Please feel free to speak informally."

"Hoho, I will. Were you a student when the former principal was in office?"

"Yes, that is correct."

"I am Namgung Su, Instructor Baek Suryong's senior at work," Namgung Su also greeted politely.

"I've heard a lot about you, including how you've taken very good care of my Suryong."

"...I most certainly have not. And please, no need for such formality."

While the three of them, who were meeting for the first time, were exchanging greetings, Baek Suryong arrived.

"It seems you're all here."

Baek Suryong looked at the faces of the people gathered around him. Mae Geuklyom, Namgung Su, and Noh Goonsang were the most trustworthy people at the Azure Dragon Academy, as well as the only martial masters who could defeat a Deathshroud assassin alone.

His gaze lingered a little longer on his father, whom he had not seen in a long time. A hint of admiration flickered in his eyes.

He surprises me every time I see him.

He felt that he understood why the Murim Alliance Chairman acted the way he did whenever they met. Since the last time they had met, Baek Muheun's aura had evolved yet again. He was finally blooming as a martial artist, as if to compensate for the years of guilt he had suffered because of his family.

Baek Muheun smirked. He could tell from the look in his son's eyes that he was surprised. "What are you staring at so intently?"

"...Are you hurt anywhere?"

Baek Muheun shrugged. "As you can see, I'm fine. I tried to capture the assassin alive, but the moment the tables turned, he immediately swallowed a poison pill."

The Ninth Shroud had sensed defeat the moment he exchanged a single sword strike with Baek Muheun. Ultimately, it was not the sword wound in his chest that had killed him, but the poison.

"I searched his clothes, but couldn't find anything special. Just a few hidden weapons and poison."

Baek Muheun handed his son the Ninth Shroud's belongings.

Baek Suryong examined them for a moment and nodded.

"Mr. Baek, are the four of us the only ones who know about the assassins?" Noh Goonsang asked.

Baek Suryong shook his head. "I told my students and a few of my colleagues. They might have been put on the kill list because of their friendship with me."

Namgung Su asked, "Who are they? Those were no clumsy assassins."

Baek Suryong replied gravely, "They're from Deathshroud."

The three men's expressions darkened simultaneously. They had all heard of Deathshroud, the best assassins' guild in the Central Plains.

"Deathshroud... Did the Blood Cult commission them?" Mae Geuklyom asked.

Baek Suryong shook his head. "I suspect that the Blood Cult secretly controls Deathshroud."

He was certain about this, but since he couldn't reveal the source of his information, he acted as if it were his own speculation.

He added, "Also, according to information I obtained from interrogating an assassin, Skykiller is among their number."

"Skykiller..." Noh Goonsang groaned.

Baek Suryong asked, "Principal, do you know anything about Skykiller?"

"...He's a monster that Deathshroud nurtured to kill peerless masters. The reason why Deathshroud is the first suspect when active masters suddenly go missing is precisely because of Skykiller. In fact, nearly half of those cases have been revealed to be his work."

The Deathshroud assassins were all exceptional, but it's not an exaggeration to say that Skykiller was the reason for their fame.

"Wait a moment." Baek Suryong blurted sharply. "When you said it was 'revealed' to be Skykiller's work, are you implying that he intentionally makes it known that he killed them?"

Noh Goonsang nodded. This was a secret known only to the top echelons of the murim, but now was not the time to keep hiding it. "He always carves the characters 'Skykiller (天殺)' somewhere on the body of his target, like an artist leaving his name on his work."

"What a lunatic," Baek Suryong remarked calmly.

In contrast, Mae Geuklyom and Baek Muheun's faces stiffened upon hearing that such a terrifying assassin was targeting Baek Suryong.

"How dare a mere assassin...!"

"The situation was more dangerous than I thought."

Mae Geuklyom gripped the hilt of his sword, fury evident on his face.

Baek Muheun met his son's gaze. "Can we still safely hold the Azure Dragon Festival under these circumstances? If those assassin bastards were to randomly massacre innocent civilians in the city..."

Baek Suryong interjected, "The Beggars' Gang, the Rogues' Guild, and even the authorities have cooperated to establish a surveillance network around Nanchang. If the assassins make a move, rest assured that we'll be able to respond promptly."

Noh Goonsang nodded in agreement. "Skykiller is known for carrying out clean hits. He doesn't like messy methods with a lot of unnecessary bloodshed."

Actually, this was the modus operandi of all of Deathshroud, not just Skykiller. Anyone here could guess just by remembering the Seventh Shroud, who had targeted Gongson Su previously.

At that time, Black Forest and Bloodletter had indiscriminately attacked innocent spectators to create chaos, but the Seventh Shroud had waited until the end to reveal himself.

"I can't be sure they'll act the same way, though, so I'll tell my friends outside to tighten security," Baek Suryong added firmly.

Everyone nodded. An assassin posed an extreme threat when their existence was unknown, but once exposed, preparations could be made.

He seems to want to play a game of tag with me.

At the very least, Baek Suryong was confident. He had been preparing since before the Azure Dragon Festival began.

"For now, the four of you, please take charge of your respective areas and keep watch. There's something I'd like to ask..."

He began to explain the game of cat and mouse he had planned with his comrades.
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"So all five are dead... Interesting."

Due to the sorcery he had cast in advance, Skykiller knew that all five of the assassins who had infiltrated the Azure Dragon Academy were dead.

"I thought at least one of them would escape, but they were far better prepared than I thought."

He scratched his cheek, looking troubled, but the corners of his lips were raised in glee.

[What should we do?] someone asked from the darkness.

Skykiller looked up at the sky. Perhaps because he was slightly drunk, the multitude of stars in the inky night sky stimulated his artistic sensibility. "Ah, it seems their abilities are beyond imagination, but we also brought plenty of consumables. Execute the second plan."

[Understood,] the assassin answered flatly before disappearing.

"How boring. Don't they care that I'm treating them as consumables?"

Smirking faintly, Skykiller staggered back to the drinking party.

"You said you were going to the privy. Why did you take so long? I thought you had fallen into the latrine."

He smiled awkwardly at the fellow instructors who welcomed him, then took a seat.

"Haha, I was just taking a walk to sober up."

"Since you're late, you have to drink three penalty shots!"

"Hahaha! I'll drink as many as you want!"

Skykiller was enjoying himself. When he was working, he was the type to completely immerse himself in his role.

Being an Azure Dragon Academy instructor was a lot more fun than he had expected. He enjoyed participating in the Azure Games with everyone today. It was one of the most memorable experiences of his life.

"This friend is really going for it today."

"Are you okay? If it's too much, just take it easy."

"What are you talking about? Life is short, so we have to drink our fill today! Hahaha!"

And so, Skykiller drank, ate, and enjoyed the festival all night long, reveling in the excitement.

Occasionally, he felt suspicious gazes on him, but he didn't mind.
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Until dawn broke, Baek Suryong found and killed five more assassins hiding around the Azure Dragon Academy.

"Something's off," he muttered, looking down at the fifth assassin's decapitated corpse.

[What do you mean?] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword asked.

Baek Suryong shook the blood from the blade onto the floor. "Why did the assassins just hide all night without doing anything?"

[Isn't it because you found and killed them before they could do anything?]

"I thought so too, but..."

Although the assassins of Deathshroud were all skilled, they weren't a threat to Baek Suryong's life. Additionally, their stealth skills weren't advanced enough to evade his senses.

"I have a feeling that something else is going on."

Baek Suryong did not hide his location. In fact, he openly revealed it and went around looking for the assassins. Of course, Mae Geuklyom, Namgung Su, Noh Goonsang, and Baek Muheun secretly observed the assassins from afar the entire time.

Their plan was to see how the assassins would act in response to Baek Suryong's actions. If the assassins fled, they would track them to find Skykiller.

Unfortunately, there were no results. The assassins did not run away. Instead, when they encountered Baek Suryong, they charged desperately at him, then died.

The more this happened, the more uneasy he felt.

"I should head back to the academy for now."

No sooner had Baek Suryong returned to the Azure Dragon Academy than he felt a familiar presence approaching.

"Hyung-nim!" Ak Yeonho called out. He reeked of alcohol, but his gaze was sharper than ever.

Last night, Ak Yeonho and his colleagues had stayed at the academy in case of any unforeseen circumstances. While they pretended to be drunk at the tavern, they actually used their inner arts to rid themselves of the alcohol and monitored the academy.

Ak Yeonho lowered his voice. "We suspect that one of the instructors has been replaced by an assassin. He asked a lot of questions about you, Hyung-nim."

"...Who is it?"

"Mr. Jin Euihyeop."

Baek Suryong recalled the name. Although they had often clashed during the Azure Games, he had never even spoken to Jin Euihyeop before today.

Jin Euihyeop is an assassin? I didn't sense anything suspicious about him... No, if he's Skykiller, he might have deceived my senses, especially since I didn't pay him any special attention.

"Where is he now?" he asked.

Ak Yeonho grinned. "He's at the tavern. We made him drink a lot. He's completely passed out right now."

"...An assassin got drunk and passed out?"

"Fufu, perhaps knowing we suspected him, he couldn't refuse. We surrounded him and made him chug."

"You didn't harass an innocent person for no reason, did you?"

Baek Suryong headed for the tavern with Ak Yeonho. In any case, since his colleagues had apprehended the man under suspicion, it was worth checking for himself.

The inside of the tavern was a mess. There were traces of liquor having been poured and drunk from night until dawn. Jugs and cups that had held cheap rice wine rolled around, and leftover snacks were scattered everywhere. Instructors and the more mature students were sprawled over the tables, sound asleep.

Baek Suryong couldn't help but bristle. "While someone couldn't get a wink of sleep and was running around, you guys were living the good life, huh?"

As if he had heard him, Kwak Duyong let out a strange groan and lifted his head. His face scrunched up as if he had a headache. "Baek Suryong...? Where have you been? Why are you only showing up now? Since you're here, shall we have a drink together to cure our hangovers?"

Baek Suryong ignored him. "Where's Jin Euihyeop?"

"Over there with Il'oh-hyung..."

"Suryong-hyung!" Myeong Il'oh rushed over, looking panicked. "Mr. Jin Euihyeop has disappeared!"

"What?"


Chapter 390: Bait and Switch

"When did he disappear?" Baek Suryong asked, narrowing his eyes.

Jin Euihyeop disappeared? Jin Euihyeop disappeared? This can't be a coincidence. Just as these guys began to suspect him, he vanished? And right before I arrived, at that?

Myeong Il'oh replied with a look as if he had seen a ghost. "I don't know. I was definitely keeping an eye on him, but at some point, he just disappeared."

"Let's go inspect the area."

Baek Suryong and friends headed to Jin Euihyeop's last known location. There, they found Jaegal Soyeong, her eyes bloodshot from a lack of sleep, examining the scene carefully.

"What happened?" Baek Suryong asked.

Jaegal Soyeong bowed her head. "I think I was affected by sorcery. I'm so sorry. I should have been more vigilant..."

She clenched her lips in frustration. As a member of the Jaegal Clan, who were renowned for their skill in formations and sorcery, she was frustrated and embarrassed that she had not noticed the opponent's spell.

[There are traces of extremely high-level sorcery being used], the Divine Azure Dragon Sword asserted, defending Jaegal Soyeong.

Baek Suryong recalled the information he had gleaned from the Fifth Shroud the previous night.

Skykiller is definitely skilled in sorcery.

His gaze turned solemn as he looked at the spot where Jin Euihyeop had been sitting. His peers were by no means weak. For someone to suddenly disappear without a trace while they were on high alert...

"At least it's not the real Jin Euihyeop," he remarked, finding some relief.

His colleagues nodded gravely. The Jin Euihyeop they knew wasn't particularly skilled in martial arts or sorcery.

If he truly is Skykiller... then he participated in the Azure Games all day yesterday without killing anyone. An assassin simply enjoyed himself and then got wasted with the instructors at the after-party? Seriously?

No matter how confident Skykiller was in his disguise and abilities, a normal assassin would never act so recklessly.

"Did he leave any traces behind?"

"We're still looking... but there probably aren't any."

Baek Suryong nodded. If 'Jin Euihyeop' was skilled enough to vanish without a trace, it was highly unlikely that he would leave any evidence behind.

He recalled Noh Goonsang's description of Skykiller.

He's a madman who carves his alias into the bodies of his victims. That means he's anything but normal, huh?

It seemed that this generation's Skykiller was someone who enjoyed showing off his work to the world.

"Examine it again, this time extremely closely. He may have left something behind on purpose."

Sure enough, a moment later, Ak Yeonho found a piece of paper stuck under the table.

"Hyung-nim, this is..."

Baek Suryong took the paper and examined it. "It's written in blood, but I don't know whose."

The three of them flinched.

The letter left by the missing Jin Euihyeop contained a long message written in crimson ink.

I had a really good time. I'm sad that today is the last time we'll be drinking together.

The sloppy handwriting, as if written while drunk, exuded a sense of self-importance and arrogance.

Dear Mr. Baek Suryong, I believe that you, at least, will discover this letter before it's too late.

"Before it's too late?" Baek Suryong grit his teeth. Skykiller had predicted that he would come here and discover this letter.

It was truly a pleasure to see you mingling with the students. I could feel your affectionate concern for one another. Unfortunately, no relationship can last forever. Where there are meetings, there are also partings. Isn't that why relationships are so precious?

The messy red handwriting looked like the scribbles of a drunk person, yet it evoked an unnerving, ominous feeling.

The pain of loss can cause people to become discouraged, but it can also make them more mature. Which one are you, I wonder? What about your students?

Baek Suryong crumpled the letter in his hand. Only through sheer willpower did he manage to restrain himself from burning it with True Samadhi Fire.

"Hyung-nim..."

"Orabeoni..."

His colleagues, who had read the letter alongside him, frowned. Although there was no explicit threat written in the letter, its meaning was clear.

Skykiller was going to kill Baek Suryong's students.

Baek Suryong thought for a moment, then said, "...Keep an eye out for anything suspicious inside the academy. If any problems arise, come to me, Namgung Su, the Headmaster, or the Principal. Don't trust anyone else."

If 'Jin Euihyeop' was Skykiller, he could have disguised himself as a student, instructor, or civilian.

His colleagues nodded solemnly.

"What are you going to do, Hyung-nim?"

"I have to keep playing tag."

Baek Suryong parted ways with his colleagues, then secretly rendezvoused with Baek Muheun and showed him Skykiller's letter.

Baek Muheun, his face still hidden by the black bamboo hat, sighed softly. "...Do the kids know?"

Baek Suryong nodded. "I told them that the Blood Cult sent an assassin after me, so they could be targeted too. I've trained them well in dealing with throwing knives and ambushes."

Baek Muheun scowled. He could tell that his son was putting on a brave front and doing his best to hide his anxiety. "Skykiller is no ordinary assassin. I think it would be best to gather the students in one place and protect them."

"......" Baek Suryong hesitated for a moment, then shook his head. "That might actually be what Skykiller wants me to do. While I'm distracted by the students, he could assassinate someone else."

Baek Suryong spread his aura throughout the Azure Dragon Academy like a net. Because of the festival, countless people freely entered and exited the grounds.

Despite being a master who had made it onto Murim's Ten Supremes list, even he found it difficult to pick out the assassins among them.

Now that we've spooked them, it's even harder to find them.

After he had tracked down and killed the assassins present at the Azure Games, the remaining members of Deathshroud had gone into hiding, taking great care to suppress their presence.

"If any of them reveals their killing intent or attempts an ambush, we'll detect it immediately."

"You, surely..." Baek Muheun's eyes widened as he realized the meaning of his son's words. "Are you planning to use the students as bait to lure out Skykiller?"

A heavy silence fell.

Baek Muheun stared at his son in disbelief.

Strictly speaking, though, Baek Suryong was not using the students as bait.


"Mr. Baek has ambushed us so many times that I don't think we'll be caught off guard by a mere assassin."

"That's right. We've been attacked while eating more than once."

"If you're worried, why don't you give us more training to prepare for assassins?"

"How about using us as bait to lure out the assassins?"



When the students heard that the Blood Cult had sent assassins, they had all looked at each other and asked to be trained for an emergency.

Seeing the determination in their eyes, he had reluctantly agreed.

"...Gathering the students in one place will keep them safe for the time being, but that's not a long-term solution," he explained.

If he were to watch over his students personally, not even Skykiller would dare touch them. However, that would only cause them to grow up like flowers in a greenhouse, eventually turning into his greatest weakness.

None of the five wanted such an outcome.

"You..." Baek Muheun was just about to tell his son to give up, when he noticed the overflowing confidence in his eyes. "...Are you ready?"

"Of course. Do you really think I would expose my students to danger without a backup plan?" Baek Suryong smiled wryly as he met his father's gaze. "Instead, I need your help with something."

"If there's anything I can do to help, I'll do it."

"Thanks, Dad."

Mae Geuklyom, Noh Goonsang, and Namgung Su were already on Deathshroud's radar. The only interference they hadn't planned for was Baek Muheun.

In other words, he was Baek Suryong's most versatile card. Depending on how he was used, he could play a decisive role in eliminating the opponent's general or rescuing allies from danger.
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《The Monochrome Bears' Fortune Cookie Shop》

A large banner hung above the street stall with two bears holding up their front paws at either end. The festival pop-up stall was so crowded with customers that there was no room to stand, and a long line of people stood waiting for their turn.

"Five cookies, please!"

"Give me some mooncakes and candied fruit!"

"You ran out of tanghulu? But I've been queuing for ages!"

Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok were overwhelmed by the crowd.

"Everyone! I'm sorry, but we can only sell five per person!"

"No cutting in line! Hey, furball! Stop bringing in more customers!"

"Nyaa!"

When the stall first opened, only flies could be spotted buzzing around it. After all, the two biggest Azure Dragon Academy students stood in front of it, shouting at the top of their lungs. Their aggressive sales tactics made everyone feel pressured to buy something, so people steered clear of them.

Fortunately, an unexpected savior appeared.

"Nyan!"

A small and cute snow-white cat, or rather, Silver Tiger, began bringing customers in.

It ran around the Azure Dragon Academy, naturally drawing people's attention. Even the most cynical and sensitive people melted in front of the adorable, furry creature that rolled over and acted cute.

"Oh my!"

"So cute!"

Following their instinct to pet the adorable creature, people mysteriously found themselves inside the Monochrome Bears' Fortune Cookie Shop.

By the time they started to hesitate, the largest student at the academy had already blocked the entrance.

"Hahaha! Welcome, guests! Would you like to try a cookie?"

"Um, we were just..."

"Just try it first!"

Initially, the customers' faces paled, but after tasting the cookie Geo Sangwoong had practically forced into their mouths, their expressions changed.

"Hmm?"

"It's delicious...?"

"What kind of cookie is this?"

Most of the people who tasted the cookies were willing to buy them.

Of course, that alone wasn't enough. Some customers had discerning tastes, some didn't like cookies, and others were only interested in Silver Tiger.

Seeing this, Ya Suhyeok came up with a brilliant idea.

"For each bag of cookies, you can pet this guy once. He's a white cat that brings good luck!"

Despite being demoted from tiger to cat, Silver Tiger happily devoured the cookies that Ya Suhyeok gave him, not caring who stroked his back.

"It's so soft..."

"If I buy two bags, can I pet him twice?"

"Then I'll buy ten!"

Customers began lining up in front of the stall. At first, it was just to see Silver Tiger, but word quickly spread that the cookies were delicious. As more people came to hear the rumors, the line grew longer. Then, even more people came out of curiosity, causing the line to lengthen further.

"I'm sorry! We're out of cookies, so we'll have to close for now. Please come again next time!"

In the end, all of the cookies that Geo Sangwoong had prepared sold out in less than two hours.

After packing up the stall, he checked the money in his thick wallet and grinned from ear to ear.

"Hahaha! This is a huge success! Our profit is three times the investment!"

Silver Tiger was a big help at first, but later on, the product itself was sufficient. Geo Sangwoong had prepared high-quality cookies, and including inspirational quotes or fortunes inside them was also a winning business strategy.

Eventually, even when Silver Tiger wasn't around, people kept coming back for the cookies.

"Wow, they really love it."

Suhyeok was also in a good mood after earning some pocket money. Still, he looked at Geo Sangwoong, who seemed much happier than he was, with a slightly puzzled expression.

"Senior, you're already rich, so why are you so happy about earning a few coins?"

How much could they have earned from selling cookies? For Geo Sangwoong, the son of the Golden Dragon Trading Company, it was probably just pocket change.

Nevertheless, Geo Sangwoong's elation stemmed from something else entirely.

Smiling broadly, he explained, "To be honest, this is the first time I've ever earned money on my own."

"Hmm?"

Geo Sangwoong gave Ya Suhyeok exactly half of the proceeds and put the rest in his pocket.

"As you know, I was lost for a long time..." he said wistfully, a proud smile crossing his lips.

Two years ago, he had participated in the Heavenly Martial Festival, where he was struck by the Heavenly Martial Academy's Fist Tyrant Cho Il's Soul Reaping Demonic Art. As a result, he had fallen into qi deviation without realizing it and became addicted to binge eating and gambling, wasting nearly two years of his life.

Not only had he given up on martial arts, he had lost hope in life itself, living aimlessly from day to day until Baek Suryong showed up.

"I always felt guilty toward my parents. That's why, I decided to learn how to run a business properly and help them out when I graduate."

"But you're bad at math..." Ya Suhyeok mumbled.

Geo Sangwoong laughed awkwardly, "Hahaha! It's never too late to learn, right?"

"Are you done with your business?" someone suddenly asked.

It was a familiar face.


Chapter 391: It Wasn't Necessary

"Are you done for the day?" Bang Baekhyun asked as he approached the closed stall.

Geo Sangwoong smiled, happy to see his friend. "Hey! What are you doing here?"

"I just stopped by to say hi before heading back to the Murim Alliance." Bang Baekhyun tapped a bottle tucked under his arm and smirked. The bottle contained alcohol that he had bought outside the academy and smuggled in. "It would be even better if we could have a drink while we're at it."

"Hahaha! Not like one of those will be enough to get you drunk. Come sit down!"

Geo Sangwoong cleared a space by moving the stall aside. After taking down the banner and roughly stacking the large, empty boxes that had once held snacks around the tent, no one approached them.

"...Is this okay?" Ya Suhyeok asked nervously. "I thought alcohol could only be consumed at designated bars inside the academy."

The two fourth-year seniors stared at their innocent freshman junior and grinned mischievously.

"Fufufu! Alcohol tastes better when you drink it secretly, doesn't it?"

"You're more timid than you look, Junior."

"Who's timid? I just asked a question!"

Since business had ended early and there was no one nearby, the likelihood of getting caught was low. The three of them sat on the floor and opened the bottle. Immediately, the fragrant aroma of booze spread throughout the area.

They each poured themselves a cup and sipped their drinks.

"Suhyeok, want another cup? How's your alcohol tolerance?"

"Thanks to my mountain-dwelling hyung-nims, I have trained in the dao of alcohol since I was a child."

"Mountain-dwelling hyung-nims...?"

"Hahaha! This guy is from a sect in the mountains!" Geo Sangwoong laughed awkwardly and quickly changed the subject. Even though Bang Baekhyun was his friend, it wouldn't be good if someone working for the Murim Alliance found out that Ya Suhyeok was a Viridian Forest bandit. "Anyway, how's life in the Murim Alliance? Is it worth joining?"

Fortunately, Bang Baekhyun didn't notice anything strange, and simply replied, "Some seniors look down on me because they think the Chief Instructor is favoring me, but other than that, I'm doing great. Learning the ropes is fun, too."

Bang Baekhyun indeed seemed happy. Unlike in the past, when he had blindly followed his mother's wishes, he was now faithfully pursuing his own aspirations.

"What about you, Sangwoong? How are you these days?"

"I'm fine, too. I'm training hard every day with those stubborn juniors, and I haven't been this enthusiastic about martial arts in years." Geo Sangwoong grinned as he emptied his cup in one gulp.

Bang Baekhyun looked at his friend concernedly. "Have you given any thought to your post-graduation plans?"

It was a question that everyone in their senior year worried about.

Geo Sangwoong told Bang Baekhyun the same thing he had told Ya Suhyeok. "I'm going to apprentice under my father and learn how to run our family business."

"Are you serious? I thought you weren't interested in being a merchant."

"Haha! I was young and naive back then, but now I know I can't just live like a bum after graduation. My father has a lot of gray hair these days."

Geo Sangwoong thought of his parents, who had suffered because of him over the past few years. Although they were both still in good health, he could tell that they had aged significantly since he entered the Azure Dragon Academy.

Baekhyun blinked in surprise. "Wow! The kid who used to boast that he would become the world's number one martial artist has grown up!"

"Hahaha! Let's just say my dreams have changed a bit!" Geo Sangwoong laughed heartily as he downed another cup.

"Hey, Senior. So, when you graduate, will martial arts be a thing of the past?" Ya Suhyeok asked sarcastically, slightly influenced by the alcohol.

"What?"

In truth, Ya Suhyeok enjoyed sparring with Geo Sangwoong more than anything else while training. No one else his age could block his fists, not even Hyonwon Kang. Of course, that meant that once Geo Sangwoong graduated, he would have no one left to do external arts training with.

Naturally, he didn't like that at all.

"After graduation, you're going to give up martial arts and work at your family's trading company, yeah? Damn it! If that's the case, why are you working so hard now?"

"Are you upset, boy?" Geo Sangwoong roughly ruffled Ya Suhyeok's hair with his pot-lid-sized hand. He was the only one who could pat Ya Suhyeok on the head and make it look normal.

"Who's upset..."

"As you should know, you have more talent for martial arts than I do."

"What are you talking about all of a sudden?"

Although Geo Sangwoong would win seven or eight times out of ten if they fought right now, they both knew this wouldn't always be the case. After all, Ya Suhyeok was both more talented and passionate about martial arts than Geo Sangwoong.

Ya Suhyeok's expression hardened as he considered a certain possibility. "Don't tell me you're going to become a merchant because you think you can't beat me ? If that's the case, Senior, I'm really disappointed... Guh!"

SMACK!

Ya Suhyeok's mouth fell open from the shock of the palm that struck his back. That blow would have broken the bones of an ordinary person!

Geo Sangwoong chuckled, "What are you talking about? I'm telling you not to get cocky just because you have some talent."

"That fucking hurt...!"

Seeing Ya Suhyeok in genuine pain, Geo Sangwoong laughed heartily, "Don't be stupid. Why would I quit martial arts? My dream has changed a little, but not a lot."

He met his junior's gaze, his face more serious than ever.

"One day, I will become both the Fist King and the Merchant King," he declared.

"What...?"

Both Ya Suhyeok and Bang Baekhyun widened their eyes in shock.

An awkward atmosphere descended upon them, and time seemed to stop.

"Hahaha!" Suddenly, Geo Sangwoong burst out laughing and patted Ya Suhyeok on the back. "So, don't let your guard down, even when I'm not around. Keep training hard. I'll visit often, even after I graduate. Also, I plan to request private tutoring from Mr. Baek so I can keep training at the White Dragon Manor, and because sparring with you is the most fun."

"...I think so too." Ya Suhyeok nodded, looking visibly relieved.

The moment Geo Sangwoong revealed his ambition to become the Fist King, a new dream flashed through his mind.

If that's your goal, then I'll become the new Viridian Forest Bandit King.

Ever since Bandit King Maeng Ho'ak unified the Viridian Forest decades ago, no bandit had dared to use the character for 'King (王)' in their alias. Even Ya Suhyeok's foster father, a respected figure, was content with being known as the Viridian Scholar.

At that moment, however, Ya Suhyeok was overcome by a sudden urge to follow in the footsteps of the legendary bandit who had shaken the murim decades ago.

"If you're going to become the Fist King... then I'll become the Brawling King."

Geo Sangwoong smirked. Although Ya Suhyeok had said it in a roundabout way because Bang Baekhyun was present, he understood what he meant right away.

"Hahahaha! What a cute fellow." Geo Sangwoong ruffled Ya Suhyeok's hair as if he were a cute younger brother.

Ya Suhyeok brushed the big hand away, looking annoyed. "Cut it out, will you?"

"Since this senior will soon be making a name for himself, you should graduate quickly and follow suit."

"But before that, you need to make sure to crush that Fist Tyrant Cho Il guy at the Heavenly Martial Festival!"

"Hahaha! Of course!"

Bang Baekhyun chuckled as he watched the two bicker. "I'd believe it if someone told me you two were brothers."

"Nyaaang!" At that moment, Silver Tiger, who had been playing outside, burst into the tent.

Ya Suhyeok caught the creature in midair. It had smelled the sweet scent of alcohol and was about to snatch the bottle. "Hey, furball! How dare you try to steal my alcohol?"

Despite his words, he dipped his finger in his cup and offered some wine to the squirming furball.

LICK, LICK...

Silver Tiger licked Ya Suhyeok's fingers a few times, then quickly fell asleep.

Ya Suhyeok carefully cradled the mochi-like creature in his arms.

"...Your spirit beast is very obedient," Bang Baekhyun remarked curiously, when he heard the sound of cheering.

"WOOHOO! WOAH!"

"...It's already this time, huh?" he whispered, rising to his feet.

They had started drinking in the afternoon, and now night had fallen. Judging from the commotion, it was time for one of the most anticipated events of the Azure Dragon Festival.

The three of them went outside together.

"Wow..." Ya Suhyeok exclaimed in admiration at the sight he had never seen before. "What are those?"

The two seniors smiled warmly.

"Those are sky lanterns."

"There are a lot this year."

The highlight of the last day of the Azure Dragon Festival was the sky lantern release ceremony.

Hundreds, then thousands, of sky lanterns floated into the night sky, their soft lights coloring the cityscape. There were more lanterns than in the past few years combined, each carrying its owner's wish.

Geo Sangwoong mumbled, "There's a legend that if a couple release a sky lantern together at the Silver Scale Lake..."

"...They'll be together forever?" Bang Baekhyun finished his old friend's sentence.

"Fuck, I haven't done it once in four years. Should I give it a try next year?"

"What, you? Ahahaha!" Bang Baekhyun roared in laughter, then glanced at Geo Sangwoong's side profile. "Hey, Sangwoong. Can I ask you something?"

"Sure. Go ahead."

"Why did you drink the booze I offered without hesitation? I could be an assassin, for all you know."

Geo Sangwoong scratched his chin. "Do you think I can't tell the difference between a friend and an assassin?"

"...Haven't you heard that Deathshroud assassins' disguises are so good that even their families can't recognize them?"

Geo Sangwoong's lips curled upward. "I know what you're trying to say, but there's no need to warn me. I was already prepared."

FWOOSH!

Grinning, he expelled the alcohol from his body using inner arts and tapped the specially enchanted Azure Dragon Emblem in his pocket. The badge, which had been silent moments before, now vibrated faintly, signaling the presence of demonic practitioners nearby.

"By the way, who sent you? I doubt it was Mr. Baek," he asked.

Bang Baekhyun nodded while keeping an eye on his surroundings. "It was Mr. Namgung Su. He said that three is better than two, and wanted us to stick together in case of an emergency."

"I appreciate it, but..." Geo Sangwoong took a step forward, smirking. "The next time I meet him, I guess I'll have to tell him it wasn't necessary."

WHOOSH!

An assassin leaped from the shadows, but Geo Sangwoong countered by grabbing the man's wrist and snapping it. The assassin did not scream, however, instead aiming the throwing knife in his other hand at Geo Sangwoong's neck.

Geo Sangwoong tilted his neck to dodge the blade and grabbed both of the assassin's arms. Veins bulged on the giant's hands as he pulled with all his might.

POP! SQUELCH!

Finally, with a sound of tearing flesh, he ripped both of the assassin's arms from their sockets and tossed the now-armless assassin to the ground.

"Pathetic."

The other assassins, who had been about to rush forward, froze at the unreal sight of a man ripping off another human's arms without using any inner arts.

Their professional training quickly took over, however, and they shook off their fear to attack as one, releasing a downpour of whistling hidden weapons upon their target.

SMACK! WHACK! THWACK!

Geo Sangwoong simply stepped forward, planting his feet like ancient tree roots as the barrage of sharp projectiles struck his body.

None pierced his impossibly thick skin.

"...!!" The assassins went speechless with shock.

"Don't let a single one escape, Suhyeok."

"Understood."

Ya Suhyeok, who had been behind Geo Sangwoong, charged forward like a starving beast.

CRACK! BAM! POW!

The Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest was the world's best external martial art. That didn't mean, however, that its creator, the Bandit King, overlooked the value of inner arts. In fact, training in the inner arts furthered one's mastery of the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest.

That said, the nature of the martial art itself varied slightly depending on the practitioner's disposition and goals. For instance, while Geo Sangwoong sought an unyielding shield to block any attack, Ya Suhyeok sought the overwhelming destructive power to shatter everything in his path.

Meanwhile, the Third Shroud lurked in the shadows, observing the battle. To his specially trained eyes, translucent qi flowed like mist over the two giants' bodies.

Our information was wrong. Among the students of the Azure Dragon Hero, they said these two were pushovers, but...

Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok weren't just young prodigies, they were masters of external arts rarely seen in the entire murim. On top of that, they were defensive specialists whose compatibility with assassins was especially bad.

And that thing flowing around them, is that enhanced qi armor? No...

Whatever it was, it couldn't have been true enhanced qi. That wasn't a realm any teenager or young adult could attain, no matter how talented they were.

Nevertheless, it was a type of qi armor that was as solid and sturdy as enhanced qi. Such a feat was only possible by learning an extraordinary martial art.

We can't pierce their skins with sword qi or poison...

Geo Sangwoong had reason to believe he wouldn't be affected by poison. According to Maeng Ho'ak, external arts were martial arts that trained the entire human body, including not only the bones and muscles, but also the skin and organs. In theory, this meant that mastering the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest could grant Myriad Poison Immunity.

Of course, Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok were far from that stage, but even so, common poisons and venoms no longer affected them.

I have to be careful.

The Third Shroud's gaze hardened. As the third-best assassin in Deathshroud, he was confident that he could overcome these students' defenses and kill them.

Nevertheless, he had to be careful. Even he needed to concentrate intensely to pierce these students' solid defenses with a single strike.

"Found you!" a cold voice suddenly mocked from behind him.

The Third Shroud flinched. He had been caught in a rare moment of carelessness, caused by being too focused on his prey and failed to notice the approaching hunter. Still, his reflexes were quick, as he swiftly spun around and swung his sword.

SWISH!

The sword cut through empty air. The next thing the Third Shroud knew, he was looking at his own reflection in his opponent's blade.

"...Damn it. You completely defied Skykiller's expectations," he muttered hollowly.

CRASH!

The Third Shroud's lifeless body crumpled to the ground.


Chapter 392: Will You Go With Me?

Although Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok put on an overwhelming performance against the assassins, it was by no means an easy fight for either of them.

"These bastards..."

All of the assassins were tenacious and vicious. The moment they judged that eliminating a target was too difficult, they did not hesitate to attempt a double suicide. They would rush in with their inner arts running rampant, use a colleague's body as a shield to thrust their blades, or try to grab an ankle even as they were dying.

Eventually, the assassins' repeated attacks broke through Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok's defenses, wounding them. While most of the cuts were shallow, some sections of their skin had turned blue from poison.

Worse, as time passed, more and more wounds appeared.

"Haa... vicious bastards..."

"Make sure you finish them off!"

Geo Sangwoong used his fortress-like frame to block the assassins' attacks head-on. , while Ya Suhyeok crushed their enemies with every part of his body. Amidst the chaos, Bang Baekhyun's sharp sword never failed to exploit the openings the two giants created.

SPURT!

Bang Baekhyun stabbed the heart of an assassin that Geo Sangwoong had pushed away, then immediately pulled the blade out and scanned his surroundings.

"Don't let your guard down. There's a high probability these guys are just bait, and a real Deathshroud assassin is hiding somewhere, waiting for his chance."

As a member of the Murim Alliance's Omniscient Bureau, he knew more about Deathshroud than was publicly known. For example, he knew that only numbered assassins were recognized within Deathshroud. He also knew that some of them were skilled in sorcery and drug manufacturing, and used these skills to create egoless people who could be controlled like puppets.

"Yeah, the surrounding qi has been strange for a while now."

They've set up a formation."

Geo Sangwoong and Bang Baekhyun stood back-to-back. The numerous sky lanterns that had been flying into the night sky were no longer visible. Instead, a black, fog-like substance was enveloping the area.

SSHHHH...

Only an eerie sound could be heard, indicating that they were trapped in an isolated space. In other words, no matter what happened here, no one outside would notice.

"The longer we stay here, the more dangerous it'll get," Bang Baekhyun said determinedly. "We have to find the formation's weakness and escape."

"Can you do it?"

"...If I have enough time to concentrate."

Geo Sangwoong grinned and deflected a hidden weapon flying toward Bang Baekhyun. "Then focus on finding the exit. Hey, Suhyeok! Stop running wild and get your ass over here!"

"Got it."

The three of them stuck together, protecting each other's backs. Bang Baekhyun focused on analyzing the formation, while Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok protected him.

"Senior! Are you okay?"

"This will heal if I put some spit on it."

Contrary to what he said, however, cold sweat streamed down Geo Sangwoong's body. He was the one who was taking most of the hits to protect the others. Although his body was strong and he had a high resistance to poison, his Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest was still incomplete.

"Hoo..."

Nevertheless, Geo Sangwoong stood firm, especially since the assassins soon noticed Bang Baekhyun trying to break the formation and turned their blades toward him. He took most of those attacks on his friend's behalf, and not a single one even scratched their intended target.

"Sangwoong!"

"Don't mind me, and just find the exit!"

Still, escaping a formation set up by Deathshroud was no easy feat. No matter how outstanding they were, the three of them were still just students.

On the other hand, their opponents belonged to the Central Plains' finest assassin organization. The fact that they were holding on at all was astonishing.

"...I've found it! It's over there!"

"Alright! If we can just get there, we can escape!"

"Let's go!"

The three students made to run, even as the assassins interfered desperately. According to their orders, they had to either kill all three people inside the formation or tire them out and make them easier to kill.

RUMBLE!

Suddenly, just as the three students' wounds were growing worse, a light flashed from outside the black fog. A clap of thunder followed closely behind, and the fog dispersed like it had never been there.

STEP, STEP...

An intruder entered the formation.

The two assassins guarding the core immediately charged at him. Although they had not yet received a number, they had been personally raised by the Third Shroud and were outstanding enough to be comparable to the Twentieth Shroud.

In front of the man who had broken the formation, however, they were utterly powerless.

"So crude."

CRACKLE, CRACKLE!

Lightning flashed from the man's sword, and the assassins' bisected bodies hit the floor. No blood flowed from the blackened corpses, as their flesh was seared by lightning.

Geo Sangwoong found himself swallowing dryly without realizing it.

What is this pressure...?

His senses were overwhelmed by a fearsome presence, as if the man was dominating the space itself.

He wasn't alone. All three students stood and watched the spectacle with their mouths agape. Although this was the unfortunate result of merging the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique and the Royal Sword Style, there was no way they could figure that out.

"Anyone hurt?" Namgung Su asked, looking around. Fortunately, there seemed to be no major injuries on the students' bodies besides a few skin-deep scratches.

"I'll be fine if I just put some spit on it," Geo Sangwoong, the first to regain his composure, replied.

Namgung Su let out a small sigh of relief. Given his usual reserved nature, this display of emotion was striking.

Geo Sangwoong added, "Thank you for your help... even though we would have gotten out just fine on our own."

Namgung Su nodded. He didn't bother mentioning the Third Shroud, who was waiting to ambush the students if they escaped the formation. Rather, something else bothered him much more.

Frowning, he asked, "I see, but... were you three secretly drinking here? I smell alcohol."

Geo Sangwoong's face instantly paled. He stammered, "M-Mr. Namgung, about that..."

Despite being unfazed even when confronted by assassins, his heart now pounded with anxiety.

Will the notoriously strict Namgung Su let this slide? If I accumulate any more demerit points, I won't be allowed to participate in the Heavenly Martial Festival!

Namgung Su muttered, "...Was it a ploy to lure the assassins?"

"...Pardon? Y-Yes, that's right!"

"That was a wise decision. Well done."

""...!!""

Namgung Su came up with a mysterious excuse that the three students had not even thought of. He even praised them with a faint smile.

Of course, by an ordinary person's standards, it was just a slight curl of the lips. To the Azure Dragon Academy students, however, it was more precious than a flower that only bloomed once a century.

Unfortunately, the smile disappeared in an instant, as if it was just an illusion.

Namgung Su added coldly, "There might be another ambush, so leave the academy and take shelter with the Beggars' Gang or the constables."

I doubt they'll send other assassins after the same students, but better to be safe than sorry.

"Is Mr. Baek okay?" Geo Sangwoong asked worriedly.

"There's no need to worry about that man," Namgung Su snapped briefly, then kicked off the ground.

In the blink of an eye, he vanished into the distance.

The students stared blankly at the spot where he had been for a minute before finally coming back to their senses.

"Even if it's the same praise, it feels strangely good when it comes from Mr. Namgung Su."

"I think I saw Mr. Namgung Su smiling for the first time in four years."

"Did you see the lightning flashing from his eyes earlier? I almost pissed myself."

They left the academy together. Thanks to the sky lantern festival, few people remained at the Azure Dragon Academy.

Walking side by side, the two giants gazed at the sky lanterns rising outside the academy.

"I wonder if the others are okay. Especially that punk Wonkang..."

"Well, what could happen? It's not like he's alone."

"True. I have some wine left from earlier. Want to finish it?"

"Fufu, sounds good."

Bang Baekhyun shook his head as he listened to the pair forget all about the assassins and nonchalantly talk about drinking again.
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The festival was special for everyone, but for some, it was an especially heart-pounding day. One such person was a boy who had decided to confess his feelings.

"Ahahaha! Wasn't the SRS performance hilarious?"

"Y-Yeah."

"I still can't believe it! Who would have thought they'd make Wiji Cheon cross-dress?"

"Haha... Jicheon's expression was a sight to see."

"It was obvious he didn't want to do it, but it didn't affect the quality of his sword dance at all. And what's with him being even prettier than Yoo Yiran?"

"......"

SMACK! THUMP!

Yeo Min slapped Hyonwon Kang's shoulder, laughing so hard that tears welled up in her eyes... without knowing the state of the young man whose heart felt like it would explode.

Ah, damn... She's too close!

There were a lot of people at the festival, so they had to walk shoulder-to-shoulder, but that didn't make the proximity any less uncomfortable.

Get a grip, Hyonwon Kang. You hang out with her like this every day and even live in the same house! Why are you like this?

In his defense, Yeo Min was not wearing her usual training outfit, which he saw every day, but rather a pretty dress. A hairpin adorned her hair, contrary to her usual ponytail. On her waist, she even carried a fragrant scent pouch.

Likewise, he was also wearing his best clothes, since unlike the first day, there was no need to fight on the second day of the Azure Dragon Festival.

Unfortunately, all this only made him more nervous.

Yeo Min tugged at his sleeve. "Let's go look over there this time."

"Uh, y-yeah..." Hyonwon Kang mumbled, letting himself be dragged around like a broken wind-up doll.

Yeo Min furrowed her brows. "What's wrong with you today, Senior?"

"...What?" Hyonwon Kang blinked in a daze.

Yeo Min leaned closer to observe his face. "Why are you so out of it?"

Hyonwon Kang flinched, but of course, the thing he was hoping for (?) didn't happen.

Yeo Min merely whispered in his ear, "Don't forget why Mr. Baek told us to stick together in pairs."

"......"


"Never walk around alone. Don't let your guard down, as you don't know when you might be targeted by assassins."



As Baek Suryong had advised, Hyonwon Kang and Yeo Min found themselves paired up. Of course, this was what Hyonwon Kang wanted, and he was also the one who invited Yeo Min to watch the performance today.

The fact that everyone knew what he was plotting... was something only Hyonwon Kang was unaware of.

In any case, Hyonwon Kang was grateful for this opportunity to spend the second day of the Azure Dragon Festival alone with Yeo Min.

"Look at this. Does it look good?"

"Oh, this is delicious."

"Ma'am! This is a complete rip-off!"

"Well, I never! This young lady..."

Hyonwon Kang stared blankly as Yeo Min tried on accessories, ate snacks on the street, and haggled skillfully with the vendors.

She's so pretty.

Countless people hustled and bustled on the street, but in Hyonwon Kang only had eyes for one person.

Suddenly, Yeo Min sighed deeply, "Hey, why have you been so restless lately?"

"Well... you see."

"Do you need to poop?"

"That's not it!" Hyonwon Kang denied immediately.

He attempted to muster his courage, but in the end, he couldn't bring himself to look Yeo Min in the eye.

Instead, he looked at the sky awkwardly as he muttered, "Will you go with me to the Silver Scale Lake for the sky lantern festival?"

Yeo Min opened her eyes wide for a moment, then smirked faintly and nodded. "Yeah. Let's do that."

Just then, the festival began, and the first lanterns rose into the sky.


Chapter 393: Until I Graduate

The Silver Scale Lake earned its name because moonlight shattering upon its waves resembled shimmering silver scales, earning it a place as one of Nanchang's most beautiful and famous lakes.

Naturally, it was visited by people of all ages. Since the lake was not far from the Azure Dragon Academy, during the annual sky lantern event, large crowds would flock to the lake. That number, of course, included students from the academy.

"Woooow...!"

"It's so pretty!"

Young children, who had followed their parents, jumped up and down in excitement as they watched the sky lanterns rise into the sky. Their parents, in turn, smiled with contentment.

"Buy a sky lantern! The highest-flying sky lantern!"

"Buy an extra-large sky lantern that flies for an hour!"

"Sky lanterns that make your wishes come true!"

While some people brought and flew their own handmade sky lanterns, most purchased premade ones from merchants on the outskirts of Silver Scale Lake.

Of course, before releasing a lantern, they carefully wrote a wish on the thin paper. These wishes could be prayers for family health, unchanging love, wealth, or achievement in martial arts.

After writing their wishes, they attached the paper to a woven bamboo and wire frame that formed the lantern's shade. Then, they lit the oil-soaked wick and waited a moment for heat to build up inside the lantern.

Once the paper was properly inflated, they released the lantern into the sky.

The lantern bobbed as it rose into the heavens, emitting a gentle light like a firefly.

"I've heard a lot about it, but this is my first time seeing it in person."

"Me too..."

Hyonwon Kang and Yeo Min also made their way to Silver Scale Lake. Due to an order from the authorities forbidding boating on the lake, a large crowd had gathered on its banks, marveling at the numerous sky lanterns ascending above the water.

Hyonwon Kang now understood why everyone insisted that one must go to Silver Scale Lake to release a sky lantern. The reflection of the lanterns' light on the lake's surface created the illusion of hundreds of floating candles.

"It's beautiful..." Yeo Min gasped, her eyes sparkling with wonder.

Hyonwon Kang snuck a glance at her.

"What?" she asked, noticing his gaze right away.

"Ah, no, it's just..." Hyonwon Kang panicked like a child caught doing something wrong, but he quickly gathered his resolve. "Since we've come all this way, shall we release one too?"

Yeo Min nodded readily. "Shall we?"

"Hold on, I'll go buy one right now!"

"Senior! Don't go too far!"

Hyonwon Kang pushed through the crowd and ran to the nearest merchant to buy a sky lantern.

"Give me the biggest one! Put double the oil on the wick!"

"Oh, I'm sorry, customer. There's only one extra-large one left, and the price is..."

A moment later, Yeo Min sighed as she looked at the fool who had returned triumphantly after being thoroughly ripped off.

"Seriously? You paid that much for this one thing?"

"Why spend money on two of them when one will do the trick? We can write our wishes together!"

Since it wasn't the first time Hyonwon Kang had done something foolish, Yeo Min just laughed, finding it absurd.

However, Hyonwon Kang had an ulterior motive.


"If two people release a sky lantern together at Silver Scale Lake, they will become lovers and live happily ever after."



This was one of the superstitions circulating at the Azure Dragon Academy. Hyonwon Kang had previously dismissed the claim, but now he couldn't get it out of his mind.

"Let's write our wishes together here. The paper is big, so there'll be space left even after we both write."

"You go first, Senior."

Hyonwon Kang nodded obediently and began to write his wishes.

Several seconds later, Yeo Min's jaw dropped in disbelief. "Why are you writing so much?"

"I'm going to write down everything I can think of. Otherwise, it's a waste of my money."

Please let my parents, teachers, seniors, juniors, and friends all stay healthy.

Please let me crush that bastard Peng Sahyuk's nose at the Heavenly Martial Festival.

Please let me beat Wiji Cheon, too.

Please let me land one hit on Baek Suryong! Please! PLEASE!

Please let us all meet often, even after we graduate.

Hyonwon Kang wrote a lot of wishes, almost completely filling the extra-large sky lantern. Finally, he handed the brush to Yeo Min.

Yeo Min wrote a short sentence.

"What did you write?" Hyonwon Kang asked, leaning over curiously.

Yeo Min grinned as she covered her wish with her palm. "A wish only comes true if you keep it a secret."

"What? Then what about mine?"

"I'll pretend I didn't see a few of yours."

After bickering for a bit, the two of them decided to release the lantern together.

FLICK! SPARK!

Hyonwon Kang held the lantern while Yeo Min lit the wick with a tinderbox. The lantern slowly inflated from the heat.


"If two people release a sky lantern together at Silver Scale Lake, they will become lovers and live happily ever after."



Hyonwon Kang closed his eyes for a moment, recalling the old Azure Dragon Academy superstition. He prayed to the gods of heaven and earth to grant the wish which he could not bring himself to write on the lantern.

Finally, he opened his eyes and released the lantern with grim resolve.

"Go! Fly high!"

"Wait! It's too early... Fuck."

Unfortunately, Hyonwon Kang was so excited that he released the lantern too early, before it had fully inflated. The lantern initially flew by the force with which it was released, but it could not go far before tilting to the side. The fire from the oil-soaked wick then spread to the paper.

FWOOOSH!

In an instant, the fire spread across the entire lantern. After shining brighter than any other lantern for a moment, it burned out completely.

"You brainless idiot!" Yeo Min screamed, smacking Hyonwon Kang's back.

"N-No!" Hyonwon Kang instinctively rushed toward the lantern to put out the fire, but it had already flown above the lake.

"Oops...!"

According to the laws of nature, stepping on water was impossible unless one had reached the ultimate realm of movement arts, Flying Over Water.

Hyonwon Kang flailed desperately in midair for a moment, but soon resigned himself to his fate and plunged downward.

SPLASH!

A massive ripple spread across the calm lake. The lights on the lake's surface swayed with it, and the onlookers murmured while watching the strange spectacle.

"Pfft... Ahaha! YOU ARE SO DUMB!"

Yeo Min rolled over on the grass, laughing and holding her stomach for a long time.

[image: sep]


"You just laughed instead of saving your senior who fell into the lake?" Hyonwon Kang grumbled, pouting like a drowned rat. He had taken care to wear nice clothes and had even slicked back his hair with oil, but it had all been ruined by his fall into the lake.

"Who told you to jump into the lake?" Yeo Min giggled, handing Hyonwon Kang a towel.

The two had returned to the White Dragon Manor. Despite Hyonwon Kang's shamelessness, jumping into the lake in front of a crowd was still massively embarrassing. Therefore, he had returned home as soon as he got out of the water.

RUSTLE, RUSTLE...

Hyonwon Kang roughly dried his hair with the towel Yeo Min had given him, then went to his room to change his clothes.

When he came out, he found Yeo Min sitting alone on the veranda, looking up at the night sky, which was still dotted with lanterns carrying people's wishes far away like moving stars.

He sat down next to Yeo Min, scratching the back of his head awkwardly. "Sorry. Because of me, you couldn't enjoy the festival properly."

"...Watching from here is quite nice too. It's not crowded, so my mind is much more at ease," Yeo Min replied, grinning at Hyonwon Kang.

"Ah..."

Suddenly, Hyonwon Kang remembered that there was something he wanted to tell Yeo Min today.

I don't know when I'll have another chance to be alone with her.

Hyonwon Kang swallowed dryly to calm his nerves, then began, "There's something I want to tell you. I..."

"Sorry, but can I go first?" Yeo Min interjected. Although there was a smile on her face, her eyes looked strangely sad.

Hyonwon Kang nodded slowly. "Uh... alright. You go first."

Yeo Min turned and looked straight at Hyonwon Kang. The boy's cheeks were flushed red, and he subtly avoided her gaze. His breathing was uneven, which was unbecoming of someone who had trained in martial arts.

Most importantly, the distance that would have felt normal on any other day felt particularly close today.

She would be a fool not to notice after seeing such an obvious reaction.

She smirked playfully. "First, try calling me Noona."

"W-What?" Hyonwon Kang blinked in confusion for a moment before glaring fiercely at Yeo Min.

"Did I say something wrong? I'm much older than you, you know. Don't tell me you forgot?"

"......"

Of course, Hyonwon Kang remembered. This was the part that troubled him the most.

He was seventeen, while Yeo Min was twenty-two. She was five years older than him! He tried his best to ignore it, but couldn't help worrying that she would see him as a kid.

"...What does age have to do with it?" he muttered. "I'm your senior at the Azure Dragon Academy, and I even spoke informally to a sixty-five year old junior, though he's on a leave of absence and not here right now. Twenty-two is nothing!"

"...Is that something to be proud of?" Yeo Min sighed and shook her head.

And then she dropped a bombshell.

"But, actually, I'm not twenty-two either."

Hyonwon Kang's pupils wavered. "...You're older?"

Yeo Min narrowed her eyes. "Hey... Do I look that old to you?"

"No, absolutely not."

In fact, Yeo Min looked to be around the same age as Hyonwon Kang. Never mind twenty-two, she could have easily passed for the same age as Hyonwon Kang, or even a year or two younger. That was why he often forgot that she was older.

"Actually, I'm nineteen."

"What? Nineteen?"

Yeo Min nodded. With a bitter smile on her lips, she calmly began her story. "When I was working, people often looked down on me or tried to scam me when they found out my real age. That's why I always told people I was three years older."

Having lost her mother at a young age, Yeo Min had no choice but to lie about her age just to earn money. Starting as a waitress, she had done every job under the sun.

When she was very young, she dug up wild greens in the mountains to sell. She even slept in barns so dirty that beggars avoided them.

"Until I was fifteen, I always dressed as a man. It was more convenient in many ways."

"......"

Fortunately, she had learned basic martial arts from her mother when she was young. She was also quick-witted, so she did whatever she did well and earned money tenaciously.

For a long time, she thought the only thing she, a person without family, could believe in was money.

When she entered the Azure Dragon Academy, she had naturally lied about her age. Since then, there had been no reason to reveal her true age, so she had lived with the lie until now.

"......" Hyonwon Kang was silent. He had known that Yeo Min had a difficult childhood, but he had not known it was that bad.

Yeo Min smiled faintly. "Well, that's all in the past. Now I know I have an aunt, though she lives far away. I also have Mr. Baek and you guys, right?"

"...Does Mr. Baek know about this?"

"Yes, I told him a while ago. Among us students though, you're the first. Still, I'm going to tell everyone soon. You guys have never respected me as a noona, but I don't want to lie anymore."

"I..."

Just as Hyonwon Kang was about to speak, Yeo Min reached out and placed her hand over the boy's lips. Her fingers twitched for a moment, as if an electric current had flowed through them, but she steeled her wavering heart.

"You know," she said firmly. "I really like things just the way they are right now."

It was a gentle rejection.

To Yeo Min, the White Dragon Manor was her first family, and she was afraid of this relationship changing. She knew about Hyonwon Kang's feelings for her, but she wanted to confess her own feelings first, even if she might regret it later.

"I'm sorry, but to me, you're... just like a younger brother, so..."

"I don't want to be your younger brother," Hyonwon Kang cut in, gently pushing away Yeo Min's hand and rising to his feet.

"...Until I graduate."

Hyonwon Kang did not get angry or throw a tantrum. On the contrary, with a calm expression that would surprise anyone who knew him, he met Yeo Min's gaze directly.

"I'll keep liking you until I graduate, and I don't care whether you think of me as a younger brother or not."

"......"

"I don't want you to just accept me under pressure. I have my pride too. Instead, I'll make you fall for me before I graduate."

Yeo Min's eyes widened in shock. "What are you talking about..."

Hyonwon Kang grinned. "Yeo Min. Don't draw a line so clearly right now, okay? What are you going to do if you end up liking me later?"

"Did you fall into a vat of oil instead of the lake?"

Yeo Min shook her head and turned her back to Hyonwon Kang, as if she didn't want to reply anymore. In truth, though, she just didn't want him to see her gradually reddening face.

"...Fine, just do whatever you want!"

An awkward silence fell over the two... or not.

"Hey!"

"You felt that too, right?"

VWOOOOM!

The walls lit up as the intruder detection sorcery spread over the White Dragon Manor was activated. At the same time, the enchanted Azure Dragon Emblems in their pockets vibrated.

A human-shaped shadow smoothly leaped over the wall from outside.

An assassin, and a master at that!

Even though an assassin had scaled the wall, however, there was no sign of tension on the two students' faces.

"I was just wondering when they'd come."

"I never thought I'd ever welcome the arrival of an assassin, but this is perfect timing."

If anything, Yeo Min and Hyonwon Kang were glad for the uninvited guest who had arrived just as the atmosphere was about to get really awkward.


Chapter 394: Which Number Shall We Do?

The Second Shroud was a high-ranking assassin of Deathshroud who took orders from no one except Skykiller and the First Shroud. However, considering the position of the First Shroud was in fact an honorary one held by the Blood Cult's Ninth Elder, there was no assassin in Deathshroud stronger than him, save for Skykiller himself.

As he leaped over the wall of the White Dragon Manor, though, he had an ominous feeling.

I don't like this.

Although the Azure Dragon Hero Baek Suryong knew that Deathshroud was targeting him, they had no idea whether the information had leaked from within the Blood Cult or from Deathshroud.

At this point, it would have been natural to retreat and devise countermeasures, but Skykiller had pushed ahead with the mission despite knowing that they were walking into a death trap.

Then again, to that man, all of this is just a game.

In Deathshroud, Skykiller's authority was absolute. After all, he was the symbol that secured Deathshroud's status as the Central Plains' premier assassins' guild. It was no exaggeration to say that Skykiller was Deathshroud.

Therefore, even when the Second Shroud saw the sorcery activate and detect an intruder at the White Dragon Manor, he didn't think to retreat.

If I retreat, Skykiller will kill me.

Given Skykiller's pathological hatred of things going awry, he would never grant him a clean death. He was a man who could make even the most seasoned assassin beg for death.

Fortunately, the Second Shroud's assigned mission was not that difficult. In fact, he had practically volunteered for it.

"As expected, you were waiting?"

The Second Shroud landed silently and confirmed his targets: Hyonwon Kang and Yeo Min. Of the Azure Dragon Hero's students, the Five Young Azure Dragons, these two were the prodigies who had learned blade techniques and ice arts, respectively.

"That's right! We were waiting for you, you bastard! Thanks for coming!"

"You have no idea how welcome you are."

The Second Shroud tilted his head in confusion. Why do these two seem genuinely happy to see me? Why the fuck are they even... blushing!?

However, his curiosity lasted only a moment. He did not forget what he had to do.

SHING!

He drew the dao from his waist and let it hang down naturally.

Assassins were often considered frightening because one never knew when or where they would launch a "cowardly" ambush. Conversely, once exposed, assassins weren't thought of as much of a threat. Most of them were unremarkable martial artists, so one only needed to be wary of their hidden weapons and poison. Such was the common sense and prejudice of most martial artists.

However, such common sense did not apply to the assassins of Deathshroud, and the Second Shroud was an elite even among them.

"My mission is to kill you as cruelly as possible."

Not only was the Second Shroud an assassin whose outstanding skills were recognized, he was also an accomplished martial artist. Moreover, he had mastered the Demonic Soul Blade Art, one of the top five blade techniques within the Blood Cult.

Hyonwon Kang's expression hardened as a dark blade qi slowly rose from the Second Shroud's weapon. His opponent was clearly a master of a powerful blade technique.

"I heard that the Hyonwon Clan's Sky Sundering Blade is the best blade technique in the jianghu," the Second Shroud remarked, a faint smile playing on his lips.

Unlike most assassins, he rarely wore a mask. After all, the best assassins weren't emotionless, they just controlled their emotions perfectly. Rather than a complete lack of emotion, displaying an emotion at the appropriate moment was superior. For example, right now, he released his 'fighting spirit'.

"I hope I can witness that blade technique today."

WHOOSH!

A powerful gust of wind marked the start of the Second Shroud's offensive. He charged forward like an arrow, leaving a trail of dark blade qi in his wake.

CLANG!

The impact of their clashing blades sent Hyonwon Kang flying backward.

"Senior Wonkang!" Yeo Min cried out. A torrent of pure white, frigid energy erupted from her hands and enveloped the Second Shroud in an intense blizzard that froze him in place.

However, the Second Shroud's dao instantly shattered the icy blast and pressed on toward Yeo Min's neck. Cutting through the scattering ice particles, the assassin's eyes flashed with killing intent.

SLASH!

A few strands of severed hair fluttered through the air. Yeo Min leaped back, having avoided the blade by the narrowest of margins. She immediately touched her neck, reflexively checking to ensure her head was still attached to the rest of her body.

"Crazy..."

The movement arts she had trained intensively at the beginning of last semester had just saved her life. Had she dodged even a fraction of a second slower, her neck would have been slit.

"Not bad." The Second Shroud allowed himself a slight smile and took a moment to catch his breath. He had planned to kill one of the students in the first exchange, but surprisingly, both remained unscathed.

It wasn't ideal, but honestly, he didn't mind it much.

There's still plenty of time.

By now, assassins would have already begun attacking the Azure Dragon Hero's students and colleagues elsewhere. Even if the Azure Dragon Hero killed them all and came here, he still had at least half an hour of leeway. He was confident that he could complete his mission and return within that time frame.

The demonic qi shrouding his dao began to swell. Previously, he had tempered its intensity in favor of speed and precision, but now he saw no reason to hold back.

Meanwhile, Hyonwon Kang and Yeo Min quickly discussed their strategy.

"I'll block him from the front, so you look for an opening and..."

"Stop with the nonsense and take the right. I'll take the left. Got it?"

"...Okay," Hyonwon Kang conceded with a nod.

At the same time they finished their brief conversation, the Second Shroud charged, swinging his blade again.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

The exchange rapidly escalated into a small, raging storm. Cracks spiderwebbed across the ground of the training yard, which became engraved with the gruesome, demonic marks of the Second Shroud's blade work.

These were the marks left by the Demonic Soul Blade Art, a technique renowned within the Blood Cult for its destructive power. Moreover, the dao he wielded was no ordinary weapon, it was built to fully contain that power. Each swing carried enough force to shatter a mediocre weapon and its wielder.

"Haaap!"

Hyonwon Kang stood his ground. His Black Dao was also a treasured blade forged by the Blood Cult's finest blacksmith, Wiji Yeol, from the horn of the One-Horned Demon Dragon. Thanks to its unmatched sharpness and hardness, he could withstand the Second Shroud's attacks, albeit with great difficulty.

"...Astonishing," the Second Shroud commended, narrowing his eyes.

While it was true that Hyonwon Kang benefited from his legendary blade, his ability to block and deflect was purely the result of impeccable skill. Even the boy's occasional lightning-fast counterattacks were enough to make his blood run cold.

SWISH!

A single drop of blood budded on his chest where the Black Dao had grazed. The wound was shallow, but it instilled in him a profound sense of alarm.

I must kill him.

Among the Five Young Azure Dragons, Hyonwon Kang was born with the most outstanding combat sense. Furthermore, his senses were sharpened by special daily training from Baek Suryong and were comparable to those of the highest-ranking Deathshroud assassins.

I must kill him here and now!

As a fellow bladesman, he recognized the danger that Hyonwon Kang posed. Even if he took some damage, he resolved to kill the boy right here and now, and nip the threat in the bud before it could grow into something worse.

Unfortunately, Hyonwon Kang wasn't his only enemy.

CRACKLE!

Every time he tried to launch an attack, the freezing ice qi of Yeo Min's White Ice Divine Art interfered. Not only was the cold mist that clouded his vision tricky to deal with, she also launched two hidden weapons in the shape of translucent discs from within it.

CLANG! CLANG!

He deflected the hidden weapons several times. Each time, the weapons returned to their owner, seemingly undamaged by his demonic qi.

Only after deflecting them several times did he realize that they were not discs, but a pair of bracelets.

"The White Ice Bangles?"

The Second Shroud's eyes shot wide open upon figuring out the identity of the hidden weapons. As a high-ranking Deathshroud assassin who had learned the Blood Cult's martial arts, he was familiar with the White Ice Bangles. No other pair of bracelets could emit that much cold energy.

Why is an item the Cult is searching for here...?

"It's rude to look away in the middle of a battle!" Hyonwon Kang roared.

Seizing the moment of distraction, he closed the distance, swinging his dao wide. An instant later, an illusion of the world dying red materialized as he unleashed the Asura Blood Heaven Blade.

"Take this too!" Yeo Min screamed, focusing all her ice qi on hurling the White Ice Bangles. Although she lacked Baek Suryong's masterful control, the divine artifact from the North Sea seemed to possess its own will, flying toward the retreating Second Shroud along a precise trajectory.

"Dammit..." The Second Shroud gritted his teeth and unleashed the full power of his own Demonic Soul Blade Art to meet the converging attacks.

Just like that, the energies of the Asura Blood Heaven Blade, the White Ice Divine Art, and the Demonic Soul Blade Art collided in an instantaneous, cataclysmic explosion of qi.

KRAKOOM!

The resulting impact obliterated half the training ground. A thick cloud of dust rose, refusing to settle for a long time.

"Huff... huff..."

"Hoo... Did we get him?"

Hyonwon Kang and Yeo Min stood at the site of the explosion, gasping for breath.

They were far from unscathed. Their clothes were torn and tattered, and their bodies covered in scratches. A long cut ran down Hyonwon Kang's cheek, and blood dripped from it.

Yeo Min inspected the wound with a pale face. "Are you okay?"

"Yeah, it's nothing."

"What do you mean, it's nothing? If this isn't treated properly, you could be scarred for life."

"...You don't like scarred men?"

"Is that something you should be saying in this situation?"

Sighing, Yeo Min blew away the surrounding dust with her White Ice Divine Palm. In the place where the collision had occurred, the Second Shroud stood, staggering and looking clearly dismayed.

"Haha..." The Second Shroud let out what seemed like both a lament and a chuckle at the same time. "...I'm speechless. To think you'd deviate from my expectations this much."

They were only two members of the Five Young Azure Dragons. He had been sure he could handle them without difficulty.

If it were one on one, I could have killed them long ago.

The pair, however, expertly complemented each other's openings, moving as if they had trained in joint combat techniques for several years.

If they're this strong now...

The Blood Cult was only concerned with the Azure Dragon Hero, but perhaps these children were the more dangerous ones. After all, there was only one Baek Suryong, but five of these prodigies!

As their name suggested, the Five Young Azure Dragons were young dragons on the verge of adulthood. If he didn't kill them now, they would all undoubtedly become formidable masters in the near future.

I have no choice but to push myself.

The Second Shroud made his decision. He chewed and swallowed a pill he had hidden in his molars.

CRUNCH, CRUNCH!

Immediately, the blood vessels in his eyes burst, dyeing his irises crimson, and the muscles in his body began to swell. His body overflowed with vitality, and his inner qi nearly doubled.

This was the Demonic Spirit Pill, an elixir made from the Blood Cult's secret recipe. It was a precious pill even within the Cult.

Of course, there was no such thing as power without price.

"Kekeke..."

Hyonwon Kang and Yeo Min swallowed dryly at the sight of the Second Shroud transforming into a ghoul.

"This is crazy..."

"Should we just run away for now?"

They seriously considered making a strategic retreat.

SWISH!

Suddenly, a wave of sword qi flew at the Second Shroud, slicing off half of his earlobe. He had barely managed to rotate his body at the last moment and dodge the surprise attack aimed at his neck.

"Oho!" The Second Shroud glanced in the direction from which the attack had come. No matter how focused he was on the two in front of him, it was preposterous to think that he hadn't noticed an ambusher so close.

"Now you're a talent I'd like to take to Deathshroud."

Hyonwon Kang and Yeo Min also looked in the same direction. There, under the moonlight, a girl stood gracefully on the wall with a sword in one hand, her elegant silhouette evoking gasps of admiration.

"Heh! A sword fairy has descended."

The sword fairy frowned, then leapt down between Yeo Min and Hyonwon Kang, 'her' flowing clothes fluttering in the wind.

"Are you okay, Seniors?"

Yeo Min and Hyonwon Kang recognized their new ally at once. Still, they couldn't fathom why he was still wearing the clothes he had worn for the sword dance.

"Jicheon!"

"What happened?"

Wiji Cheon averted his gaze and pointed his Soul Sword at the Second Shroud. Clearly, he didn't want to discuss his choice of clothing right now. "It's a long story. Let's finish off this assassin first."

With Wiji Cheon's arrival, the tide of the battle turned in an instant.

"Now, the balance seems a bit more even."

Hyonwon Kang, Yeo Min, and Wiji Cheon moved into formation and harmonized their qi. This joint attack formation only reached its full potential when at least three of them were present.

ROOOOOAR!

"W-What is this...?"

The Second Shroud grimaced at the immense pressure bearing down on him. The collective might of the students' auras now exceeded their individual strengths.

To think that I would feel this much pressure even after consuming the Demonic Spirit Pill. Don't tell me, did those kids practice a joint attack formation in preparation for facing a supreme master?

Unknown to him, he had hit the nail on the head.

"Which number shall we do?" Yeo Min asked.

Hyonwon Kang wiped the blood flowing down his cheek with the back of his hand and grinned maliciously. "Number eighteen, of course!"

It was time to show off the results of their training.


Chapter 395: From Now Onwards

I cannot yield the momentum, the Second Shroud thought, exploding into action.

BOOM!

With a single stomp, the ground tremored and cracked, sending fissures spreading out like a spider's web.

This should be enough to make greenhorns with little real combat experience stiffen for at least a moment!

Now twice as fast as before he took the Demonic Spirit Pill, the Second Shroud lunged at Hyonwon Kang, the core of the joint attack formation. Swinging his dark blade, he slit through the darkness of the night.

Little did he know, such unorthodox tactics were a daily part of Hyonwon Kang's life. He tilted his head back, dodging the blade by a hair. A thin red line was etched on the nape of his neck, and blood welled up, but he paid no heed to the minor cut.

"Deploy formation!" he commanded sternly, his tone utterly devoid of its usual playfulness.

Wiji Cheon and Yeo Min scattered to the left and right, their expressions just as grim as they positioned themselves around the Second Shroud.

VWOOM!

Although Hyonwon Kang couldn't see them, he clearly sense his juniors' movements through the formation due to their linked energies.

Joint attack formations were methods designed to optimize the combined strength of multiple combatants. Consequently, they were most effective when performed by disciples of the same sect who had trained in the same martial art.


"Since all the creators of the martial arts you have learned arrogantly think they are the world's best, you might think it impossible to establish a joint attack formation."



Baek Suryong was the only person in the world familiar with all four of the divine arts that his students had learned, and he also knew their creators. This naturally meant that he had experienced the flow of inner qi and techniques firsthand, and understood the philosophies and beliefs of the absolute masters who had created them.

If anyone was able to combine the four powerful martial arts into a formation, it could only be him.


"Think about this from another perspective. How powerful would your formation be if such supreme martial arts were to harmonize as one?"

"...!!"



Each time Baek Suryong overpowered his students, leaving them rolling onto the training ground in frustration, he would encourage them.


"Get your act together. How are you ever going to beat me if you stay like this?"

"Don't get cocky just because you've gotten a little stronger. At your level, you'll die a dog's death if you go out into the murim."

"...That just now was pretty good. Do it again."



He would sometimes push them mercilessly, repeating his advice over and over until they grasped the concept fully. All while wishing that someday, his students would surpass him.

CLANG CLANG CLANG!

The shadows of the four combatants danced across the White Dragon Manor's training ground. They weaved together and broke apart in a frenzy of motion, each movement faster than the last, until all that remained was a whirlwind of indistinct, blurry forms.

VWOOOOOM!!

The Asura Blood Heaven Blade. The Unlimited Sword. The White Ice Divine Art. 

The moment the arrogant divine arts, each vying for the title of strongest, were unified by the current generation's successors, the assassin before them was no longer a fearsome opponent.

Even if he had become twice as strong as before his transformation into a ghoul, it would not be an exaggeration to say that the trio's powers were greater than the sum of their individual strengths.

"......" Blood oozing from between his lips, the Second Shroud leaped back and pressed down on the throbbing wound across his waist. The cut was deep, but that wasn't the main problem. Rather, the remnants of a chaotic mixture of inner qi were tearing through his insides.

This is absurd.

Common sense was being obliterated before his eyes. More than a hundred martial artists had died at his hands. Among them were supreme masters stronger than himself, as well as several world-famous martial artists.

He was the number two assassin in Deathshroud, a god of death who had killed countless people!

Even though I didn't take them by surprise, still...!

Before they started fighting, he could confidently declare that this was an easy mission, even though he planned to fight his target head on, which was unbecoming of an assassin. However, the fact that he had been cornered by mere teenage prodigies, even after swallowing the Demonic Spirit Pill, was now irrefutable.

"...You kids are supposed to be outstanding prodigies?" he laughed hollowly, feeling like he wanted to gouge out the eyeballs of the fool who had brought them all the wrong information.

"Huff, huff... Don't let your guard down yet."

"You're the only one who needs to keep your guard up, Senior."

"Is it just me, or does it feel like our energies are coordinating better than usual?"

"...It's not just you. I feel like I could even land a blow on Mr. Baek right now."

"If all five of us were gathered..."

"Save those thoughts for after we've dealt with the assassin."

Although they were excited, the trio's eyes remained focused on the Second Shroud. There was something unusual about their opponent's aura.

"Haha... I'm being treated like a hooked fish," the Second Shroud chuckled, his shoulders trembling with mirth and regret.

He admitted his mistake. He had been careless, the one thing an assassin should never be, and he had not accurately assessed his targets' abilities.

I doubt even Skykiller included this in his calculations.

His killing intent was so dense that it could make ordinary people faint just from facing it. However, it had no effect on the Five Young Azure Dragons. Just what kind of training had the Azure Dragon Hero put them through for these young prodigies to fight like seasoned veterans?

"...Don't think this is over yet. I'll just have to pay a great price to make up for my oversight."

CRUNCH!

The Second Shroud ate another Demonic Spirit Pill. Swallowing one required ten days of recuperation, and swallowing two meant teetering on the brink of death in terrible agony. Still, he did not hesitate.

CRUNCH!

He ate a third Demonic Spirit Pill. This was it for him. After swallowing three pills, he could never return to being human, even if he survived.

"Kekeke..."

The Second Shroud's bloodshot pupils turned completely black, and his body began to convulse grotesquely as it morphed into something inhuman.

SHWAA...

As he transformed into a ghoul, the dark qi surrounding his body thickened and ignited like a flame. Meanwhile, the blade qi enveloping his dao was compressed into a solid, albeit slightly translucent, mass.

"Crazy...that's enhanced qi."

The trio's expressions tensed. Enhanced qi was the crystallization of qi and could only be used by masters who had reached the transcendent realm. Most importantly, it was said to be able to obliterate anything.

Of course, what the Second Shroud had created could not be called proper enhanced qi. Compared to the real deal, it was a much cruder, less refined lump of qi. What he had produced was little more than a poor imitation, achieved by forcibly compressing the overflowing inner qi in his qi center.

"...Try not to clash directly with it if you can," Yeo Min warned.

Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon nodded gravely. Given the hardness of the Black Dao and the Soul Sword, they should be able to block the enhanced qi to some extent. However, even if the weapons didn't break, it was unclear if their bodies could withstand the impact.

"Keke... Kuhahaha!"

The Second Shroud burst into a mad cackle and charged. All traces of the patient assassin were gone. Like a bloodthirsty beast, he swung his sword, poised to tear his opponents limb from limb.

KRAKOOM!

A large crater was carved into the floor where his incomplete enhanced qi swept by, and part of the White Dragon Manor collapsed. Not only that, but the wound on his side was also healing on its own. This was the effect of the Demonic Spirit Pill, which drew out all of a human's latent power in exchange for their life.

WHOOSH!

Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon scattered to the left and right, simultaneously aiming for the enemy's head and heart in an exquisite combination attack that even Baek Suryong would have approved of.

However, the Second Shroud, now a ghoul, contorted his body bizarrely to evade the attack and swung his fist at Hyonwon Kang.

CLANG!

Hyonwon Kang managed to block the blow with his Black Dao, but the force of the blow nevertheless sent him flying into a wall.

Spitting a mouthful of blood onto the floor, he struggled to his feet. Several of his bones were probably fractured, but he didn't have time to think about the pain. Seeing the ghoul aim for Wiji Cheon, he raised his blade and lunged forward once more.

I won't let you kill him!

Hyonwon Kang pushed aside his pain through sheer determination. A crimson glow formed on his Black Dao as he unleashed the Asura Blood Heaven Blade.

"Your opponent is me!" he bellowed.

Upon seeing that chilling energy, the ghoul winced and his blade slowed.

CLANG!

The White Ice Bangles seized the opportunity and knocked the blade aside, saving Wiji Cheon.

Relieved, Wiji Cheon retreated to his position in the formation, adjusted his stance, and went on the offensive. In the meantime, Yeo Min controlled the White Ice Bangles, continuously obstructing the ghoul's vision.

Throughout the fight, neither Hyonwon Kang, Yeo Min, nor Wiji Cheon made eye contact even once, so focused were they on their opponent. Nevertheless, they could read each other's thoughts.

I'll block the unavoidable attacks.

Hyonwon Kang, as a senior and the martial artist with the most outstanding external arts among the three, took on the role of defender.

Just create a small opening for me.

Wiji Cheon became one with his sword, abandoning defense for attack. The Unlimited Sword inflicted more wounds on the ghoul than any other technique.

Leave disrupting the enemy to me.

Yeo Min activated the White Ice Divine Art at full power. Gritting her teeth until they bled, she slowed and disrupted the ghoul's movements, disorienting him and throwing off his balance and aim.

Even so, it was a grueling battle.

"GRAAAARGH!" the ghoul roared in frustration. Thanks to the Demonic Spirit Pill, he felt no pain as his life energy burned and converted into an endless stream of enhanced qi.

BANG! BOOM!

The three students were completely overpowered. Regardless of how much their weapons, crafted by Wiji Yeol, allowed them to block the incomplete enhanced qi of the ghoul, and no matter how much their bodies, trained tirelessly, helped them push past their limits, this wasn't a fight any of them could handle alone.

Still, they grit their teeth and held on, all for the exact same reason.

If I fall, the other two will die!

It has often been said that surviving a life-or-death battle elevates a martial artist to a higher level.

In reality, however, such cases were extremely rare. Even if they survived, martial artists were more likely to sustain severe internal injuries or become permanently disabled after a hard-fought battle. Only the talented and well-prepared could emerge unscathed and enlightened.

Baek Suryong knew this, so he ceaselessly trained his students in order to prepare them for moments like these.

FWHOOSH!

Hyonwon Kang was the first to have a revelation. The domain of the Asura Blood Heaven Blade unfolded, dyeing the night sky a brilliant crimson.

Falling into a trance, he began a strange, erratic blade dance, moving as if he were drunk. He deflected the ghoul's sword, brushed past it lightly, and then whirled around, swinging his blade in a large arc.

SLASH!

The Black Dao sliced off the ghoul's blade arm. At the same time, Hyonwon Kang coughed up blood and dropped to one knee.

The ghoul let out a shriek of pain and attempted to crush him with its remaining hand, but was stopped by a fierce burst of frigid qi.

CRACKLE!

The ghoul's skin frosted over in the blizzard reminiscent of a North Sea snowstorm, forcing it to cloak itself in an armor of enhanced qi. Enraged, it turned its attention to Yeo Min.

"...Now," Yeo Min muttered with a pale face.

Wiji Cheon zoomed past Yeo Min like a beam of light.

SHHIIINK!

The Unlimited Sword pierced through the ghoul's enhanced qi armor, blasting off half of its torso.

THUD! CRASH!

Wiji Cheon fell to the ground, unconscious from overexertion.

The ghoul also toppled over, but despite the fatal wound, it remained tenacious to its last breath. Rather, a flicker of sentience appeared in its eyes as terminal lucidity took hold and restored the Second Shroud's mind.

"Grrrr..." The Second Shroud blinked his completely blackened eyes a few times, then muttered, "Astonishing... to think not a single one of you died."

Smiling bitterly, he stared at the young martial artists in front of him in disbelief. Nevertheless, he couldn't help but spit out one last curse.

"...But your friends and master will not be safe. You will soon be wailing at their funerals... I wonder how many of you will survive? Even those who survive will experience hell. And in the future, you will realize. You would have been luckier to be killed by me today..."

SHLICK!

Hyonwon Kang staggered over and beheaded the Second Shroud, cutting his last words off permanently.

"Bullshit. No one will die, you idiot," he mumbled.

He surveyed his surroundings. Wiji Cheon had fainted, and Yeo Min was lying on the ground, gasping for breath.

"Are you okay?" he asked her.

Yeo Min groaned, "Yeah..."

They had exhausted all their inner arts and stamina, and they didn't have the strength to lift a finger.

Hyonwon Kang fought off the temptation to collapse and fall asleep immediately. "More assassins might come. Let's get out of here for now."

Hyonwon Kang and Yeo Min carried Wiji Cheon together and prepared to leave the White Dragon Manor.

CRASH!

Suddenly, someone smashed the main gate and barged in.

Hyonwon Kang and Yeo Min flinched, thinking it was an enemy, but they soon recognized the invader as Mae Geuklyom. 

"Are you all alright?" Mae Geuklyom asked. His sword was wet with blood, as if he had just come from a fierce battle, and the martial artists of the Murim Alliance's Jiangxi Branch trailed behind him.

The students nodded blankly, relieved that help had arrived.

Mae Geuklyom examined the students' wounds, then patted his chest in relief.

"Is Mr. Baek okay...?" Hyonwon Kang asked.

Mae Geuklyom nodded. "Don't worry. That punk will be fine no matter what happens. You kids should go rest up."

Hyonwon Kang and Yeo Min's tension instantly evaporated, and they lost consciousness.

Mae Geuklyom entrusted the students to the Murim Alliance members who had come with him, then spun around. 

"From now onwards, it's the adults' turn," he growled, his pupils glowing blue with fury.


Chapter 396: Yes, Mr. Mae?

[Kill!]

The moment they received Skykiller's command, the hidden Deathshroud assassins erased their presence using the Dark Chaos Art and approached their targets.

Considered the world's best assassination art, the Dark Chaos Art was so famous that some even claimed the Dark Shadow Art of the Skyshadows, the Imperial Palace's intelligence organization, was a mere imitation.

There was something, however, that Deathshroud could never have predicted. They never imagined that their enemy knew their signature assassination art was actually derived from the Blood Cult's demonic arts. They could never have expected that, simply by imbuing the Azure Dragon Emblems with a spell to detect demonic arts, their stealthy approach would be easily detected.

How could they have foreseen that their techniques would be seen through and countered? That their guild, which had reigned as the hunters of the murim for decades, would become the prey tonight?

"How...?" the Fourth Shroud gasped, staring at the sword that had pierced his qi center in disbelief. He was confident that, aside from Skykiller , his skill in disguise was unmatched. He was certain that even if his opponent were the Azure Dragon Hero, he could deceive him completely.

How? How did this old man see through me? How did he know to stab me before I moved to attack?

Mae Geuklyom snorted, twisting his sword to aggravate the wound before pulling it out. "No matter how much you imitate a human, did you think I wouldn't be able to recognize a beast wearing a human mask?"

The old swordsman's gaze as he looked at the dying assassin was as stern as an underworld judge interrogating the recently deceased and forcing them to confess to their sins.

"So, which number butcher of Deathshroud are you?"

"......" The Fourth Shroud remained silent, still reeling from the shock of Mae Geuklyom's unexpected ambush.

SWISH!

Mae Geuklyom beheaded the assassin without hesitation.

THUD!

The severed head crashed to the floor and rolled away.

"Judging by your skill, you were probably just one of the mediocre ones. What a waste of my precious time," Mae Geuklyom complained, glancing at the wide-open eyes of the severed head contemptuously.

Sighing, he set out to find another assassin.

"Please evacuate according to the instructions!"

"All individuals in possession of weapons, please display your identification tags!"

"Anyone who does not comply will be arrested!"

The Azure Dragon Festival had ended. The Beggars' Gang, the Rogues' Guild, and the constables were actively narrowing their encirclement and sending the guests away. Also moving into action was the Murim Alliance, with the Jiangxi Branch Manager and elite alliance warriors taking the lead in hunting down the assassins.

Thanks to the martial artists' help, the festival chaos quickly stabilized and the crowd dispersed in an orderly manner.

Mae Geuklyom searched the increasingly deserted streets alone, recalling his grandson's words.

"We must take this chance to annihilate Deathshroud and instill fear in all assassins. That's the only way we can be safe from those sneaky bastards in the future. As long as the all-out war with the Blood Cult has not started, no assassins' guild will dare take on a mission involving the Azure Dragon Academy."

At first, he had disapproved of Baek Suryong's plan to set a trap in the Azure Dragon Academy, and by extension, the entire city, to lure in Deathshroud. After hearing his grandson's rationale, though, he couldn't help but see its merit.

That damn punk must have inherited his bold and fearless disposition from Yakbing.

Each time he saw glimpses of his daughter in his grandson, Mae Geuklyom was overwhelmed with both joy and longing.

Suddenly, he stopped in his tracks and tapped the hilt of his sword with his fingers.

"Come out," he said to thin air.

Five assassins emerged from the darkness and pounced on him. Despite being cornered and hunted, they remained calm in hiding, waiting for an opportunity.

VWOOM!

Mae Geuklyom felt the Azure Dragon Emblem in his pocket vibrate.

It was the oldest Azure Dragon Emblem in the academy. When his grandson cast sorcery on it and returned it to him, he had instantly realized what it was he must do.


"I will lure Skykiller."



Mae Geuklyom understood his value as a relative of the Azure Dragon Hero. From the assassins' perspective, he was a higher-priority target than even Baek Suryong's students. Therefore, he volunteered to be the bait.


"If there's a role that requires risking one's life, this old man should be the one to do it."

"But Grandpa..."



Mae Geuklyom had patted his grandson's shoulder, telling him not to worry.


"Enough, Suryong. My sword is sharper than you think."



Now, he was backing up those words.

WHISH! SWISH! SWOOSH!

His swordsmanship, honed over a lifetime, beautifully adorned the night sky. When the blurry trajectories left afterimages and disappeared, only the severed arms, legs, and necks of the assassins were left behind.

Compared to the old swordsman's lifetime of effort and dedication, the assassins' techniques, designed only to kill, were nothing more than crude knife work.

He strode toward the only surviving assassin, who immediately flinched and tried to flee.

"Why are you running? My head is still attached to my neck. Come and cut it as you please."

"......"

"Fine. If you won't come to me, then I'll go to you."

The Sword Addict, Mae Geuklyom, was a swordmaster whom even Baek Suryong respected. The moment he lightly stepped on the ground, he transformed into a gust of wind, surging toward the assassin with refined elegance despite his swift and violent execution.

VWOOM!

The moment he cut down the last assassin, however, a new one shot out from the darkness. At the same time, hidden weapons, arrows, and wire nets flew at him from all directions.

Mae Geuklyom clicked his tongue disdainfully. "Too messy."

Activating his sword qi, he knocked the projectiles aside and slit the assassin's neck.

Just like that, he slashed, and slashed again.

How many of these bugs are there? I've already cut down twenty... no, thirty assassins?

The Deathshroud assassins kept coming as if their numbers were infinite.

Generally, Deathshroud was considered an elite organization with approximately thirty members. However, that number only referred to those who had been given a 'number.' In truth, including trainees and brainwashed zombies, Deathshroud had well over a hundred members.

"Hey... I've only been seeing you small fry for a while. Where is that Skykiller bastard hiding?"

Mae Geuklyom chased the fleeing assassins, but as he ran, he noticed they were leading him to increasingly deserted places. He realized instantly that they were luring him into a trap, but he didn't care.

Anything's fine as long as the kids are safe.

As long as the assassins' attention remained focused on him, the students would be safe, and it would be easier for Baek Suryong to locate Skykiller.

Suddenly, Mae Geuklyom skidded to a halt. A man in black with an intense aura was standing before him, blocking his path.

"I'm speechless," the man said, shaking his head.

Mae Geuklyom steadied his breathing and pointed his sword at the man. Although he was exhausted from fighting dozens of assassins, his sword did not waver in the slightest.

"Are you the head of those butchers? The one called Skykiller?" he demanded.

The First Shroud, or rather, the Ninth Elder of the Blood Cult, glanced at the dismembered corpses scattered around Mae Geuklyom and sighed. "If I were, I wouldn't have handled things this way. This is not the sight I wanted to see when I entrusted this job to them..."

"So you're saying you're not Skykiller?" Mae Geuklyom interjected.

The Ninth Elder smirked faintly. "What does that matter? Even if I'm not Skykiller, your fate won't change."

VWOOOOM!

A formidable demonic qi wrapped around the Ninth Elder's arms.

Mae Geuklyom narrowed his eyes. The Azure Dragon Emblem in his pocket vibrated more fiercely than ever before, as if warning him of the impending danger.

"Since you killed so many of the assassins I painstakingly raised, isn't it only fair that we take your life to balance things out?"

"I'm disappointed. How many times has it been today? Yet another beast imitates human speech. I'll have to cut off your head and throw it to that fiend, Skykiller."

The war of words did not last long. After all, the only reason the two men were even conversing was to buy time to assess their opponent's skill.

The two masters locked gazes.

RUMBLE!

With a mighty stomp, a crater appeared on the ground beneath the Ninth Elder, and a shockwave surged toward Mae Geuklyom like a tsunami.

At the same time, Mae Geuklyom shot toward the Ninth Elder like a cannonball, swinging his sword to cleave the bastard in two.

CLAAANG!

The Ninth Elder blocked Mae Geuklyom's sword with his demonic qi-clad arms.

"Keuk..."

For the first time, Mae Geuklyom withdrew without cutting anything. A look of dismay flashed across his face, and a faint trace of blood appeared at the corner of his lips. He had suffered an internal injury from the recoil.

The Ninth Elder, on the other hand, was ecstatic. "Where's the old man who was acting so high and mighty now?" he taunted.

Although he was the weakest of the Blood Cult elders, he was still a supreme master. Unleashing his palm technique with both hands, he one-sidedly overwhelmed Mae Geuklyom.

KWAKWAKWAKWANG!

Mae Geuklyom fought valiantly, displaying skills beyond his level. He avoided direct clashes, deflecting attacks and looking for openings. His sharp sword qi almost pierced the Ninth Elder's armor and reached him several times.

PABABABANG!

Unfortunately, the disparity in their inner qi reserves was insurmountable. The Ninth Elder easily deflected Mae Geuklyom's sword with his explosive palm technique, altering its trajectory slightly limited the effectiveness of the old man's strikes.

BOOM!

Ultimately, Mae Geuklyom was sent flying by a palm strike. Tumbling to the ground, he coughed violently. His white beard, which he was always so proud of, was now stained red.

"Ugh!"

Nevertheless, Mae Geuklyom did not yield. Using his sword as a cane, he staggered to his feet.

"Kukuku!" The Ninth Elder of the Blood Cult approached Mae Geuklyom, laughing villainously. He needed someone to vent his anger on right now, and the Azure Dragon Hero's grandfather was the perfect candidate. "Did you think you were one of the Ten Supremes? You're way past your prime, old man."

"Past my prime... huh?" Mae Geuklyom gasped.

He couldn't deny the Ninth Elder's words. No matter how hard he trained, his stamina and muscles had declined compared to his younger days. Only his spirit was stronger than ever.

"Hoo..." The old swordsman straightened his back, held his sword steady, and pointed it at the enemy.

So what if he's right? I'll just replace the muscles and stamina I lost with experience and resolve.

"Though I may have grown old and weak," he said firmly, "I am not so pathetic that I would allow trash beneath even a dog to look down on me."

"How dare you...? Fine. Blame yourself for acting beyond your station." Enraged, the Ninth Elder glared at Mae Geuklyom in disgust and charged forward, amping up the demonic qi wrapped around his arms.

Mae Geuklyom opened his eyes wide and focused all his senses on the enemy.

Landing one strike is all I can manage. Just one hit!

If he abandoned his defense entirely, he might be able to cut through the Ninth Elder's armor. Even if he couldn't kill the Ninth Elder, he was determined to at least take one of his arms.

Suryong, you must not move yet.

His opponent wasn't Skykiller. In other words, the real threat to the Azure Dragon Academy was still lurking out there somewhere.

Therefore, Mae Geuklyom hoped that Baek Suryong would resist the urge to reveal himself.

I will cut this one down, so you go and catch Skykiller.

He wasn't afraid of death. He was just regretful that he couldn't spend a little more time with the grandson he had met so late.

"I'm going to go meet you now, Yakbing..."

"She said to tell you not to come yet, though?" a voice cut in.

WHOOSH!

Rushing in like a sudden gust of wind, someone attacked the Ninth Elder.

CLANG CLANG CLANG!

Caught off guard by the sudden ambush, the Ninth Elder was knocked backwards. Within the rising windstorm, hidden sword strikes lurked, each one powerful enough that he could not ignore them.

"Dammit! What now?"

Mae Geuklyom looked at the familiar back of the man in front of him. How many times had he stared at this back as he chased this punk thirty years ago? He was a talented boy who had surpassed many expectations, even reaching the semifinals of the Heavenly Martial Festival's Dragon and Phoenix Tournament.

"...Muheun?" he whispered.

The boy, now a middle-aged man, turned to look at him and grinned.


"Yes, Mr. Mae?"



"Yes, Father-in-law?"

Right. This was the very smile that had charmed his daughter.

"You worthless scoundrel..."

"I came all this way to help, so why are you being like this again?" Baek Muheun protested loudly.

Mae Geuklyom snorted and stepped forward. "Just don't get in my way."

Though he said that, he had no choice but to admit that the former number one delinquent of the Azure Dragon Academy had now become a man he could entrust his back to.


Chapter 397: Back Then...

The Ninth Elder had no difficulty recognizing the face of the man who had suddenly intruded on the fight. It was a face hard to forget once you had seen his portrait, and he had also made sure to memorize it in case it proved helpful in eliminating the Azure Dragon Hero.

"You are... the Handsome Prince, Baek Muheun? How are you here?"

Baek Muheun sighed deeply. "I really wish people would stop calling me by that alias. Have you ever thought how embarrassing it is to be called a prince at nearly fifty?"

The Ninth Elder snorted. He had no intention of complying with Baek Muheun's request. His eyes glinted cunningly as they darted between him and Mae Geuklyom, who was suffering from severe internal injuries.

"...The Sword Addict and the Handsome Prince appearing before me at the same time. Is today my lucky day or what?" he chuckled.

Secretly, however, he extended his senses and quickly checked if there were any other martial artists around. Fortunately, he couldn't sense any other presences.

There are no other reinforcements.

He smirked maliciously. Mae Geuklyom's internal injuries were grievous. Even if the old man could gather the strength to swing his sword again, it would be nowhere near as threatening as before. The Handsome Prince's martial arts were also vastly inferior to Mae Geuklyom's. He wasn't a threat at all. 

Still, the two swords on Baek Muheun's waist did bother him slightly.

Did the Handsome Prince learn dual swordsmanship? This wasn't in our information.

The Ninth Elder narrowed his eyes for a moment, but soon concluded that it wasn't particularly concerning. Although Baek Muheun was stronger than the report mentioned, if the intensity of his initial attack was anything to go by, it was nothing he had to worry about. The man had only enjoyed the advantage of a surprise attack and had failed to put a single scratch on his skin.

Losing so many of our assassins sucks, but I'll be able to make up for it by killing these two.

He grinned evilly. "I wonder what expression the Azure Dragon Hero will make when I show him your heads. No, it might be better to kill one and take the other back alive."

Mae Geuklyom's eyes flashed with wrath. "Preposterous. The only head that will fall to the ground here is yours."

The old swordsman raised his sword again. His body was exhausted and his internal injuries were severe, but his sword remained unwavering and firm.

He sent a telepathic message to his son-in-law behind him. [I will face him head-on and draw his attention. You wait for an opening to deliver a critical blow.]

[Will you be alright, Father-in-law? How about you let me take the lead...]

[Shut up! Just do as I say!] Mae Geuklyom snapped, then rushed into battle as if he didn't want to argue anymore.

"Good grief, so stubborn..." Baek Muheun sighed softly. Nevertheless, he dashed forward, matching his pace with Mae Geuklyom's.

The Ninth Elder sneered, "Hmph! Senile old fool! It seems you still haven't come to your senses."

He swung his demonic qi-wrapped arms in succession, sending waves of powerful palm techniques surging towards the pair.

"Hah...!" Mae Geuklyom grunted with effort, concentrating intently on every swing of his sword. He avoided most of his opponent's attacks, deflected them, and counterattacked. In the process, his beard and the front of his robe were completely stained red, but he didn't care.

He simply swung his sword over and over again, without even thinking of wiping away the flowing blood.

"...I'll admit, your desperate struggle is quite something, damn geezer."

Still reeling from the fear of having his defenses pierced by Mae Geuklyom's sharp sword, the Ninth Elder kept his distance, making full use of his overwhelming inner arts advantage by using only long-range attacks. This also gave him the leisure to take on the two swordsmen at the same time.

Swords and palms collided fiercely. Although the sharpness of Mae Geuklyom's attacks had decreased a lot, once in a while, the old swordmaster mixed in a truly powerful strike, making the Ninth Elder's blood run cold and keeping him on his toes.

Furthermore, it seemed that Baek Muheun's initial surprise attack was no fluke after all, as his coordination with Mae Geuklyom was utterly flawless.

In the end, Mae Geuklyom, with Baek Muheun's help, broke through the Ninth Elder's palm waves and closed the distance, disregarding all attempts at defending to attack with all his might.

Baek Muheun immediately panicked. "Father-in-law!"

CHWAAK!

Fortunately, after evading an attack so narrowly that Baek Muheun nearly freaked out, Mae Geuklyom finally managed to wound the Ninth Elder's palm.

"Crazy geezer...!" the Ninth Elder swore as he hastily pulled back his bleeding right hand.

He had not only suffered a loss, however. In exchange for enduring a cut to his hand, Mae Geuklyom's torso was now wide open.

The Ninth Elder's eyes shone viciously, and he clenched his uninjured left hand into a fist. "Stop struggling and fucking die!"

WHOOOOOSH!

A single fist containing enough internal qi to turn a boulder into dust flew straight at Mae Geuklyom's exposed heart.

Mae Geuklyom grinned triumphantly, as if this was part of his plan all along. He sent a telepathic message to Baek Muheun. [Wait.]

The opening that the Ninth Elder was exploiting was, in fact, bait. The moment that fist touched his chest, he planned to drop his sword and grab the fiend's arm with both hands.

Baek Muheun. If you are still the boy I knew, you will surely grasp my intention.

In his current condition, there was no way he could hold back the Ninth Elder for long, so he decided to trust in his partner. If it was Baek Muheun, that boy would definitely be able to seize that moment and behead the enemy.

If I can drag a Blood Cult master along with me to hell, it's a pretty good deal.

Mae Geuklyom looked at the fist that had almost reached his chest and calculated the moment to let go of his sword.

[Now...!]

A strong hand tugged at the nape of his neck.

WHOOSH!

To Mae Geuklyom's shock, Baek Muheun completely betrayed his expectations. Instead of striking at the moment he took the enemy's attack, he grabbed his father-in-law's collar and pulled him away.

At the same time, the Ninth Elder also leaped back, a shiver running down his spine as it hit him that Mae Geuklyom had been trying to commit double suicide with him.

"You fool! What is this!" Mae Geuklyom roared, grabbing his son-in-law's collar and shaking him.

Baek Muheun shrugged. "I didn't listen to you when I was a student, so why would I listen meekly now?"

"Have you lost your mind?! That was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to kill a demonic master!"

Mae Geuklyom was so furious that his hair billowed wildly from his intense aura. He was injured, exhausted, and didn't know how many more times he could swing his sword. The only path to victory he could conceive was to sacrifice himself to create an opportunity for Baek Muheun.

"You threw that opportunity away...!"

"Father-in-law!" Baek Muheun interjected firmly, his voice low yet powerful. He fully understood why Mae Geuklyom was so angry, but that didn't mean he agreed with the old man's methods. "I know you're worried I'll die too, after Yakbing."

"Nonsense...!" Mae Geuklyom spat, but the tremor in his voice betrayed his true feelings.

Baek Muheun was right. He did not want to lose his son-in-law after his daughter. If someone had to die, it had to be him.

He sighed exasperatedly, "...That man is no mere assassin, but a high-ranking Blood Cultist. He's not an opponent that can be defeated without sacrifice."

"I know. He's probably an elder. Suryong told me that one of the elders of the Blood Cult is always assigned to manage Deathshroud. He said since it was a massively annoying chore, no one wants to do it, so they usually give the position to the weakest elder..."

"How does that rascal know such a thing?"

"He's a child with many secrets, isn't he?" Baek Muheun smirked faintly, brushing the shocking revelation off as if it were no big deal.

"......" The Ninth Elder's killing intent surged, perhaps because he heard the words 'annoying chore' and 'weakest', but no one paid him any notice.

Baek Muheun continued conversing casually with Mae Geuklyom.

"Anyway, you should know that Suryong sent me here to back you up, right?"

"...Stop beating around the bush and get to the point."

Baek Muheun grinned confidently. "Do you think my son would do such a thing if he thought I couldn't beat this guy?"

Mae Geuklyom remembered this smile. He had seen it many times long ago.

"Have you forgotten, Father-in-law? I am Baek Muheun."


"Have you forgotten, Mr. Mae? I am Baek Muheun."



Am I seeing things because I lost too much blood?

Again, the face of the past Baek Muheun overlapped with the present.

He recalled his first meeting with the scoundrel. Back then, he had detained an irritatingly haughty boy after he caused a big commotion at the entrance ceremony.


"Greetings, Mr. Mae Geuklyom. I'm Baek Muheun, a freshman. I heard that your swordsmanship is the most outstanding in the Azure Dragon Academy."

"...So?"

"Would it be possible for you to teach me?"



At first, he hadn't particularly liked Baek Muheun's smug expression and lackadaisical attitude, because he knew that most such students were all talk and no substance.


"Of course. Come find me after class tomorrow."

"Thank you!"



Thinking the punk would give up on his own after a few days of harsh training, he had readily agreed to give him supplementary classes.

Contrary to his attitude, however, Baek Muheun turned out to be more serious about martial arts than any other child. Furthermore, he was dazzlingly talented, and in his third year, he miraculously became the dark horse of the Heavenly Martial Festival's Dragon and Phoenix Tournament by reaching the semifinals.

Of course, separate from that...


"Baek Muheun! You again!"

"Mr. Mae's here! Run!"

"You rascal! Surrender at once and accept your punishment!"

"This is so unfair! I even wore a mask and changed my voice! Why do you always assume any troublemaker is Baek Muheun?!"

"The very fact that you're saying such a thing is proof that you are Baek Muheun!"



Baek Muheun was a real problem child who truly deserved the title of number one delinquent.

I didn't really dislike the brat, though.

"Father-in-law?"

"......" Mae Geuklyom sighed softly and forced himself out of his reminiscence. The Baek Muheun in front of him was no longer a teenage boy. He was a middle-aged man in his prime who had every right to be concerned about a tired old geezer.

Baek Muheun insisted firmly, "Please rest for a moment."

"...Alright." Mae Geuklyom loosened his grip on his son-in-law's collar. "If you dare die in front of me, I'll go to hell and kill you a second time."

Baek Muheun rolled his eyes in disbelief. Is that supposed to be a threat or encouragement?

Regardless, he stepped forward with his characteristic leisurely swagger.

"You're going to face me alone?" Livid at being ignored, the Ninth Elder glowered at Baek Muheun and released even more power, shrouding his body in a demonic qi armor. "After I chop your limbs off, I will drag you before the Azure Dragon Hero and make you beg for your life!"

He was a proud elder of the Blood Cult, yet his opponent had insulted him even while knowing that fact.

He glanced at the second sword at Baek Muheun's waist, his eyes glowing crimson. "Draw that too. You won't have a chance to do so again."

Baek Muheun smirked and shook his head. "Nah, I'm not used to this one yet. I'll draw it only if I need to."

The Ninth Elder finally blew a fuse from his opponent's constant cocky attitude. "You son of a bitch!" he roared, charging forward like an unstoppable typhoon.

However, Baek Muheun rode those violent winds as if they were a gentle breeze.

"Whoopsie!" he giggled, evading the charge with a simple sidestep.

The Ninth Elder launched into a rapid flurry of palm and fist techniques, but all of his blows were blocked and parried with minimal movement, as if Baek Muheun could read his thoughts.

No matter how hard he attacked, he couldn't touch the slippery eel. Frustrated, he felt as if he were meaninglessly stretching his hands to catch a leaf fluttering in a turbulent wind... no, it was as if the martial artist named Baek Muheun was the wind itself.

"Whew..." Mae Geuklyom gaped in shock.

The details of the Heavenly Martial Festival from thirty-odd years ago finally came back to him. He recalled the reason why Baek Muheun had defeated students who were said to be stronger than himself over and over again.

No matter who his opponent is, he's a genius who always commands the flow of battle.

Thirty years ago, Baek Muheun's unique talent had taken even the renowned masters of the murim by storm.

If this scoundrel hadn't turned his back on the jianghu and eloped with my daughter...

Mae Geuklyom briefly imagined the wave that boy could have caused.

CRACK...

Suddenly, a crack appeared on Baek Muheun's sword. Even though he was optimizing his counters as much as possible, ultimately, it was just an ordinary sword.

Baek Muheun glanced at his old sword. "Sigh, what a pity. I've used this sword for a long time..."

The Ninth Elder, on the other hand, was ecstatic. Even if Baek Muheun deflected all his attacks with his strange footwork and swordplay, he had the overwhelming advantage of sheer power.

Victory is mine!

"Did you think such a petty trick would work forever? I'll tear you to shreds and kill you!" he bellowed.

Baek Muheun sighed heavily. "I was trying to win without using it... Damn it, I really wanted to boast to my son..."

He abandoned his lingering attachment to the old sword. Tossing it aside, he drew the spare sword at his waist.

SHING!

He had never learned a dual sword technique, contrary to what the Ninth Elder had assumed. His son had just lent him a spare sword.

Glancing at the Divine Azure Dragon Sword, he said politely, "Please take good care of me."

[Of course. I will lend you as much strength as you need.]

A divine energy flowed from the sword, weakening the Ninth Elder's demonic qi.

"What...?!"

Everything happened in an instant.

Baek Muheun unleashed his unique martial art, the Revolving Tempest Sword. Glowing with clear blue qi, the Divine Azure Dragon Sword appeared to multiply dozens of times as it danced around the Ninth Elder's wild attacks and plunged into the eye of the storm.

CHWACHWACHWACHWACHWA!

To the Ninth Elder's shock and dismay, dozens of strands of sword qi unraveled like threads and shredded his qi armor, then lashed him all over and cut his skin apart, transforming him into a bloodied mess in the blink of an eye.

No, this isn't sword qi! No sword qi this thin can pierce my demonic qi armor!

"Keuaaaaaak! You... Enhanced qi...!" A cry of horror burst from the Ninth Elder's mouth. Although still faint and thin, it was clearly enhanced qi.

Losing his cool, he swung his palms around wildly, but Baek Muheun avoided all of it and completely shredded the Ninth Elder's protective enhanced qi.

If that wasn't bad enough, Mae Geuklyom suddenly chimed in, "I think I've rested enough. I'll lend you a hand now."

Having recovered his stamina, the old swordmaster rejoined the battlefield, killing intent practically spilling out from his eyes.

The fight after that was one-sided.

"S-Stop...!" the Ninth Elder shrieked, his face now colored with fear and despair. 

Unfortunately for him, the moment the Revolving Tempest Sword destroyed his qi armor, the outcome was decided.

PUUK!

Mae Geuklyom's full-powered single sword strike pierced his heart.

CHWAAAAK!

At the same time, the Divine Azure Dragon Sword sliced through his neck.

THUD! SQUELCH!

The Ninth Elder's head fell onto the ground, rolled over, and came to rest at Baek Muheun's feet.

Mae Geuklyom and Baek Muheun gasped for air, their breathing ragged. The last part of the battle had seemed easy, but in truth, neither of them was in good condition.

"Huff, huff... so this is why everyone risks their lives to get a good sword. Are you okay, Father-in-law?"

"...Don't talk to me." Mae Geuklyom lay down on the floor. He literally didn't have the strength to move anymore.

"Let me see your wounds." Baek Muheun approached and examined him. He skillfully applied a medicinal salve to stop the bleeding and wrapped bandages on his wounds.

Mae Geuklyom furrowed his brows. The way he treats wounds... why does it seem so familiar?

"I've done as much first aid as I can... Can you walk?" Baek Muheun asked.

"...Not yet, give me some time..."

"I understand. Just this once, I'll carry you."

Baek Muheun forcibly piggybacked his reluctant father-in-law. He had thought the old man would be heavy as he had a muscular build, but he was much lighter than he thought.

"Shall I get you some energy restoratives?"

"...Shut up." Perhaps embarrassed to be carried by his son-in-law, Mae Geuklyom changed the subject. "Looking back now, it's a pity."

"What is?"

"The Dragon and Phoenix Tournament you participated in. If you hadn't withdrawn halfway, you would have surely won."

"Why are you talking about something from so long ago...?" Baek Muheun shook his head, and then suddenly smirked mischievously. "Father-in-law. I'll only say this once, so... actually, no, it's nothing. Forget it."

"Don't leave me hanging, you bastard!"

"Can you promise me you won't get angry?"

"What crime did you commit back then that I don't know of?" Mae Geuklyom sighed. "It's been so many years, I doubt even I can get angry about it now."

Baek Muheun confessed a secret he had kept for thirty years, "The real reason I withdrew from the semifinals of the Dragon and Phoenix Tournament... was because I had a massive hangover that caused a stomachache."

"...YOU WORTHLESS SCOUNDREL!"

"Keuk! Father-in-law! Don't choke me! Ugh, how can a dying old man be so strong...!"

On their way back to safety, a single large shadow projected on the wall stumbled as though intoxicated.
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Chapter 398: I Am This Kind Of Person

Securing a table at the Scarlet Flower Restaurant was notoriously difficult. Landing a reservation on the top floor, which overlooked the entire city, required more than just wealth. Significant connections and power were also required.

Nevertheless, in this gilded tower, which offered a view of the city worthy of its price, Jin Euihyeop—no, Skykiller—leaned against the railing, raising a jade cup to his lips.

"It's beautiful, isn't it?"

Skykiller gazed at the lights coloring the city's night sky approvingly. Gently glowing sky lanterns drifted about, swaying in the wind. Some even floated toward him, giving him a glimpse of children's wishes written in squiggly handwriting and adults' prayers for health and prosperity.

WHOOSH!

A few lanterns caught in the wind flew toward the tower, but with a gentle wave of his hand, he sent them back outside.

"They say this is the first time in ten years that so many sky lanterns have risen over the city. Tonight will surely become an unforgettable memory for many people."

There was no answer, but Skykiller didn't mind. He was quite accustomed to talking to himself.

"To think that the last thing you see alive is a sight like this... Well, I guess you were rather fortunate, weren't you?"

Skykiller glanced down at a certain spot on the floor, where the nameless rich man who had originally booked this place lay dead, his eyes wide open. There were no traces of blood or signs of an attack on the man's body, but his terror-stricken expression revealed the agony he had endured in his final moments.

"A day like this calls for music."

Skykiller picked up a pipa[1] resting against the railing and began to play.

A clear, beautiful melody spread through the night air, and the liquor in the cup on the railing rippled gently to the tune.

As the night deepened, the city lights went out one by one, and so too did the lives of the assassins scattered throughout the city.

Even with his eyes closed, Skykiller could feel the sorcery he had engraved on the assassins activating in succession.

"In the end, it seems no one managed to escape the enemy's net."

He wasn't disappointed. On the contrary, he felt a small thrill sensing the assassins' desperate struggles and their lives extinguishing at the end.

Skykiller loved seeing humans struggle to hold onto life, even if just for a moment longer. Unable to find anything more beautiful, he had become an assassin.

SRRRK.

He kept his eyes closed, focusing on his pipa performance, until suddenly, a shadow emerged from the darkness.

"The First Shroud has fallen," a messenger reported impassively, as he had been trained to do.

Still, Skykiller's keen senses picked up on the messenger's emotional turmoil. He put down the pipa and opened his eyes.

"Even the First Shroud is dead... How surprising."

The First Shroud was a useful man who took care of all sorts of troublesome tasks for him. Unfortunately, since he was also a Blood Cult elder, he wasn't permitted to use sorcery on him. He could only learn of the First Shroud's fate through more traditional means.

"Did Mr. Baek Suryong kill him?"

"No, we've confirmed that he fell victim to a joint attack by the Sword Addict Mae Geuklyom and the Handsome Prince Baek Muheun. Unfortunately, we couldn't approach them to find out more. They seem to have a way of detecting our presence. If not for that, we assassins of Deathshroud..." The messenger hesitated, letting his voice trail off.

Smiling, Skykiller finished the sentence his subordinate couldn't bring himself to say, "...Wouldn't have been killed off without eliminating a single target? For once, the famed assassins of Deathshroud, said to be the best in the world, failed spectacularly!"

"...Yes."

This night would go down in Deathshroud's history as its greatest failure and worst humiliation.

However, Skykiller wasn't interested in such things. The only thing he cared about at that moment was one person.

"How truly remarkable, Mr. Baek Suryong! To think you laid such a deadly trap..."

"......"

"Can't you feel his obsession? That arrogant, selfish obsession to protect what's precious to him at all costs, to not lose a single thing!"

The kneeling messenger shuddered and lowered his head to hide his surging fear.

What a madman.

That was the only word he could think of while looking into Skykiller's eyes. Still, he had to finish his report.

"...While you were waiting, Skykiller, most of the assassins on the mission were killed," he said.

"I know. I intended for this to happen to some extent."

"......"

"More died than I expected, but it's not a problem. This might even be for the best."

"......"

"Are you always this quiet? Well, it doesn't matter. Assassins are generally like that."

Skykiller looked at the assassin kneeling before him.

What was this guy's number again? Sixteen? Seventeen?

After thinking about it for a moment, he decided it was too much trouble to recall the number of a man who was going to die soon. He simply continued rambling, as if talking to himself.

"Listen. Mr. Baek Suryong is a truly amazing person. I've been watching him constantly since the semester began. He always seemed so busy that I never had a chance to talk to him, but I did manage to chat with him a bit during the Azure Games."

Skykiller prattled on cheerfully, as if he were still Jin Euihyeop.

"During the cavalry battle, I was so flustered when Mr. Ak Yeonho kicked off the ground and flew above me... Hmm?"

Suddenly, Skykiller's expression darkened, and he furrowed his brow slightly.

"Well, now. It seems you have a tail."

Skykiller gazed toward the door, and the kneeling assassin shot to his feet in a panic.

"That can't be..."

Skykiller snorted. He could sense martial artists approaching outside the door. Although they were trying their best to suppress their presences, it was impossible to deceive his senses.

"It appears that they are indeed in possession of something that can discern our presence. Martial arts? Sorcery? Drugs? It must be one of those..." Skykiller tilted his head and smirked. "Well, I'll find out if I ask them directly."

He picked up the pipa he had set aside and lightly plucked a string.

JIIIING!

A clear note echoed through the top floor of the restaurant.

"Keoheok..." Coughing, the messenger crumpled to the ground, bleeding from the ears.

Skykiller smiled faintly. "Since things have come to this, I suppose I should get moving. I wonder what appearance I should use to surprise Mr. Baek?"

"W-Why me...?" The messenger stared at Skykiller in disbelief.

Why is he trying to kill me? Is it because I led a tail here? No, even if that's true, don't we need every bit of strength we can muster to deal with martial artists swarming outside?

Skykiller's answer was something he could never have imagined.

"You didn't make for a very good conversation partner, did you?"

"You crazy...!"

KWAAANG!

The door splintered, and the ceiling collapsed as dozens of martial artists stormed into the private dining area.

"Drop your weapons and surrender!"

"Everyone, be careful of hidden weapons and poison!"

Elite martial artists from the Murim Alliance, the Beggars' Gang, and the Constabulary rushed in together, bracing themselves against an attack by assassins. Unfortunately, they were a step too late.

"...Where's the assassin?"

All that remained were the corpses of the rich man, whose eyes were wide open, the messenger, who had died bleeding from his ears, and a lone, abandoned pipa with a broken string.
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CRACK!

An assassin's neck was twisted at an impossible angle, but it was only after his limbs went limp that Noh Goonsang tossed the corpse aside. 

"Are you hurt anywhere, Mr. Kwak?"

"...I-I'm fine," Kwak Duyong stammered, nodding as he swallowed dryly. 

He looked around with a grim expression. Three assassins, their limbs twisted and necks broken, were sprawled on the ground. It was all Noh Goonsang's handiwork.

"What's happening...? Why would an assassin suddenly..."

An assassin had just appeared out of nowhere and attacked him. If Noh Goonsang hadn't arrived in time to help, he would have been in deep shit.

Noh Goonsang replied calmly, "The assassins of Deathshroud are targeting the Azure Dragon Academy."

Kwak Duyong eyes widened. "D-Deathshroud, you say?"

How could he not recognize the world's most famous assassins' guild? Nevertheless, he couldn't fathom why Deathshroud would suddenly target the Azure Dragon Academy.

"Why on earth would Deathshroud target us?" he asked.

Noh Goonsang sighed, "Follow me for now. I'll explain the details as we go."

"I-I understand."

Kwak Duyong was bewildered, but he obediently followed Noh Goonsang.

The scenes he witnessed next were unforgettable.

Worried, he fully extended his senses to search for assassins, but instead detected violent clashes erupting throughout the Azure Dragon Academy.

RRRRRUMBLE!

Lightning even struck one side of the academy.

Kwak Duyong's jaw dropped as he beheld the celestial display of wrath.

On the other hand, Noh Goonsang nodded in relief. "I suppose this means we don't have to worry about Mr. Namgung Su over there. Let's head this way."

"What in the world is going on!?"

Noh Goonsang briefly explained the current situation. "It seems that the Blood Cult commissioned Deathshroud to eliminate Baek Suryong. Consequently, a considerable number of assassins infiltrated the academy and the city. In fact, one assassin even disguised himself as an Azure Dragon Academy instructor."

"Who was it?"

"Jin Euihyeop."

Kwak Duyong's eyes widened in absolute horror. "M-Mr. Jin Euihyeop was an assassin? Since when?"

"We're not entirely sure, but at the very least, the 'Jin Euihyeop' who participated in the Azure Games yesterday was a fake."

"I-I drank with him without even knowing..."

Kwak Duyong shuddered, feeling a terrible chill run down his spine. He had drunk himself into a stupor the night before, unaware that the person next to him was an assassin!

Noh Goonsang patted his shoulder reassuringly. "Don't be too hard on yourself. No one knew he was an assassin until he disappeared."

"Then the real Mr. Jin Euihyeop is..."

"Dead, probably. Perhaps for a much longer time than we guessed."

A heavy silence ensued.

Kwak Duyong trembled with shock and dismay. Everything was crumbling down all at once. There was the news of Deathshroud's attack, the death of his good friend Jin Euihyeop, and the fact that he had been on good terms with an assassin until yesterday.

Noh Goonsang looked at him sympathetically. "I'm sorry for not telling you sooner. In Mr. Baek Suryong's defense, he couldn't trust anyone except for a select few."

"...So I wasn't included in those few trustworthy people."

"Don't be too upset. We plan to use this opportunity to rid the world of Deathshroud. A perimeter has already been set up to root out the assassins."

Kwak Duyong swallowed dryly and asked, "What about the students?"

"The other instructors are protecting them. We're heading that way now, too..." Noh Goonsang hesitated. Kwak Duyong's mental state didn't seem normal. He was in no condition to fight assassins. "If it's too much for you, would you rather seek refuge with the Murim Alliance?"

"I..."

An assassin leaped from the darkness, lunging for Noh Goonsang. 

CRACK! SWISH!

As if expecting the attack, Noh Goonsang caught and twisted the man's wrist. At the same time, Kwak Duyong's blade sliced cleanly through the assassin's neck.

THUNK!

The assassin's head rolled across the ground.

Noh Goonsang stared at Kwak Duyong in surprise. "...You?"

Kwak Duyong gritted his teeth. His body was still trembling, but he kept his gaze firm as he declared, "I-I'm also an Azure Dragon Academy instructor. I can't just stand by while the students are in danger!"

"That's an admirable mindset. I'm seeing you in a new light."

"A person's true nature comes out in a crisis. I, Kwak Duyong, am this kind of person."

"Hoho! Is that so?" Noh Goonsang chuckled. Normally, he would have teased Kwak Duyong for his cringey boast, but now was not the time to dwell on such paltry matters.

Who knows how many more assassins are lurking around the corner?

"Follow me. Don't let your guard down, as there might still be assassins left in the academy."

"Understood."

Working alongside Noh Goonsang, Kwak Duyong helped calm the startled students and root out any remaining assassins.

Suddenly, Kwak Duyong asked casually, as if in passing, "...By the way, where is Mr. Baek Suryong?"



Footnotes:

[1] Pipa: A Chinese musical instrument kind of like a lute.


Chapter 399: But Not Tonight

"Mr. Baek, huh?" Noh Goonsang muttered just as indifferently, his gaze sweeping steadily across the academy grounds.

Kwak Duyong scanned their surroundings with wary eyes before answering, "Yes. The academy is in complete chaos, yet Baek Suryong is nowhere to be found. It's strange."

The question seemed natural enough that Noh Goonsang replied honestly, "I don't know the specifics, but he's probably somewhere out there hunting for Skykiller."

"Skykiller...?"

"Deathshroud's finest assassin. Countless peerless masters have fallen to his blade. In the world of assassins, Skykiller is an absolute legend."

Kwak Duyong gulped at the mention of an assassin capable of killing peerless masters, tension creeping across his face.

Noh Goonsang noticed his anxiety and smiled reassuringly. "Don't worry. Skykiller won't target us directly."

"H-How can you be so certain?"

"Well... could you hand me that lamp?"

Noh Goonsang accepted the lamp from Kwak Duyong and lit it with his tinderbox.

FWOOSH!

Flame burst to life, casting faint illumination through the building's interior. The two men stood amid their search of the club buildings, rooting out any hidden assassins while seeking out students who hadn't yet evacuated to safety.

"Stay alert. An assassin could strike from anywhere."

"Y-Yes, sir..." Kwak Duyong stammered nervously.

Although torches flickered intermittently on the outside of the building, the narrow interior remained pitch-black, making any surprise attack nearly impossible to counter.

"Try not to be too tense, Mr. Kwak."

"I-I'm not tense."

Noh Goonsang continued his earlier story, seemingly to ease Kwak Duyong's nerves. "Skykiller possesses immense pride. He's also a madman who considers himself an artist, so he won't involve himself in anything that fails to interest him."

"You mean..."

"Exactly. Cannon fodder like us are beneath Skykiller's notice. You could say we're not even worth killing."

"He's still just an assassin..." Kwak Duyong muttered with displeasure, though his fearful glances around the room betrayed his true feelings.

Noh Goonsang chuckled gently. "Isn't his arrogance fortunate for us? He's likely targeting Mr. Baek Suryong right now, completely uninterested in our existence. We simply need to locate and eliminate the other assassins in the meantime."

A strange expression flickered across Kwak Duyong's features, but since Noh Goonsang had walked ahead, he missed it entirely.

"...Principal, you seem remarkably knowledgeable about Skykiller," Kwak Duyong murmured.

"Hoho! By the time you get to my age, you've already heard all sorts of rumors. It's nothing so impressive."

Kwak Duyong believed such humility was excessive. Few people in the murim could match Noh Goonsang's seniority. This old man, known as the Thousand-Armed Bodhisattva, had once studied at Shaolin as a secular disciple and fought bravely in the war against the Blood Cult fifty years ago, earning great merit.

While injuries from that war had forced his near-retirement from the jianghu, and despite achieving no notable results even after becoming Principal of Azure Dragon Academy in his later years, Noh Goonsang remained a respected elder in the murim. His experience, insight, and connections commanded serious respect.

"...It's been about fifteen years now," Noh Goonsang remarked wistfully, walking ahead with the lamp raised high. "An old friend of mine fell victim to Skykiller. For a time afterward, I devoted myself to finding the damned assassin, conducting my own investigations."

"I'm sorry. I had no idea you'd endured something like that..."

"Hoho! You have nothing to apologize for."

This secret story remained unknown throughout the murim. In such an atmosphere, any ordinary person would have remained silent, no matter how curious they were. 

However, Kwak Duyong was both tactless and possessed an insatiable love of gossip. He couldn't simply let this revelation pass. "If you don't mind my asking, who was the friend who died?" he asked curiously.

Noh Goonsang chuckled as though he'd anticipated the question and shook his head. "I cannot say. The matter concerns not only my honor but my friend's as well."

"I-I'm sorry..."

"Don't be. I was the one who brought up these old memories first. Simply let what you've heard go in one ear and out the other."

"Understood..." Kwak Duyong nodded, though his curiosity persisted. "Then... did you continue searching for Skykiller after that?"

Regret clouded Noh Goonsang's eyes. "I had no choice but to abandon the pursuit. Back then, I managed to discover a method for placing a request with Deathshroud. My requested target was myself, the Thousand-Armed Bodhisattva Noh Goonsang. My name still carried considerable weight at the time."

"...What happened?" Kwak Duyong asked, swallowing dryly as if he couldn't imagine using himself as bait.

Unfortunately, Noh Goonsang's answer was disappointing.

"Skykiller never responded. My request was rejected outright. Either he realized I was the one making the request, or..." Noh Goonsang raised the lantern to illuminate the hallway ahead, revealing a faint flickering shadow in the distance. "...I had become such an insignificant old man that even I couldn't draw his interest. Either way, I gave up."

" That's not true at all! Principal, you're still a great master and...!"

"Lower your voice." Noh Goonsang calmed Kwak Duyong, who looked ready to explode with protest. "Didn't I tell you? This happened more than fifteen years ago. There's no need to console me now."

"But..."

The two men's shadows danced uneasily in the lamplight as they continued their search.

"By the way, isn't fate truly fickle?"

"Pardon?"

Noh Goonsang seemed particularly talkative today. His calm voice echoed through the dark corridor as he mused aloud, "Not long after abandoning my quest for revenge, I received an offer to become Principal of Azure Dragon Academy. After some consideration, I accepted. It seemed a suitable position for spending my final years, yet now, after all this time, I find myself entangled with Skykiller once again..."

"Yes, it does seem quite fickle." Kwak Duyong nodded with a peculiar expression, then turned to study Noh Goonsang's side profile. "Principal. There's just one more thing I'd like to ask..."

"Shh!" Noh Goonsang hushed him sharply, sensing movement pulling away from them.

The two exchanged glances and moved swiftly. Soon, they cornered three figures against a dead-end wall. The trapped individuals turned around, dismay plainly visible on their faces.

They weren't assassins but students who had been hiding in a club room.

"You lot! What are you doing here!" Kwak Duyong strode toward the students, raising his voice. "Didn't you hear the announcement to return to the dorms? We were shouting ourselves hoarse outside!"

"We're sorry..."

"W-Well..."

As the two instructors approached the students, the powerful smell of alcohol wafted over, revealing why they were hiding. Terrified of being caught and disciplined for underage drinking, they had hidden in the club room and fled when the instructors appeared.

Completely understanding the situation, Noh Goonsang let out a low sigh. "I'll scold you later. For now, follow me. Let's get out of here."

"Y-Yes, Principal!"

"We're sorry!"

Noh Goonsang nodded and turned around.

SWOOSH!

The three students struck at Noh Goonsang in unison. Their drunken act had been so convincing that even Kwak Duyong, watching from the side, failed to react in time.

"Principal!" he screamed.

SHRED! SHREEEED!

Flesh tore apart and blood sprayed in every direction as three mangled assassin corpses collapsed to the floor.

"P-Principal...?" Kwak Duyong stared at Noh Goonsang with terror in his eyes.

So this is why he's called the Thousand-Armed Bodhisattva!

Although the Bodhisattva Guanyin was known for showing great mercy and saving all beings with her thousand arms and eyes, Noh Goonsang had earned his alias for an entirely different reason. He was a supreme master whom the unorthodox sects had once called a devil because he ripped his enemies' bodies to shreds with his thousand arms and discovered their hiding places with his thousand eyes. 

Although his hadn't displayed a thousand arms just now, there were still easily dozens of them.

Noh Goonsang flicked the blood off his hands onto the floor and said coolly, "Let's head back. It seems these were the last of the assassins."

"The last...?"

"We've been talking loudly throughout our journey here, haven't we? Every assassin in the area should have heard us and swarmed our location all at once," Noh Goonsang explained. In truth, he hadn't shared his old stories out of nostalgia, but to draw out any hidden assassins by giving the illusion that he was off guard.

"Ah...! I had no idea..."

"Hoho! That's just like you."

As they emerged from the building, they paused for a moment to let their eyes adjust to the brightness, courtesy of the torches burning throughout the Azure Dragon Academy. After a moment, they resumed walking toward their next destination.

Noh Goonsang smiled warmly and glanced at Kwak Duyong. Sharing life-or-death experiences was bound to create a bond between people. "I've been monopolizing the conversation. How about sharing some of your own stories?"

"My stories?"

"May I ask about the Mount Tianzhu Massacre? I understand you're one of the few survivors."

"That's..."

The Mount Tianzhu Massacre, which occurred over twenty years ago, was a horrific incident. During a joint training session of the Five Great Academies, dozens of instructors and students were slaughtered by unknown assailants at Mount Tianzhu. 

To this day, the culprits remained unidentified. Some speculated that they were remnants of the Blood Cult or unorthodox sect masters who practiced demonic arts. However, with so few survivors, the truth of what transpired remained largely unknown. 

One of those survivors was Kwak Duyong.

"Mm... At the time, I..." Kwak Duyong hesitated briefly, then obediently began to recount his experience. Having just heard Noh Goonsang's story about Deathshroud, he couldn't very well refuse to share his own.

When he was done, Noh Goonsang remarked, "You've experienced your share of hardships..."

"Yes. I still suffer nightmares when I recall that incident..."

The flow of the conversation had felt incredibly natural. Kwak Duyong delivered a detailed account of the Mount Tianzhu Massacre, a subject known to few beyond the survivors themselves, while Noh Goonsang listened with a grave expression.

"...So, you are Skykiller after all," Noh Goonsang concluded.

Kwak Duyong froze in his tracks and stared at Noh Goonsang in disbelief. At some point, the old man had put some distance between them.

"How did you find out? I don't recall making any mistakes."

Their conversation had flowed so smoothly that any listener should have believed that it was Kwak Duyong sharing his experience.

"I apologize for saying this, Principal, but at your caliber, you shouldn't have been able to see through my disguise."

Despite this clear dismissal of his capabilities, Noh Goonsang nodded in acceptance. "I couldn't detect it through martial arts, and the Azure Dragon Emblem that Mr. Baek gave me didn't react either. I just had a... hunch."

"A hunch?"

"Yes, a gut feeling. It's hard to explain, but this is a sensation one develops after living for a long time. You know, sort of like how old joints ache right before it rains."

"......"

"However, I became certain when you talked about the Mount Tianzhu Massacre."

"What was wrong with my story? The details should have been perfect."

Before assuming Kwak Duyong's identity, Skykiller had researched him thoroughly. So what if the topic was the Mount Tianzhu Massacre? Even if it was a taboo subject in the murim, it wasn't beyond Deathshroud's ability to uncover.

"The very perfection of it was the fatal flaw."

"......"

"The real Mr. Kwak Duyong would have evaded that conversation completely and changed the subject, even if I had tried manipulating him into speaking by sharing my story first."

"......"

"Yet you recounted it with barely any hesitation. Normal people don't discuss their past traumas so readily, you know? Everyone has unpleasant memories they'd rather not recall."

"Hmm..."

"However, there is one exception. Psychopaths are incapable of empathizing with others' emotions. After living as long as I have, I've encountered such individuals occasionally."

Skykiller nodded and regarded Noh Goonsang with mild admiration. "I hadn't considered that. I've learned something new today."

Noh Goonsang, the Azure Dragon Academy Principal, might be an elderly man with unremarkable martial arts skills, but he had keen experience and perception. He'd held no interest in him previously, but now his hands itched to eliminate him.

RIIIIIIP!

A rip spread across Kwon Duyong's face from beneath his neck, and the skin peeled away like discarded cloth. Shedding the unnecessary disguise, a lean figure stepped free from within. This revolting sight seemed unbelievable even to those who witnessed it firsthand.

"So, Principal, are you prepared to die protecting the Azure Dragon Academy?"

Nothing surrounded the two men except vague darkness and their shadows dancing in the lamplight. Still, despite facing the world's deadliest assassin, Noh Goonsang showed no trace of fear.

Noh Goonsang nodded. "Naturally. I am prepared to risk my life for the Azure Dragon Academy...."

Skykiller narrowed his eyes in puzzlement. Hmm? His eyes don't hold the resolve of one prepared for death, rather...

"...But not tonight."

"What?" Skykiller's eyes widened. He finally understood.

Noh Goonsang's eyes held amusement. This experienced old master's act was so convincing that it deceived even the world's finest assassin.

"Unfortunately, I must make way for someone who has been really looking forward to meeting you."

Skykiller's heart sank. "Since when..."

WHOOSH!

A presence materialized behind Skykiller and approached with soundless footsteps.

"Why don't you remove that ugly face? Before I'm tempted to rip it off myself."

A gust of wind picked up, causing a blue martial arts uniform to billow dramatically in the breeze.


Chapter 400: In Conclusion

"...I hadn't planned on meeting you like this." Skykiller sighed softly as he raised both hands and slowly turned around.

CRACK! CRACK!

The muscles in Kwak Duyong's face contorted as his features began to transform into those of someone else. His Face-Shifting Art was so fast that by the time his eyes met Baek Suryong's, Jin Euihyeop's face had replaced Kwak Duyong's.

Skykiller smiled benevolently. "It's been a while, Mr. Baek Suryong."

Baek Suryong's expression turned frigid. "That's not your real face, either, is it?"

"I'm sorry, but I've forgotten my original face. I changed it so many times that at some point, I forgot which one was mine."

As Skykiller told this bizarre story with casual indifference, he kneaded his face with both hands like it was dough. His features shifted endlessly, taking on the appearance of people of different genders and ages, resembling a mesmerizing mask-swapping performance.

"If I had a handsome face like yours, I would've remembered it better, but mine was just ordinary."

The final face Skykiller assumed was Baek Suryong's. Standing face-to-face like a living mirror, he grinned broadly. "How does it feel? Seeing your own face?"

"Not as good as the original."

"Should I change it a little? It might be fun to mix it with Mr. Namgung Su's..."

SWISH!

Skykiller tilted his head back, but sharp sword qi still snipped off several strands of his hair. For some reason, he seemed to find the near miss immensely amusing, and his shoulders shook with laughter.

Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes, chilling killing intent dripping from his voice as he remarked, "So it was true that you're a crazy bastard."

"Personally, I prefer being referred to as an eccentric. Would you mind calling me that instead?"

"No, you crazy bastard."

"Hahaha! As expected, you're not like the others, Mr. Baek," Skykiller chuckled, utterly unfazed even though his identity had been made public.

"It's a shame. I wanted to visit you in person and give you a proper surprise, but oh well. As they say, life is full of variables." He shrugged with exaggerated theatricality, then glanced at Noh Goonsang. "I never expected the Principal to be the one to expose me. I dismissed you as a washed-up old fart, and I paid the price for my arrogance."

"...There's no point in trying to provoke me so clumsily. As you know, old men are patient."

Although killing intent blazed in his eyes, Noh Goonsang refrained from attacking recklessly. Striking first would only create opportunities for Skykiller to escape.

[Don't attack rashly, Mr. Baek. Please stall him a little longer. The other instructors will arrive soon.]

Baek Suryong nodded imperceptibly and asked Skykiller, "What did you do to Kwak Duyong?"

"Don't worry, I didn't kill him."

"......" Baek Suryong raised an eyebrow skeptically.

Skykiller protested indignantly, "As the Principal well knows, I don't kill just anyone. I only kill when absolutely necessary, when the target is worth the effort, or when someone displeases me. Mr. Kwak Duyong didn't fall into any of those categories, so..."

Baek Suryong rolled his eyes. Although Skykiller spoke as though he had high standards, he was essentially someone who killed on a whim.

Kwak Duyong is one lucky bastard...

Skykiller smirked as he reached into his robes and took out a bloodstained Azure Dragon Emblem. He seethed, looking genuinely enraged. "I explained the situation and simply asked to borrow his sword and Azure Dragon Emblem, but Mr. Kwak got angrier than I expected. He even tried to kill me!"

Baek Suryong, of course, recognized the entire performance as an act.

"I was so disappointed. To think our friendship meant so little. He was the person I grew closest to after arriving at Azure Dragon Academy. Was this emblem really worth getting so angry over?" Skykiller sighed deeply, as if genuinely puzzled, and tucked Kwak Duyong's Azure Dragon Emblem back into his robes. "Still, I plan to keep this as a souvenir. It's filled with countless memories from Azure Dragon Academy."

"Where are you planning to take it? The afterlife?" Baek Suryong replied sarcastically, though he felt relieved inwardly.

Kwak Duyong was alive. Skykiller had no reason to lie in this situation, so he was likely telling the truth. In that case, perhaps...

"Is Jin Euihyeop alive, too?"

Skykiller shook his head firmly. "No, I killed him. We weren't close, and leaving him alive would have created complications. I killed him and erased all traces of the body..."

Skykiller's voice trailed off. Sensing a killing intent so intense it made his skin tingle with alarm, he looked back.

"You will never leave this place alive," Noh Goonsang growled, glowering at him with murderous eyes and radiating killing intent.

However, Skykiller simply smirked with Baek Suryong's face. "Excellent. Let's all do our best in our respective positions."

"...Why does my face look so damn annoying when smirking?" Baek Suryong grumbled as he drew his sword. He had loaned his father the Divine Azure Dragon Sword, but the spare weapon he now wielded was still one of Wiji Yeol's finest creations. "I have a lot of questions, but I guess I'll have to beat you up first."

"Before that, just hear me out." Skykiller held out a hand to stop Baek Suryong. "I've answered your questions faithfully, so to be fair, may I ask you one question as well?"

"You're free to ask."

Skykiller nodded and voiced the question that had intrigued him most during his month-long observation of Baek Suryong. "Have you, by any chance, ever practiced any demonic or unorthodox martial arts?"

"What is the meaning of this?" Baek Suryong roared, masking his inner turmoil behind a mask of bewilderment.

Skykiller tilted his head thoughtfully, unable to read anything from that carefully controlled facade. "Doesn't it seem strange no matter how you think about it? For someone who was practically a newcomer to the jianghu to become strong enough to be recognized as one of the murim's Ten Supremes in less than a year... Even accounting for miraculous encounters, your rapid rise through the ranks is unfathomable unless the martial arts you learned is special. No matter how I analyze it..."

Baek Suryong's eye twitched. Is this how the Elders of the Blood Cult felt when they fought me?

Skykiller's eyes gleamed with shrewd intelligence. "You seem better suited to our side than to the orthodox sects, Mr. Baek Suryong. Are you certain you haven't learned a demonic art?"

"Want to confirm that for yourself?" Baek Suryong sneered disdainfully, then raised his sword and pointed it at Skykiller. "Let's see how great the world's number one assassin really is. Is everyone ready?"

WHOOSH! WHOOSH! WHOOSH!

Ak Yeonho, Myeong Il'oh, and Jaegal Soyeong descended from above, surrounding Skykiller in a tight formation.

They weren't the only reinforcements.

"You damn mutt! Can't you move faster? If my grandson gets so much as a scratch from that assassin, will you take responsibility?!

"...He's my son too, you know?"

Baek Muheun sighed heavily as he hobbled over, carrying his nagging father-in-law, Mae Geuklyom, on his back.

RUMBLE!

Far away, atop a tall building, Namgung Su revealed his presence, his eyes fixed intently on the confrontation below.

"Haha..." Skykiller marveled at the sight of those who had surrounded him. "It seems I made a critical miscalculation when I decided that the only person I needed to be wary of was the Azure Dragon Hero."

Skykiller could tell that the aura each individual here emanated was extraordinary. The information Deathshroud had gathered was completely obsolete. Every single person present was strong enough to make a big name for themselves in the murim right now.

Did Azure Dragon Academy not regain its former glory with the Azure Dragon Hero's appearance, but rather, were there already hidden dragons sleeping here all along?

Skykiller asked Baek Suryong, "Isn't a pincer attack a tad excessive coming from one of the Ten Supremes?"

"I am a humble man who doesn't let fame go to my head," Baek Suryong boasted, taking a step forward.

His peers simultaneously tightened the encirclement with practiced coordination.

"Suryong! Catch!"

WHOOSH!

Baek Muheun tossed the Divine Azure Dragon Sword into the air, and the hilt landed perfectly in Baek Suryong's hand.

[Your father respects a sword much more than you do... ]

Letting the Divine Azure Dragon Sword's strangely disappointed voice fall on deaf ears, Baek Suryong addressed the visibly exhausted Baek Muheun and Mae Geuklyom. "You two should stand back."

"We were planning to."

"We'll be watching from the rear."

Baek Suryong glanced sideways to confirm that the pair had retreated to safety, before focusing his attention back on Skykiller's every movement.

He's strong.

A sensation like spiders crawling across his skin alerted him to imminent danger. Skykiller was at least equal to, if not stronger than, the Blood Cult elders he had killed previously.

I see now. He isn't dangerous because he's an assassin, but because he's a powerful martial artist in his own right. If that wasn't disgusting enough, he's learned sorcery, too.

[I can feel a powerful sorcerous aura, but there's something weirdly unsettling about it... ]

If even the Divine Azure Dragon Sword said so, then assuming that Skykiller was one of the world's greatest sorcerers seemed reasonable.

Extracting information from him will be impossible, even with torture.

Baek Suryong hadn't tried it yet, but he instinctively knew that the Blood Demon Eyes wouldn't work on Skykiller. In conclusion, killing him was the best option.

He sent a telepathic message to his allies. [We absolutely cannot let him escape. We must kill him here and now.]

The Azure Dragon instructors drew their weapons in perfect unison, while Noh Goonsang began to draw on his inner qi.

RUMBLE!

From his distant position, Namgung Su prepared his lightning qi, ready to thwart any attempt by Skykiller to escape.

Skykiller smiled with genuine appreciation. Not even the Murim Alliance Chairman or the Night Emperor can escape from this encirclement.

"Mr. Baek Suryong, the more I learn about you, the more interesting and surprising you become. For the past few days, the thought of killing you has thrilled and excited me so much that I couldn't sleep a wink."

A growing feeling of unease washed over Baek Suryong. Why is he so calm? 

"I kept wondering, what would be the best way to torture you before killing you? Should I kill the students before your eyes? Or burn down Azure Dragon Academy and build a hill of corpses?"

He's about to try something strange. 

Gripped by a terrible sense of foreboding, Baek Suryong moved in for the kill against Skykiller.

"Die."

His sword grazed Skykiller's neck, leaving a thin red line, but failing to cut all the way into the flesh.

Skykiller retreated to dodge the follow-up attack and resumed his monologue. "No, things like that would only fuel your desire for revenge. They wouldn't be enough to break your resilient spirit."

Ak Yeonho, Myeong Il'oh, and Jaegal Soyeong attacked simultaneously while Noh Goonsang aimed a palm strike for Skykiller's exposed back.

SHIIING! SPURT! BOOM!

Attacks raged from all sides with devastating force, and more and more wounds appeared on Skykiller's body.

Despite this onslaught, Skykiller didn't stop talking. Even as blood poured from his wounds, he appeared to feel no pain. Instead, a smile began to form on his lips. "I thought and thought about it endlessly. The conclusion I reached was..."

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword screamed inside Baek Suryong's mind. [This sorcery is...!]

The blood-soaked Skykiller's eyes glowed red, and a wicked smile spread across his lips. Since he was still wearing Baek Suryong's face, he reminded Baek Suryong of his past self.

"What if I made you kill your family, friends, and students with your own hands?"

"...What?"

A chill ran down Baek Suryong's spine.

FWHOOOOOSH!

The sorcery that Skykiller had been preparing finally activated.


Chapter 401: Hygiene Matters

FWOOSH!

The moment Skykiller activated his sorcery, the blood streaming from his wounds vaporized and exploded outward in a fog, spreading across hundreds of feet in the blink of an eye.

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword immediately sensed that the crimson mist was amplifying magical power to devastating levels. [Don't touch it! That's...!]

Finally, Baek Suryong understood why Skykiller had shown no fear of being wounded throughout their entire battle. No warning signs had preceded the sorcery's activation, so the sorcery's malevolent energy slammed into him head-on before he or anyone else could react.

"...!!" His body convulsed as if he had been struck by lightning. His mind went blank and he felt dizzy, as though the entire world had turned upside down and sent him falling endlessly out of the sky.

His senses grew increasingly distant from reality. Auditory hallucinations assaulted him, and vivid illusions flooded his vision.

Finally, his consciousness crashed in the achingly familiar White Dragon Manor.

""Mr. Baek!""

The familiar voices of his students, Hyonwon Kang, Wiji Cheon, Yeo Min, Geo Sangwoong, and Ya Suhyeok, called out to him.

Baek Suryong desperately turned his head to find them running toward him from across the courtyard, waving their hands enthusiastically. Their martial arts uniforms were covered in dust, as though they had just finished an intense training session.

"Stay back! It's dangerous! The assassins are still around," he shouted, but the students ignored him.

He shook his head at the sight of the children running toward him with bright smiles.

They're so damn naughty.

Suddenly, a group of masked figures materialized out of thin air and attacked the students.

"No!"

His enemies employed the Blood Cult's demonic arts. Among the techniques they used were even some that he had personally improved and refined during his time with the Cult.

"M-Mr. Baek!"

"Please save us!"

"Why do we have to die like this...?"

Heart-rending screams erupted across the courtyard, while fresh blood spread rapidly across the dirt. Even as blood poured from their grievous wounds, the students cried out desperately for their teacher's help.

"Stop! Stop, I said!"

Baek Suryong ran with all his might to save his students, but no matter how fast he sprinted, the distance between them refused to close. He could only watch helplessly as his students were slaughtered before his eyes.

THUD!

He fell to his knees in despair.

One of the assailants approached him and removed his mask. "Instructor."

Baek Suryong felt like he was hit in the head by a hammer. "You? Why are you...?"

His former trainees stood bathed in the blood of the Five Young Azure Dragons, staring at him with empty, emotionless eyes.

Number One's scarred face warped into a bitter sneer. "Did you really fail to predict this outcome? After turning us into monsters, did you honestly believe you could just walk away and find happiness all by yourself?"

His other trainees' silent stares confirmed their unanimous agreement.

"Everyone..." Baek Suryong sighed.

I see. This isn't reality, but an illusion created by Skykiller's sorcery. Luckily, this isn't my first encounter with such magic, or I would have been defeated without a fight. Above all, these four trainees... would never express their resentment toward me like this.

Baek Suryong glanced at his former trainees regretfully, then closed his eyes and willed himself to focus. Now that he knew he was caught in an illusion, escaping was simple enough. After all, the world's most powerful sorcerer was by his side. 

[Get a hold of yourself!]

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword's voice echoed through his consciousness, awakening his dulled mind. The evil sorcery's energy flinched in surprise, and he quickly activated the Heaven Defying Divine Art.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWA!

As the most domineering martial art in the world burned away the sticky qi that had seeped into his body, his senses rushed back to reality with startling clarity.

Baek Suryong immediately swung the Divine Azure Dragon Sword at Skykiller.

"How did you escape?" Skykiller asked in surprise, barely dodging the attack. The teacher's eyes, which had been dazed until a moment ago, were now overflowing with killing intent.

"...It's been a really long time since I last felt this filthy."

FWOOSH!

Baek Suryong's blue robes fluttered wildly in the wind as he channeled the power of the Heaven Defying Divine Art, but he held back just enough to keep his hair from taking on that telltale red hue.

Still, he didn't rashly attack Skykiller.

""Cough!""

Affected by the sorcery, Ak Yeonho, Myeong Il'oh, and Jaegal Soyeong coughed up blood. Black veins began to crawl over their necks like a spiderweb, rapidly spreading to cover their faces and then their entire bodies.

"Keuk...!"

Noh Goonsang was in a similar state, gritting his teeth in pain, though he at least appeared to be in slightly better condition than the other three.

"What did you do to them?" Baek Suryong demanded. Crimson enhanced qi rippled along the Divine Azure Dragon Sword, as if announcing his intent to tear Skykiller apart. 

Skykiller taunted, "Do you think the spell be lifted if you kill me?"

Baek Suryong hesitated, and the enhanced qi surrounding the Divine Azure Dragon Sword slowly subsided.

Skykiller let out a sigh of relief. "Smart choice. If those precious to you were to die along with me, you'd lose far more than I would, wouldn't you, Mr. Baek?"

"......" Baek Suryong tried to calm himself, knowing that getting riled up now would only make things worse.

There was no reason, however, to hide the fact that he was livid.

"If even one person here dies, I'll pull your limbs apart, cut out your tongue, gouge out your eyes, peel off your skin, pickle it in salt, and slowly torture you to death."

Skykiller's eyes sparkled with curiosity. "Ah, those are classic Blood Cult techniques. Judging by your description, you must have some hands-on experience using them yourself."

"Oh, there are plenty of things you haven't experienced yet. I'll make sure you get to try them all, nice and slow."

"Ha! Now that's a fascinating idea... but let's save the intimate conversation for later. Here's something you should know. If I feel like it, I can kill all these people in seconds."

Skykiller puckered his lips and whistled. Immediately, everyone affected by the sorcery groaned in agony.

"......"

[Not yet! I'm currently analyzing the structure of that man's sorcery, so please stall for some more time,] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword pleaded, though she too was trembling with rage.

Baek Suryong quickly suppressed his surging emotions. Fortunately, Skykiller didn't seem to know about the sword. He did notice her, however, as he looked at the sword thoughtfully.

"I knew that sword wasn't ordinary, but I had no idea it was a demon-subduing treasure. This spell took me ages to prepare, yet you broke free as if it were nothing."

Skykiller was confident that Baek Suryong wouldn't attack him. All that remained was to enjoy the final night of the festival.

"My original plan was to mess with your head, make you slaughter your own students, and then snap you back to reality so I could watch you despair. Unfortunately, that's no longer an option. Guess I'll just have to get creative."

"How did you cast a spell on me? No amateur trick will work on me," Baek Suryong asked, pretending to be curious. He needed to buy time while the Divine Azure Dragon Sword analyzed Skykiller's sorcery.

Fortunately, Skykiller willingly answered his question. "To explain it as simply as possible, I used my blood as the medium for the sorcery."

"Blood?" Baek Suryong finally found the common factor among those under the spell. Ak Yeonho, Myeong Il'oh, Jaegal Soyeong, and Noh Goonsang all had Skykiller's blood on their clothes. It had splattered when they wounded him, and some of it had splashed onto their skin.

The same was true for himself. Blood had splattered onto the sleeve of his robe, and though it was a small amount, a drop had also landed on the back of his hand.

"Did you deliberately let yourself get hurt just to cast this spell?"

"I didn't need to go that far. You're all skilled enough that tearing me apart is child's play."

Skykiller grinned maniacally. His plan was truly insane. If anything had gone wrong, he might have died before casting the spell, but he was the kind of lunatic who carried out such plans without hesitation.

"Since ancient times, blood has always served as a potent medium for sorcery. The orthodox sects gradually distanced themselves from sorcery using human blood, calling it evil. However, the Blood Cult developed it further.

"Don't tell me..." Baek Suryong's eyes widened in realization.

I didn't think it was possible, but if he's telling the truth, then this spell is...

"...I never expected the Blood Demon's sorcery to be passed down to a mere assassin."

The previous Blood Demon had been the world's greatest martial artist and sorcerer. While the Eighth Elder, Ghostly Spirit, was known as the Blood Cult's chief sorcerer, he paled in comparison to the Blood Demon.

The Blood Demon's spells, performed using his followers' blood, were considered some of the most bizarre and powerful in existence.

"How did you know that?" Skykiller gasped, staring blankly for a moment in shock. "The more I see you, the more you... Heh, hardly anyone, including the elders, knows about the origins of my sorcery. I'm really dying to know where you got your information, so won't you tell me? Pretty please?"

Of course, Baek Suryong wasn't about to tell him, but he replied anyway, "If you release the spell you placed on these people, I'll think about it."

"Oh? Then this is perfect," Skykiller said incomprehensibly, then whistled. "FWEEEET!"

Instantly, all traces of the black veins that had laced the bodies of Ak Yeonho, Myeong Il'oh, Jaegal Soyeong, and Noh Goonsang disappeared completely.

"Huff, huff..."

"What did you do to us...?"

"I-Is everyone okay?"

The four instructors collapsed to the floor, gasping for breath, as the spell's energy left their bodies.

He really undid his spell? Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes suspiciously. There was no reason for Skykiller to suddenly release the spell on his colleagues.

"Even for me, keeping all these spells active at once is quite challenging." Skykiller smirked faintly. He had released the spell on the four instructors to cast an even grander spell.

"I suspected that this spell might not work on you, Mr. Baek, so I prepared something else as well."

Suddenly, Baek Suryong sensed a significant number of human figures approaching through the darkness.

"One must always be thoroughly prepared to kill a supreme master."

Baek Suryong recalled the moment when Skykiller had first activated his sorcery, and how a red wave of qi had expanded and spread hundreds of feet outward. He had wondered why the blast had spread so far, but now he understood.

"...The assassins were the sacrifices needed for this spell," he concluded.

"That's correct. Thank goodness you're fast on the uptake, since I don't have to explain at length."

Skykiller had engraved a spell on all the assassins infiltrating the Azure Dragon Academy beforehand. The assassins thought it was so that he could track their locations, but they were mistaken.

"The blood of a martial artist who has learned demonic arts is a powerful medium in itself. Furthermore, if we add the resentment of the dead to it, it becomes the perfect catalyst for sorcery."

Dozens, no, well over a hundred mind-controlled martial artists were advancing on Baek Suryong. Among them were members of the Murim Alliance, the Beggars' Gang, and the Rogues' Guild.

This was the grand brainwashing spell made possible by the sacrifice of numerous demonic martial artists.

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword, who had been analyzing Skykiller's sorcery, was horrified. [To think the Blood Cult had such evil sorcery...!]

When he saw the first five people charging at him, Baek Suryong's eyes flashed with wrath. "Even the kids..."

His students, who had valiantly fought the assassins and were covered in blood, had fallen victim to Skykiller's sorcery.

The others behind them were also martial artists who had set up the perimeter and fought the assassins, risking their lives. Now, like lost souls, they waited quietly for Skykiller's command.

"Mr. Baek Suryong, Have you ever heard of the Soulless?"

"......"

"This is a spell that temporarily turns ordinary martial artists into Soulless. The activation conditions are hard to meet, it requires many sacrifices, and the effect doesn't last long, but..." Skykiller laughed faintly and slowly melted into the darkness. "I think it's enough for us to enjoy a lovely night, don't you agree?"

Baek Suryong didn't pursue him. The Soulless in front of him were more than enough to keep him occupied.

"Suryong! Are you okay?" Baek Muheun shouted, rushing toward his son. The moment Skykiller had cast his spell, he had evacuated the injured Mae Geuklyom to safety and then hurried back.

Baek Suryong met his father's gaze, and they both sighed with relief at seeing each other safe.

Nevertheless, this was no time to relax.

Baek Suryong said firmly, "Father, please protect the Principal and the instructors."

"...Alright. Be careful." Baek Muheun nodded solemnly and retreated behind a wall with the exhausted instructors. Fortunately, the Soulless were only targeting his son, so they ignored him completely.

Baek Suryong looked at the familiar faces, especially the Five Young Azure Dragons, and gritted his teeth. Memories of his past life overlapped with the present, momentarily clouding his vision.

"...Just bear with it for a while. I'll bring you back to your senses soon," he muttered, grim determination on his face.

RUMBLE! CRASH!

Accompanied by a clap of thunder, someone landed right in front of Baek Suryong, surrounded by an aura of pure white electric sparks.

"Fuck..." Baek Suryong recalled Namgung Su's formidable lightning arts and frowned. This man was by far the trickiest opponent here. He balled his fists tightly, planning on going all out and taking down Namgung Su first...

"Baek Suryong," Namgung Su called out emotionlessly.

Baek Suryong blinked in shock. "Why are you okay? Blood must have splattered on you too... no, it hasn't."

As usual, Namgung Su's clothes were pristine, without a single bloodstain despite the fact that he had already fought in several battles.

This bastard... He must have used lightning qi to fry all the blood that splashed toward him before it could get on his clothes.

"...I can't believe a day has come when I'm glad that you're a clean freak," he remarked in disbelief.

Namgung Su glanced around indifferently. "I'll have to teach the students to pay more attention to hygiene in the future."

"How can you joke like that in this situation!?" Baek Suryong smirked at Namgung Su's attempt at joking, but it had indeed calmed him down to some extent. "First, let's clean up here. Then, we'll hunt down that bastard, Skykiller."

"Understood."

The two men stood back to back, facing the approaching Soulless.


Chapter 402: Grant Me a Favor, No Questions Asked

A faint red tinge colored the breath flowing from the mouths of the martial artists who had transformed into the Soulless, proving beyond a doubt that they were under the control of evil sorcery.

Their empty eyes, devoid of reason, stared blankly at Baek Suryong as they stood motionless, weapons hanging limply at their sides, awaiting their teacher's command. Standing at the forefront of this ghastly assembly were the Five Young Azure Dragons.

Baek Suryong issued a warning to his students, hoping they might still hear him. "If, by any chance, you can hear me right now..."

However, before he could finish, Hyonwon Kang's Black Dao tore through the air as he charged forward with a deafening roar, his dao qi surging like a frenzied beast.

CLANG!

Baek Suryong deflected the Black Dao and immediately thrust the middle and index fingers of his left hand forward. His aim was to subdue Hyonwon Kang by striking his acupoints. Just then, though, Wiji Cheon emerged from behind like a phantom. He had concealed his presence completely before striking with his sword.

SWISH!

Baek Suryong nearly lost a few fingers. He jerked his left hand back and spun to face Wiji Cheon, his heart skipping a beat at what he saw. The boy's eyes held the same innocent smile as when they had first met in the forest.

"Cheon..."

"Ahahaha!"

Once again, Wiji Cheon had become a sword demon with an innocent facade, swinging his blade with reckless abandon. His sword dance would have been breathtakingly beautiful on any stage, but now it pulsed with killing intent directed squarely at his teacher.

"If you're listening, I'll make this clear," Baek Suryong said, parrying Wiji Cheon's sword and blocking Hyonwon Kang's attack more cautiously than ever. His crazed students' attacks grazed his clothes several times, but that was their limit. They couldn't even manage to scratch his skin.

"This is not your fault."

He said these words for the sake of his students, hoping to spare them from the crushing guilt they might feel upon regaining their senses and realizing they had genuinely tried to kill him.

Regardless of the consequences for himself, he had sworn that today, he would not allow a single person at the Azure Dragon Academy to be harmed.

"Besides, no matter how hard you try, you can't lay a single finger on me. So don't worry and just go to sleep."

Smirking faintly, Baek Suryong gathered his inner qi and deflected the Black Dao and Soul Sword in quick succession.

CLANG! CLANG!

Both students dropped their weapons, but continued charging forward recklessly. The only difference was that their attacks were now distinctly clumsy and sluggish.

Baek Suryong advanced, intending to knock his students unconscious. The frigid energy of the White Ice Divine Art swirled and gathered in his left palm, like a contained winter blizzard.

BOOM!

Geo Sangwoong intercepted the attack meant for his fellow students. Taking the palm strike squarely to his chest, he roared and swung his massive fist in retaliation.

"These rascals..." Baek Suryong muttered with genuine bewilderment as he leaped back to avoid the pot lid-sized fist. "Why is their teamwork so good even though they're not in their right minds?"

"I don't think this is an appropriate time to boast about the success of your education."

CRASH!

Baek Suryong glanced back just in time to see Namgung Su blocking Ya Suhyeok's charge in his stead. The man pressed the flat of his sword against Ya Suhyeok's shoulder, holding him back despite their size difference making them look like an adult and a child. Surprisingly, he showed no signs of being pushed back by the giant's brute strength.

"Student Ya Suhyeok." Namgung Su's eyebrows twitched as the smell of liquor and blood wafted from Ya Suhyeok's body. "From now on, make it a habit to take a bath as soon as you return home."

"GRAAAAGH!"

Ya Suhyeok pushed forward, his muscles twitching with effort, but Namgung Su refused to yield. Lightning qi flowed through the flat of the sword where it touched Ya Suhyeok's shoulder.

CRACKLE!

Ya Suhyeok trembled violently as lightning qi coursed through his body. Seizing the moment, Namgung Su grabbed Ya Suhyeok by the collar and threw him to the ground.

KWAANG!

Dust billowed up from the quaking earth beneath them. 

Namgung Su immediately moved to seal Ya Suhyeok's acupoints, but Yeo Min's throwing knife got in the way.

WHOOSH!

Namgung Su caught the blade flying toward his face between two fingers, but Ya Suhyeok had already rolled away and escaped during the brief distraction, appearing almost unaffected by the electrocution.

"He's certainly quite something."

No matter how outstanding the Five Young Azure Dragons' joint attack formation was, and even though they felt no pain in their current state, they lacked the skill to take on him and Baek Suryong simultaneously. The real problem was that they were not their only opponents.

"GROOOOOOWL!"

The martial artists from the Murim Alliance, the Beggars' Gang, and the Constabulary, who had been encircling them, roared in unison and charged forward as a single, massive wave.

Baek Suryong spotted familiar faces among their ranks that made his heart sink, especially Cheong Cheon and Cheoldu.

"There was no need to confirm the results of your training in this way."

As if responding to his words, Cheong Cheon unleashed his sword qi, while Cheoldu swung his axe with devastating force. The speed and power behind their attacks rivaled that of the Five Young Azure Dragons.

Baek Suryong blocked, dodged, and counterattacked the assault coming from all sides even as he remained constantly vigilant against the concealed Skykiller lurking nearby.

[Can you not break this sorcery?] he screamed at the Divine Azure Dragon Sword.

The sword retorted indignantly, [I am analyzing the structure of the sorcery and searching for a method to break it, but I need a little more time!]

Normal sorcery was a mysterious art that warped the laws of nature by harnessing their energy. That said, it never crossed a certain fundamental threshold. 

The Blood Demon's sorcery, however, operated under an entirely different logic. It was heaven-defying sorcery that demanded human sacrifices to perform miracles. As such, its terrible energy drove even renowned sorcerers mad from mere contact.

Still, the Divine Azure Dragon Sword sustained a continuous connection to it to understand its underlying structure. This evil sorcery represented something she, as a sorcerer, could never tolerate.

[If I were in my original body, I could have crushed it in an instant!] she groaned in chagrin. 

[Please hurry up. I'll find Skykiller.]

Baek Suryong expanded his senses, searching for any trace of the assassin. If he were fighting alone, he would barely be able to survey his surroundings. Thankfully, he had an ally worth a hundred men standing beside him.

CRACKLE!

Each time a lightning bolt flashed, the Soulless charging at them collapsed to the floor, convulsing.

The intense lightning qi rendered even skilled martial artists unconscious. Even so, the Soulless would only fall momentarily, rising again like undying puppets.

"It's impossible to knock them out."

"I tried sealing their acupoints, but it didn't work. I feel like I'm stabbing a block of wood."

The two stood back to back, conversing with deeply troubled expressions. Namgung Su, who had unleashed lightning qi multiple times, was breathing heavily, clearly exhausted.

Suddenly, a familiar face came charging out, swinging a large dao like a mad windmill.

"Kwak Duyong?"

"Uwoooooh!" Kwak Duyong barreled forward, his eyes rolled back, and swung his large dao wildly.

Baek Suryong groaned. While seeing the fatty alive provided some relief, it was accompanied by a different feeling entirely. "I'm glad you're safe, but... why are you only showing up now?"

PWAAK!

He delivered an uppercut to Kwak Duyong's chin to vent his frustration, rattling his brain and sending him staggering.

"No hard feelings, Mr. Kwak Duyong," Namgung Su added, following up with a palm strike to the fat instructor's abdomen.

BOOM!

Kwak Duyong's body flew backward, half-burying itself in a wall. He twitched once, and then went completely limp.

"He may have been clueless, but he was a good friend..."

"I didn't kill him."

The two exchanged pointless jokes as they fought, but their expressions remained serious as they took in their surroundings.

Attacks continued pouring in from all directions, led by the relentless Five Young Azure Dragons.

Each opponent was individually weaker than the two swordmasters, but they felt no pain, and their acupoints were not a weakness to exploit. On the other hand, Baek Suryong and Namgung Su had to subdue their attackers without killing them. This resulted in such inefficient fighting that even these two exceptional martial artists grew tired as time dragged on.

Additionally, the martial artists' faces were becoming noticeably pale, a result of using more inner qi and stamina than their bodies could handle.

If time continued passing like this, they would suffer irreversible damage, even if they regained consciousness.

Finally, Baek Suryong could no longer simply watch. "How about we lure them outside the Azure Dragon Academy? We can drag them out and tie them up one by one," he suggested.

"Not a bad plan..."

"If the two of you take even one step out of the Azure Dragon Academy, I will kill all the people here," Skykiller interjected, his voice echoing throughout the academy from his hidden position.

Baek Suryong tried to track the sorcery-amplified voice to locate Skykiller, but it came from several places simultaneously, making detection impossible.

"Baek Suryong..."

"I'm looking."

"It's useless to try to find me. I have no intention of stepping forward until this fight ends. Hey, my temporary Soulless friends, why don't you try a little harder?"

"GRAAAAH!"

Despite being knocked down multiple times, the martial artists rose once more and attacked Baek Suryong and Namgung Su with renewed desperation.

Although their bodies were rapidly weakening, they could not stop due to the persistent sorcery. They forced their unresponsive bodies to move, drawing out every last drop of their inner qi.

The horror didn't end there. Soon, it became obvious that they would tap into their innate qi, the very source of their life force, when their inner arts ran completely dry.

If this continues... Baek Suryong gritted his teeth as he looked at his students' increasingly pale faces.

"Mr. Baek Suryong, the students won't stop until they kill you or you kill them," Skykiller remarked in amusement.

Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes. The fiend was surely lurking nearby, relishing the sight of his strained expression.

"Choose. You can either end their suffering by killing them yourself or be killed by your students. I will respect your choice." Skykiller paused for a moment, then added with mock generosity, "If you choose the latter, I will spare your students."

Baek Suryong's pupils wavered momentarily. During that brief lapse, his defense was breached for the first time, and Wiji Cheon's blade grazed his chest.

"Baek Suryong!"

Had Namgung Su not yanked Baek Suryong's shoulder at that crucial moment, the outcome would not have ended with merely torn clothing.

"Suryong!" Baek Muheun, who was fighting to protect the exhausted instructors from the approaching Soulless, also screamed.

"Sorry, my bad. I was just thinking about something else for a moment," Baek Suryong apologized to the two men.

Sparing my students in exchange for my life? As if I could trust a villain's words.

The real reason he was distracted wasn't because Skykiller's words had swayed him, but because he was lost in thought over the conversation he just had with the Divine Azure Dragon Sword.

"Okay. Let's do it that way..."

He lightly patted the sword, which glowed faintly in his hand. Then, he lifted his head and shouted, "There's a third option. We can catch and kill the cowardly assassin hiding like a rat."

"Hahaha! If you're choosing the third option, then you must have run out of ideas, right?"

Baek Suryong offered no response. He simply glanced at the Soulless, who had taken a step back to surround him, and then focused on Baek Muheun. "Dad," he said gravely.

Baek Muheun frowned deeply. "In my experience, this is the face you always make right before you stir up trouble."

"I'm going to ask you for a strange favor in a bit. You'll oblige, right?"

Baek Muheun seemed to consider the request for a moment, then sighed and nodded. "Very well."

Baek Suryong shifted his gaze to Namgung Su. "Namgung Su."

"Speak."

"Can you grant me a favor too, no questions asked?"

Baek Suryong expected Namgung Su to frown or sigh at such a request, but surprisingly, the man looked at him with genuine amazement. 

"You've grown a little, haven't you?"

Baek Suryong tilted his head in confusion. "Me? Grown? How?"

"You're at least asking first now. That's a huge improvement." Namgung Su turned to face the Soulless. "How many times do you think I've granted you favors without you asking until now? One more time won't make a difference."

Baek Suryong's eyes widened. As expected, Namgung Su was a man who expressed 'okay' in the most complex way possible.


Chapter 403: So It Was An Act

"Choose. You can either end their suffering by killing them yourself or be killed by your students. I will respect your choice."

At the same time that Skykiller was forcing Baek Suryong to choose between two impossible options, he was communicating with his sword via telepathy.

[I think I've found a way,] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword muttered wearily.

Baek Suryong let Skykiller's bullshit go in one ear and out the other and focused his consciousness entirely on the sword. [Have you found a way to break the spell?]

[With my current abilities, it's impossible for me to break the spell completely. However, I should be able to temporarily seize control of the sorcery and stop them...]

[What do you mean, seize control of the sorcery?]

[Rather than dismantling the sorcery's structure piece by piece, I'll first establish contact with one of the many strands that comprise the formula and take control. This method is no different from nullifying the sorcery. After doing so, we can slowly undo the spell.]

Baek Suryong was no expert on sorcery, but could still grasp the basic concept. 

[So you're going to take over his spell? Can you do that without getting caught?]

[Who do you think I am? If I were in my original body, I would've shattered that evil sorcery in an instant, but since I lack power now, I can only use this shortcut. Still, to forcefully control such a powerful sorcery, a suitable price will have to be paid,] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword declared confidently.

Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes. Hmm? Something about her is not quite right... is that some kind of tragic resolve in her voice? A price...

[A price? You mean blood?] he asked.

[Of course not! I cannot stoop to the same level as that man just to seize control of his spell.]

[Then what?]

[I will offer my soul as the price. We can begin whenever you're ready.]

[What the fuck are you talking about?]

Baek Suryong took a quick glance at the situation. Fortunately, Skykiller was enjoying the moment and taking his time, giving Baek Suryong ample opportunity to converse with the Divine Azure Dragon Sword. 

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword gently persuaded Baek Suryong, as if she had already steeled her resolve. [We must save those people, right? I enjoyed the time we spent together, brief as it was. As one born with a heaven-defying fate, please prevent the revival of the Blood Demon and protect the world from destruction.]

A divine light gently flowed from the Divine Azure Dragon Sword as she finished preparing to sacrifice herself.

However, Baek Suryong objected firmly, [No.]

[Do not assume I am making a mistake because your feelings are clouding your judgment. If my sacrifice can save those people and your students, then so be it.]

[What I mean is, there's just no need for you to sacrifice yourself.]

Baek Suryong wasn't making this claim without any basis. The moment he heard from the Divine Azure Dragon Sword that a 'price was needed', an object had suddenly come to mind.

[I have a much better catalyst you can use.]

[A better catalyst, you say?]

[Didn't I tell you about it before? Some time ago, at the Namgung Clan, I chanced upon a certain something...]

Thanks to telepathy matching the speed of thought, Baek Suryong had a lengthy discussion with the Divine Azure Dragon Sword in just a few seconds. Although he came close to getting slashed while concentrating on his conversation with the sword, he escaped the crisis courtesy of Namgung Su.

[Certainly, if we use that as the catalyst, it might work... No, it would be more than enough.]

"Okay. Let's do it that way..."

Baek Suryong patted the Divine Azure Dragon Sword and made his 'strange request' to Baek Muheun and Namgung Su that the two readily agreed to.

"Hahaha! If you're choosing the third option, then you must have run out of ideas, right?"

Baek Suryong's thoughts continued to accelerate.

Taking control of the sorcery isn't the problem. We need to prevent Skykiller from escaping somehow.

Even if he saved everyone by seizing control of the sorcery, his efforts would be meaningless if he let Skykiller escape. The assassin wasn't someone who gave up killing his target so easily.

I have to draw out bastard... but how?

Baek Suryong continuously reviewed, analyzed, and organized the information he had gathered on Skykiller thus far, comparing it to the cards he currently held. Thinking desperately, he made and discarded several plans in rapid succession.

And so, while Skykiller enjoyed watching him despair, Baek Suryong completed his plan to lure the assassin out of hiding.

It'll require some acting... but I'm confident in that!

"Let's do this."

Baek Suryong took a small wooden box out of his robes and opened the lid. Inside was a half-crushed, crimson finger. This finger, left behind by the previous Blood Demon, was a demonic artifact treated as a sacred relic by the Blood Cult, and also his trump card today.
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What is he doing? 

Namgung Su could feel powerful qi gathering behind him, but he kept his eyes fixed forward as he recalled Baek Suryong's request. The request was simple yet difficult. 

[Please protect me no matter what, but you must never look back at me.]

I guess it's not the first or second time Baek Suryong's doing something incomprehensible...

As he had promised, Namgung Su didn't ask why. He simply stood in front of Baek Suryong, defending him from all attacks.

"GRAAARGH!"

When the Soulless charged forward, Namgung Su gathered all his lightning qi. For a moment, his golden eyes sparkled brilliantly, and streaks of lightning erupted from his body.

CRACKLE!

The Soulless at the forefront, electrocuted by the lightning qi, collapsed with a thud, while the ones behind them ignored their fallen comrades and continued advancing.

Moments later, the fallen ones were up and charging again.

Namgung Su silently withdrew his lightning qi. The Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique was a martial art that required a lot of inner qi, so he couldn't release lightning indefinitely. It was the same with the Royal Sword Style. Though powerful, it wasn't useful right now.

My job is to buy time.

He carefully observed the attacks of those charging at the forefront, blocking them with the most efficient movements possible to conserve his strength. Still, even he couldn't withstand the onslaught of the Soulless alone while protecting Baek Suryong.

Nevertheless, he didn't give up. Since he had made a promise, he would see it through silently. For once, he stopped caring about getting his clothes dirty.

Finally, he heard Baek Suryong's strained voice call out from behind him. "I'm ready."

FWOOSH!

A tremendous surge of demonic qi expanded rapidly in every direction. Engulfed in that energy, the Soulless froze like broken contraptions.

Namgung Su was also struck by dizziness and nausea. The intense demonic qi simply did not sit well with him, who had learned the inner arts of the prestigious orthodox Namgung Clan.

"Huh? Don't tell me this energy is...?" Skykiller muttered in disbelief, as if he had witnessed the impossible. His voice, containing a mixture of horror, excitement, thrill, and fear, echoed throughout the Azure Dragon Academy as he laughed madly, "Ha, haha... Ahahahaha!"

At that moment, some of the Soulless ignored Namgung Su and lunged at Baek Suryong.

"Baek Suryong!" Namgung Su instinctively spun around and threw himself in front of Baek Suryong.

He caught a brief glimpse of something red out of the corner of his eye, but immediately closed them and relied on his other senses to fend off the Soulless attacking Baek Suryong.

When he opened his eyes again, Baek Suryong was behind him again.

"Are you done yet?"

"I haven't even properly started yet, but I'll be able to wrest control of his sorcery from him soon."

"I didn't know you'd studied sorcery as well."

"I have a lot of secrets, don't I?"

Although Baek Suryong tried to laugh it off, Namgung Su noticed that he was extremely tired. Still, he didn't show his concern.

"Please hold on a little longer," Baek Suryong said, squeezing the Blood Demon's finger.

DRIP, DRIP, DRIP...

A few drops of blood flowed down his palm and fell onto the Divine Azure Dragon Sword.

VWOOOOOOOOM!

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword glowed red, resonating with the soul of the Dark Heaven Goddess within it.

[While the demonic qi feels unpleasant, there are few better catalysts for sorcery in the world.]

KWAKWAKWAKWA!

A red qi wave surged from the Divine Azure Dragon Sword and swirled around Baek Suryong's body like a typhoon.

"Ughhh..."

THUD! CRASH!

One by one, the Soulless who entered that domain began to collapse like broken dolls, with the most exhausted martial artists falling first.

Unfortunately, the heaven-defying sorcery takeover also seemed to affect the caster greatly.

"Cough!" Baek Suryong fell to his knees and spat out blood.

Namgung Su couldn't see it, but he could guess what was happening just from the sound.

"RAAAAH!"

The Soulless who hadn't fallen yet rushed toward Baek Suryong in a final, desperate attempt. Among them were the Five Young Azure Dragons. Namgung Su stood in their way, preventing them from harming their teacher.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

However, the chilling energy extending from the crimson demonic qi storm quickly sapped his strength.

"Huff, huff..."

Namgung Su continued to protect Baek Suryong until all the Soulless collapsed, intercepting every attack aimed at him. His disheveled hair and dirty clothes were an unimaginable sight compared to his usual appearance, but he gritted his teeth and endured, holding on until the last one standing, Hyonwon Kang, collapsed on his own. Only then did he drop to one knee.

Still, the battle wasn't over yet. Skykiller still hadn't appeared.

"Skykiller..." Namgung Su staggered to his feet, using his sword as a cane.

[You can stop now,] Baek Suryong told him.

Namgung Su understood the situation in an instant. If not for this message, he would have protected Baek Suryong until he lost consciousness.

So it was an act.

In fact, from the moment he heard Baek Suryong vomiting blood, he suspected that might be the case. That man wasn't the type to cause trouble without a plan.

However, Skykiller wouldn't know that. 

[Go get some sleep. When you wake up, it'll all be over.]

Instead of answering, Namgung Su hobbled over to a wall, sat down, and leaned his back against it. No matter how tired he was, he couldn't bear the thought of lying on the floor in an unsightly manner.

He wanted to watch Baek Suryong defeat Skykiller, but remembering his promise, he closed his eyes.

"Let's just say about half of my debt was repaid today," he muttered unintelligibly before nodding off to sleep.

KWAKWAKWAKWA...

Before Namgung Su knew it, the red storm had subsided.

CLAP CLAP CLAP!

Skykiller appeared before Baek Suryong and applauded. "I finally understand."

He looked at Baek Suryong excitedly. Goosebumps popped up all over his body.

How could he not be thrilled? A man with red hair, red eyes, and the energy of the Heaven Defying Divine Art was kneeling before him with a pale face.

"How did the Azure Dragon Hero gain such fame in such a short time? How did you become one of the murim's Ten Supremes? Haha! I get it now! Since the elders you killed were all demonic martial artists, they would have had a lot of trouble resisting your power. Rather, they probably felt relieved kneeling before you! Mr. Baek Suryong, to think you were hiding such an unimaginable identity. Haha, hahaha...!"

Skykiller rambled and laughed gleefully, but he suddenly quieted down and stared at Baek Suryong with gleaming eyes.

"Since the last Blood Demon, though," he began. "No one has managed to learn the Heaven Defying Divine Art properly. The reasons were varied, but they all died from qi deviation or went insane. Well, there might be success stories I don't know about..."

Baek Suryong glared at Skykiller in silence. He gritted his teeth as if in frustration, but seemed to lack the strength to speak.

"Your desperate struggle to save the people under my spell drove me to tears. I've watched it all carefully, completely captivated. Haha! I never imagined that you knew sorcery, too. You took control of my spell so easily that I couldn't do anything to stop you. But it wasn't easy for you, either, was it, Mr. Baek? It seems you've suffered a severe internal injury...!"

THUD.

Skykiller took a step closer. "There are so many things I'm curious about right now. How you learned the Heaven Defying Divine Art, why you're hostile to our Cult, and what your true identity is. I want to hear it all without missing a thing. But you won't tell me, will you?"

THUD.

One more step.

"I guess I'll just have to kill you. I want to kill you so badly. To think, I'd kill a man who could be the next Blood Demon with my own hands. What a thrilling thought!"

THUD.

One more step.

"Today will be the most unforgettable day of my life. I'm trying to decide which of the hundreds of ways to kill you I should use. How would you like to die? If you give me your opinion, I'll consider it. Oh, but it can't be too ordinary..."

Skykiller's rambled on incessantly as he approached Baek Suryong, his face completely colored by madness. They were now close enough that Baek Suryong could reach out and touch him.

FInally, Baek Suryong opened his mouth for the first time. "How long are you going to keep babbling nonsense?"

"If it were up to me, I'd like to talk all night , but I know you won't cooperate with me..."

"I'll cooperate."

"...!" Suddenly, Skykiller senses warned him of danger, and his body began to blur.

However, Baek Suryong was faster. Grabbing Skykiller's wrist, he grinned wickedly, revealing his white teeth. His eyes lit up like the fires of hell, and his red hair stood on end even though there was no wind.

"Let's talk all night."

"You..." Skykiller's face twitched in bewilderment.

"Though... the only sound that'll come from your mouth will be screams."

POW!

Baek Suryong decided to start the torture session by smashing that annoying face that still looked the same as his own.


Chapter 404: Your First and Final Command

Skykiller's broken nose hung at an unnatural angle. One eyeball had burst completely, and more than half his teeth lay shattered in his mouth. His limbs twisted at impossible angles, making it utterly impossible for him to stand. 

He was a gruesome sight, utterly pathetic and unrecognizable, like an insect that had been stomped on and left half-crushed.

Nevertheless, he somehow managed a bizarre grin as he continued rambling, "Hahaha... my, my... you've really done a number on me. Even during my assassin training, my face was never mashed up this badly..."

His words came out slurred. Blood trickled from his mouth with every syllable, but this wasn't enough to silence him.

He looked up at Baek Suryong, asking, "Has your anger subsided a bit?"

Baek Suryong gazed down at the broken man without a shred of pity. "Not yet," he said nonchalantly, even as he pressed his foot down on a shin bone protruding from torn flesh.

"Ha, ha..."

Veins bulged along Skykiller's neck, yet he didn't so much as grimace. It wasn't that the world's number one assassin couldn't feel pain, but that he simply endured it to a degree that surpassed mortal imagination.

"You're quite skilled at controlling pain. As expected, you and I have a lot in common," he gasped.

Baek Suryong snorted. "It's been a while since I last practiced, so it's a bit hard to control my strength."

"Haha, not at all. You could jump back into active duty right now."

"For someone putting on such a brave face, you've been gasping for breath for a while now. Is it that painful?"

"Well, it's still bearable."

"......" Baek Suryong couldn't understand why a master of Skykiller's caliber was satisfied with being a mere assassin. He possessed incredible strength. As a martial artist, he rivaled the Blood Cult elders. As a sorcerer, he had inherited the Blood Demon's magic. He sighed, "You know, you're so damn cautious, I figured I couldn't lure you in without putting on an act."

"Haha, well done. I completely fell for it, didn't I?" Skykiller giggled. If Baek Suryong hadn't grabbed his wrist at that crucial moment and paralyzed him with the Heaven Defying Divine Art, he would have severed his own wrist to escape. Unfortunately, Baek Suryong had anticipated even that desperate move.

"I told you. I won't let you die an easy death." Baek Suryong shrugged, his crimson eyes remaining calm, though a cold fury settled deep within their depths. "Rather, I've been thinking a lot about how I should kill you slowly."

He had first crushed Skykiller's face, then methodically shattered the assassin's bones joint by joint to completely immobilize him. However, through it all, Skykiller hadn't screamed at all. Instead, he wore only a sneer on his lips, as if mocking him.

"I'm very much looking forward to it. Surely you won't disappoint me, will you?"

Baek Suryong stared blankly at Skykiller for a moment, then looked toward the sky. "Want to hear an interesting story?"

"So suddenly?"

Baek Suryong's blood-red hair fluttered in the night breeze. The crescent moon bathed the scene in faint light as it repeatedly disappeared and reappeared behind drifting clouds.

"...One day, I remembered my previous life."

Skykiller's eyes curved into crescents. "Now this is quite the interesting start!"

Baek Suryong ignored him and continued gazing at the clouds drifting across the night sky. "In my previous life, I was a Blood Cult martial arts instructor. I mastered countless martial arts and demonic arts belonging to the Cult. My insight was so exceptional that I could grasp the essence of any martial art after seeing it just once, and I was incredibly tenacious. It didn't take long for me to rise to the top of the teaching world."

"Heheh..." Skykiller chuckled softly.

"However, my qi center was damaged in an accident, so I couldn't use inner arts. I was an excellent instructor, but as a martial artist, I was crippled and doomed. Unseen contempt and disdain was a daily occurrence."

"!" Skykiller's pupils wavered slightly.

"Then one day, the Demonic Strategist summoned me and gave me a mission."

Skykiller's eyes widened, and his expression hardened seriously. "The Demonic Strategist..."

"The mission was this: Learn the martial arts of several masters kidnapped by the Blood Cult, then teach them to some children the cult prepared. The Demonic Strategist then took me to a prison where four peerless masters were being held captive..." Baek Suryong paused for a moment.

Skykiller could no longer contain his curiosity. "Who were they?"

Baek Suryong's lips curled into a bitter smile as he gazed at the countless stars scattered across the night sky. "The Bandit King, the Crazy Demon, the Sword Saint, and the Ice Moon Goddess."

"...!!" Skykiller couldn't decipher the complex emotions crossing Baek Suryong's face, but the words alone painted astonishment on his ruined features. The existence of the four masters that Baek Suryong had just mentioned was information that only high-ranking Blood Cult officials were privy to.

"I persuaded the four masters, learned their martial arts, and taught the students the cult had prepared. I had to do it since it was an order, but I knew the truth. I knew that once the job was finished, the Blood Cult would dispose of me."

"No way, don't tell me you're..."

Baek Suryong revealed his past life's secrets to a Blood Cult assassin who sought to kill him, a secret he could never tell anyone else. Of course, he didn't tell the whole truth, but still...

"...And so, I died along with the four peerless masters." He finished the story with quiet finality, then lowered his head and looked at Skykiller again. "Is my story passed down in the Blood Cult too?"

The reaction proved more intense than he'd expected.

"To think that you were the one who brought down the Blood Cult over fifty years ago...!" Skykiller trembled, unable to hide his intense emotions. He seemed to have completely forgotten the pain wracking his entire body.

Baek Suryong tilted his head. "You seriously believe such an absurd story?"

"Why shouldn't I? This explains everything. Your martial arts, the reason you were able to crush the Blood Cult's plans so many times. Ha! With a man who knows the Cult better than anyone as our enemy, of course everything would be exposed...!"

Skykiller was flooded with ecstasy. He couldn't hide his excitement over the realization that the story Baek Suryong was telling him was true. Even the fact that he had learned the Blood Demon's martial arts was something the instructor couldn't carelessly tell his family, because of the potential danger it would pose to everyone around him.

"Why are you telling me this? Are you showing me pity before you kill me?"

Baek Suryong clicked his tongue. "I'm disappointed. I thought you'd be a little more imaginative."

"......" Skykiller's eyes narrowed as he studied the man towering over him. This person was even more interesting than he'd initially thought.

Baek Suryong continued, "I failed in my last life, but this time, I will completely destroy the Blood Cult. I'll annihilate it without a trace, to the point where people will hardly believe it ever existed."

Skykiller shuddered. This red-haired, red-eyed man was looking down at him, the world's finest assassin, and smiling, but the killing intent radiating from him was real. It was thick and chilling, the likes of which even he had rarely encountered in his lifetime.

"So, about that..." Baek Suryong whispered enticingly, "...Instead of killing you, I'm thinking of taking you under my wing."

"Haha, hahaha... What did you just say?" Skykiller laughed until his shoulders shook. His broken bones throbbed because of the movement, but he paid no mind to the fresh waves of pain. He simply listened to Baek Suryong with a half-dazed expression.

Baek Suryong grinned. "I could just kill you here, but that would be nothing more than venting my anger. On the other hand, if I take you in, I'll have the sharpest dagger in the world in my hands. It's obvious which choice is more beneficial, isn't it?"

"Are you telling me to become your subordinate?"

"Doesn't it sound fun?" Baek Suryong chuckled, using telekinesis to lift Skykiller to eye level.

Their gazes met, and the Blood Demon Eyes gleamed with an eerie light. They couldn't strike terror into a psychopath like Skykiller, but that wasn't their only ability. He could also bewitch people with a single look, like a mythical yokai. Moreover, the Blood Demon Finger's influence amplified that power even further.

"You'll hunt down the high-ranking officials of the Blood Cult who have been using you all this time and kill them one by one."

Skykiller wavered. He was truly tempted to accept the offer of this red-haired, red-eyed man with a languid smile.

"If they you ask why you betrayed them, tell them this..."

Just as Baek Suryong had once been tempted by the Blood Demon's voice and nearly succumbed to its power, his own voice now teased Skykiller's ears.

"...You were simply carrying out the Blood Demon's orders."

"Ah, ahhhhh...!" A thrilling euphoria ran down Skykiller's spine, causing his entire body to convulse.

Baek Suryong took another step closer and whispered in Skykiller's ear, "You are the most fearsome opponent I've ever fought. If we were at war, you would probably have assassinated countless masters under the Blood Cult's orders. However, you no longer need to be a mere tool of the Blood Cult. Become my sword."

"You, you are...!"

In Skykiller's eyes, Baek Suryong no longer appeared human.

He's the Blood Demon.

He had never seen the previous Blood Demon in person, but if the man before him wasn't the Blood Demon, who else would dare call themselves that?

"Despite being the Blood Demon, you intend to destroy your own creation...!" Skykiller gasped with growing excitement.

Baek Suryong smiled and nodded approvingly. "I didn't destroy your qi center, so someone like you should be able to recover completely in less than a year."

Skykiller didn't hesitate for long. The life of a Deathshroud assassin no longer held any interest for him, not compared to the offer from the man standing before him.

"Half a year is enough... I've never heard such an interesting proposal. Just imagining it makes my body tremble. Very well."

THUD!

Skykiller knelt down and bowed his head. Although doing so was incredibly difficult with most of his bones shattered, such pain was nothing compared to the surging ecstasy coursing through him.

With a trembling voice, he pledged his loyalty to his new master. "I pledge my loyalty to you. From this moment on, this assassin will serve you."

"Raise your head."

Skykiller lifted his head once more, his heart swelling with emotion, only to find a mocking smile playing across Baek Suryong's lips. The man was barely holding back his laughter.

"What a splendid expression!"

"Why...?"

Baek Suryong released the telekinesis supporting Skykiller and let him collapse pathetically to the side.

"Why, why...?"

"Still don't get the situation?"

Skykiller's bewildered expression slowly hardened into a scowl. "Did you... deceive me right from the very beginning?"

Did he say all that just to mock me?

Baek Suryong had revealed his identity by bringing up the story of his past life, then acted as if he was indispensable. All to make him submit of his own free will.

"An assassin who serves only me. I was almost moved, you know?" Baek Suryong crouched in front of the fallen Skykiller, a cruel sneer spreading across his lips. "I was just messing with you a bit, but I didn't think you'd kneel so easily."

Skykiller's face, which had remained composed through great pain, now distorted with shame and humiliation. His massive ego had been grievously wounded.

Grinding his teeth, he choked desperately, "Please reconsider. I can bring you the heads of several Blood Cult elders. I'm far more useful than your students, who are nothing but little brats!"

His voice rose to a near-scream by the end of his sentence.

However, Baek Suryong only continued to mock him. "No, you're of no use to me at all."

"Nonsense. Nonsense. Nonsense...!"

Baek Suryong shook his head. While he acknowledged Skykiller's abilities, the man was just a psychopath drunk on murder. His pledge of loyalty was only for the moment, and he would betray him the instant he lost interest. Above all else...

"I never had any intention of working with a bastard who tried to kill everyone I care for."

"You will definitely regret this. O, Blood Demon. Reconsider, even now. If I become your sword, everyone in the world will..."

CRASH!

Baek Suryong kicked Skykiller, sending him flying into the wall. He then sauntered over to the writhing man and stared down at him with complete indifference. "Since you want it so badly, as your master, I'll give you your first and final command."

He delivered a final, devastating stomp and destroyed Skykiller's qi center. Immediately, the assassin's inner qi started dissipating, and his condition began to deteriorate rapidly.

"Die slowly while writhing like a bug."

Baek Suryong's interest in Skykiller evaporated, and he turned his back on the slowly dying man without another glance.

"Aah... Aaaaaargh...!"

Unable to contain his rage, Skykiller thrashed violently and howled. Unfortunately, he could no longer scream properly due to his damaged vocal cords.

Without a doubt, it was a far more insignificant death than he could ever have imagined for himself.



Translator's Note: Who died more pathetically? Namgung Jaehak, Skykiller or Seol Suryeon?


Chapter 405: When Did That Boy Make So Many Friends?

"Nnngh..." Ak Yeonho struggled to regain consciousness. His last memory was of everyone ganging up on Skykiller before his vision suddenly went black. His body felt heavy, as if he'd endured nightmares all night, and cold sweat drenched his clothes.

Suddenly, the thought of his comrades jolted him awake as effectively as being doused with ice water.

Panicking, he gasped, "E-Everyone...! How are they...?"

"Everyone's fine, so calm down. You've exhausted a lot of your energy."

Ak Yeonho felt a gentle hand press down on his shoulder, stopping him from sitting up straight. Startled, he looked up to see a good-looking middle-aged man smiling softly at him.

"Are you... Suryong-hyung's father? The Hand..."

"Shut it. Damn, I should really go out into the jianghu and make a new alias. Give me your wrist."

Sighing softly, Baek Muheun checked Ak Yeonho's pulse with practiced ease. He then took out a small silver cylinder from his shirt pocket, pulled out several thin silver needles from inside, and deftly stuck them in Ak Yeonho's arm and palm.

Bewildered, Ak Yeonho asked, "Are you a physician?"

"I picked up a few medical skills here and there. I had many occasions to meet physicians in the past," Baek Muheun replied, smiling as he finished inserting the needles. 

Ak Yeonho immediately felt much more at ease.

"How's that? Better?" Baek Muheun asked.

Ak Yeonho nodded. "With skills like these, you could open your own clinic... No, that's not what's important! What about Suryong and the others?"

Baek Muheun gestured with his chin. "Take a look around you."

Ak Yeonho did as he was told. Myeong Il'oh and Jaegal Soyeong were sitting cross-legged, circulating their qi. Their breathing remained steady, and aside from their pale complexions, they appeared fine. A few silver needles were also stuck in their shoulders and arms.

He could see other familiar faces as well, including Noh Goonsang, who was busy tending to the injured. 

Seeing that he was awake, Noh Goonsang let out a relieved "hoho", though it sounded more feeble than usual. "Mr. Ak, you're awake?"

"Principal..."

"I was worried about you. You kept breaking out in cold sweats, as if you were having nightmares."

"I'm glad you're safe..."

Besides Noh Goonsang, he spotted other familiar faces, such as Mae Geuklyom, Kwak Duyong, Cheong Cheon, and Cheoldu. Most of them looked too exhausted to move, but thankfully, none of them appeared to be critically injured. The Five Young Azure Dragons were lying on their sides too, sound asleep. Namgung Su was also out cold, leaning against a wall.

"So everyone's safe..." Ak Yeonho breathed a sigh of relief, but a question arose in his mind as he looked at Baek Muheun. "So, what happened? Why am I, and everyone else, here? Where's Suryong-hyung?"

"Skykiller used sorcery." Baek Muheun briefly explained what had happened after Ak Yeonho lost consciousness. He talked about how people had lost their minds due to the sorcery that Skykiller had cast, and how his son had put a stop to it.

When he mentioned that his son was still fighting Skykiller inside the Azure Dragon Academy, though, Ak Yeonho grew stern. 

"We have to hurry and help him!"

"There's no need for that. You need to rest your mind and body here," Baek Muheun said with uncharacteristic strictness.

This sudden change in attitude was due to his son's earnest request.

[Dad, in a moment, all the Soulless will turn their attention to me. When that happens, could you please move the unconscious people to a safe place?]

Prior to seizing control of Skykiller's sorcery, Baek Suryong had sent a telepathic message to Baek Muheun, instructing him to evacuate everyone to a secure location. This was an understandable request. However, the following request was definitely 'strange.'

[Also, please stop anyone from entering the Azure Dragon Academy until the fight's over. That includes you, Dad.]

Baek Muheun nodded without asking for details. Noticing his son's unusually assertive demeanor, he had an idea of what his son was planning.

[There's something you don't want us to see, huh? I understand.]

As soon as Skykiller's spell was lifted, he started moving the unconscious people outside the academy. First were Noh Goonsang and Baek Suryong's colleagues. After that, as the brainwashed martial artists collapsed one by one, he tucked them under his arm and used his movement arts repeatedly to carry them out of the Azure Dragon Academy.

Now, he addressed everyone staring at him at the main gate of the Azure Dragon Academy, his expression resolute.

"The same goes for everyone else. Until the fight is completely over, no one is allowed to interfere."

[image: sep]


KWAKWAKWAKWAKWA!

A vortex of crimson energy raged inside the Azure Dragon Academy, staining the sky a bloody hue. Even from a distance, it was an ominous and frightening sight.

Just what in the world is happening in there...?

The Azure Dragon Hero is fighting in there alone?

How can anyone have such killing intent...

The martial artists who had regained consciousness looked beyond the gate, but Baek Muheun did not allow them to indulge their curiosity any further. Fortunately, most of them were too weak to move.

Of course, there were some exceptions.

Noh Goonsang, who was observing the reddened sky solemnly, asked Baek Muheun, "Did Mr. Baek put you up to this?"

"Yes, Principal."

"What would you do if I insisted on going inside?"

"My apologies." Baek Muheun shook his head, his expression firm. His meaning was clear. He would stop Noh Goonsang by force if necessary.

"......"

"......"

A strange tension hung in the air for a moment, but fortunately, everyone's worst fears proved unfounded.

"It seems father and son are equally stubborn. I understand. Besides, if I went in now, I'd only get in the way. Still..." Noh Goonsang sighed and eyed Baek Muheun curiously.

Unlike most of the martial artists, who had become Soulless due to Skykiller's sorcery, Baek Muheun remained unaffected. For this reason, he was able to carry all the unconscious people out of the Azure Dragon Academy by himself.

"How were you able to escape Skykiller's sorcery? Ah, don't misunderstand. I'm not saying you're suspicious, it's just..."

"I simply got lucky."

Baek Muheun's battle with the Ninth Shroud had been decided in a single strike, so no blood was spilled. Additionally, the body of the First Shroud (Ninth Elder) was not imbued with sorcery because he was a Blood Cult elder. That was why, aside from Baek Suryong and Namgung Su, he was the only one who was unaffected by the spell.

"Fortunately, the spell seems to be completely broken now. Those who haven't woken up are merely unconscious from exhaustion. If everyone who has recovered their strength could help carry their unconscious friends to a physician..."

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWA...!

Suddenly, the storm of crimson qi swirling inside the Azure Dragon Academy began to gather. Morphed into an enormous, bizarre shape, it shot up into the sky like a giant blood dragon ascending to the heavens.

"What the hell...?!"

"A red dragon has appeared in the sky above the Azure Dragon Academy!"

"Wow! It's a miracle!"

Everyone stared at the sky above the Azure Dragon Academy, their expressions shocked. 

Only Noh Goonsang was paralyzed with terror, his body visibly quivering. "T-That energy...! That's his energy! Why is it appearing here...?!"

Baek Muheun sighed quietly upon seeing the Principal's reaction.

Suryong.

He recalled the fleeting image he had seen of his son as he carried Namgung Su on his back and left the Azure Dragon Academy for the last time. A man with red hair and eyes, exuding a dominating aura.

Although he had been away from the jianghu for a long time, he knew what that hair and eye color signified.

I had my suspicions after reading his diary before... but it seems he truly has learned the Blood Demon's martial arts. Still, so what? Martial arts are just martial arts. Nothing makes me prouder than seeing Suryong overcoming his congenital disorder all by himself. Though... few will probably agree with me.

The Blood Cult had threatened the jianghu for hundreds of years, and the Blood Demon embodied its zenith. If it became known that the Azure Dragon Hero had learned the Heaven Defying Divine Art, all that he had worked so hard to build would crumble to dust.

No, it would be fortunate if it ended there. Overnight, the same people who had praised the Azure Dragon Hero would turn their backs and denounce him as a Blood Cult demon who had deceived the orthodox sects. Perhaps, just for learning the Blood Demon's martial arts, he could even be branded a public enemy of the murim.

How difficult must it be to keep such a huge secret alone? From now on, I will help you protect it.

Baek Muheun intended to protect his son, Baek Suryong, even if the entire world were to condemn him and try to kill him. To protect someone in the murim, though, one needed strength.

"I thought I was strong enough, but it seems that I'll have to work harder, " Baek Muheun swore to himself, quietly steeling his resolve as he stood guard alone at the main gate of the Azure Dragon Academy.

Suddenly, dozens of torches appeared on the horizon. Shortly after, several groups of martial artists arrived at the entrance. Recognizing each other, they quickly exchanged greetings.

"Branch Manager!"

"Is everyone alright?"

At the forefront of the group of martial artists was the Murim Alliance Jiangxi Branch Manager, Kang Socheon. Behind him were beggars from the Beggar's Gang, constables, and Rehabilitation Sect martial artists.

Kang Socheon confirmed that the injured Murim Alliance martial artists were safe and breathed a sigh of relief. Thankfully, no one had died.

"What in the world happened here? I received a report that the martial artists who were supposed to secure the perimeter had headed for the Azure Dragon Academy, so I gathered the remaining martial artists and came here."

Baek Muheun filled Kang Socheon in, and Kang Socheon immediately expressed his gratitude. "On behalf of all the martial artists of the Murim Alliance, I thank you, Master Baek."

"I only did what had to be done."

"From now on, the Murim Alliance will assist the Azure Dragon Hero, so please open the gate."

"I'm sorry, but I can't do that."

"You can't?"

Baek Muheun explained the sorcery, but, of course, Kang Socheon's pride wouldn't allow him to give in so easily.

"If that's the case, shouldn't we help the Azure Dragon Hero even more? We don't know what evil arts that vile assassin might use to escape!"

"I know this may sound stubborn, but I stand by my position. No one may enter until the fight's over."

...Something fishy is going on. Kang Socheon's eyebrows twitched violently. "I simply don't understand. On my way here, I saw an ominous energy soaring from within the academy grounds. I must see for myself what's happening in there."

"No."

"You, really...!"

The Jiangxi Branch Manager stepped forward, prepared to use force if necessary.

"Please wait!" Ak Yeonho cried out, stepping forward and flanking Baek Muheun. Despite his pale face and frail appearance, he clasped his hands together and said  firmly, "I am Ak Yeonho of the Shandong Ak Clan. I sincerely request that you, Jiangxi Murim Alliance Branch Manager Master Kang Socheon, please refrain from intervening until the battle is over."

"I am Jaegal Soyeong of the Jaegal Clan. I too humbly ask you to wait here." The precious jewel of the Jaegal Clan, Jaegal Soyeong, joined Ak Yeonho, clasping her hands together with a pale but resolute expression. 

Myeong Il'oh quietly stood beside her. "This incident occurred within the Azure Dragon Academy. Even if you're from the Murim Alliance, you are not permitted to investigate one of the Five Great Academies as you please."

It was a sound argument, but Kang Socheon wasn't ready to concede. "Skykiller, one of the public enemies of the murim, is in there. The Murim Alliance therefore has the right to inspect the Azure Dragon Academy as we see fit."

"By that logic, the Azure Dragon Hero, Master Baek Suryong, is the Murim Alliance Chief Instructor. Since he's already fighting Skykiller, is any further assistance necessary?"

"How insolent!" Kang Socheon roared, his aura flaring. Jaegal Soyeong's rebuttal wounded his ego. "This is my jurisdiction. Unless the Chairman himself comes, even the Chief Instructor cannot order me around!"

"I never said the Azure Dragon Hero gave you an order, Branch Manager. I merely..."

"Enough! No matter how I look at it, your reason for intercepting me is suspicious. If you don't step aside immediately, I'll consider your actions an obstruction of the Murim Alliance's duties!"

Kang Socheon was confident. The gate was blocked by only a few people, all of whom were exhausted. If he used force, they wouldn't last a second.

However, at that moment, the beggars from the Beggar's Gang who had come with Kang Socheon all switched sides.

The Beggars' Gang Jiangxi Branch Manager, Wang Son, scratched his neck and said, "The Azure Dragon Hero is our brother, and we beggars don't barge into a brother's house without permission."

"You people too...!"

It didn't end there.

"Rehabilitation Sect, seal off the main gate!"

At Cheoldu's command, the Rehabilitation Sect members glowered menacingly at the Murim Alliance warriors.

"While the authorities generally abstain from interfering in the affairs of martial artists, should the Murim Alliance proceed to commit the crime of trespassing before our very eyes, we will not hesitate to take action," Cheong Cheon added, also instructing his officers to barricade the main gate of the Azure Dragon Academy.

Seeing dozens of people obstructing the gate, Kang Socheon found himself unable to advance or retreat. His face flushed red with frustration. "All you bastards...!" 

"Haha! When did that boy make so many friends?" Baek Muheun let out a small, dry laugh as he watched the scene unfold.


Chapter 406: The Future of the Azure Dragon Academy

The tense standoff stretched on, the hostile atmosphere thick enough to cut with a blade.

Kang Socheon's voice cracked like a whip through the morning air. "Do you really intend to get in my way?!"

"Yes," Baek Muheun replied firmly. He had absolutely no intention of letting Kang Socheon, the Murim Alliance Jiangxi Branch Manager, enter the Azure Dragon Academy and assess the situation inside.

Dozens of people now formed a human wall across the main gate, including Baek Suryong's close friends, the beggars, the Rehabilitation Sect, and even the constables. They stood shoulder to shoulder, blocking the path of the Murim Alliance's warriors.

Kang Socheon's voice dropped to a dangerous growl. "This is your final warning. If you don't move, this won't end with words anymore."

Although their dispute had begun as a simple squabble, it escalated when he witnessed their desperate determination to block his way. Suspicion gnawed at his mind like an itch that wouldn't go away.

What on earth are they trying to hide? No matter how famous the Azure Dragon Hero is, how could they obstruct a Murim Alliance Branch Manager? And he's not even here himself? This doesn't make any sense!

Backing down meekly was out of the question.

Kang Socheon's expression hardened as he barked orders to his subordinates. "I've been patient enough. Arrest everyone who dares challenge the Murim Alliance's authority. I'll meet the Azure Dragon Hero myself and demand an explanation for this!"

""Yes!""

More than half of the martial artists blocking the gate had only just regained their senses after falling victim to Skykiller's sorcery. If a fight broke out, the outcome was obvious.

Still, not a single one moved aside. They glared fiercely at the approaching Murim Alliance warriors, their trembling limbs betraying their fear even as they stood firm in their resolve to fight.

"These people, until the very end!" Kang Socheon bellowed, his face contorted with rage.

The martial artists from both sides braced themselves, ready to clash, when a voice cut through the tension like a blade.

"May this old man say a few words?"

Noh Goonsang stepped forward with measured steps and a grave expression. Until now, he had remained silent, choosing not to interfere in the unfolding drama.

A collective wave of relief washed over the academy's instructors. As the Azure Dragon Academy Principal, Noh Goonsang's authority exceeded that of anyone else present.

However, Baek Muheun watched the principal with growing anxiety.

This is bad. Considering the Principal's reaction just now, he must be suspicious of Suryong too...

He recalled the unmistakable fear emanating from Noh Goonsang the moment the red dragon-shaped qi soared into the sky from the Azure Dragon Academy. 


"T-That energy...! That's his energy! Why is it appearing here...?!"



He had heard every word of Noh Goonsang soft mumble clearly, so he knew the Principal was drowning in confusion and doubt right now.

If he's capable of discerning the energy of the Heaven Defying Divine Art... then he might side with the Murim Alliance and order the gate opened immediately to confirm his suspicions.

He glanced around. It wasn't just Noh Goonsang. Similar doubts were likely taking root in many hearts, though to varying degrees.

Anxious, he squeezed the hilt of his sword so hard that his knuckles turned white.

Noh Goonsang continued, "I'll take full responsibility for today's events, so could you please withdraw for now?"

Baek Muheun relaxed his grip at once, while the instructors behind him looked at Noh Goonsang hopefully.

In contrast, Kang Socheon glared at the old man in disappointment. "Is that all you have to say? The same thing as them? I don't know what the Azure Dragon Hero is thinking, but the Alliance will never stand by and watch..."

"I gave him that order," Noh Goonsang interjected.

Everyone within earshot stared at him with wide, disbelieving eyes.

Kang Socheon's eyeballs nearly popped out of their sockets. "Pardon?"

"I said, I gave him that order."

"What are you talking about all of a sudden?!"

Noh Goonsang's gaze, once wavering, was now resolute. "I instructed Mr. Baek Suryong to capture Skykiller, torture him for information on the Blood Cult, and kill him as cruelly as possible."

"What kind of absurd lie..."

"It's not a lie." Noh Goonsang's gaze swept across the crowd of shocked faces. "Skykiller murdered a close friend of mine a long time ago. When I heard he appeared here, I resolved to kill him no matter what."

His sudden confession stunned everyone into silence. They stared at him with blank expressions, unconsciously lowering their weapons.

"I know I don't have what it takes to take revenge with my own hands, so I ordered Mr. Baek Suryong to torture the bastard as brutally as possible and then kill him. That's why I can't allow anyone to pass through these gates."

Silence stretched like a taut bowstring.

No way.

Why would he do such a thing?

Could the Principal really...

Everyone had questions, but before anyone could voice them, Noh Goonsang pressed on, "I know this is something a member of the orthodox should never do. No matter how blinded by revenge I am, commissioning a murder through another's hands instead of my own... What makes me any different from the assassin I hate so much? I'm not so sure myself."

The bitterness and gravity on Noh Goonsang's face as he confessed his guilt seemed too genuine to be fake. Disappointment flickered across several martial artists' faces.

"Elder! What on earth are you saying?" Kang Socheon exclaimed.

The Thousand-Armed Bodhisattva, Noh Goonsang, was a murim elder respected by countless people. He simply couldn't fathom why he would defend the Azure Dragon Hero to the point of dragging his own honor through the mud.

"I'm telling the truth."

Noh Goonsang turned to face the Azure Dragon Academy instructors. Mae Geuklyom and Namgung Su had regained their composure during the commotion and were now staring at him intently.

He offered them a slight smile that clearly conveyed, 'Please don't intervene', then continued, "How can such a petty man be qualified to be Principal of the Azure Dragon Academy? As penance, I'll step down from my position at the end of this year. I need time to find a suitable successor and transfer my duties, so please bear with this old man for just a few more months."

"!" Everyone listening to Noh Goonsang's declaration, especially the instructors, widened their eyes in shock.

"Principal!"

"What are you saying!"

"You can't! So suddenly...!"

Noh Goonsang raised his hand, silencing the protests. "I've already made up my mind, so don't say anything." He turned back toward Kang Socheon, his firm tone making it clear that there was no room for discussion. "I'll swallow my shame and ask you one more time. Please withdraw for today."

Kang Socheon hesitated. Regardless of whether Noh Goonsang was telling the truth, a great senior of the murim was making a request at the cost of his own honor. Confronting him further would weigh heavily on his conscience.

In the end, he had no choice but to relent.

"I understand," he sighed. "We'll return for today. However, please tell the Azure Dragon Hero to come find me as soon as possible."

"Thank you."

Kang Socheon and his martial artists took their leave, as did the members of the Beggar's Gang. After that, Cheoldu and Cheong Cheon left with the Rehabilitation Sect forces and constables, leaving only the Azure Dragon Academy staff behind.

Finally, the floodgates of everyone's pent-up emotions burst open.

"Principal!"

"Why would you tell such a lie..."

"You didn't have to go that far!"

No one believed Noh Goonsang's story. They all thought he had made things up to buy precious time for Baek Suryong.

"Hoho. My feelings about Skykiller aren't a lie," Noh Goonsang chuckled softly, his gaze sweeping over the instructors. He could sense the growing suspicion in their hearts, and how could he not? He was more attuned to that energy than anyone else here.

That ominous qi that soared from the academy grounds was definitely... the Blood Demon's martial arts.

He was certain because he had experienced it firsthand, but he couldn't bring himself to share this knowledge. One careless word from him could bring catastrophic ruin upon the Azure Dragon Academy.

I'd prefer to believe that I'm getting senile and perceived it incorrectly.

Nevertheless, one question led to another. Only Skykiller and Baek Suryong were left inside the academy. Logic dictated that it was Skykiller who had learned the Blood Demon's martial arts, but...

What if... it's not Skykiller?

Noh Goonsang shook his head and buried his doubts deep in his mind. Looking at the worried instructors, he reassured, "Don't doubt Mr. Baek Suryong. Although his request is strange, isn't he quite the eccentric fellow? Still, he would never do anything to harm the Azure Dragon Academy."

Despite his own feelings, he had to project confidence to the others, because he was the Principal of the Azure Dragon Academy.

Fortunately, his words seemed to ease the instructors' tension, and they all sighed with relief and nodded in agreement.

There were still some lingering concerns, though.

"About you stepping down from the Principal position..."

"It's a j-joke, right?"

Noh Goonsang chuckled softly as he stared at the sky. The seemingly endless night was finally coming to an end, and dawn had already begun to paint the horizon. "It's something I've been thinking about for a while now. I don't think I'll be needed anymore in the future of the Azure Dragon Academy."

Silence settled over the instructors like morning mist, but Noh Goonsang smiled, his features relaxed as if he had finally set down a crushing burden.

"The Azure Dragon Academy will only grow stronger from now onwards. Please continue to work hard together for a bright future."

...And so that young man no longer has to hide his secrets.

All of the instructors nodded, each with complex emotions swirling in their hearts.

Except for Mae Geuklyom, most of the Azure Dragon Academy instructors were martial artists young enough to be Noh Goonsang's children or grandchildren. To them, he may not have been an exceptionally skilled principal, but he was an elder who always put their minds at ease.

Just then, the main gate opened.

CREAAAK...

"Have you all been waiting long?" Baek Suryong asked as he trudged out. Exhaustion was etched into every line of his body , and his clothes were soaked in blood, though most of it belonged to Skykiller. He didn't appear to be seriously injured.

"Hyung-nim!"

"Suryong!"

His family and peers rushed forward to check on him. To his horror, Baek Suryong felt their hands wander all over his body, searching for injuries.

"You're overreacting ..." he complained as he checked on Namgung Su and the students who had not yet regained consciousness. Only after confirming their safety did he truly relax and smile faintly in relief. "Phew, everyone's safe." 

Suddenly, he felt the weight of many gazes on him.

"About what happened inside..."

Noh Goonsang approached and patted his shoulder. "There's no need to explain."

"Pardon?"

"You saved many people today. What more is there to say?"

"......"

"We've taken care of the minor details, so rest for now and we can talk later."

"Yes, I understand." Baek Suryong gave a weak smile as the last of his tension left his body. "Then I'll... get some rest."

He had barely slept for the past few days. On top of that, the crushing fatigue from using the Blood Demon's finger to cast sorcery hit him like a tidal wave. His consciousness faded in an instant.

"Suryong!" Baek Muheun caught his son as he collapsed. After briefly checking his pulse, he breathed a sigh of relief. "He must have been extremely tired."

Fortunately, Baek Suryong was just exhausted, not suffering from any major injuries. Upon hearing these reassuring words, Mae Geuklyom patted his chest in relief.

With that, the longest night the Azure Dragon Academy had ever known finally came to an end.


Chapter 407: Are You Planning to Stay Here?

A modest funeral for Jin Euihyeop was held at the Azure Dragon Academy. Fellow instructors and a few students were in attendance, and Noh Goonsang delivered the eulogy.

The Principal's voice echoed softly as those in attendance listened quietly to his speech.

"Mr. Jin Euihyeop was a sincere and humble young man. I remember the day he interviewed for a new instructor position. When asked what kind of teacher he wanted to be, he answered seriously: 'In a way that would not bring shame to the name Euihyeop (chivalrous hero), given to me by my parents, I will always teach with fairness and integrity. I want to be a teacher who's always ready to help students who are struggling in class."

"Sob..." The instructors and students who had been close to Jin Euihyeop began to weep one by one.

"......" Kwak Duyong, who had been particularly close to Jin Euihyeop, was naturally present. He stared blankly at his friend's memorial tablet, which stood alone since his body was never found.

Looking at him with a pained expression, Noh Goonsang continued, "I never doubted that Mr. Jin Euihyeop would become the future of the Azure Dragon Academy. He wasn't an exceptional martial artist or a brilliant instructor right off the bat, but I knew the true worth of young men like him is revealed over time, like well-aged liquor."

"......"

Baek Suryong also attended the funeral. He didn't know Jin Euihyeop personally, and they only acknowledged each other with a light nod when they crossed paths at the Azure Dragon Academy. He was always busy with work, and he had more than enough friends, so he never bothered to expand his social circle.

Nevertheless, he was here for a reason.

He died because of me.

Ultimately, Jin Euihyeop died because Skykiller needed to disguise himself as someone close to him. To put it bluntly, he was unlucky. Still, that unlucky person could also have been Ak Yeonho, Myeong Il'oh, Jaegal Soyeong, or Kwak Duyong. 

Furthermore, this was something that would never have happened if he hadn't actively provoked the Blood Cult.

As a result, he couldn't help feeling somewhat responsible for Jin Euihyeop's death.

I'm sorry.

Although he had led his forces to an overwhelming victory against Deathshroud, the top assassins' guild in the Central Plains, there were still casualties. Just at the Azure Dragon Academy, Jin Euihyeop perished, and several instructors and students were injured. There were also a considerable number of wounded among the Murim Alliance, the Beggar's Gang, the Rehabilitation Sect, and the constables, who had formed the perimeter.

Sensing Baek Suryong's gloom, the Divine Azure Dragon Sword comforted him gently, [Don't blame yourself. It was an unavoidable event that happened in a place you knew nothing about.]

Baek Suryong smiled bitterly and patted the sword. [I'm not blaming myself. It's just...]

He often attended the funerals of deceased colleagues in his past life. In fact, he had witnessed many more deaths back then. However, today was different from those days when he had regarded the deaths of others as trivial.

Only one person had died. As Skykiller had pointed out, it was a small loss, one that could even be called selfish.

But I feel like absolute shit.

Baek Suryong looked at Jin Euihyeop's memorial tablet. He had heard that Jin Euihyeop had family back home, including his parents and three younger siblings. As the eldest son, he was a source of pride for his family after getting a job at the Azure Dragon Academy, and had even treated everyone in his village to a meal in celebration.

May you rest in peace, Jin Euihyeop.

He had arranged through Bok Manchun to send condolence money to the family and instructed the White Dragon Conglomerate to support them as much as possible. He didn't know how much help it would be, but it was the best he could do for them.

If by some chance you are reincarnated like me, I hope you'll be able to teach students to your heart's content.

While Baek Suryong was lost in a brief, idle fantasy, the funeral ended.

Or perhaps, it would be nice to meet as teacher and student next time.

People began to leave one by one, their expressions grave and solemn. Baek Suryong gave a light nod toward the memorial tablet before departing as well.

The space was now empty.

WHOOSH!

A sudden gust of wind made the chestnut wood memorial tablet tremble slightly before settling down again.
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Less than half a day later, rumors spread throughout the city that assassins from Deathshroud had infiltrated the Azure Dragon Academy to target the Azure Dragon Hero, and that a bloody battle had taken place the previous night.

Naturally, the entire city was abuzz. Several people had witnessed the fight between the martial artists and assassins that night. Fortunately, there were no civilian casualties, but the mere fact that an assassins' guild had infiltrated the city was enough to make people fear for their lives.

While the plan to secure the perimeter had been carried out in secret, now that the fighting was over, the Murim Alliance officially dispatched an investigation team. Consequently, the Azure Dragon Academy decided to suspend all classes until the investigation was complete. This was also in consideration of the injured instructors and frightened students.

After attending the funeral, Baek Suryong went to visit Mae Geuklyom.

"Grandpa, how are you feeling?"

"Much better."

Lying in bed, Mae Geuklyom resembled a critically ill patient. His wounds from the fight with the First Shroud were numerous, and his internal injuries deep. The physician had told him not to move and to rest, but the old man tried to act as if he were fine in front of his grandson.

"I'll be able to move like before in just three days, so don't worry too much..."

"Three days? Not a chance," Baek Muheun, who was brewing a medicinal tonic, interjected. "The physician said you need to rest for at least ten days. When did that become three?"

"Urgh..."

Baek Muheun approached, nagging people along the way. He cleaned Mae Geuklyom's wound with a clean cotton cloth and skillfully applied salve. He also brought the tonic he had brewed himself, helped Mae Geuklyom sit up, and assisted him in drinking it. His touch was as delicate as that of a female physician who had worked at a clinic for years.

"The medicine's bitter."

"Of course medicine is bitter, not sweet. I brought some candy though, so have some."

"You insolent whelp..." Mae Geuklyom frowned, but did as Baek Muheun instructed.

Baek Suryong stared at his father, dumbfounded. "How are you so good at taking care of patients?"

"Why do you think I'm this good at it?" Baek Muheun asked rhetorically, then laid Mae Geuklyom back down on the bed and tucked him in properly. "The physician said he must rest for ten days without moving. Until then, I'll stay by your maternal grandfather's side and watch over him, so don't worry."

"You damn rascal..."

"Shut up. Since I'm nursing you, how about you stop calling me a playboy?"

"But that's what you are."

Baek Muheun smirked at his father-in-law's gruff response but glanced at his son's complexion out of the corner of his eye. Although Baek Suryong's injuries weren't as bad as his father-in-law's, he knew that his son had also been through a tough fight. "How are you feeling?"

"Me? I'm perfectly fine." Baek Suryong shrugged casually.

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword at his waist trembled. [Lying is not good.]

Baek Suryong snorted. [What's the point in telling them? It's not like they can help me.]

Fortunately, with the help of the Divine Azure Dragon Sword, he managed to perform the sorcery safely. Had he tried to control the sorcery alone, however, he would have suffered fatal internal injuries. 

Nevertheless, his condition was not good. In fact, it could even be described as dire. In exchange for using a tiny piece of the Blood Fiend's finger, the energy of the Heaven Defying Divine Art was now running rampant throughout his body, messing up his insides.

He could almost hear the Divine Azure Dragon Sword sigh deeply in his ear. Since his affliction couldn't be detected by taking his pulse, though, no one else should know about it unless he told them... or unless they were unusually perceptive, like his father.

"You, as I thought..." Baek Muheun narrowed his eyes, studying his son's expression, then sighed worriedly. "This won't do. I'm too worried about my son to go home."

"What?" Baek Suryong blinked in confusion for a moment before the meaning of those words hit him. Pouting, he asked, "Don't tell me... are you planning to stay here?"

"Watch your mouth, you rude brat. And yes, I plan to stay here." Baek Muheun nodded. However, he wasn't doing this simply because he was worried about his son. "Besides, if I return to the Baek Academy like this, the people there could be in danger because of me, couldn't they?"

Baek Suryong's eyes widened in realization. "Ah, I hadn't thought of that."

His father had indeed killed one of the Blood Cult's elders. There was a high probability that the Blood Cult would now have him in their sights. Returning to the Baek Academy in this situation could endanger the people around him.

"For now, it's better if I act as if I've cut my ties and left for good," Baek Muheun added. "I'll probably get an earful from the villagers when I eventually go back, though."

"That's a good idea. There are plenty of empty rooms at the White Dragon Manor, so feel free to pick one."

Baek Muheun shook his head. "No thanks. I have no intention of living off my adult son. I'll find a place to stay on my own."

"Do you have a lot of money, Dad? The housing prices in this neighborhood are no joke..."

"How could I possibly have money? I've spent it all on my son, so I'm flat broke."

"Ahem!" Baek Suryong cleared his throat. The words pricked at his conscience. "No, I mean, if you don't have money, then how..."

"I agreed to lend him some money," Mae Geuklyom, who had been lying down quietly, chimed in.

Baek Suryong looked at his father with a troubled expression. It seemed the father-in-law and son-in-law had already discussed the matter. 

Then why do I feel so worried about this man, who's nearly half a century old, as if he's a child left by the riverbank?

"You could have just asked me," he argued. "Wouldn't it be better to leech off your son than your father-in-law?"

Baek Muheun gripped the pestle used for pounding medicinal herbs. "Do you really want to get hit? I may have nothing right now, but I'm not yet at the point where I need to rely on my son, and who's leeching? I plan to work and pay it all back."

Baek Suryong flinched and leaned back slightly. He couldn't understand why his father was being so stubborn about something like this. "...What kind of work?" he asked.

"Since I've been teaching martial arts for over ten years, I'm thinking of opening a small martial arts academy here. Perhaps a basic martial arts class for adults, aimed at improving general health?"

"A martial arts academy..."

The idea of his father opening a martial arts academy near the Azure Dragon Academy made Baek Suryong feel a bit strange.

"So about that, would you mind if I used your name to my advantage?"

"Are you asking me to go and teach?"

"No." Glancing at the sleeping Mae Geuklyom, Baek Muheun lowered his voice and whispered, "You just need to come by once or twice and check their posture. Don't you think people will show more interest if I put up a poster saying the Azure Dragon Hero will provide direct instruction?"

"I knew it! You little miscreant... I can tell you're brewing up a scam!" Mae Geuklyom roared, glaring daggers at Baek Muheun. For some reason, he had awoken instantly as if he could sense his son-in-law was up to no good. "I thought you'd turned over a new leaf with age, but you still haven't shed your delinquent ways!"

"Your son-in-law and a graduate of the Azure Dragon Academy is trying to use his son's fame to make a living. What's wrong with that?"

"Get your facts straight. How are you a graduate of the Azure Dragon Academy? Didn't you drop out of school and elope with my daughter in the middle of the night?"

"Hey, I still attended until the start of my fourth year, didn't I?"

"Did you now? This damn scoundrel is trying to talk back to me!"

Just when it seemed like they were getting along, the two started bickering like cats and dogs again.

"Pfft... Puhahaha!"

Watching their utterly childish argument, Baek Suryong lost control of himself and burst out laughing. In an instant, the gloomy feelings from Jin Euihyeop's funeral melted away.


Chapter 408: I'll Keep That In Mind

For the first time in a while, Baek Suryong spent some quality, peaceful time with his family. After days of staying on guard against assassins at the Azure Dragon Academy, this was the first proper conversation the three of them had shared.

Though most of their talk consisted of childish bickering between two men whose combined age was well over a hundred.

"Father-in-law, you always say that I was the worst delinquent, but honestly, Yakbing deserves that title more than I do."

"What? How dare you slander my daughter, you scoundrel?!"

"Don't you remember? When Yakbing was a second-year, on the school trip... Mmph!"

"Shut that insolent mouth of yours right now."

"What happened on the school trip?" Baek Suryong asked curiously.

"You don't need to know about that."

Baek Suryong chuckled as he observed their antics. Seeing the two men bicker relentlessly, he could tell that they felt very comfortable with each other.

I wonder if this is what their relationship was like when Dad was a student at the Azure Dragon Academy? After reuniting thirty years later and fighting their archenemy together, perhaps the two of them are slowly rekindling their bond?

In front of him, his father, Baek Muheun, was indignantly struggling to push his grandfather Mae Geuklyom's hand away from his mouth.

Instead of working somewhere else, why not...

A thought suddenly occurred to him, but he didn't voice it. It was still too soon.
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After chatting without a care for about an hour, Baek Muheun checked his father-in-law's complexion and said to his son, "You must be busy, so you should go. Your grandfather needs to rest."

"You brat! Who are you to tell my grandson to leave?"

"You seem to forget often, but I'm this boy's father."

"Talking back at every opportunity..." Mae Geuklyom grumbled, but he seemed to be having difficulty sitting upright and slowly lay down.

Baek Suryong rose from his seat. "Grandpa, I'll come visit again soon."

"Very well. Don't overdo it. Are you going straight home?"

"Not yet, the Principal wanted to speak with me privately. I'll meet with him before I leave."

"Give my regards to him."

"Yes, Grandpa."

"Father-in-law, I'll just step out to see him off."

Baek Muheun tucked Mae Geuklyom into bed before heading outside with Baek Suryong.

"Let's walk for a bit," he said.

Walking side by side, the father and son pair were met with furtive glances from the students. Although classes at the Azure Dragon Academy had been temporarily suspended, quite a few students were still staying in the dormitories.

Since they were alone, Baek Suryong decided to subtly suggest his earlier idea to his father. "Dad, instead of a martial arts academy, why don't you..."

"...Teach at the Azure Dragon Academy?" Baek Muheun finished his son's sentence, smiling faintly. It wasn't hard to guess what his son was thinking. "Sorry, but I don't want to do that."

"Why not?"

The Azure Dragon Academy needed a new instructor to fill Jin Euihyeop's vacant position. With Baek Muheun's skills and his history as an alumnus (even though he dropped out before graduation), he wouldn't need much time to adjust.

"If I replace Mr. Jin Euihyeop, malicious rumors will spread," Baek Muheun explained. "I am the Azure Dragon Hero's father and the Headmaster's son-in-law. People will assume that I only got the job by pulling strings."

Baek Suryong stared at his father in disbelief. "You're refusing just because you're worried about idiots running their mouths behind your back? Couldn't you just prove them wrong with your skills?"

"I don't care if they curse me behind my back." Baek Muheun shook his head and glanced back at Mae Geuklyom's house, which they had just left. "Your grandfather worked for the Azure Dragon Academy for over thirty years. I don't want to do anything that might tarnish his reputation. Also..."

Leaning closer to his son, he whispered, "Honestly, I don't fancy the idea of working under Father-in-law. You saw how much that damned old man nags, didn't you?"

Baek Muheun shook his head vigorously, as if he couldn't even imagine what it would be like to work with Mae Geuklyom every day.

Baek Suryong nodded. "Well, if you don't want to, Dad, I can't force you."

He felt it was a shame, but he didn't press the issue further. The current Baek Muheun was a free man, unbound by anything, and he wasn't about to tie him down.

"Now, let me ask you something." Baek Muheun stopped in his tracks and created a qi sound barrier to prevent being overheard.

Baek Suryong looked at him quizzically. "What's with the serious atmosphere?"

"It's about your martial arts."

Baek Suryong flinched. This moment has finally come.

Ultimately, he showed his father that he had learned the Heaven Defying Divine Art. At the time, however, he hadn't had any other choice. He had to do something drastic to draw Skykiller's attention away from everyone else. It was a necessary risk, and as a result, he was able to kill the assassin.

Baek Muheun asked, "Is it the martial arts that I read about in your diary?"

"...Yes." Baek Suryong nodded obediently. Fortunately, his father had already read his diary, so he didn't seem too shocked.

"So the reason your severed meridians suddenly healed was..."

"...Thanks to the Heaven Defying Divine Art. I had to do it. It was the only way for me to live."

Baek Muheun sighed deeply. Even though he had prepared himself, actually hearing these words from his son hit differently. Still, what he needed to say to his son now became clear.

"Suryong," he began seriously, recalling Noh Goonsang's expression and the words he had muttered the previous night. "The Principal might be suspicious of your martial arts... no, he's probably already certain."

"The Principal?"

"He'll definitely ask you about your martial arts." Baek Muheun reached out and gripped his son's shoulder firmly. "Whatever you do, don't tell him the truth."

"......"

"No matter what, you must deny it. The principal's a good person, but he's an elder of the orthodox murim, a secular disciple of Shaolin, and someone who participated in the war against the Blood Cult. Right now, it's just a groundless suspicion, but if it's confirmed... I don't know what he'll do."

Baek Suryong took a moment to think, then nodded. "There's no proof anyway. No one saw anything besides you, Dad, and I have an excuse ready."

He had a wooden box containing the Blood Demon's finger in his pocket. If he claimed that he had only used the energy within it to dispel Skykiller's sorcery, he could easily evade suspicion.

It's not like I didn't expect anyone to doubt me.

He might get in trouble for secretly taking possession of a sacred Blood Cult artifact, but compared to learning the Heaven Defying Divine Art, that was a trivial problem.

"Then I'll go see the principal."

"Be careful."

After parting ways with Baek Muheun, Baek Suryong headed straight for the principal's office.

KNOCK KNOCK!

Trying his best to calm his nerves, he knocked on the door.

Noh Goonsang's voice rang out from within. "Come in."

Baek Suryong opened the door and entered. Noh Goonsang was buried under piles of documents from various places, most of which were marked 'urgent.'

Noh Goonsang put down the documents he had been reading. "Ah, Mr. Baek. How is Headmaster Mae?"

"He's recovering well, and he asked me to give you his regards. Oh, if you're busy, I can come back again later?"

Noh Goonsang shook his head and pushed all the documents to one side. "Not at all. Have a seat."

The two sat facing each other. Noh Goonsang rubbed the bridge of his nose, visibly tired.

Baek Suryong broke the silence, saying, "I'm sorry."

Noh Goonsang chuckled. "What do you have to be sorry for? Retirement is something I've been thinking about for a long time. You just gave me one more reason to quit."

"That's not it..." Baek Suryong exclaimed, flustered. Noh Goonsang had taken the blame to buy him time. For his sake, an elder of the orthodox murim had chosen to play the role of a petty man who, for the sake of revenge, ordered someone else to torture and kill an assassin.

Still, he couldn't openly deny it. Doing so would only make Noh Goonsang a liar and draw attention to the secret the principal had sacrificed himself to protect.

Ultimately, he would be forced to add more lies to all the lies he had already told.

"Principal, the reputation you built over decades crumbled overnight because of me. No amount of apologizing is enough."

"What does a washed-out old man's reputation matter? I did what I did to protect the Azure Dragon Academy, and that's enough for me." Noh Goonsang gazed steadily at Baek Suryong, his eyes glittering with profound wisdom. "Anyway, there's something I wanted to speak with you privately about."


"He'll definitely ask you about your martial arts."



Baek Suryong recalled his father's warning as he made eye contact with Noh Goonsang.

I'm sorry, Principal.

With the excuse and evidence he had prepared, deceiving the old man wouldn't be difficult. No matter how suspicious Noh Goonsang was, he only had circumstantial evidence. He was confident that he could cover his tracks perfectly.

However, the Azure Dragon Academy Principal's next words took him by surprise.

"You know, I had the opportunity to witness the Blood Demon's martial arts in the past."

"......"

"I've seen the Blood Demon fight a few times. He truly didn't seem human. Back then, I was quite arrogant, even proclaiming myself to be one of the hundred great masters, yet I didn't dare cross blades with that man."

The Thousand-Armed Bodhisattva, Noh Goonsang, was one of the heroes who returned alive after fighting in the war against the Blood Cult. He was also a tragic figure whose martial arts had stagnated for decades due to an injury he sustained in the war.

"While I was lying bedridden for a year, on the verge of death, I often recalled the divine prowess the Blood Demon had displayed."

"......"

"To be honest, I was jealous. If I had learned such a divine art, I wouldn't have ended up in this state. I resented him for it, too. Why would the heavens grant such earth-shattering power to a great villain while subjecting me, someone who'd spent my whole life protecting the weak and punishing the wicked, to such a harsh fate?"

Noh Goonsang chuckled self-deprecatingly. He no longer suspected that Baek Suryong might have learned the Heaven Defying Divine Art. After several days of deep reflection, he was now absolutely certain.

"Perhaps the real cause of my martial arts stagnating all this time was not a physical injury, but my own inner demons."

"Principal..."

"Do you understand what I'm trying to say?"

"...I'm not sure I do," Baek Suryong answered honestly.

"Martial arts are just martial arts."

"......" Baek Suryong's eyes widened. Principal Noh Goonsang of the Azure Dragon Academy was a much bigger man than he had thought.

"Just as learning orthodox martial arts doesn't necessarily make you a righteous hero, learning demonic arts doesn't make you a demonic master. Martial arts are merely a tool. The one who decides how to use it is a person. Even if you kill someone with a stone, can you pin the blame for the murder on the stone?"

"......"

Noh Goonsang smiled warmly at Baek Suryong, who was trying to hide his anxiety, and finished the story he had wanted to tell. "I only realized such a simple fact after getting so old. You should keep that in mind as well."

There was only one thing Baek Suryong could say in response.

"Yes, I'll keep that in mind."


Chapter 409: I Don't Care

Perhaps finding the heavy atmosphere awkward, Noh Goonsang glanced at the empty table and smiled sheepishly. "Oh dear! I was so distracted that I didn't even offer you a cup of tea. Please wait a moment."

"That's not necessary." Baek Suryong stopped Noh Goonsang before he could brew tea, then rose from his seat. "I'll be on my way now."

"You just got here. Are you leaving already?"

"Aren't you very busy, Principal? Thank you so much for your time. I won't forget your advice." Baek Suryong clasped his hands together in gratitude, his expression and demeanor conveying his immense respect for Noh Goonsang.

"Haha, what are you talking about? That wasn't advice, just an old man's nagging."

Baek Suryong was deeply moved. Even though Noh Goonsang knew the truth, he didn't ask him anything. He didn't question him about how he learned the Blood Demon's martial arts, nor did he doubt or threaten him. He simply offered him sincere advice.

Only someone who trusted him completely could do that.

Honestly, though, he couldn't understand why Noh Goonsang placed so much trust in him. Still, he could clearly feel his genuine goodwill.

Baek Suryong said solemnly, "Until you retire, Principal, I will repay your trust by doing my absolute best..."

"Stop right there! If you work any harder than you already do, your grandfather will kill me." Shaking his head, Noh Goonsang chuckled. "And don't treat me like I've already retired. I haven't chosen a successor yet, and I'll be principal until the Heavenly Martial Festival this year."

"Of course. As your retirement gift, Principal, I'll secure a victory for us at the Heavenly Martial Festival."

"Now, that's a retirement gift I'd truly cherish."

The two men looked at each other and smiled. 

Afterward, Noh Goonsang returned to his piled-up work, and Baek Suryong turned and left his office.

[I knew it before, but the Azure Dragon Academy Principal is a good person,] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword remarked, her voice unusually bright. She too had been worried about Baek Suryong, so it came as a relief that things had gone well.

[Are you close to the Principal?]

[I met him often at the annual conferences of the Five Great Academies. He always had a smile on his face, but somehow, I got the feeling that he was a person who had given up on everything...]

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword compared the Noh Goonsang she had met before to the man he was now. It was painfully obvious that he was no longer the same old man who would just laugh "hoho" without trying to change anything.

[When I arrived at the Azure Dragon Academy with you, I thought he seemed different, but now it's no exaggeration to say he's a completely different person.]

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword speculated that Noh Goonsang had spent the last few days in deep contemplation, reaching some kind of enlightenment.

[His qi is surprisingly clear and stable now, like a monk who has achieved enlightenment after meditating for a long time.]

[I also felt the change in the Principal's qi. How much stronger do you think he is now...?]

Baek Suryong glanced back at the Principal's office. He suddenly had a premonition that while Azure Dragon Academy Principal Noh Goonsang would step down at the end of the year, the era of Martial Artist Noh Goonsang might be just beginning.

[As expected, you truly are a being with a heaven defying destiny.]

[What are you talking about all of a sudden?]

[You change the destinies of everyone around you. If that isn't heaven-defying power, what is?]

"If this is what defying heaven leads to, then I welcome it anytime," Baek Suryong chuckled and tapped the sword pommel with his finger. He thought it was a serious comment, but it turned out to be the Divine Azure Dragon Sword's idea of a joke. 

He crossed the grand training ground and headed for his own office. While the students only needed to do some training until classes resumed, the instructors actually had more work to do than before.

First, they had to readjust the class schedules to accommodate the temporary shutdown. Second, they had to check and arrange repairs for facilities damaged or teaching supplies lost during the fight with the assassins. 

Besides that, he also had his duties as the Heavenly Martial Festival's Organizing Committee Chairman. All that piled up paperwork was sitting on his desk like an insurmountable mountain.

Before that, though, there was one more person he needed to talk to.

"Knowing that guy's personality, he probably won't ask me anything... but he definitely noticed something."

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword agreed. [He felt the aura of the Heaven Defying Divine Art from up close, even closer than your father, so of course he would have noticed something.]

Baek Muheun pretty much already knew that he had learned the Heaven Defying Divine Art. His discussion with Noh Goonsang also went smoothly, rendering his previous concerns unnecessary.

The only problem now was the third person. What would the Young Lord of the Namgung Clan, who had lost so many family members to the Blood Cult, think of him?

"...Whatever, I'll find out when I see him."
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Several minutes later, Baek Suryong confidently strolled into Namgung Su's office like it was his own. "Hey! I'm here."

"......" Namgung Su shot Baek Suryong a displeased glance before immediately turning his eyes back to the documents he was reading. 

It wasn't until Baek Suryong plopped down in the chair opposite him, pulled out some documents from his pocket, and began working seriously that a deep furrow formed between his brows.

"...Why my office of all places?"

"It's the cleanest and most spacious one."

"Have you not considered that your presence alone soils its cleanliness?"

"Nope, not at all."

CRUMPLE...

Namgung Su crumpled the document in his hand and glared at Baek Suryong with his eerily glittering, bright golden eyes. Any other instructor would have been scared stiff and apologized profusely, but Baek Suryong compounded the offense by taking out more documents and cluttering the desk.

"What? You think I like being here?" Baek Suryong complained. Normally, even he wouldn't be so bold as to barge into Namgung Su's office and act like this, but now, he had a legitimate reason. "If you hate it so much, then why did you destroy my office?"

"......"

"Have you forgotten? You dropped a lightning bolt on my office and smashed it to pieces! The desk, the chair, and everything else are broken, so I can't work there even if I want to. Where am I supposed to work now?"

"About that..."

"I'm the victim here. Are you seriously trying to kick me, the poor officeless person, out?"

"......" Namgung Su really wanted to argue back. He wanted to say that there was no avoiding some property damage in the process of eliminating the assassins who had infiltrated the Azure Dragon Academy. He wanted to tell Baek Suryong that his office being among the damaged buildings was purely a coincidence.

In the end, however, he simply asked, "...Why can't you work at the White Dragon Manor?"

"My efficiency drops when I work from home. A man like you should know that, shouldn't you?" Baek Suryong replied, not taking his eyes off his work.

"......" Namgung Su gave up. It was impossible to kick Baek Suryong out of the office by arguing further.

The two men sat on opposite sides of the desk, each absorbed in their own work. For a while, the only sounds in the quiet office were the rustling of paper and the scratching of brushes.

Every so often, though, someone broke the silence.

"Namgung Su. Where are the Vermilion Phoenix Academy files for last year's Heavenly Martial Festival?"

"Second drawer from the top, on the right."

"...It's not there."

"I meant my right, not yours."

They would then fall silent for a while, engrossed in their respective tasks again.

"Baek Suryong. Where are the materials you collected during your mock battle classes?"

"Oh, those? Someone dropped a lightning bolt on my office, and it all burned up."

"......"

"Just kidding. Check the wooden box over there. It should be somewhere around the middle."

"That was not funny."

"Says the man who tells the least funny jokes in the entire Azure Dragon Academy."

"I don't joke."

Once again, they returned to their work.

"How are your students doing these days?"

"They seem a little shaken up, so I'm having them rest for now."

"Is it a situation that requires counseling? I know a skilled counselor in that field."

"It's not that serious. Besides, is there anyone better than me when it comes to counseling and therapy?"

"Your methods are... Never mind."

The two instructors worked and conversed only when necessary. Afterwards, they returned to their own tasks. This cycle repeated itself over and over again. As the two biggest workaholics at the Azure Dragon Academy, both instructors demonstrated formidable levels of concentration.

Before they knew it, the sun set and night fell. During that time, they never once looked at each other while working. This remained true even when they occasionally spoke.

"Whew!"

Baek Suryong stretched, having more or less finished the most urgent work. Across from him, Namgung Su's nose was still buried in documents, his expression and posture unchanged since they began working.

"Namgung Su."

"Yes?"

"Aren't you curious?"

"Just state your business without beating around the bush," Namgung Su grumbled absentmindedly, still focused on his work.

Baek Suryong hesitated briefly, then blurted out, "I'm talking about the thing I told you not to look at. Aren't you curious what it was?"

For a moment, Namgung Su's hand paused in the act of turning a page. How could he not be curious?

Not only did the Heaven Defying Divine Art have the most dominating energy of any martial art in the world, it was also the antithesis of the orthodox sects' martial arts. Of all people, he had felt that aura more keenly than anyone, as Baek Suryong had been right behind him.

[Hey! If he does ask, what will you say?]

[Well...] Baek Suryong hesitated. 

His past self wouldn't have worried about something like this. He had been taught that revealing a weakness was the same as begging to be killed. Even if he were found out, he would have deceived and tricked his opponent with lies, or at the very least tried to find a weakness of theirs in return.

He was still confident he could do such things well, because he had done it to Skykiller not long ago. For some reason though, he didn't want to do that now.


"Martial arts are just martial arts."



Noh Goonsang had told him, the man who was about to tell a big lie, that martial arts were simply martial arts.

If Namgung Su asks... I'll probably...

"I don't care," Namgung Su remarked nonchalantly as he turned a page.

"...You don't care?"

Namgung Su let out a small sigh, put down his documents, and met Baek Suryong's gaze. It was the first time they were looking at each other since they started working a few hours ago. "To be precise, it doesn't matter whether I care or not. Whatever secret you're hiding, I promised I wouldn't pry, and I will keep that promise."

"......"

"I don't understand why you're suddenly bringing this up. Our discussion about this ended when I accepted your request," Namgung Su complained, clicking his tongue irritably.

Does he truly not care? Isn't he curious? Feeling awkward, Baek Suryong scratched his cheek. "If you ask again later, I'm not going to tell you, you know."

"Does it look like I have that much free time?"

Frowning, Namgung Su went back to reviewing his paperwork, but he couldn't concentrate. Someone was staring at him intently.

He looked up again, only to see Baek Suryong grinning at him. "What is it now?" he snapped irritably.

"If you're done, let's head home together. I'll buy you a drink..."

"There's no such thing as work that can be finished," Namgung Su declared with more conviction than ever before.

"You're one hell of a workaholic, you know that?"

Shaking his head, Baek Suryong stood up and packed a few documents he needed to finish at home into his bag. Suddenly, though, he discovered a letter buried in the pile of paperwork.

"What's this?"

He picked it up. The letter was addressed to him. It had arrived a few days ago, but he had been so busy with the Azure Dragon Festival and everything else that he had pushed it aside and forgotten about it.

"There's no sender written on it."

He had received anonymous love letters before, so he thought nothing of it and broke the letter's seal. After all, he always made a point of reading all his letters before throwing them away, regardless of whether he thought they were trivial or not.

"...Huh?"

As he went through the contents, however, his face, which had originally appeared bored, began to brighten.

"You can read that when you get home," Namgung Su groaned, glaring at Baek Suryong.

Of course, Baek Suryong ignored him and read the letter right then and there, smiling the entire time.

"Haha..."

At the end of the letter, the sender's name was written in powerful, sweeping handwriting.

From Gongson Su, student of the Azure Dragon Hero and first-generation graduate of the White Dragon Manor.



Translator's Note: Another awesome grandpa coming right up!


Chapter 410: A Golden Opportunity

"Get out of my office right now."

SLAM!

"There's no need to kick me out just for laughing a little, is there?" Baek Suryong grumbled, upset at being shooed out of Namgung Su's office.

He reread the letter Gongson Su had sent while he walked back to the White Dragon Manor.

By the time this letter arrives, the Azure Dragon Festival will likely be over.

I heard that thanks to you, this year's Azure Dragon Festival will be a huge success. If only I hadn't taken a leave of absence, I would have been able to participate. What a shame!

Baek Suryong knew who wrote it even without checking the sender's name. The bold handwriting and friendly yet mature tone gave it away. Besides, only one of his students would mention a 'leave of absence.'

Do you know that rumors about the Azure Dragon Hero have reached even the Imperial Palace these days? I can't believe you're now one of the Ten Supremes! You have a talent for surprising people even from afar.

Hoho! Now I see that I received tutoring at a very cheap price. Please forgive me for once suspecting you of scamming me... By the way, do you still offer tutoring at that price?

Baek Suryong chuckled at the warmth that practically radiated from Gongson Su's letter. "He's still the same."

For the most part, the letter was an exchange of greetings after being apart for so long. 

Gongson Su wrote that he'd been incredibly busy since returning to the Imperial Palace. When he occasionally heard news about the Azure Dragon Academy and Baek Suryong amid his busy schedule, however, the rumors seemed so unbelievable that he initially dismissed them as baseless.

However, as the rumors were confirmed to be mostly true through various channels, he revealed that hearing news about the Azure Dragon Academy and the Azure Dragon Hero had become one of his life's greatest joys.

This old man has never been prouder to be part of the Azure Dragon Academy. Still, I'm frustrated that I can't be there having fun alongside my fellow students!

Baek Suryong could tell from the forceful handwriting that this statement had been written in excitement. Gongson Su rejoiced in both his and the Azure Dragon Academy's rising fame as if they were his own achievements.

Hoho, I got carried away because we haven't caught up in a while. If Yeong saw me now, she would scold me for being silly.

Anyway, I'm doing well. I'm still training every day, just as you taught me. It was really hard at first, but I've gotten used to it now, and it's quite manageable. Wouldn't you say I've made huge progress? Hoho!

A smile emerged naturally on Baek Suryong's lips. There was no greater compliment for a teacher than hearing that a student hadn't forgotten their teachings.

"The training is manageable, he says..." His expression turned peculiar for a moment, but he continued reading.

Now then, on to the real reason I picked up my brush. I would like to arrange a meeting between you and a certain someone, who has expressed interest in speaking with you.

Quite a few people still visited White Dragon Manor these days, though nowhere near as many as before. Unlike previously, Baek Suryong had solidified his position as one of the Ten Supremes and had even gained the position of Murim Alliance Chief Instructor. He was no longer someone who could be easily approached.

Forgive me for arranging this meeting without first asking you. However, I am certain that you will find this meeting beneficial rather than harmful.

Someone who wants to meet me? Who could it be?

Gongson Su didn't reveal who would be visiting Baek Suryong. Whether he thought it was better to meet the person directly rather than judge beforehand, or if he simply intended to surprise him was unclear. The latter seemed more likely.

He will visit you soon. I really want to see the surprised look on your face, but alas, I can't go with him. What a shame!

The long letter was coming to an end. Baek Suryong could sense Gongson Su's regret in his every word.

Please give my regards to Wonkang and Cheon. I don't know when I'll finish my work at the Imperial Palace and can return to school, but I'm watching and cheering you on from afar!

I look forward to the day we can all meet again at the Azure Dragon Academy.

From Gongson Su, student of the Azure Dragon Hero and first-generation graduate of the White Dragon Manor.

"I'm looking forward to your return too." Baek Suryong chuckled, feeling warmth spread through his heart. He folded the letter and carefully placed it inside his pocket. "So, someone important wants to meet me, huh...?"

Since the letter said the person would be visiting soon anyway, he decided not to worry about it too much. Nevertheless, he would write a reply as soon as he returned to White Dragon Manor. One part of the letter from his long-distance student had bothered him greatly.

He said the training method I taught him is manageable?

Well, it was a training regimen designed for when he was a frail old man, so he must have gotten used to it by now.

If that's the case, isn't it time to move on to the next stage?

He needed to devise a new, higher-intensity training regime. It had to be so difficult that Gongson Su couldn't joke about its manageability, and it had to produce guaranteed results.

"I should send a reply as soon as possible."

At the thought of introducing a new training regimen to Gongson Su, Baek Suryong quickened his pace. He knew Gongson Su's reaction to the reply wouldn't be pleasant, but he was determined to do it anyway.
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The next day, the Five Young Azure Dragons trained at the White Dragon Manor while Baek Suryong was away.

"Yaaah!" Hyonwon Kang yelled as he rushed forward, swinging his dao at his opponent's shoulder. Although it was a wooden practice dao and not the Black Dao, it carried the ferocity of a wild beast.

His sparring partner, however, frowned in displeasure as he easily deflected the attack.

"You seem distracted today," Dokgo Jun remarked.

"Shut up!"

Provoked by Dokgo Jun's comment, Hyonwon Kang unleashed a flurry of attacks. His wooden dao tore through the air, clawing in all directions like an eagle's talons. Despite the fact that the wounds he received from the assassin hadn't fully healed, his attacks were still fast and powerful.

Still, he was indeed somewhat distracted and hesitant. An average student would have been overwhelmed without even noticing, but Dokgo Jun was no average student.

"Hyonwon Kang! Stay focused. If you're not going to give it your all..."

HWEEK!

Dokgo Jun skillfully parried each of Hyonwon Kang's relentless strikes, then thrust his wooden sword at his target. A technique from the Nine Swords of Dokgo, imbued with the essence of the heavy sword, struck the middle of the wooden dao with pinpoint accuracy.

SNAP!

Hyonwon Kang's wooden dao cracked. Seizing the opportunity, Dokgo Jun pressed his advantage.

In the end, Hyonwon Kang was pushed back relentlessly until he fell on his butt.

"You'd be better off lying down and cooling your head," Dokgo Jun advised.

"Haa..." Hyonwon Kang lay flat on his back, gasping for breath. He wiped his sweat with the towel Dokgo Jun handed him and grumbled, "This doesn't count as your win. We didn't use inner arts, and I'm still injured."

"Think whatever you want," Dokgo Jun replied, shaking his head and looking around.

The training ground, which had been ruined by the fight with the assassin, was now repaired. The Five Young Azure Dragons were training hard on it, but they all had one thing in common.

None of them look happy.

It wasn't just Hyonwon Kang. The physician had told everyone not to overdo it, but no one listened. They all felt like they would explode with frustration if they didn't train or spar with someone.

"Does it bother you a lot?" Dokgo Jun asked.

Hyonwon Kang stared blankly at the passing clouds for a while. "...I thought I could finally be of some help," he finally mumbled.

"......"

Even though they had been affected by the enemy's sorcery and had no memory of it, the students were shocked to learn that they had tried to kill Baek Suryong. While their teacher was ultimately unharmed, after spending over half a year with him, they couldn't help but notice his unusually pale face. Evidently, he had overexerted himself during the fight.

"Besides, Mr. Namgung Su almost got hurt because of us..."

As soon as the Five Young Azure Dragons learned the full story, they had gone to see Namgung Su, only to be kicked out of his office upon arrival.

"Do you think your pathetic attacks could ever reach me? Stop with the nonsense and focus on your own recovery."

This made them feel a little more at ease, but their guilt didn't completely disappear.

"Far from helping, we just got in the way. The instructors got hurt because of us... Fuck, I'm sick and tired of being protected."

Dokgo Jun didn't comfort Hyonwon Kang. He simply plopped down beside his friend and looked up at the sky with him.

The cool autumn breeze brushed past their hair.

"...I'm just as frustrated," Dokgo Jun said with a heavy heart.

Hyonwon Kang glanced at him. Dokgo Jun was glaring fiercely at the sky, his fists clenched tightly.

"At least you guys got to fight. Even though I'm the Student Council President, I couldn't do anything but watch as the Azure Dragon Academy was attacked."

While Baek Suryong hunted the assassins alongside his trusted allies, the Vice Principal and the other instructors protected the other students at the academy. Besides the Five Young Azure Dragons, who were being targeted, none of the other students were permitted to participate in the battle against Deathshroud.

This included Dokgo Jun. Despite being the academy's greatest prodigy and the Student Council President, the instructors still saw him as a student who needed to be protected.

Hyonwon Kang scratched his cheek awkwardly. "Well, you know, we were the assassins' targets from the start, so it made sense for us to act as bait. You had no reason to get involved."

Dokgo Jun shook his head. "If I were a stronger martial artist, I could have joined the fight against the assassins and helped you. The fact that I couldn't means that the instructors still don't trust my abilities."

"Why are you blaming yourself so much?"

"I'm not blaming myself. I'm just stating the cold, harsh reality. No matter how strong we get, Hyonwon Kang, we are still immature. And not only us. In the eyes of the instructors, all the students of the Azure Dragon Academy probably seem like children left by the water's edge."

"......"

Before the two knew it, silence had fallen over the noisy training ground. The Five Young Azure Dragons, who had been engrossed in their training, were now staring at the two of them.

"However..." Dokgo Jun stood up and met their gaze. He had come to the White Dragon Manor at Baek Suryong's request, but it wasn't to cheer up the Five Young Azure Dragons.

He simply wanted to apologize to the injured students and steel his resolve.

"I don't intend to remain a child forever. If something like last time happens again, I will fight the enemy. I won't stand by and watch as my fellow Azure Dragon Academy students get hurt anymore."

As Student Council President, Dokgo Jun felt a sense of responsibility and duty to his peers. Even if each of the Five Young Azure Dragons was as strong as or stronger than him, he didn't want to stand behind them. He didn't want to be protected by them.

Geo Sangwoong sighed and nodded. "...Junior Dokgo is right. We won't be children forever."

He also felt bad because Hyonwon Kang, Yeo Min, and Wiji Cheon were hurt much worse than he and Ya Suhyeok. He couldn't stop thinking that if he had gone straight to the White Dragon Manor after fending off the assassins that day, he could have protected his juniors from the Second Shroud's attacks.

However, there was no point in regretting the past.

"Okay, let's put the past behind us and focus on getting stronger!" Pulling Hyonwon Kang to his feet, he slapped the backs of the other sulking juniors one by one.

"Ugh!"

"That hurts!"

"Are you trying to kill me?!"

The slap hurt enough to make tears well up in their eyes, but thanks to that, the gloomy atmosphere disappeared.

All of them shared the same sentiment. They knew they couldn't accomplish anything by brooding, and that the only way to prevent such an incident from happening again was to grow stronger.

"I'm glad I could be of help." Dokgo Jun smirked as he watched the Five Young Azure Dragons' mood brighten, then addressed Geo Sangwoong, the only one there who was his senior. "I should have said this earlier, but I plan to visit the White Dragon Manor every day until classes resume."

Geo Sangwoong beamed. "That's great! Let's train together!"

The Five Young Azure Dragons welcomed Dokgo Jun, thinking he had come to train with them. However, that was not the only reason he intended to come here every day.

"Also, starting today, I will teach you basic mathematics for one hour every day."

"Wait a damn minute!"

"N-No, why would you do that?"

"W-W-What...?"

Hyonwon Kang, Wiji Cheon, and Ya Suhyeok's eyes trembled as if they had been struck by an earthquake.

Dokgo Jun asked quizzically, "Didn't you know? Mr. Baek Suryong himself requested me to do this. He was quite impressed by the intellectual ability you displayed at the Azure Games."

"......" Stunned speechless, the three boys' jaws dropped with shock and disbelief.

In contrast, Geo Sangwoong nodded grimly. "Is that so? It's sooner than I thought, but it can't be helped..."

"Why are you acting like you're about to learn something amazing?" Yeo Min exclaimed, shaking her head in exasperation at the idiots.

However, Dokgo Jun wasn't finished.

"It's not just me. Tang Soso, Yoo Yiran, and Senior Mok Hyungwoo will also periodically stop by to teach you some common sense and proper etiquette. Since Mr. Baek Suryong personally requested this, we will do our best. Shall we begin the math lesson right away?"

"Uh, well, that's..."

"Can't we rest for a little while first?"

Dokgo Jun tilted his head. "Why? We haven't even started yet?"

"I-I'm not mentally prepared to do this..."

The Five Young Azure Dragons immediately began searching for a way out, but it was useless.

"You'd be better off learning from me now," Dokgo Jun advised. "Mr. Baek said he would personally check on your progress when he returns."

""Ugh...""

Until the Azure Dragon Academy returned to normal and classes resumed, Baek Suryong decided to educate the students on the common sense and etiquette they lacked.

As luck would have it, they were all injured anyway. It was a golden opportunity to force them to study.

KNOCK KNOCK!

It was then that a visitor arrived at the White Dragon Manor.
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