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Chapter 411: It's Worse Than Bad

KNOCK, KNOCK!

The students' heads snapped around in unison at the sound from outside, their expressions grim. A notice hung on the main gate of the White Dragon Manor, saying 'We will not be receiving guests for a while,' but the coming of a guest wasn't why they were anxious.

I didn't sense any presence...

None of us noticed until they were right at the gate?

Who could it be at this hour?

The Five Young Azure Dragons quickly exchanged glances. Due to the recent assassin attacks, everyone was on high alert. The fact that no one had noticed the person until they arrived at the main gate meant that they were exceptionally skilled at concealing their presence, and people like that were often assassins.

"Is anyone there?" a woman asked in a low, gentle voice from outside the gate.

The students were somewhat relieved that the visitor had announced their arrival, but they didn't let their guard down completely.

Geo Sangwoong, who was the least injured of the five, stepped forward. "I'll go take a look."

"I'll go with you," Dokgo Jun said, moving beside him.

The other students tensed, ready to fight at any moment, and followed the pair cautiously.

Geo Sangwoong stood before the main gate and yelled, "State your name and business!"

The person beyond the gate hesitated for a moment, then said, "I've come to see the Azure Dragon Hero, Mr. Baek Suryong. There's something I need to speak with him about in person."

Geo Sangwoong scoffed, as if to say, 'Not a chance.' Until recently, martial artists visited the White Dragon Manor daily for similar reasons. Moreover, this person hadn't revealed their identity or the purpose of their visit. The White Dragon Manor wasn't so lax as to welcome someone so suspicious.

"The White Dragon Manor isn't receiving guests at this time! I'm sorry, but please leave!"

Geo Sangwoong clenched his fists, preparing for any potential trouble. If the person tried to force the gate open, he was prepared to drive them away by any means necessary. Of course, no one in their right mind would think of barging into the home of one of the Ten Supremes, but it never hurt to be prepared.

A moment later, a troubled mumble came from beyond the gate, "My father should have sent a letter in advance..."

"A letter?" Geo Sangwoong tilted his head, recalling what Baek Suryong had said the previous night.


"A guest might come while I'm away. If someone comes looking for me and mentions this name, treat them with courtesy, show them inside, and let me know immediately."



He asked warily, "What's the name of the person who sent the letter?"

"His surname is Gongson, and his given name is Su."

Hyonwon Kang, who had been tilting his head in confusion, flinched. Remembering something, he ran to the gate. "Wait! This voice... could it be? Move aside!"

He forged ahead, forcefully pushing Geo Sangwoong and Dokgo Jun out of his way, and flung the gate wide open before anyone could intervene.

A woman in a pale green martial arts uniform stood before the gate. She had sharp eyes and distinct features, and a sleek sword hung at her waist. The moment the students saw her, their instincts alerted them to her strength.

"Uh...?" Hyonwon Kang was momentarily taken aback by her aura, which felt different from what he remembered, but he recognized her face and exclaimed happily, "Shadow-noona!"

Almost simultaneously, Wiji Cheon came running out like a puppy. "Shadow-noona?"

Shadow smiled gently at the two boys. "Long time no see, boys."

The two boys looked at Shadow with equal parts delight and surprise at how much her demeanor had changed.

"Is it really you, Shadow-noona?"

"Your aura's completely different..."

They were both bewildered. Shadow looked very different from when she had visited the White Dragon Manor as Gongson Su's bodyguard. Back then, she was a cold bodyguard who looked like she wouldn't bleed if stabbed. Even imagining her smiling like she was now was impossible.

"If you don't believe me, you can check to see if I'm wearing a human skin mask."

Shadow clasped her hands behind her back. She had also heard the rumors about the attack on the Azure Dragon Academy before arriving. She rushed over just in case, but it was a relief to see that none of them were seriously injured.

I should check, right? Hyonwon Kang unconsciously reached toward Shadow's face.

SLAP!

Yeo Min slapped his hand away with her folding fan. She apologized to Shadow on his behalf, saying, "What are you doing being so rude to a guest? I'm sorry. As you know, this guy doesn't have any common sense."

"It's alright." Shadow smiled and nodded. With a nostalgic expression, she glanced inside the White Dragon Manor. She had only spent a month here with Gongson Su, but every single day had become a precious memory.

It's changed a lot since then.

The layout seemed to have changed slightly, and there were several new faces. Overall, the White Dragon Manor appeared much livelier than before.

Shadow smiled and asked Hyonwon Kang, "Can I come in now?"

"Uh, of course! Come in! Everyone, relax! She's someone I know!" Hyonwon Kang exclaimed, coming to his senses belatedly. He guided Shadow inside.

"Wonkang, you're the most nervous one here..."

However, Shadow hadn't come alone. Behind her stood a woman with an elegant air. Even at first glance, she exuded an extraordinary aura.

Wiji Cheon asked, "Who's that with you?"

Shadow grinned mischievously. "The person your teacher's been looking for."

"...?"

The woman who followed Shadow through the gates of the White Dragon Manor smiled gently. "Is the Azure Dragon Hero inside?"

She was the guest that Gongson Su had mentioned, the one who wanted to meet Baek Suryong.
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"No, I'm telling you, that street isn't a good place to set up a martial arts academy," Baek Suryong countered.

Baek Muheun sighed heavily. "What can I do if I don't have enough money? Thanks to someone, I've lived so frugally that I don't even know the current market prices."

Opening a martial arts academy in Nanchang proved difficult right from the start. The cost of renting a large enough manor was beyond imagination, and that wasn't the only expense. The territorial disputes with the surrounding martial arts academies hadn't even begun yet.

"So, about that... can you lend me some money?"

"Didn't you say you didn't want to be indebted to your son?"

"Ahem! That was then..." Baek Muheun sipped his tea, looking embarrassed.

"Excuse me for interrupting your conversation," a chilly voice interjected.

The father and son turned their heads simultaneously.

Namgung Su, who had been focused on his work, lifted his head and glared at the pair, his golden eyes flashing as if lightning were trapped within them. "Must you have your father-son chat right here in my office?"

An ordinary person would have fled, knees buckling, just from meeting his gaze. However, his current opponents were the Baek Family.

Baek Muheun chuckled, "Hoho! I'm sorry. Was I speaking too loudly?"

Namgung Su regretted not kicking the Baeks out sooner. Although he had a table and chairs for receiving guests in one corner of his office, Baek Suryong and Baek Muheun were currently sitting there, having a comfortable chat without his permission.

"We'll be leaving soon, so please pardon our intrusion," Baek Muheun added. "Suryong mentioned that this is his temporary office, so I thought we could stay as long as we liked."

Namgung Su shot Baek Suryong a death glare at the words 'temporary office,' but Baek Suryong simply averted his gaze, mumbling, "Someone completely wrecked my office, so I have no choice but to make do with this space until it's fully rebuilt."

"Oh dear. That 'someone' certainly caused you quite the inconvenience."

"Indeed. I can't even invite my own father into my office to serve him a cup of tea."

"Don't worry about this old man. I'll just go outside and get some fresh air, so you should get back to work."

Namgung Su winced subtly at the words that pricked his conscience. This father and son pair...

Sighing, he stopped Baek Muheun, who was slowly and hesitantly getting up from his seat. "I never told you to leave. I was simply hoping you gentlemen could lower your voices a little.

"Hoho! I understand. I'll be quiet so as not to bother you any further!"

Unfortunately, the office didn't become quiet.

"MR. BAEK!" Hyonwon Kang bellowed, barging into the office. "Mr. Baek! Mr. Baek! I brought the guest! The guest Grandpa talked about! She's in the hallway outside right now!"

Baek Suryong was taken aback. Hyonwon Kang always acted without thinking, but today he was so excited that he didn't seem to realize where he was.

Needless to say, the price for doing so was steep.

"Wonkang, I think you're about to get roasted by Namgung Su," Baek Suryong whispered.

"Huh?"

Namgung Su snapped icily, "Student Hyonwon Kang, come over here."

"...!" Hyonwon Kang's face drained of color at the summons.

"Who on earth arrived for you to cause such a commotion?"

"......" Baek Suryong silently opened the office door and stepped into the hallway, not wanting to inconvenience Namgung Su any further. Although he knew a guest was coming, he still didn't know who it was.

"Huh?"

His eyes widened as he spotted a face that was both familiar and unfamiliar walking toward him from the other end of the hall. "Shadow!" he exclaimed, sounding just as surprised as the students. She seemed like a totally different person from the last time he had seen her.

"Long time no see, Mr. Baek!"

Her aura creates the impression that she is a completely different person. Her martial arts skills have also improved significantly.

Shadow was originally trained as an assassin. However, the feel of an assassin had largely vanished, replaced by signs that she had learned proper martial arts, and a very powerful kind at that.

Baek Suryong smiled. "How long has it been? Were you the person the Elder mentioned?"

"If I may be so bold as to correct you, my name is no longer Shadow."

"Hm?"

Shadow grinned, then clasped her hands together in greeting and formally reintroduced herself. "Let me introduce myself properly. My name is Gongson Yeong."

"...!!" Baek Suryong's eyes widened in shock, but he quickly broke into a bright grin.

Gongson Yeong, huh?

How could he not know the meaning of that name? It was proof that Gongson Su formally adopted her as his daughter.

"Haha! Why are you only telling me such wonderful news now?"

No wonder there was almost no mention of Shadow in the letter Gongson Su sent. Did the old fox intentionally hide it to surprise me?

"I have many things I'd like to talk about, too... but first, please allow me to introduce the person who accompanied me here today." Smiling, Gongson Yeong stepped to the side.

The woman who had been quietly following her stepped forward and performed clasped her hands together elegantly. "My name is Ja Hyeon. My master ordered me to retrieve his Gratitude Token, so I've come to see you, Azure Dragon Hero."

Baek Suryong returned the greeting and asked with a puzzled expression. "I'm Baek Suryong. Whose Gratitude Token are you talking about?"

He had never heard of the name Ja Hyeon before, which meant that this woman wasn't a renowned master in the jianghu. She seemed to have reached a high level of mastery in martial arts, yet she didn't exude the typical disposition of a martial artist.

She doesn't seem like an ordinary person...

[The Divine Physician is my master.]

Baek Suryong's eyes shot open. She's the Divine Physician's disciple?

How long had he been searching for the Divine Physician? He needed to completely change his constitution by transforming the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians into the Heavenly Yin Divine Meridians, thereby stabilizing the Heaven Defying Divine Art's unstable energy. For that great technique, he needed a physician whose skill had reached the realm of divinity.

"When you say you've come to retrieve the Gratitude Token, surely you don't mean you just want me to give it back?"

"I heard from Elder Gong that the Azure Dragon Hero has been looking for my master. I presume you intend to make a request that would require the Gratitude Token."

The 'Elder Gong' that Ja Hyeon mentioned referred to Prime Minister Gongson Su. She was speaking indirectly, mindful of listening ears.

Baek Suryong didn't deny it and nodded. "That's right. I have a favor to ask of him in exchange for the Gratitude Token."

"My master said as much. He also told me to retrieve the Gratitude Token."

Baek Suryong frowned. Essentially, Ja Hyeon was saying that she would grant a favor worthy of the Gratitude Token in place of the Divine Physician. "I apologize for saying this, but it's difficult to simply trust you and make my request..."

Ja Hyeon understood well enough without him finishing the sentence. He was doubting her abilities.

"Of course, my abilities can't compare to my master's. However, if the Azure Dragon Hero desires something that requires a physician, I'll be able to accomplish it. If it's beyond my abilities, though, I won't accept the Gratitude Token," she replied calmly, neither offended nor arrogant.

Baek Suryong nodded. Indeed, he didn't necessarily need the Divine Physician. Since Gongson Su himself had introduced the woman, her identity was assured, and her skills certainly seemed extraordinary.

She seems tight-lipped, too.

He decided to talk to Ja Hyeon a little more. "The details aren't something to be discussed here. Let's move to another place."

At that moment, Ja Hyeon noticed Baek Suryong's pallid complexion. "You look very pale. If you don't mind, may I check your pulse for a moment?"

"Yes, well... alright." Baek Suryong nodded and offered his wrist, feeling a bit curious. How much Ja Hyeon could find out just by taking his pulse?

Ja Hyeon's expression quickly grew serious. "How could you let things get to this point?"

Baek Suryong asked skeptically , "I've been really busy lately. Is it that bad?"

Ja Hyeon stared at Baek Suryong as if she were seeing a ghost. "It's worse than bad!" she gasped in disbelief. "How...? With a body like this, it's a miracle you're still alive!"

CRASH!

Baek Suryong heard the sound of something shattering behind him. Glancing back, he realized it was the teacup that Baek Muheun had been holding falling to the floor.


Chapter 412: I'd Rather Be Tortured

"You!" Baek Muheun strode forward and grabbed his son's shoulders. "I knew it! "What? You're fine? You're all better now? How dare you try to deceive your own father! You haven't kicked that lying habit about being sick since you were seven!"

Startled by the sight of his father's rare anger, Baek Suryong stepped back. "Ah, Dad, please calm down.

"How can I possibly calm down right now? I just heard that my son is dying!" His voice boomed thunderously, infused with inner arts.

The sound echoed so loudly that office doors throughout the building flew open. People peered out, staring at the father and son in surprise.

"Mr. Baek Suryong is dying?"

"No way. That's impossible."

"But didn't he just say that?"

Gongson Yeong, who had been listening nearby, wore a grave expression. Meanwhile, Hyonwon Kang, who was being scolded by Namgung Su, stood at the door, looking dazed.

"Mr. Baek...?"

Namgung Su glared at Baek Suryong with a terrifying gaze. "Did you work like that without taking proper care of your body?"

Faced with the many gazes directed at him, Baek Suryong looked indignant. "No, I'm telling you, I'm perfectly fine!"

"Everyone, please calm down," Ja Hyeon said calmly, despite being the cause of this whole affair. She stopped Baek Muheun , saying, "The patient's condition won't improve just because his family gets upset."

"Hey, who are you calling a patient?"

"My apologies. How is my son right now?" Baek Muheun asked politely, taking a step back as instructed.

Owing to his sick wife and son, he had met countless physicians throughout his life. He could tell at a glance that Ja Hyeon was exceptional.

Ja Hyeon sighed softly and looked around. "It would be best if we moved to another location. This doesn't seem like a matter we should discuss here."

The expressions of those around them grew even more somber. Just how serious was it for her to say that?

Baek Suryong was the only one who felt bewildered. Is my condition really that bad?

Ultimately, his father dragged him back to the White Dragon Manor without giving him a chance to tidy up his desk properly.
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Baek Suryong lay quietly in bed, with Baek Muheun, Ja Hyeon, and Gongson Yeong standing around him.

This is driving me crazy.

Of course, it wasn't by his own will. He had changed into patient's clothes and been forced into bed as soon as he entered the room, all due to his father's menacing glare.

"This is suffocating..." he groaned, trying to subtly kick off the blanket.

"Ahem! Can't you stay still!" Baek Muheun glared and pulled it back up to his neck.

Meanwhile, Ja Hyeon examined Baek Suryong's complexion and checked the inside of his mouth. She flipped his eyelids and plucked a few strands of his hair to inspect them closely.

She also tapped various parts of Baek Suryong's body with an unfamiliar tool and listened to the sounds. She carefully pressed his acupoints several times as well.

She does seem to be a skilled physician.

Faced with her examination, which was so careful it was almost reverent, Baek Suryong couldn't dare to complain and had no choice but to wait quietly.

"Hoo..."

Having finished her examination, Ja Hyeon let out a small sigh. She explained Baek Suryong's condition to the two people watching her with worried eyes. "Due to repeated overexertion, fatigue has accumulated in his body. In a way, it's a common symptom, but I've never seen a case this severe."

Everyone in the room listened intently to Ja Hyeon's words. Baek Suryong also watched her with a reluctant expression.

"An ordinary person relieves fatigue by getting enough rest when they overexert themselves. However, martial artists are different. They circulate qi in their bodies through meditation to recover from fatigue and heal tense muscles and damaged acupoints through methods like Body Purification. However, that method isn't a cure-all. It only artificially helps speed up recovery..." Ja Hyeon stared at Baek Suryong with a reproachful gaze. "I've heard that the Azure Dragon Hero is a great master. You must be more proficient than anyone in the methods I mentioned earlier."

"Well..." Baek Suryong nodded. He recovered from internal injuries and fatigue through meditation and loosened his tense muscles with the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest. By doing just that, he rarely felt any fatigue. 

Isn't this something everyone does? Why are they reacting like this?

"Let me ask you this. Are you sleeping something like two hours a day?"

"Um..." Baek Suryong couldn't answer. He did in fact only sleep for two hours a day, and four at most. 

As if she had expected it, Ja Hyeon sighed softly. No matter how much of an iron man a martial artist might be, Baek Suryong's case was far too extreme. "If you use your body so recklessly, even the world number one master would collapse. What's more, as you yourself know, you have a very rare constitution."

"Suryong." Baek Muheun tightly gripped his son's hand. He knew better than anyone that his son's constitution was akin to an incurable disease.

So this is why he was looking for the Divine Physician...

Gongson Yeong also looked at Baek Suryong with a deeply pitiful expression, as if she never expected to hear such a thing. 

"I had only heard about it from my master. This is the first time I've actually met someone with this constitution." Ja Hyeon looked at Baek Suryong with an expression of disbelief. She had checked several times, wondering if she had misdiagnosed him, but it was certain. The Azure Dragon Hero definitely had the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians.

"It's definitely the Heav..."

[Stop, there are too many listening ears,] Baek Suryong interrupted.

Ja Hyeon shut her mouth. Fortunately, she tactfully changed her words. "It is a very special constitution, rare in this world."

"Is there no way to fix it?" Baek Muheun looked at Ja Hyeon with a desperate expression. Ever since his son was young, he had sought out countless physicians known as masters of medicine. However, most of them couldn't even figure out the reason for his weak body, let alone treat it. He was unconsciously resigning himself to the same outcome this time...

Ja Hyeon hesitated for a moment before answering, "It's not that there's no way."

"...!!"

Not only Baek Muheun but also Baek Suryong was surprised by her words. It was surprising enough that she identified the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians with a single examination, but to think she also knew a method of treatment.

She's not the student of the Divine Physician for nothing.

"R-R-Really...?"

Ja Hyeon continued carefully, "However, it won't be easy. "Many preparations are needed to change his constitution, and even then, I can't guarantee success. I've never done it myself, so..."

"Just knowing there's a possibility is enough!" Baek Muheun looked ready to bow to Ja Hyeon. He would have, too, if she hadn't looked so uncomfortable.

"Dad, please calm down." Baek Suryong soothed his father and sat up. Sighing, he called to those outside. "You kids outside. I know you're there. Stop hiding."

""...!!""

The students loitering outside the room and eavesdropping on the conversation flinched. They thought they were being careful, but there was no way they could have avoided being noticed by Baek Suryong.

"M-Mr. Baek..."

"You're not seriously ill, are you?"

Is there anything we can do to help?"

"We didn't even know..."

"We're sorry..."

The students were sniffling, and some looked nearly in tears.

Baek Suryong let out a deep sigh and reassured them. "Didn't you just hear? The physician said there's a way to treat it."

The students seemed to cool down slightly.

Before he could say anything else, though, Mae Geuklyom's voice boomed from outside the White Dragon Manor, "SURYONG, YOU RASCAL!"

"G-Grandpa?"

BANG!

The door flew open so violently that there was a risk of it flying off its hinges. Mae Geuklyom emerged, panting heavily and looking as if he were about to pass out. Despite his own serious internal injuries, he hurried to the White Dragon Manor, limping and using his sword as a cane.

Coming closer, he grabbed his grandson's face with both hands and examined his complexion. "I heard you collapsed while coughing up blood! Are you okay?"

"How on earth did the rumor spread like that!?" Baek Suryong broke into another sweat explaining the situation to Mae Geuklyom.

"So, you're saying it can be cured?"

Faced with everyone's desperate gazes, Ja Hyeon looked troubled. As a physician, she couldn't lie. "I'll do my best, but I can't promise anything..."

"I know a surefire way to cure it," Baek Suryong cut in.

Everyone's eyes widened as they stared at him.

"That's why I was trying to find the Divine Physician," he added. With a sigh, he explained why he had been looking for the Divine Physician.

I didn't think things would get this big.

He didn't use the term 'Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians' for fear that the Blood Cult might catch wind of it, but he explained his condition in considerable detail. Naturally, it was revealed that Ja Hyeon was the Divine Physician's disciple, a fact that seemed to bring everyone relief.

"Thank goodness..."

"I thought something terrible was going to happen."

"Of course. There's no way our teacher would die."

"Physician! Please treat him quickly!"

Baek Suryong let out a small laugh at the sight of the students who had come into the room and were now looking at him hopefully. He turned to Ja Hyeon. "Physician, I'm ready. I'll tell you the method so you can start right away."

"No." Ja Hyeon shook her head firmly, to everyone's puzzlement. She explained, "First, if you don't regain your vitality, your body won't be able to withstand any procedure. As a physician, I cannot allow you to receive treatment in your current state."

"No, that's..."

"Azure Dragon Hero, you must rest without moving for at least seven days."

"Seven days? How about just one day..." Baek Suryong muttered, planning to negotiate.

Unfortunately, the people around him vehemently took the physician's side.

"Do as the physician says!"

"Don't come to work for a while and get plenty of rest. I will speak to the Principal."

"I agree."

The slowly approaching adults unnerved him with their gazes, but the students took it a step further.

"Did you hear that? She said to rest for seven days, but he only wants to rest for one?"

"Workaholism at that level is an incurable disease..."

"Let's just tie him up so he can't do anything."

Led by Hyonwon Kang, the students stared at Baek Suryong with crazed eyes.

Panicking, he scanned the room. "Wait, just a minute! There's no need for this, is there? If I rest for seven days, what will happen to my work? One day, no, two days of good rest is enough..."

"One day, my ass! Get him!"

No one sided with Baek Suryong.
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A thorough surveillance and strict sanctions were put in place for the sake of making Baek Suryong rest.

"You must monitor this man with extreme vigilance to ensure that he doesn't work in secret or sneak out of his room. Can you do that?"

""Yes, Mr. Ak!"" The Five Young Azure Dragons responded with a thunderous roar and immediately began their surveillance.

They weren't alone. The other group leaders from Baek Suryong's class, including Dokgo Jun, Tang Soso, Yoo Yiran, and Mok Hyungwoo, came and began taking turns standing guard around the White Dragon Manor.

That wasn't the end of it. Baek Suryong's fellow instructors also arrived in shifts to establish a flawless surveillance network and prepare for a potential escape attempt.

Ak Yeonho solemnly warned the students on guard duty, emphasizing the importance of staying alert at all times. "Your opponent is the notorious workaholic Baek Suryong. Confiscate all writing materials in the White Dragon Manor and burn the books!"

"If we burn them, there will be consequences..."

"Then bury them!"

""Yes, Mr. Ak!""

Baek Suryong was utterly dumbfounded. The same forces that had thwarted the Deathshroud assassins were now being used to watch over him. To make matters worse...

"Why did you cast a spell on someone else's room without permission?!"

A spell had been cast over his entire bedroom, one that would sound an alarm if he took even a single step outside without permission. Needless to say, this was the Divine Azure Dragon Sword's handiwork.

[You've brought this upon yourself. Everyone is trying so hard for the sake of your health, so I have no choice but to cooperate fully.]

Baek Suryong clenched his teeth. He wasn't one to stay put. Soon, he made several escape attempts and tried hiding writing materials under his blanket.

Sadly, a very tenacious and thorough Baek Muheun found them all.

"I'm telling you, I don't have time for this! I have a mountain of work to do right now!"

"Enough. Try this restorative medicine that the Beggars' Gang sent. It smells quite savory and nice."

Baek Suryong screamed in despair as he watched the pile of restorative medicines in his room grow day by day.

There's no getting through to these bastards! I'd rather be tortured, damn it!


Chapter 413: Let's Begin

Four days passed. Baek Suryong ate and rested so well that his sharp jawline rounded out and his skin glowed with a healthy sheen.

Mae Geuklyom watched his grandson eat with pleasure, continuously piling various side dishes onto Baek Suryong's rice bowl. "Don't treat a single side dish lightly. Chew each one thoroughly and swallow. Here, try this seasoned fleeceflower root too."

"Grandpa, I can eat on my own," Baek Suryong complained. He puffed out his cheeks and pouted, but it was useless. His grandfather's love knew no bounds.

"Ahem! When an elder serves you, just say yes and eat!"

"Yes..." Baek Suryong wanted to say more, but he couldn't bring himself to argue with his injured grandfather, so he ate whatever was given to him.

"Hoho, yes, you need to eat well."

Mae Geuklyom had temporarily moved to the White Dragon Manor. Normally, he would have refused, not wanting to impose on his grandson, but Baek Muheun had forcibly brought him over, saying that it would be more convenient to care for two patients together.


"Father-in-law, please keep an eye on Suryong so he doesn't get into any trouble. Eat with him and make sure he takes his medicine. That way, the boy won't be able to run wild, right?"



Pretending to be swayed by these words, Mae Geuklyom took up residence in the room next to his grandson's and made sure that his grandson ate heartily and took his medicine on time.

"Seeing you eat so well fills this old man's stomach even if I'm not eating. Here, try this too."

"Grandpa... I really can't stomach any more food..."

"Really? I see. Okay, just finish this then. It's a slow-cooked chicken dish sent by Mr. Namgung."

"......"

Mae Geuklyom removed the cloth covering the food. A large, whole chicken soup was revealed, looking appetizing.

Baek Suryong studied the dish seriously. Is this some kind of orthodox sect torture method I don't know about?

His cheeks were already ballooned out from all the food crammed into his mouth. However, in Mae Geuklyom's eyes, those seemingly bursting cheeks were as endearing and lovely as a squirrel with its cheeks stuffed with acorns. A pleased smile never left his lips.

Sigh... how can I say I don't want to eat after seeing that expression?

In the end, Baek Suryong finished the chicken dish that Namgung Su had sent. At least this one tasted good.

Soon, meal time ended, but his ordeal was only just beginning. As soon as the table was cleared, medicinal decoctions and tonics of all kinds were brought in, filling the room with the smell of herbs.

"Now, it's time for your medicine."

"Please, spare me..."

"Don't worry. I will make you healthy, no matter what it takes!"

"No, that's not what I mean..."

I'm going to die from overeating at this rate!

At the White Dragon Manor, tonics and medicinal herbs, as well as miracle herbs sent from various places, were piling up. Ja Hyeon filtered most of them out, but the remaining amount was still substantial.

Even worse, as befitting a disciple of the Divine Physician, Ja Hyeon combined the medicinal herbs to create the most effective decoctions and pills, which she prescribed to be taken with every meal.

"Swallow it in one gulp. Don't leave a single drop behind. That's right!"

"Ugh..." Baek Suryong grimaced as he drank the bitter decoction.

As if waiting for that moment, Mae Geuklyom placed a sweet candy in his grandson's mouth and smiled with satisfaction.
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For an ordinary person, eating five meals a day, every day, would be impossible to endure, but it was nothing that a martial artist's metabolism couldn't handle. As a result, Baek Suryong could feel his body getting healthier day by day. The medicine Ja Hyeon prescribed even seemed to help with digestion too.

My physical condition is definitely improving.

He had to face the truth. He had always thought he knew his physical condition well. Even if he wasn't in peak condition, he had judged it to be quite good.

His problem lay not in an inability to estimate his limits, but in his standards. In his past life, pushing his body to its limits was a regular occurrence. Survival was a daily struggle, so he was grateful for a body that was merely 'good enough to fight with'.

Furthermore, his current body had been weak since childhood. After training with the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest and overcoming his congenital disease to some extent with the Heaven Defying Divine Art, his physical condition had improved.

However, it had only improved 'compared to before. At no point had he ever been in peak condition. On top of that, after fighting one strong enemy after another and overworking himself without adequate sleep, fatigue was bound to accumulate.

I blamed my worsening condition solely on my constitution and the Heaven Defying Divine Art...

Baek Suryong finally came to understand his physical condition objectively. By resting and eating as prescribed by the physician, he could feel his health improving day by day. Moreover, the physician who prescribed the treatment was a disciple of the Divine Physician, making this encounter nothing short of miraculous.

Of course, separate from that, he couldn't help but feel restless from just lying around. Therefore, when Noh Goonsang came to visit, he cautiously brought it up.

"Um, Principal. I think I should be able to work from home now. Could you perhaps persuade my grandfather?"

Contrary to his expectations, however, he received a harsh scolding.

"Nonsense! Don't even think about setting foot in the Azure Dragon Academy until you're fully healed. This is an order from me, the Principal!"

Noh Goonsang, who rarely got angry, berated him for a whole hour. Hearing the commotion, Mae Geuklyom and Baek Muheun even joined in, each nagging him for two more hours.

Is Namgung Su my only hope left?

Baek Suryong pleaded with Namgung Su, who had come to visit with a nutritional meal from the Namgung Clan secret manual, using telepathy. [You know how I feel, right? Sneak me some ink, brushes, paper, and the documents from my desk. The Heavenly Martial Festival is less than three months away, and if the preparations get delayed because of this...]

"Do you think you're qualified to teach others when you can't even take care of your own body?"

Unfortunately, Namgung Su refused to listen any further and rose from his seat. Having confirmed that Baek Suryong was fine, he had no reason to stay any longer. Furthermore, with Baek Suryong absent, his own workload had increased. 

Glaring at Baek Suryong with his cool golden eyes, he said, "You should be glad this happened when school is on break. If this had occurred during an important time, you would have caused major disruptions to the entire class schedule. Despite that, you show no signs of remorse."

"It's not like I got hurt on purpose! Why are you being so mean?"

"Stop talking nonsense and focus on recuperating. The other instructors will split up your work for a while."

Baek Suryong frowned. "It's not that I don't trust the other instructors, but it's better if I do it myself."

"I will review everything in the end."

"...Tsk."

Dismissing the rebuttal, Namgung Su carefully took out a painting scroll from the bag he had brought. Baek Suryong instantly recognized the painting as the New Moon White Ice Dance.

"Why did you bring that?"

Thanks to the sorcery cast by Artist Pung Wol, the New Moon White Ice Dance had remained safe even though his office was destroyed. Afterward, he had hung it in Namgung Su's office, and now Namgung Su had brought the painting from his office.

"The painting doesn't suit my office and ruins the aesthetic."

"What are you talking about? You like this painting quite a bit, too."

"Please hang it back in your office once it has been rebuilt."

Namgung Su glanced around the room and hung the New Moon White Ice Dance on a suitable wall. Just hanging that one painting significantly changed the room's atmosphere. After that, as if he had nothing more to say, he turned and left.

Of course, not before placing enough food to last three days in a corner of the room.

"Is he telling me to stay sick or what?" Baek Suryong stared blankly in the direction that the man had left, then glanced at the New Moon White Ice Dance painting.

Am I imagining it? I feel like Master Eun is smirking at me mischievously.

Scratching his cheek awkwardly, he muttered a half-hearted, "Yes, I know..."

I know that Namgung Su said those things because he was worried about me. I know that my father, my grandfather, my colleagues, my students, and of course, many others are genuinely worried about my health.

"...But I'm just not used to it!"

Everyone fussing over me feels embarrassing and awkward, so I whined and acted ike a child several times.

It was obvious what his masters would have nagged him about if they saw him like this.

They would have told me to stop bluffing and just quietly accept it.

Baek Suryong knew better than anyone that he needed to rest and recover, and that taking good care of himself was the best way to repay the people who were worried about him.

Masters, it seems I was blessed with good family and friends in this life.

He let out a small laugh. For their sake as well, doing his best to recover was...

The door slid open.

"Mr. Baek! It's mealtime!"

Watching the food being brought in, filling an entire table, he couldn't help but sigh. "It's also true that this is a bit much."
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After the promised seven days had passed, Ja Hyeon examined Baek Suryong's body again and nodded. "I think you're more or less ready to receive treatment."

"You have no idea how long I've waited to hear those words."

Ja Hyeon had visited twice a day to examine Baek Suryong. She restored his vitality by placing needles, performing moxibustion, and prescribing food and medicine. In a way, it was nothing particularly special. He didn't see any amazing acupuncture skills befitting the reputation of the Divine Physician's disciple, nor did she use some miraculous elixir to instantly cure him. However, he felt his condition improving day by day, and he was certain that Ja Hyeon was an outstanding physician worthy of succeeding the Divine Physician.

He created a qi sound barrier and asked, "Can you swear on the Divine Physician's Gratitude Token that you'll protect my secret?"

Right now, they were alone in the room. Mae Geuklyom and Baek Muheun, who were usually present when Ja Hyeon came, were waiting outside today, but he still felt he needed to take precautions.

Ja Hyeon nodded without taking offense. "Protecting a patient's secret is a physician's duty, but if you wish, I'll swear an oath."

Baek Suryong expressed his gratitude and took out a wooden box from his robes. He opened the box, and immediately, the half-crushed finger of the Blood Demon and the poison crystal left by the Poison Demon began to emit a formidable energy.

TZZZZZZT...

Ja Hyeon's expression hardened at the sinister energy emanating from the two demonic artifacts. For the first time in seven days, she revealed a hint of fear. "Such dense demonic qi... Did those belong to powerful demonic masters?"

"These artifacts are necessary for my treatment."

WUUUUUNG!

The sorcery cast by the Divine Azure Dragon Sword blocked the demonic qi from escaping. [I cannot block it indefinitely. Half a day is my limit.]

[That should be enough time.]

Baek Suryong earnestly requested that no one be allowed to enter the room until the treatment was finished.

"This treatment method does more than just heal the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians. It transforms the Severed Meridians into a constitution most suitable for learning a specific martial art. I apologize, but I can't tell you the name of that martial art."

"I'm fine with that. I'm merely a physician." Ja Hyeon shook her head firmly, indicating she had no interest in the affairs of the murim.

"Thank you. Now, I'll explain the technique."

The name of the technique was the Heaven Defying Blood Circulation Art. While Baek Suryong absorbed the demonic qi with the Heaven Defying Divine Art, a master physician needed to continuously stimulate the acupoints all over his body in sequence with precise depth and strength. Since this process required withstanding the energy of the Heaven Defying Divine Art at close range, the physician had to be outstanding in both medicine and martial arts.

If any part of the process went even slightly wrong, he would lose the precious materials he had painstakingly prepared and suffer severe internal injuries.

"I understand."

"Then let's begin immediately."

Baek Suryong removed his shirt and sat down cross-legged. He swallowed the poison crystal in one gulp and crushed the Blood Demon's finger between his palms, pressing them together.

DRIP...

The blood flowing from the finger didn't fall to the floor, but rather streamed over his skin and covered his entire body. It looked as if new blood vessels were being carved onto his body.

"Hoo..."

In the past, he had thought this technique existed simply for changing his constitution. However, as his understanding of the Heaven Defying Divine Art deepened and he learned that the Blood Demon had taken his own life for a specific purpose, he began to suspect that the Heaven-Defying Blood Circulation Art might also be part of a grander plan.

I can confirm it this time.


"Come back again sometime."



He recalled the Blood Demon, who had addressed him from his jade throne. The man's face was languid and weary, like an absolute being who knew everything.

Once more, I will enter the memories of my past life.

Baek Suryong began circulating the Heaven Defying Divine Art. The incantations his past self had left in the journal naturally blended with the existing ones. His hair slowly turned crimson, and a blood-colored mist enveloped his body.

KWAKWAKWA!

Ja Hyeon carefully placed golden needles all over Baek Suryong's body. Each time she placed a needle, she felt a considerable repulsive force, draining her stamina and mental energy. Nevertheless, she remained composed.

I'm counting on you.

After nodding at Ja Hyeon, Baek Suryong closed his eyes. Slowly, he sank into the world of his unconscious, feeling a sense of lethargy spread through his entire body.

When he opened his eyes again, he was standing in the prison where he had first met his four masters.



Translator's Note: This is the last Baek chapter this week.


Chapter 414: Call Me Master

This place...

The nauseating stench of old mold, deeply ingrained blood, and filth unique to underground prisons assaulted Beak Suryong's nose. Torches hung sporadically along the walls leading into the depths, their flames flickering ominously whenever the wind stirred the shadows.

"You must remain silent about what you're about to see. You have neither seen nor heard them."

"Yes, sir."

Baek Suryong recognized the man he was following at once, despite not having seen his face. How could he fail to recognize the Demonic Strategist? The moment he saw this detestable figure, he knew which memory from his past life had been awakened.

This is the day I first met my masters.

RUMBLE...!

They passed through several thick iron doors before reaching the deepest level of the prison. Even among the Blood Cult Elders and the Patriarchs of the Eight Great Clans, few had ever visited this place.

"There they are."

"......"

A phosphorescent pearl embedded in the ceiling cast a faint light across the interior of the prison. Trapped within were once-peerless masters who now looked like half-dead corpses.

Masters...

Baek Suryong gazed at his teachers with a sorrowful heart. Maeng Ho'ak, the Bandit King; Hyonwon Hu, the Crazy Demon; Eun Yerin, the Ice Moon Goddess; and Moyong Hon, the Sword Saint, were all peerless masters who had impacted the world. Even the Blood Cult, the most powerful organization then, feared they might join the orthodox murim.

Recognizing them, Baek Suryong—no, Instructor Number 27—stared at the peerless masters with quivering eyes.

The Demonic Strategist asked, "Your job is to claim their martial arts as our own. Can you do it?"

"Of course," Number 27 agreed. 

The truth was, he had no choice but to oblige. If he came this far only to refuse or hesitate, the Demonic Strategist would kill him in an instant. Despite being the Blood Cult's best instructor, in the eyes of an elder, he was nothing more than an insect that could be crushed with ease.

Unfortunately, the Demonic Strategist overlooked the fact that the insect he had chosen was the most venomous parasite in the Blood Cult.

"Still, even I will need considerable time to break them."

The Demonic Strategist spun around, his eyes glinting menacingly. "I understand. Our Grand Plan is a long-term strategy, so I can spare you some time. Nevertheless, how long do you think you'll need?"

Number 27 deliberated for a moment. If he named too long a period, the Elder might doubt his abilities. Too short, and he'd tighten a noose around his own neck. After a while, he answered, "Ten years will be enough."

"Ten years... You're calmer and bolder than I expected." The Demonic Strategist smiled in satisfaction. "If you succeed in this task, the Cult Leader himself will reward you."

Number 27 knelt on one knee and bowed his head. "Hail the Blood Demon, in blood shall we reign supreme! I'll surely succeed in my mission!" he declared, emitting the fervor of a religious zealot.

The Demonic Strategist nodded, seemingly pleased.

Had he seen the sneer on Number 27's face that was hidden by his lowered head, though, he would have killed him instantly.

"...Elder, may I begin my work immediately?" Number 27 asked deferentially.

"Of course. If you need anything, just submit a request for it. I'll be leaving now."

The Demonic Strategist left.

"......" Number 27 remained prostrate for a long time. By the time he raised his head again, he had organized his thoughts.

"Hey, kid," growled the large man who'd been sitting slumped in a corner, staggering to his feet. Although a large golden needle was embedded in his qi center and iron chains bound his limbs, the beast trapped in this cage still exuded a terrifying aura. "Tell me about the outside world."

Maeng Ho'ak bared his teeth in a savage grin. Even if the cultists had sealed his qi center and severed the tendons in his limbs, it took more than that to extinguish a peerless master's spirit.

Number 27 quietly clenched his teeth, bracing himself against the pressure that threatened to crush his entire body.

Meanwhile, Baek Suryong, who could only observe his past life's memories from a third-person perspective, mused, He's terrifying even now.

He wanted to search for the necessary memories to answer his questions as he had before, but for some reason, he couldn't exert his own will at all. Something was forcibly preventing him from taking control of his body.

I'll have to just watch for now.

Baek Suryong gave up trying to wrest back control his body and decided to focus on the situation before him.
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Master Maeng pressed his rugged face right against the iron bars. Grinning fiercely, he continued, "This shitty place is too damn boring. I need to hear some news from outside for entertainment, but all the guards run away at the drop of a hat."

"......"

Number 27 knew that several attempts had already been made to steal the four masters' martial arts. However, all of them failed. His turn came only after the Blood Cult's most renowned masters threw in the towel.

"Are your ears plugged? Or are you too scared of that elder to speak?"

Although Maeng Ho'ak was clearly the one trapped in prison, Number 27 felt a creeping sense of fear, as if he had stuck his head into a tiger's maw. Still, he wasn't intimidated, at least on the outside.

"My ears aren't plugged, and I'm not particularly scared."

"Hmph !You call yourself brave, yet you trembled like a rabbit in front of that scrawny elder."

The Bandit King, Maeng Ho'ak, was a man whose innate disposition was akin to that of a wild beast. An equal relationship could never be re-established if one's spirit broke before him even once.

Number 27 instinctively grasped this fact. I can't let myself be overwhelmed. If I can't even lift my head in front of this man, I won't be able to face the other masters, either.

Sneering, he taunted, "A beast trapped in a cage is speaking. How fascinating."

"What did you just say?" Killing intent flashed in Maeng Ho'ak's eyes. At the same time, he slammed his forehead against the prison's iron bars with all his might.

KWAAANG!

The thick iron bars only shook slightly and remained intact, but Number 27's legs almost gave out from fright.

Baek Suryong shook his head inwardly. I was really surprised back then. Even now, I still think he's a madman.

Not only was the Bandit King Maeng Ho'ak's qi center sealed, his entire body was bound by iron chains to prevent him from using his innate brute strength. Twelve iron needles, almost like stakes, were embedded in him.

And yet...

KWAANG! KWAANG! KWAAANG!

"Come over here and say that again! I'll smash your skull right now!"

Number 27 sighed. He'd heard that until now, the only way to calm the rampaging Maeng Ho'ak was to wait until he exhausted all of his energy. 

That is, until I came here.

He strode toward the prison, stood directly in front of Maeng Ho'ak, and took a deep breath.

"SHUT THE FUCK UPPPPP!"

KWAANG!

He slammed his own forehead against the prison's iron door.

"I'M IN THE SAME SHITTY SITUATION AS YOU, DAMN IT!"

"...What the hell?" Maeng Ho'ak stared dumbfounded at the man who only came up to his chest, so astonished that his anger instantly subsided.

Hyonwon Hu opened his eyes and muttered, "It seems another madman has arrived."

Eun Yerin glared at them in annoyance, while the Sword Saint's pure white eyebrows twitched.

Oh my... it seems I was quite the madman myself.

Baek Suryong wanted to look away, embarrassed by his past self, but he couldn't. At that time, he had been desperate to make a lasting first impression, and acting crazy was the only thing he could think of.

Number 27 glared at each of the masters trapped in the prison, blood trickling down his forehead. "I said I'm in the same shitty situation as you, damn it. Do you take me for an idiot? After I learn your martial arts, what then? Do you think the Demonic Strategist will let me live?"

""......"" The four masters stared blankly at Number 27 with faces that said, 'What kind of crazy guy is this?'

The Blood Cult martial artists who had come before had all tried to coax the masters with sweet promises or harsh threats. Nevertheless, convincing such proud peerless masters to divulge their martial arts was no easy feat. That was why they had all failed.

This guy was different, though. His martial arts skills were mediocre, and his social status seemed low, but his sheer boldness was unmatched.

The first to acknowledge this fact was Maeng Ho'ak.

"Ku... Kuhahaha!" Maeng Ho'ak's booming voice echoed throughout the prison. This was the first time in his life that anyone had dared to butt heads with him. "I like you. If you were a bandit, I would've made you my lieutenant right away."

"I'll pass. Instead, I'd like to propose a deal."

"......"

Number 27 smirked. He had succeeded in piquing everyone's interest. These people, who normally woudn't have wasted a second on him, were listening to him intently. 

He had to be careful, though. If he spouted nonsense here, their interest would immediately fade.

"You heard me tell the Demonic Strategist that I needed ten years, right? Within that time, I'll help repair your injuries and restore your strength."

""...!!""

Various emotions, such as astonishment, disbelief, suspicion, and anger, surfaced on the four masters' faces.

Number 27 pointed at the golden needles stuck in their abdomens. "They haven't destroyed your qi centers completely yet, have they? After all, if they were destroyed in a cramped prison like this one, you'd die within days. For masters of your caliber, I think you can fully recover if we pull out the needles and treat you with miracle herbs."

"We don't need your miracle herbs," Hyonwon Hu interjected.

Baek Suryong nodded. "Fine. The second problem is the severed tendons. The Blood Cult has a secret medicine that can reconnect them. Of course, they won't be exactly the same as before, but you should be grateful just to have them reattached."

"Why are you doing this?" Eun Yerin asked.

Number 27 returned her gaze. "Don't you want to escape this hell?"

"......"

This was the moment the plan to escape the Blood Cult in the future was first born. It was still just a rough idea, of course, but they had ten years to figure out the details.

Number 27's eyes glowed with a ghastly blue flame. "However, to deceive the Demonic Strategist, we need to throw him some bait."

"Bait?"

This was the most crucial part of the plan.

"We need to keep the old codger pacified for ten years. That means I have to consistently show him positive results to deceive him and trick him into letting his guard down. For that, I need your martial arts."

The Sword Saint scoffed coldly. "So, in the end, you mean to offer our martial arts to the Blood Cult?"

Number 27 shook his head and smiled deviously. "We just have to teach them phony martial arts. You know, the kind of booby-trapped martial art that can be learned normally at first, but the further they delve into it, the more their blood and qi will become entangled, eventually resulting in qi deviation and death. We'll screw them over without them realizing it until it's too late."

From the beginning, Number 27 had planned to hand over fake martial arts. After explaining the plan's basic outline, he asked everyone, "Now, choose. Either die slowly here, or cooperate with me and die fighting."

The masters in the prison stared at Number 27 in silence for a while. He didn't avoid their gazes, but stared right back.

I was so scared inside back then...

Baek Suryong felt overwhelmed as he took in the masters' terrifying stares. He felt as if they were searching for a weakness in the archenemy standing before them.

"Fine. I'll go along with your scheme."

"It's better than dying without being able to do anything."

"I'll kill you if you betray us."

"Before we escape this place, can you find someone for me?"

Number 27 didn't know what the masters saw in him, but having succeeded in the gamble of a lifetime, he let out the breath he'd been holding and burst into a hollow laugh. "Then, for the next ten years, I'll be in your care."

Of course, there was still no trust between them. It was merely a transactional relationship formed out of mutual need.

Still, Master Maeng frowned in displeasure. "By the way, are you going to keep calling us 'you'?"

"What then?"

"Since you'll be learning our martial arts, shouldn't you address us as 'Master'?"

"Understood. I'll do so." Number 27 nodded indifferently.

At that time, he could never have imagined how the relationship that began with a simple deal would evolve.


Chapter 415: At Last, We Meet Again

Baek Suryong's past life memories flowed by in a rush. Number 27 visited the masters in the prison every day to learn martial arts and plot their escape from the Blood Cult.

He could only watch as the memories streamed past. He tried moving his body at first, but soon realized it was impossible. As he pondered why, he reached a single conclusion.

Is it because of the Blood Demon's Finger?

Last time he entered this place, he had used only the incantations from his past self's diary, but this time was different. He had circulated the Heaven Defying Divine Art while simultaneously absorbing the Blood Demon's Finger and the Poison Essence.

The Poison Essence only mended his constitution and didn't affect the Heaven Defying Divine Art. However, the Blood Demon's Finger was different. If the dead Blood Demon's lingering thoughts remained in the finger, couldn't they also affect this space? It was just a hypothesis, but he couldn't think of any other reason.

In that case, the Blood Demon might appear.

Baek Suryong decided to wait calmly. Fortunately, time flowed differently here than in reality outside. Just as Moon Yul had lived a hundred years with Master Eun in a single night's dream, this too was a long dream created from his past life's memories.

Besides, he enjoyed seeing his masters' faces again after such a long time.

"You scrawny brat! That's not how you do it!"

Even seeing him again, I still think that this old man was too harsh on me.

As Number 27 improved their physical conditions as promised, the masters' attitudes softened, starting with Maeng Ho'ak.

"You can't just use brute strength. You have to be smooth yet flexible! Look at this, this, and this. That's how you do it!" Despite the chains covering his body, Maeng Ho'ak demonstrated the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest, then berated his disciple, "Why can't you do something so easy?"

"Good grief..." Number 27 rolled his eyes at Maeng Ho'ak. This old man's teaching method was no different from demonstrating something once and saying, "You just do it roughly like this. See? It's easy, right?"

"Master Maeng, don't even think about teaching anyone after you get out of here. You have absolutely no talent for it."

"Aren't you learning quite well, though?"

"That's because I'm a genius."

"Hah! You annoying brat."
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Soon, half a year passed with the masters. Among the four masters, Number 27 had grown close to Master Maeng the fastest. They were now at a point where they would occasionally share personal stories.

Master Maeng clicked his tongue after learning of his disciple's situation. "Anyway, about when we escape from here. We'll have nothing to fear once we recover our martial arts, but will you be able to follow us with a body that has no inner qi? Well, if you stick close behind me, you won't die. I'll wipe out anyone who stands in our way."

He meant that a great battle would surely break out when they tried to escape the Blood Cult.

Currently, Number 27 hadn't yet learned the Heaven Defying Divine Art, so there was not a single speck of inner qi in his ruined qi center. No matter how many ultimate martial arts he learned, if he couldn't use inner arts, it was all just half-measures.

Baek Suryong searched through his old memories to recall exactly when he had found the Heaven Defying Divine Art. I think that event will happen soon.

Anyway, although Number 27 knew that Master Maeng had said it out of concern, the words wounded his pride at the time. "I can protect myself, so there's no need for you to worry about such things, Master Maeng."

"Hah! Look at this brat's attitude after I went out of my way to worry about him. When we get out of here, I'll have to check just how thick your skull is." Master Maeng laughed heartily while making what sounded like a threat, but this was just his way of cracking a joke.

In truth, he was quite fond of the disciple he had gained in his later years.

"Kid, where do you plan on going after you escape from here?"

"I don't know. Anywhere is better than the Blood Cult."

"How about coming with me to the Viridian Forest?"

"Well..."

It was an unexpected offer, but at the time, Number 27 had considered it quite seriously. Since he was an orphan with no connections outside of the Blood Cult, he reasoned that Master Maeng's offer wasn't so bad.

If I had followed Master Maeng and become a bandit of the Viridian Forest... I might have liked that lifestyle.

Baek Suryong watched the two of them converse and let out a small laugh. If he had escaped the Blood Cult and followed Master Maeng, he might have settled down in a cozy mountain keep and lived by collecting tolls from passing merchants.

"I'll show you one more time, so watch carefully. Again, from the part you got wrong..."

"It's my turn now," Master Crazy Demon chimed in, rising to his feet.

Master Maeng smacked his lips in disappointment and retreated deeper into the prison. "Is it that time already? I haven't even warmed up yet."

Unlike the constantly chatty Maeng Ho'ak, Hyonwon Hu rarely spoke outside of teaching martial arts. Rather, Master Maeng was the unusual one. Even after more than half a year, Number 27 hadn't grown close to any of the other masters.

I didn't feel the need to get close to them, either.

Although they taught and learned martial arts from each other, they didn't really consider themselves master and disciple. Their relationship was merely transactional, born from mutual necessity. Without the simple and cheerful Master Maeng, the prison atmosphere would have been even more desolate.

"Tsk, tsk. Does acting all serious change anything? Do you think someone's going to ask about your tragic backstory if you just sit there with your mouth shut, looking like you've got one?" Master Maeng complained, expressing his displeasure with the other masters. He especially picked fights with the Crazy Demon, who seemed the most approachable of the three.

"That guy's the best at acting stern, which doesn't suit his alias at all. I heard he was once the young master of some noble family..."

Hyonwon Hu shot him a terrifying glare. "Shut up if you don't want to die."

Master Maeng only snorted in response.

The Sword Saint and the Ice Moon Goddess didn't join the conversation. Eun Yerin spent most of the day gazing into the distance wistfully, while the Sword Saint would stare blankly, lost in thought, before suddenly bringing up his son out of nowhere.

Number 27 wasn't curious about their pasts. He simply told them what he needed from them.

"Master Ice Moon Goddess, teach me the White Ice Divine Art."

"Master Sword Saint, teach me the Unlimited Sword."

As per the deal, the two didn't refuse, and Number 27 thought that was enough. Even while spending most of the day together in the prison, he showed no interest in the masters' personal lives.

"Then I'll be back tomorrow."

"Bring lots of meat side dishes tomorrow!"

KWANG!

Even as he closed the door and left, he never once looked back.
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A year passed like that before the Demonic Strategist summoned him.

"How are they these days?"

Every ten days, Number 27 submitted a written report to the Demonic Strategist. This was the first time in over a year that he had been summoned in person.

Number 27 prostrated himself before the Demonic Strategist, doing his best to hide his nervousness. "They are still difficult to deal with, but I am slowly winning them over and learning their martial arts."

The Demonic Strategist looked down at Number 27 from his seat and smiled mysteriously. "I read every report you submit. Your skills are quite impressive, just as you boasted. Everyone else has failed at this until now, yet you are making progress little by little. That's why I called you here to give you a reward."

"I am undeserving of your praise. I am merely doing my best for the glory of our Cult." Number 27 bowed his head. To anyone watching, he looked like a loyal martial artist of the Blood Cult.

The Demonic Strategist nodded, seemingly pleased. "I will acknowledge your loyalty, but that doesn't mean you don't deserve a reward. Is there anything you desire?"

Number 27 hesitated for a moment before replying, "Elder, it is necessary to improve their condition. Please loosen their chains and allow them some miracle herbs."

The Demonic Strategist furrowed his brow. "Hmm... Even though their fangs have been pulled out, they are still ferocious beasts. If you help them recover too hastily, you might get bitten."

"Their martial arts are all ultimate techniques. Given their current physical condition, it's impossible for them to demonstrate their techniques fully. I am monitoring them closely, so please trust me," Number 27 pleaded.

After a moment of thought, the Demonic Strategist nodded. "Very well. I will order their restraints loosened slightly. As for the miracle herbs, I will inform the Medicine Hall, and you may take whatever you deem appropriate."

"Thank you, Elder," Number 27 answered calmly, but inwardly he was cheering. With the reward he had just been given, he could speed up the escape plan.

That said, the Demonic Strategist hadn't yet revealed the real reason he had summoned him.

"There is one more thing I must tell you."

"Please state your command."

"Soon, several children will be selected to learn the masters' martial arts."

"Pardon?" Startled, Number 27 forgot his manners, raised his head, and stared straight at the Demonic Strategist.

Fortunately, the Demonic Strategist didn't reprimand him. Instead, he smiled curiously. "Are you surprised?"

"Yes, very."

"I've heard that you're the best martial arts instructor in our Cult. They say that most of the rising masters who are currently making a name for themselves were taught by you. And that they all want to kill you if they get the chance?"

"......"

Chuckling, the Demonic Strategist rose from his seat and walked toward Number 27. "I'll give you a chance to prove your abilities. Teach the martial arts you learned in prison to the children."

"But I've only learned the basics so far..."

"Think of it as an experiment. What if they teach you a flawed martial art? You can't learn them because of your damaged qi center, but someone has to try to verify it, don't you agree?"

"......" Number 27's expression hardened. Fuck, so he doesn't trust me even this much.

"If they deceived you and taught you fake martial arts..." The Demonic Strategist reached out and placed a hand on Number 27's shoulder. "I think it would be better to dispose of them. What do you think?"

Number 27 shivered at the chilling sensation he felt from the hand that had mastered the Black Death Claws. "If they have deceived me, I will kill them myself," he whispered.

Satisfied with the response, the Demonic Strategist laughed heartily and patted Number 27 on the shoulder. "I will select the most promising children from among those who have not yet learned demonic arts and send them to you. From now on, you are to devote yourself to teaching them."

"Yes, Elder!"

Number 27 desperately racked his brain. He had thought the Blood Cult would first record the four masters' martial arts in manuals and start teaching them to people in a few years. Now, however, he could no longer deceive them with vague promises.

Suddenly, the Demonic Strategist's attendant rushed in. "Elder! The Cult Leader is coming here!"

"So suddenly?"

A moment later, the Cult Leader arrived at the Demonic Strategist's residence, accompanied by his bodyguards.

The Demonic Strategist immediately dropped to one knee. "Hail the Blood Demon, to whom all demons submit! This humble servant greets the Supreme Lord!"

Number 27 prostrated himself behind the Demonic Strategist and repeated the chant. He didn't even dare to lift his head, pressing his forehead to the floor.

"Raise your head," a man commanded in a captivating, languid voice that one could never forget after hearing it once.

Number 27 remained still, not thinking those words were directed at him.

"Did you not hear the Cult Leader?! Raise your head!" the Blood Dragon Captain roared.

Only then did Number 27 finally raise his head. For the first time since losing his qi center and being demoted from the Blood Dragons, he faced the Blood Demon.

"Come closer," the Blood Demon said.

As always, he had an unrealistically beautiful face and an unrivaled presence. A heat haze shimmered around him, as if he existed in a different dimension all by himself.

Number 27 approached him on his knees, as if possessed. "Cult Leader..."

The Blood Demon reached out a finger and gently lifted Number 27's chin. "At last, we meet again."

The moment their eyes met, the Blood Demon's crimson, jewel-like eyes shone ominously, as if he could see through everything.


Chapter 416: What I Missed Back Then

A light touch of a finger was all it took for Number 27 to become as helpless as a butterfly caught in a spider's web.

"At last, we meet again," the Blood Demon said, staring intently into Number 27's eyes with his own jewel-like red ones.

He didn't gather his inner qi or activate the Blood Demon Eyes, yet under that gaze that seemed to pierce right through him, Number 27 almost confessed all his secrets on the spot.

If that was my first time meeting the Blood Demon, if my qi center hadn't been destroyed and I hadn't been cast out from the Blood Dragons, if I hadn't anticipated that the Demonic Strategist would one day discard me after I had served my purpose... I might have been mesmerized by that gaze, confessed my sins, and begged for forgiveness.

Fortunately, the current Number 27 hated the Blood Cult to his very core. He bit his tongue hard. Blood trickled down his throat, and the pain snapped his dazed mind back to clarity.

The Blood Demon's eyebrows, which looked as if someone had drawn them with a brush, rose slightly in interest.

"...Cult Leader?"

For a long time, the two men stared at each other without saying a word. Meanwhile, the Demonic Strategist and the Blood Dragon Captain, who were watching from the side, were more flustered than the two men themselves.

The Demonic Strategist eyed Number 27 with displeasure and suspicion. He was the type of person who couldn't stand not knowing something. "Cult Leader, why would you deign to pay attention to such an insignificant being?"

No answer came from the Blood Demon, but it did come from Number 27. 

Trembling with emotion, Number 27 asked, "Do you...remember me?"

Blood trickled out the moment he opened his mouth, but no one paid it any mind. Everyone fixated on the languid smile playing on the Blood Demon's lips.

"Weren't you one of the Blood Dragons?"

The Blood Dragon Captain immediately prostrated himself. After hearing the Cult Leader's words, he recalled Number 27's face. "He served under the command of the previous, traitorous Blood Dragon Captain. I understand his qi center was destroyed from reckless training, and he was expelled from the Blood Dragons."

The Blood Dragon Captain now had been the vice captain when Number 27 was in the Blood Dragons. 

Several years ago, the previous Blood Dragon Captain, whom Number 27 had reported to, was executed for attempting to assassinate the Cult Leader. He was a man so upright and loyal that people said he would have become a hero if he had been born in the orthodox sects, yet he was framed as a traitor and executed overnight on false charges.

The Blood Demon knew, yet he stood by and watched as a martial artist who had served and protected him for nearly twenty years was executed...

Back when he was in the Blood Dragons, the Blood Dragon Captain was the only person who treated Number 27 like a human being. The man's wrongful death was one of the reasons he had decided to betray the Blood Cult.

"Cult Leader, this man is no longer a Blood Dragon. He's not worthy of your time." The Blood Dragon Captain glared at his former subordinate with contempt, as if looking at a stain on clean clothes. "Why are you here, you bastard?" he roared, looking ready to strike Number 27 down on the spot if he couldn't provide a proper reason.

"I..."

Before Number 27 could explain, the Demonic Strategist stepped in to mediate. "Blood Dragon Captain, please calm yourself. I was the one who summoned him. I knew he had a peculiar history, but his presence here today is purely a coincidence."

The suspicion and displeasure in the Demonic Strategist's eyes toward Number 27 had vanished. It seemed he assumed that the Cult Leader was interested in Number 27 simply because he had once been in the Blood Dragons.

He had no idea that the connection between them was not so simple.


"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."



Baek Suryong clearly remembered those words, but Number 27 did not.

The Demonic Strategist continued, "Cult Leader, why have you personally graced this humble place with your presence? Had you summoned me, I would have rushed here in an instant..."

The Blood Demon slowly tore his gaze from Number 27 and looked at the Demonic Strategist. "I simply walked where my feet took me. Perhaps fate led me here."

The Blood Demon was known for his eccentricity. The underlying meaning behind his words and actions defied comprehension. If that were all, he would have been treated as a simple madman, but he was hailed as the strongest martial master in the history of the Blood Cult and a sorcerer who wielded arcane powers. Every single word he uttered felt profound to the cultists, and the elders were no different.

The Demonic Strategist said with a deeply moved expression, "Seeing that you've wandered here to me today, Cult Leader, I'm now certain that the Grand Plan I've prepared will surely succeed!"

The Demonic Strategist began rambling about things the Cult Leader hadn't even asked about. He also explained why Number 27 was there.

"This man is currently serving as a martial arts instructor, nurturing the future pillars of our cult. His qi center is destroyed, making him useless as a martial artist, but his talent for teaching is quite remarkable. I've therefore entrusted him with an important mission."

"What kind of mission?"

The Demonic Strategist was notorious among the Blood Cult elders for his cunning and viciousness, but before the Blood Demon, he was just another loyal and fervent zealot.

"...And so, I've devised a plan to sweep away all those who stand in the way of our Cult's unification of the murim!"

THUD!

After explaining his entire plan, the Demonic Strategist slammed his forehead to the floor in a gesture of complete submission. The Blood Dragons bodyguarding the Blood Dragon Captain and the Cult Leader did the same. They even competed with one another to demonstrate their loyalty by dropping to their knees and striking their foreheads against the ground over and over again.

Only Number 27 remained standing, staring at the Cult Leader stiffly. However, even that was only because the Blood Demon had not allowed him to move. An unprecedented power bound his entire body and rendered him immobile.

Baek Suryong sighed as he watched the scene unfold. Fucking crazy religious fanatics.

The Blood Demon's presence made it all possible. A presence that transcended humanity enveloped the entire space.

"Second Elder, I look forward to the success of your plan," he remarked lazily.

It was a brief response that seemed insincere compared to the lengthy, passionate explanation, yet the Demonic Strategist appeared content. His prostrate body trembled as he praised the Blood Demon. "It's an honor that you trust me with this!"

At that moment, Baek Suryong realized a chilling truth. Huh? Wait a minute... the Blood Demon has no interest in conquering the murim!

This was a truth that would have horrified the Demonic Strategist if he knew, no, it was a truth that no one in the Blood Cult would believe. Still, Baek Suryong was certain. He would even bet on it.

Back then, this thought would have never occurred to me...

He could only realize it now because he neither deified the Blood Demon nor held him in awe. After clearing away the emotions that had clouded his vision, he saw only a very bored absolute being. The leader of demonic masters dreaming of murim conquest, as mentioned by the entire jianghu, was nowhere to be seen!

It's not just conquering the murim. He has no interest in anything at all.

Others might not have known, but Baek Suryong could tell that the Blood Demon was not at all interested in the Demonic Strategist's story. His eyes were fixed on something else, not on the cultists who followed him blindly.

Then what does he want?

In retrospect, there were more than a few strange details. The Blood Cult enjoyed the greatest success in its history during this period. All the unorthodox forces revered the Blood Cult as their leader, and the orthodox murim were constantly anxious about when they might invade.

They had more than enough power to attempt to take over the entire murim, yet he did nothing.

The Blood Demon gave no orders to the cultists who would jump into a pit of fire at his command. He simply stood by, knowing that the Demonic Strategist and the other elders were concocting all sorts of schemes and were ready to receive his command at any moment.

"Be patient and wait. The time will soon come."

"As you command!"

Lies! You're just giving them false hope! What in the world is your goal?

Even Baek Suryong could not fully understand the Blood Demon. The man existed beyond the scope of common sense, understanding, and conventional wisdom.

"How interesting!"

The Blood Demon's voice snapped Baek Suryong back to his senses. Refocusing his vision, he saw the Blood Demon staring intently at him again.

He was confused. Is he looking at my past self right now, or is he speaking across time and space to the current me? I can't tell...

"Since you've been working hard for the cult, I'll give you a reward too."

"I don't deserve such an honor. Please retract your offer..."

"I'll grant you access to the Ancient Archives."

Number 27 shut his mouth.

Puzzled, the Demonic Strategist stammered, "C-Cult Leader, when you say the Ancient Archives, are you referring to..."

He didn't dare question his lord disrespectfully, but his face revealed his surprise at such a great reward being bestowed upon a mere instructor.

"Consulting the books in the Ancient Archives should assist you in researching the martial arts of the imprisoned masters."

"You're correct, but that place is..."

"Enough, Demonic Strategist! I wasn't speaking to you."

The Demonic Strategist's face paled. He immediately prostrated himself and begged for punishment. "P-Please kill me!"

Number 27 waited, but the Blood Demon did not punish the Demonic Strategist.

Baek Suryong gritted his teeth. He's not even angry, because he doesn't give a crap about the Demonic Strategist to begin with.

No, the Blood Demon's crimson eyes were fixed on the weakest and most insignificant being present—himself.

The perfectly shaped lips curved subtly in a grin. "If you're lucky, you might find what you're looking for there."

"...I'll ensure the grand plan succeeds and repay your grace, Cult Leader," Number 27 replied in a trembling voice, having finally come to his senses.

"I look forward to what lies ahead."

The Blood Demon turned away, leaving behind an enigmatic smile. No one could speak until he completely disappeared from view.
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The Ancient Archives was one of the oldest places in the Blood Cult. It was a graveyard of martial arts that had been discarded long ago, including martial arts deemed useless, abandoned midway through creation, or judged to be inefficient.

Still, any martial artist of the Blood Cult would, at one point or another, have been curious about the Ancient Archives, the same thought running through their minds: Who knows? Maybe I can find a martial art hidden by a previous Cult Leader in the Ancient Archives?

The reason for this was that the creators of the martial arts here were mostly former cult leaders or unparalleled masters who had made their mark in the Blood Cult's history. As such, the Ancient Archives were designated a forbidden area within the Blood Cult, and only those with the Cult Leader's permission could enter.


"The Ancient Archives? Haven't you heard that nine out of ten martial artists who go in there end up dead?"

"Doesn't that mean one in ten obtains a divine art?"

"No, it means one in ten become crippled from learning some faulty martial art."



Even during his time in the Blood Dragons, he had heard about the Ancient Archives several times, though most of the tales were more like horror stories.


"I heard there are all sorts of experimental martial arts there. From martial arts meant to be learned by beasts to martial arts that mix sorcery and martial arts to martial arts that can be performed with a destroyed qi center..."

"Did the peerless masters have nothing better to do than create random shit like that?"

"How the fuck should I know?"

"I'd like to go in at least once..."

"Forget it. You'll never get to go in there in your lifetime. It's probably been ten years since anyone last entered."



Recalling the words of his senior from the Blood Dragons, Number 27 stepped into the Ancient Archives.

Inside the archives, layers upon layers of dust had accumulated over time. There were countless books, scrolls, and scribbles scrawled on torn pieces of paper.

Number 27 was briefly taken aback by the completely disorganized interior. "There might be a way to restore a destroyed qi center in here," he muttered, unable to hide his excitement.

He immediately began searching through the archives, praying that his last hope would be found in this place.

Baek Suryong glanced around the Ancient Archives, recalling the old memory. In reality, he had obtained what he wanted and more from this place.

Back then, this was where I found the Heaven Defying Divine Art. Right now, I might be able to find what I missed back then.


Chapter 417: Successor

The martial artists guarding the Ancient Archives, one of the Blood Cult's forbidden areas, sneered at Number 27 when he first arrived.

"That guy! Didn't they say he couldn't use inner arts because he injured his qi center?"

"I heard he was once a master skilled enough to be in the Blood Dragons. Rumor has it that he became a cripple overnight."

"How'd that happen?"

"I don't know the details. Anyway, it seems the Cult Leader took pity on him and granted him permission to enter the Ancient Archives."

The martial artists murmured amongst themselves about Number 27 as he disappeared inside.

"How many days will he last anyway? There are only incomplete demonic art manuals and bizarre fantasy novels in there."

"He'll probably come running out screaming his lungs out, barely sane, within five days."

"Five days? I bet he'll run away in three."

Three days passed. Then five days. A week. Even after a month, Number 27 continued to visit the Ancient Archives at the same time each day and return at precisely the scheduled time.

The martial artists who had initially mocked him couldn't help but be astonished.

"You have to admit, his persistence is unparalleled."

"There's no one more tenacious than him."

Many masters had visited the Ancient Archives before Number 27, but not a single one had achieved anything noteworthy. Gradually, visitors became increasingly rare, and the place had been all but abandoned for the past decade.

The martial artists guarding the Ancient Archives began to look at Number 27 with pity.

"After searching this much, you'd think it's about time he gave up."

"He's probably doing it because there's nothing else he can do."

"Maybe he's already gone mad. The look in his eyes is so eerie."

"That guy might actually end up finding something..."

Until now, everyone who had visited the Ancient Archives was an exceptional master , as gaining entry without being a master worthy of the Cult Leader's recognition was virtually impossible. Compared to them, Number 27 was the weakest and most pathetic martial artist ever to enter the Archives.

The guards didn't know it, but it was precisely because of this that Number 27 was more desperate than anyone else. He spent all his time in the Archives, except for the time he spent going to and from the underground prison.

Baek Suryong watched his past self and shook his head inwardly. Even I think it's extreme.

Everyone at the Azure Dragon Academy dubbed him a workaholic even now, but back then, it was no exaggeration to say he was literally grinding away his life day by day.

SLAP!

Whenever he grew tired and drowsy, Number 27 would slap his own cheek to stay awake. Through bloodshot eyes, he devoured every book in the Ancient Archives.

It's a miracle I didn't die from overwork.

Watching the scene from a third-person perspective, Baek Suryong began to understand why the people around him tried so hard to stop him from working.

However, thanks to that... I gained an unexpected miraculous encounter.

Unlike Number 27, Baek Suryong wasn't interested in the Heaven Defying Divine Art, which he was bound to obtain soon anyway. Rather, he was more interested in the treasure he had discarded in his desperation to find a way to fix his damaged qi center—the numerous books in the Ancient Archives.

Hmm. I could apply some of this to the Unlimited Sword...

This would be helpful for Wonkang. If used well, it would help him control the killing intent of the Asura Blood Heaven Blade.

Ha! Ice arts could be used this way too? It's worth researching...

Although most of the martial arts manuals created by the peerless Blood Cult masters in their later years were deemed failures and discarded in the Ancient Archives, they undoubtedly contained valuable insights.

Back then, I didn't realize their true value...

What if he could reread and contemplate the contents he had quickly skimmed over in the past, but now from a higher state of enlightenment? Although he couldn't move his body at will, he had plenty of time to think and ponder endlessly.

It was a rare opportunity to slowly reflect on and examine his own martial arts... which led him to be absolutely certain of one fact.

The Blood Demon sent me here on purpose.


"If you're lucky, you might find what you're looking for there."



Baek Suryong recalled the Blood Demon's sly smile as he said those words. At the time, he had only thought of it as a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity granted by the whim of an absolute being, but that wasn't the truth at all.

Why did I only realize this now?

He didn't know whether it was an impulsive decision or part of a grand plan that looked far into the future, but the Blood Demon had intentionally given him this chance to learn the Heaven Defying Divine Art.

Fuck you, Blood Demon. I have no intention of being toyed with so helplessly. I'll make you regret giving me this miraculous encounter.

The longer Number 27 spent in the archives, the more Baek Suryong's understanding and knowledge of martial arts grew and matured.

Finally, on the third month of Number 27's visits to the Ancient Archives, he stumbled upon something strange while reading one of the books.

"Only this part has a different handwriting."

It was a clue he couldn't have noticed if he hadn't read most of the books in the Ancient Archives. About halfway through the book he was currently reading, his eyes fell upon a passage written in different handwriting.

At first, he hadn't thought much of it. Adding annotations to martial arts manuals was quite common. However...

"I definitely saw this same handwriting in some of the other books, too..."

Number 27 began to pull out and check the books one by one from the shelves he had organized over the past three months. After a while, he found a total of four such books.

I've finally found it!

He rearranged and combined the characters written in the same handwriting, and a single phrase soon emerged.

"Heaven.. Defying..." Number 27 quickly clamped a hand over his mouth. It would be a disaster if anyone overheard him. Nevertheless, his bloodshot, severely sleep-deprived eyes looked as if they would pop out from their sockets.

Why was the ultimate martial art, which only the Blood Cult Leaders were allowed to learn, stored in the Ancient Archives?

"Ha, haha..."

Number 27's face twitched as he tried to decide whether to laugh or cry. He had been trying to find a way to fix or replace his damaged qi center, not learn the ultimate divine art. Frankly, he had recently been learning the four ultimate martial arts, and he was quite satisfied.

"Did the founder leave this behind?"

Number 27 cross-referenced the four books and read through the manual for the Heaven Defying Divine Art. Some time later, his pupils trembled as if an earthquake had struck.

To reach the first star of the Heaven Defying Divine Art, one must gather the contaminated qi in the body and create a new qi center!?

This fact hit him like a ton of bricks. The Heaven Defying Divine Art, created by the first Blood Demon with the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians, was a martial art that deviated completely from all others right from the beginning.

"With a method like this..."

A body with a broken qi center shared something in common with the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians. Since his qi center was broken and his meridians damaged as a consequence, a great deal of contaminated qi had accumulated inside Number 27's body. In other words, he too could learn the Heaven Defying Divine Art.

As soon as Number 27 had memorized the entire manual, he shot up from his seat, eager to start learning the Heaven Defying Divine Art right away. However, he restrained his desire with superhuman self-control.

Not here. If someone discovers that I learned the Heaven Defying Divine Art, it won't end with a simple execution. I need a secluded space where no one will come and not even a sliver of energy can leak out.

As it happened, he knew of the perfect place.

"The underground prison..." he muttered, dashing out of the Ancient Archives.

"Hmm? Leaving already?"

"That's early. What's the occasion?"

When the martial artists guarding the front of the Ancient Archives asked why he was leaving so early today, Number 27 grinned. "Because I don't need to be here anymore."

Those three months were beneficial not only for Number 27 but also for Baek Suryong.
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"Hey, brat! Did something good happen? You've been grinning like an idiot since you walked in," Master Maeng remarked the moment he saw Number 27. Despite his thickheadedness, he was surprisingly perceptive.

"Yes, you're right."

"Oho! Don't tell me... is it a woman?" Master Maeng cackled creepily and wiggled his pinky finger.

Master Crazy Demon clicked his tongue loudly from the next cell over. "As expected of a vulgar bandit."

Normally the quiet type, he found Master Maeng's words and actions extremely irritating.

However, this was precisely why Master Maeng enjoyed teasing the man more than anyone else.

"Fufu! Are you embarrassed? Then again, a virgin who's so crazy about martial arts he's never even held a woman's hand would probably turn red at the mere mention of women."

"Shut up! Who said I've never held a woman's hand?"

"So you're saying you have? When? With whom?"

"It's not a story I'd tell the likes of you."

As usual, the two masters snarled at each other whenever they had the chance.

Number 27 sighed. "Sorry, but could you please be quiet so I can concentrate? I'm about to do something very important."

"Something important?"

"What is it?"

Meeting his masters' gazes, Number 27 grinned triumphantly. "I've found a way to regain my inner arts."

""...!"" All four masters approached the iron bars in surprise.

"Is such a thing possible?"

"We'll know once I try."

Number 27 chuckled and sat down on the floor, crossing his legs. Then he took out the miracle herbs he had picked up from the medicine hall on his way there. He would have to report it to the Demonic Strategist, but he could just say he used them on the people in the underground prison.

"If I succeed, our escape plan will become much easier."

Swallowing the miracle herbs, Number 27 closed his eyes and focused on the medicinal energy entering his body. He guided the energy according to the incantations of the Heaven Defying Divine Art.

The contaminated qi accumulated in his body began to cling to the medicinal energy, and he began to circulate it. Since it was painful for harmful qi to travel through the Eight Extraordinary Meridians, Number 27 winced in agony, and veins bulged on his neck.

"You little punk! What the fuck are you doing?!"

"Stop this right now!"

"Those are signs of qi deviation."

"Why...?!"

Although the masters all tried to stop him, Number 27 ignored them. A groan escaped through his clenched teeth, and cold sweat poured down his body. However, for the first time in years, his qi was moving properly.

With other techniques, no matter how he circulated his qi, it would scatter without accumulating in his qi center. However, the Heaven Defying Divine Art was different.

This technique gathered the contaminated qi in the body and formed a whole new qi center. Initially, this process brought excruciating pain, but once the path was cleared, the new qi center would absorb contaminated qi and grow on its own.

The Heaven Defying Divine Art was truly the most unique martial art in the world.

"Hooooo..." Number 27 let out a long breath and opened his eyes. He could feel the presence of the small qi center that had formed inside his body.

FLASH!

A red light burst from his eyes and vanished in an instant, proving that he had reached the first level of the Heaven Defying Divine Art.

The four peerless masters stared at the sight, dumbfounded.

"Hey, Crazy Demon! What did I just see?"

"Don't ask me, I have no idea."

"Wasn't that the Blood Demon's martial arts?"

"Impossible..."

Getting to his feet, Number 27 looked around at the masters. Seeing the questions on their faces, he explained what had happened in the Ancient Archives.

"I found the Heaven Defying Divine Art there."

""...!!""

The five of them were in the same boat. He had no reason to hide the Heaven Defying Divine Art from them.

Master Maeng, who had been listening blankly, suddenly perked up. Eyes glittering, he asked, "So... you're saying that you can use inner arts now, right?"

While the fact that Number 27 had learned the Heaven Defying Divine Art was surprising, what was more important was that he could now use inner arts. That meant he could now properly perform other martial arts as well. 

Understanding this, the other masters also became excited.

They had nine years, four of the world's greatest martial masters, and a talented disciple who possessed insight and talent equal, or even superior to his mentors.

The Crazy Demon Hyonwon Hu muttered absentmindedly, "If you can master not only the Heaven Defying Divine Art, but our martial arts as well..."

Escaping the Blood Cult in the future would certainly become much easier. Not only that, but the Blood Cult would also find itself confronted with its worst enemy.

"Good! Now I can pass down the real Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest, not the half-assed version!"

"The Asura Blood Heaven Blade as well."

"The Unlimited Sword is a complicated sword technique, but you should be able to learn it."

"You won't be able to learn the White Ice Divine Art, but you might be able to apply parts of it."

Each of them had a reason they absolutely had to escape this hellhole. They also harbored a deep-seated grudge against the Blood Cult.

The masters spoke in unison, ""We will make you the world's strongest martial artist.""

This was the moment Number 27 became the four masters' true successor.

"I'll do my best to learn," he said, nodding, "Let's make sure we escape this hellhole together!"

A few days later, he heard the news that the children who would inherit the martial arts of the four masters had been selected.


Chapter 418: The Day We First Met

"I heard you spent day and night at the Ancient Archives for three months and then suddenly stopped going. Did you achieve something?" the Demonic Strategist asked, a calculating smile playing on his lips.

He kept a close eye on Number 27's every move, tracking where he went, who he met, and what he did. If possible, he would have tried reading his thoughts, too. After all, if Number 27 harbored other intentions, the one would suffer most would be him, the architect of the Grand Plan.

As such, Number 27 faced suspicion over the smallest things and constantly had to prove his loyalty. Even now, he needed to appease the Demonic Strategist.

Number 27 knelt before the Demonic Strategist and replied expressionlessly, "Yes, I achieved satisfactory results." 

"Oh, really? Is that true?" The Demonic Strategist raised an eyebrow, looking intrigued.

Number 27 considered his words carefully. He was walking on thin ice every day, but he knew that the Demonic Strategist's eyes and ears couldn't reach two places: the prison where his masters were being held and the Ancient Archives.

"Thanks to the Cult Leader's grace, I found a way to improve upon the masters' martial arts."

"What?" The Demonic Strategist stared at Number 27, dumbfounded by his boldness and confidence.

He found a way to improve martial arts already called ultimate?

He narrowed his eyes and warned, "Confidence is good, but choose your words wisely. I despise braggarts."

"Of course, I wouldn't dare lie." Number 27 raised his head and began explaining how to improve his masters' divine arts, confidence overflowing from his eyes.

Despite his claims, he wasn't the one who had improved upon these martial arts, but rather his imprisoned masters. Even though they were unable to do any training, they had all advanced beyond their former levels through theory alone. However, he lied to the Demonic Strategist, making it seem like he'd discovered these methods himself in the Ancient Archives.

"Incredible! You are truly talented. Who would've thought you'd find such methods in the Ancient Archives?"

The Demonic Strategist was one of the Blood Cult's greatest masters. He had more than enough ability to determine whether Number 27's claims were baseless or genuine ways to enhance divine arts.

"You overestimate me. The books left by former cult leaders helped greatly."

"Haha! They must have found your loyalty commendable!"

The suspicion cleared from the Demonic Strategist's face, replaced by a satisfied smile. Of course, he still didn't trust Number 27 completely. That day would never come.

For now, though, this was enough. He couldn't carelessly cast out a martial arts instructor who could refine even the jianghu's ultimate martial arts. Of course, Number 27's influence would grow, and he might even make demands, but he would accept them if they were reasonable.

"Elder, may I make a request for our great cause?"

"I permit it." The Demonic Strategist nodded in approval, as if he'd generously grant almost any request.

"Ten years is a long time, but it's difficult to say if that's enough time to fully research the ultimate martial arts , even more so if I waste time teaching the cult's youngsters."

"Hmm..."

"Please reconsider the martial arts experiment," Number 27 pleaded. Having just promised improved martial arts, he judged he could make this request in return. Logically, there was nothing wrong with it, and it wasn't difficult.

Contrary to his expectation, however, the Demonic Strategist shook his head. "That's impossible. I'll grant a different request."

"May I ask why?"

"I can't overrule something the Cult Leader himself commanded."

"I understand." Number 27 lowered his head. In the Blood Cult, the Cult Leader's authority was unquestionable. The moment he doubted it, the Demonic Strategist would kill him.

"That's actually why I called you. About the young ones who'll learn martial arts from you... there's been a change in the circumstances."

"What do you mean by 'changed'?" Number 27 asked, puzzled.

Infusing his voice with inner qi, the Demonic Strategist shouted at the door. "Let them enter."

Moments later, four boys and girls, who appeared to be in their mid to late teens, opened the door and entered.

"Greetings, Elder!"

Number 27 scrutinized the kids' bone structure the moment they entered. This was a habit he had developed since becoming an instructor. Soon, his eyes widened.

"Elder, are you sure about these kids..."

[Are you trying to say they're too talented to be experimental subjects?]

Number 27 nodded silently. Since he was unable to use inner arts, he could not communicate telepathically.

The Demonic Strategist smiled mysteriously. [They're prodigies our Cult found by scouring the world. Had they been lucky, they might have become candidates for Young Cult Leader... but they're not.]

"...!"

No wonder they all have excellent bone structures and appear intelligent. 

Most of the children raised in the Blood Cult had spiteful, hateful looks in their eyes. This was natural, as they had to survive fierce competition from an early age.

However, these children were different. Although they looked anxious, there was also confidence in their eyes, and they even glanced at Number 27 with curiosity.

"Still, why are you giving them to me?"

[This too was the Cult Leader's order.]

The Young Cult Leader was typically chosen from among the children of the Eight Great Families, the Elders or prominent cultists, but they also sought out talented children from outside. These children were made to compete against each other, and the most outstanding candidate became the Young Cult Leader.

However, the current Cult Leader rejected all of these traditions.

[The Cult Leader declared he wouldn't accept an heir unless they possessed the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians. Even after scouring the world, we couldn't find anyone with them. Hoping he might change his mind, we found outstanding prodigies from everywhere and presented them to the Cult Leader, but none caught his eye.]

The Demonic Strategist explained in more detail than usual, perhaps to compensate for denying Number 27's request.

The four boys and girls standing nervously before them had also been rejected in this manner. However, the Demonic Strategist made it clear that they didn't know this.

[They don't have the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians, but they're prodigies who can learn at least five more things for every one you teach them. While they haven't been trained in demonic arts, our Cult's techniques and body reformation have laid the groundwork for them to instantly learn any martial art.]

In other words, these children were the kind of talent that anyone would covet. Many elders coveted them, but it seemed that the Cult Leader was intrigued by the Demonic Strategist's plan and sent them to him.

[Do you understand? Your mission is not just to conduct a martial arts experiment. You are responsible for raising martial artists who will one day stand by the Cult Leader's side and help him achieve the great cause of world domination.]

Number 27 didn't express his discontent outwardly, but instead quietly clenched his teeth. Regardless of his true feelings, he knew there was only one answer he could give.

"I'll do my best."

"Your best isn't enough. This is a mission you must accomplish by staking everything."

"I will succeed at all costs."

Only then did the Demonic Strategist nod with satisfaction. Turning to the boys and girls who'd been listening anxiously, he said, "From now on, think of the instructor here as your master and serve him. Do you understand?"

""Yes, Elder!"" The children replied confidently.

Number 27 was unsure how to feel looking at the children. They were fundamentally different from him, who had started from the very bottom.

Physically, he didn't have much talent for martial arts. He'd honed himself by toeing the line between life and death countless times.

"The day you complete their martial arts training, our Cult's great cause will begin!"

Number 27 interpreted the Demonic Strategist's words as follows: The day you complete their martial arts training and become useless, I'll kill you!

He looked at the boys and girls emotionlessly. At their excitement over the prospect of soon learning the ultimate martial arts.

"I'll provide you with secure lodgings and a training ground. Devote yourselves fully to your training."

"Understood"

"Good. You may all leave."

"I'll be on my way now." Number 27 bowed to the Demonic Strategist and left.

The four boys and girls followed quietly behind him.

On the way to their new lodgings, Number 27 didn't say a word.

"Um, Instructor..."

"......"

"What kind of martial arts will we be learning?"

"......"

"We heard from the Elder that we'll be learning incredible martial arts..."

Number 27 didn't answer, so the boys and girl began whispering amongst themselves behind him.

A short while later, they arrived at the lodgings that the Demonic Strategist had mentioned. As he had guaranteed, it was a place with tight security. They passed through several checkpoints on the way. It was quite far from the heart of the Cult, which was good for maintaining secrecy.

"Oh! This place is really nice."

"The building is new."

"The training ground is spacious, too."

The boys and girls looked around the accommodations with flushed faces, filled with excitement and anticipation. This place lacked nothing.

Number 27 glanced around the training ground and nodded as if satisfied. Just then, a faint, dissatisfied voice came from behind him.

"About that instructor, though... can we really trust him?"

"I heard his qi center is destroyed..."

"Really? Then can he even teach martial arts?"

"Shh! He'll hear you."

"Nah, that cripple won't be able to hear us whispering without inner arts."

Number 27 ignored them and strode into the training ground. On one side was a wall where weapons hung. He picked up a whip, spun around, and swung it at the speed of lightning.

CRACK! WHIP! WHIP! WHIP!

The whip tore through the air, eliciting shrieks of pain wherever it landed. Clothes were torn and blood was splattered. Flesh split open and desperate pleas for mercy echoed throughout the lodgings.

Still, Number 27 didn't stop. He flogged the children so fiercely and brutally that they couldn't even think of resisting. Only after the training ground floor was soaked with blood and the screams had turned into broken sobs did he finally put a stop to the whipping.

"P-Please stop..."

"Save us..."

"I-Instructor..."

"We're sorry..."

Staring at the children writhing on the floor, Number 27 said in a low, monotone voice, "First rule, don't open your mouths unless I ask you a question."

"...!"

"Second rule, you will obey my commands without question."

"...!"

"We'll establish the other rules one by one." Number 27 wiped the blood splattered on his face with the back of his hand , but his expression remained impassive. "I don't care how you've been treated in the cult until now. From today on, I'm the one who decides who lives and who dies. Make sure you remember that."

"......"

"Understood?"

""U-Understood..."" The children stammered with terrified expressions, finally realizing what kind of man they would be learning martial arts from.

"......" Baek Suryong sighed. Such was his first meeting with his former trainees. Powerless to intervene, he could only stand by and watch his trainees' faces distort with terror and rage again and again.

Several years passed quickly.


Chapter 419: Once I Get Out of Here

Baek Suryong stared blankly as the sins of his past life unfolded one after another before his eyes.

"Instructor... Please, please..."

"Please forgive me just once..."

Instructor 27's training methods were brutal. The children's bodies trembled with pain, and tears streamed down their faces as they wept. Their bruised skin and open wounds meant that the smell of blood permeated their dorms daily. Still, he felt not even a shred of pity for the trainees.

"Get up! Do it from the beginning again."

The trainees despaired at their endless torment. Eventually, they staggered to their feet and glared at their teacher, their eyes blazing with killing intent. Young as they were, they too were martial artists of the Blood Cult.

"Good. That's the spirit. You're finally becoming somewhat useful."

"......"

Number 27 was the most outstanding martial arts instructor in the Blood Cult, and his trainees were the most talented children. So much would have been different if they had formed a normal master-disciple bond. Unfortunately, their fates were sealed from the moment they first met.

"I'll kill you!"

"Uwaaaaaah!"

During the first year, the trainees tried to kill their instructor several times. Each time, Number 27 trampled them expressionlessly. He imparted his teachings by carving one indelible scar after another onto each of their bodies.

"You think this is unfair? Then get stronger. If you don't want to be beaten helplessly or die like insignificant bugs, then toughen up. That is the only option you have."

Ironically, these words were directed at himself. Whenever he faced the trainees who grew stronger day by day while enduring hellish training, he felt as if a blade was creeping toward his neck.

The day you damn brats master your martial arts, I will be disposed of.

Number 27 loathed this job. He despised teaching trainees who might one day kill him. Nevertheless, he had to do his best because the Demonic Strategist frequently visited the dorms to oversee their training.

After living together in the dorms for three years, Number One, who had been chosen to inherit the Sword Saint's Unlimited Sword, asked weakly, "...Instructor, what will happen to us if we give up?"

Baek Suryong shuddered. The moment he saw that desperate expression again, he knew what the boy wanted to hear.

He wanted me to tell him that it's okay to rest a little.

However, Number 27 sneered coldly. "The Cult has plenty of replacements for you. You'll be abandoned and left to die... discarded like worthless trash."

"...Is that so?"

The desperate light in the boy's eyes dimmed. He hoisted his heavily scarred body to his feet and began swinging his sword again.

The scenery changed.

"Kekeke! Those kids are starting to look more and more like their instructor."

"They still have a long way to go."

The Demonic Strategist periodically stopped by the dorms to check on the trainees' progress. If Number 27 was in charge of the trainees' physical and martial arts training, then he was responsible for their indoctrination and brainwashing.

"Today, you will learn about the history of our Cult and the greatness of the Cult Leader."

Creating human weapons who were blindly loyal to the Blood Cult was the Demonic Strategist's specialty , and he didn't spare any means to achieve his goals, including resorting to sorcery and drugs. Since these trainees were learning the ultimate martial arts, they were subject to the most extreme brainwashing.

"The more dangerous the hunting dog, the tighter you must pull its leash. Isn't that right?"

"...Yes, Elder."

Number 27 nodded as he stared indifferently at the trainees sitting cross-legged with vacant expressions.

The scenery changed again and again. Some were blurry, while others flashed by quickly.

Day turned to night, and the seasons passed. Swords that were once new became chipped. Old martial arts uniforms grew frayed. Over time, even the furnishings in the dorms and training grounds became worn.

The trainees grew much taller, their limbs lengthening and their voices deepening. They experienced puberty, and the once-immature boys and girls became apathetic adults.

Baek Suryong observed this transformation through Number 27's eyes. Many times, he desperately wanted to look away, but he gritted his teeth and witnessed every single moment. He felt he had to. He owed these children that much.

I turned you into monsters... with my own hands.

And so he watched as all traces of human emotion were eradicated from the trainees' eyes. As they became mindless weapons of the Blood Cult, carrying out orders without question.

And me, too.

He looked down at his hands, which were as red as blood. He couldn't tell if they had been red from the beginning, or if they had been stained red by the trainees' blood.

...I was an irredeemable monster.

Little by little, he forgot who he was.

[image: sep]


"Bwahahaha! Today's meat side dish is truly satisfying!" Master Maeng exclaimed, his booming voice echoing through the underground prison.

Master Crazy Demon, who had been eating quietly with his chopsticks, sighed and glared at the next cell. "Shut up! Are you going to take responsibility if your frivolous voice leaks outside the prison?"

"Crazy Demon. How deep do you think this fucking prison is? There's no way any sound will leak out. Seriously, you're as timid as a little girl..."

"When we escape the Blood Cult, I'm going to stitch up your damn mouth."

"Fufu! You really want to go at it? Fine. When we get out of here, I'll tie you to a tree and spank your backside."

"You vulgar bastard...!"

Today as always, Masters Maeng and Crazy Demon snarled at each other like a rabid dog and an angry monkey. The other masters ate their lunches quietly, accustomed to such a scene.

"Sword Saint, please help me tame this ruffian!" Master Crazy Demon cried out. He was clearly no match for Master Maeng when it came to eloquence. 

The Sword Saint laughed jovially, "Hohoho! Who in the world could possibly shut that mouth?"

"See, crazy guy? At least our Big Bro here knows how things stand. Even in my younger days, there was no one in the murim who could beat me at Trash-Talk Arts."

"Hoho! I'm sure that's true..."

While this was going on, Master Eun ate alone quietly, using her ice arts to chill the fruit wine her disciple had brought.

CRACKLE!

From his cell, Master Maeng spotted what she had done. Eyes wide, he pressed himself right up against the iron bars, looking ready to break them.

"Youngest! Cool this Orabeoni's drink, too!"

"......"

"...Youngest?"

"......"

"Ice Moon Goddess! Please! I beg of you!"

Master Eun scoffed and extended a finger. A chill spread, forming a thin layer of ice on Master Maeng's cup.

Master Maeng was so moved that tears welled up in his tiger-like eyes. "Boohoohoo! Cold liquor! How many years has it been? To live long is to enjoy such luxuries!"

"If we fail to escape, it'll all be that guy's fault."

Ten years had changed many things. At first, the masters in the prison hadn't said a word to each other. Now, they conversed freely and had learned a lot about each other.

GULP, GULP...

Master Maeng emptied his liquor bottle in an instant. Licking his lips, he looked at Number 27. "Hey, punk. Got any more liquor?"

"You've already finished all there is. D'you know how much trouble I went through just to smuggle that in?" Number 27 grumbled, looking up from his training and glaring at his master.

Master Maeng smacked his lips. "Tsk! This might be the last drink I ever have. It would've been nice if you'd brought a little more."

"Stop saying such unlucky things, and take good care of your body. The day we escape this hellhole isn't far off."

"Fufufu! Don't worry. My body is in peak condition right now."

In a few days, they planned to escape from the Blood Cult. Despite being martial artists who had reached the pinnacle, even they found it difficult to maintain their composure as the moment they had waited for over ten years approached. Engaging in banter was one way to calm their nerves.

"Hey, punk...when we get out of here..."

No matter how much they had prepared, failure was still possible, and failure meant certain death. In any case, the masters would choose death over being captured a second time.

Still, if even just a few of the five could escape this place alive, no, if even just one of them could...

Bearing such thoughts in mind, the masters had exchanged their final words while Number 27 wasn't around.

Number 27 sensed all his masters looking at him oddly and sighed. "What are you getting at?"

Master Maeng grinned. "Actually, we tried to come up with a name for you when you weren't around."

"...A name? What's this all of a sudden?" Number 27 tilted his head in confusion.

Master Maeng clicked his tongue. Somehow, he had expected this reaction. "When you escape the Blood Cult, you'll need a proper name, won't you? Are you going to introduce yourself as Number 27 outside?"

"That's..." Number 27 hesitated. This was an issue he had never once considered. He had always thought only of escape, but he had never concretely pictured the life that lay ahead once he was free.

In contrast, it seemed his masters had thought about what kind of life their disciple should lead.

"So I thought about it. What do you think about Maeng Ryonghwi?"

"Why the Maeng surname, of all things?"

"Because I'm going to adopt you, that's why."

"......" Number 27 was at a loss for words.

Master Maeng's adopted son.

Not only had he never imagined it, but he also didn't know how to respond.

Just then, the Sword Saint interjected, "If you don't like the Maeng surname, how about Moyong Jeong?"

"...Are you saying you'll adopt me too, Master Sword Saint?" Number 27 asked, dazed.

The Sword Saint smiled gently. "If you're okay with it, I would like that. I think our Dan would also love having a brother like you."

"This is too sudden..."

"Ahem! How about Hyonwon Mugeuk?" Master Crazy Demon cleared his throat slightly apologetically. "Though, I first have to return to the Hyonwon Clan and ask for forgiveness, so I can't promise anything.... That said, if it's okay with you, I'd like to accept you as a member of my family."

"No, wait a minute..."

Master Eun mumbled awkwardly, "Uhm... the North Sea won't permit me to adopt you, no matter how hard I try to persuade them, but... I can help you choose a better name than these three."

Number 27 looked at his masters, who were suddenly trying to name him, with a rare, flustered expression.

They smiled back at him. He was the disciple who had mastered all of their martial arts in just ten years. Although he hadn't perfected them because of his condition, his understanding of their martial arts was already on par with their own.

Since there was nothing more they could give him in terms of martial arts, they wanted to give him a name as a final gift.

Feeling a strange, ticklish sensation on his skin, Number 27 mumbled, "I'll decide on a name after we get out of here. It's not urgent, so don't rush me."

The masters chuckled and nodded.

Suddenly, the Sword Saint asked, "What will you do about those children?"

"What children?"

"The ones who learned martial arts from you, our granddisciples."

"......" Number 27's expression hardened. His four masters surely knew that he hated discussing this topic. However, it seemed that this was a conversation they absolutely needed to have before escaping the Blood Cult. Frowning, he snapped, "What about them?"

"Can't you persuade them to leave with us?"

"That's impossible. Those kids have already been brainwashed by the Demonic Strategist into becoming mindless puppets."

"Are you certain? Since they learned our martial arts, there's no way they cant resist evil arts."

"You haven't seen the kind of vicious brainwashing they've been subjected to. If the kids find out that I'm a traitor, they'll report me to the Demonic Strategist without a second thought."

The masters took turns asking questions about the kids, to which Number 27 replied defensively and shook his head.

SLAM!

"You fool! You've got nothing to lose!" Master Maeng roared. "I'm not telling you to persuade them to leave with us. If you have any last words for them, then say it now! Otherwise, you'll regret it later."

True to his simple and straightforward personality, he told his disciple to just go and talk to the trainees.

Number 27 hesitated for a long while before letting out a self-deprecating laugh. "...My last words to them, huh? Yeah, I suppose I do have something I want to tell them."



Translator's Note: I have a cold, so there will be fewer chapters this weekend. Fyi, Ryonghwi means "resplendent dragon", Jeong means "righteous", and Mugeuk means "unlimited". Most kids would not appreciate those names.


Chapter 420: Do You Regret It?

CREAK...

The old hinge groaned ominously as if threatening to break off at any moment. After ten years of neglect, it was completely covered in rust.

"I should replace it before it falls off."

Strange. Why did I say that?

Number 27 stared at the rusty hinge for a moment before slowly pushing the door open and stepping inside. He'd never paid any mind to a rusty hinge during his time here. Why, of all days, couldn't he just walk past it? Why did his gaze stray there?

CREEEAAAK...

The door opened with a ear-piercing screech, revealing the bleak interior of the lodging. Inside were a few shabby buildings and a training ground with old, dirty equipment.

"Welcome back, Instructor."

The trainees sparring in the middle of the courtyard nodded briefly before resuming their bouts.

Even though they were sparring without inner arts, their movements were filled with killing intent like in a real battle. Blades grazed skin, splattering droplets of blood, while fists and feet, heavy as rocks, aimed for vital points.

The youthful innocence on the trainees' faces was long gone. Only weathered young warriors remained, hardened by years of trials and tribulations. The scars etched into their flesh appeared as natural as birthmarks.

"Halt. That's enough training for today."

The vicious matches stopped instantly at the instructor's soft command , the result of a decade of harsh discipline. The trainees turned to look at Number 27, their eyes devoid of any hint of curiosity. They simply waited for the next command.

"Today, let's just talk."

"...?"

Number 27 walked toward the only pavilion, and the trainees followed him without complaint.

"Sit."

He scanned each trainee as they sat in a row. Ten years was a long time, long enough that, despite his efforts not to become emotionally attached to their forced master-disciple relationship, the bond had formed anyway.

Anger. Hatred. Resentment. Jealousy. Self-loathing. Expectation. Worry. Joy. Ecstasy. Accomplishment. Though he never showed it outwardly, he had experienced a variety of emotions while teaching them. 

Although he was known as the Demon Instructor, he was still human. He had only suppressed unnecessary emotions in order to survive. Most importantly, the time he spent with his masters in the prison had softened him.


"If you have something to say before you leave, then say it! Don't hold back and regret it later!"



...What should I say?

Words didn't come easily to Number 27. In a few days, he planned to escape the Blood Cult with his masters. If he was lucky, he wouldn't run into the trainees here. If he was unlucky, he would have to fight and kill them.

It's okay, I'm prepared for that.

He began, "Ten years have already passed since you guys first came here."

""Yes,"" they answered in unison, their voices flat and their expressions like inanimate objects. 

Just like their shitty teacher.

"You were unlucky to have met me out of all the instructors."

"......"

It was an odd thing to say, but the trainees didn't express any confusion or question it. Their instructor hadn't allowed it.

"That's actually the case for most children who end up in our Cult. If they're lucky, they catch an elder's eye and are taught martial arts. If they're unlucky, they drift from one low-level warrior position to another before dying in some filthy ditch. In my opinion, though, the worst fate is..."

Number 27 paused and looked at the main gate of the lodging. Perhaps he hadn't closed it properly when he came in, as it let out a strained creak every time the wind blew.

He returned his gaze to the trainees. "...Yours. If I were to name the unluckiest children in our Cult, I would pick you kids without hesitation."

"""......""" Numbers Two to Four said nothing.

Only Number One furrowed his brow and asked, "I don't understand what you're saying, Instructor. Why are you suddenly bringing up this subject?"

Number 27 exhaled slowly, letting the strong scent of alcohol spread through the air. "I had a drink on the way here."

"......"

Number 27 chuckled to himself. Before leaving the underground prison and coming to the lodging, he had gotten his hands on some strong liquor and drained the entire bottle. Sadly, he wasn't the least bit drunk. If he were, he might have been able to speak more honestly.

Taking a flask from his robes, he slowly sipped it in front of the trainees. "Is it weird? Then again, I've never drunk in front of you before, haha."

"......"

Number 27 snickered. He often smiled in front of his masters, but in front of these trainees, he could only curl his lips into a scornful sneer.

"Are you testing us?" Number One asked warily. He was the most outstanding trainee Number 27 had taught, with talent so great that it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say he was born to wield a sword. Had he been born in the orthodox sects, he would have been hailed as the Sword King before he turned thirty.

He was also the most prideful trainee, the one who had defied his instructor the most. As a result of his rebellion, his once kind eyes had sharpened, and his firmly set lips and the numerous scars on his face spoke of the additional suffering he had endured.

Number 27 laughed, "A test?"

Is Number One what we would get if we mixed the personalities of Wiji Cheon and Hyonwon Kang? ...Huh? Who are Wiji Cheon and Hyonwon Kang?

He tilted his head at the sudden burst of curiosity, but quickly dismissed the stray thought. It probably wasn't important.

"It's just a simple question. I didn't mean anything more than that. From now on, just answer my questions honestly."

"Yes, Instructor," Number One murmured, averting his gaze. 

The other trainees did the same. 

Secretly, though, they quickly exchanged glances. Their loyalty had been tested frequently over the past ten years. Number 27 said it was a trivial question, but none of them believed him.

"Do you resent me?" Number 27 asked.

Silence settled in instantly. This was an entirely different kind of question than the loyalty tests the trainees had received until now.

"Answer me. I asked if you resent me."

"I do not," Number One finally answered.

"N-No," the other trainees answered a beat later.

Number 27 chuckled at their clumsy responses. "It's fine to speak honestly. I swear, by the grace of the Cult Leader, that there will be no repercussions for you regardless of what you say today."

The trainees continued to stare blankly at their master. Resent him? What he had done to them over the past ten years couldn't be expressed with such a simple word. Each of them had nearly died dozens, even hundreds, of times. The horrific memories of their childhood would never be erased.

"I do not resent you," Number One declared, clenching his teeth and staring his master in the eye.

"Really?? Number 27 stared intently into his eyes. For a moment, he saw anger flicker in the young man's eyes, which he thought had been purged of all emotion. However, it soon subsided. The child had calmed his emotions with well-practiced speed.

"Thanks to you, Instructor, we've become strong enough to serve the Cult Leader. When he emerges from his seclusion training, we'll stand before him and fight for the glory of our Cult. Therefore, we have no room for petty emotions like resentment."

Upon hearing this, the other trainees gradually regained their composure.

Number 27 snorted in self-reproach. The Demonic Strategist's ten-year brainwashing campaign was vicious. No words could ever shake these kids' loyalty to the Blood Demon.

What am I hoping for? Persuading them is impossible.

He realized that fact again, painfully. If they had shown even the slightest sign of wavering, there was something he had wanted to say. Since they didn't, though, he swallowed his words and lied, "Is that so? Good."

"......" The trainees didn't answer. 

Still, Number 27 knew. Considering the countless insults and abuse they had suffered at their instructor's hands, this was already enough to be considered an act of defiance.

"You bastards will soon start serving the Cult Leader. You've learned the ultimate martial arts since you were young, and he's had his eye on you for ten years. You'll rise to a position so high that a cripple like me can't even dream of it."

Number 27 chuckled to himself again. His appearance, chattering drunkenly while reeking of alcohol, screamed of failure and self-pity.

"If you have any gratitude at all, then praise me in front of the Cult Leader. You said you don't resent me, right? Don't forget who raised you for ten years."

"......" A faint contempt flickered in the trainees' eyes.

Number 27 was satisfied with that.

It's better this way.

In a few days, he would escape the Blood Cult with his masters. Until then, it was better to remain the worst kind of person. That way, if they met again, no one would hesitate to point their blades at each other.

CRASH!

Throwing his flask to the ground, Number 27 roared, "Now you won't even answer properly! I can't stand the sight of you! Go back to your quarters!"

"......" The trainees obediently bowed their heads and returned to their quarters.

Left alone, Number 27 stared at the sky in a daze.

CREAK... CREEEAAAK...

Because of the blowing wind, the rusty hinge on the main gate groaned and creaked with effort.

"It's far too late to change things now..."

He rubbed his dry face with both hands. Even now, he wasn't the least bit drunk. He wished he could get drunk, but his body, which had lived every moment of its life in tension, wouldn't allow it.

"Fuck," he spat, scowling.

"Do you regret it?" someone asked.

Suddenly, time stood still, and the world was bathed in blood red.

Number 27 glanced around, startled. "W-What...?"

Everything had ground to a halt. The backs of the trainees heading to their rooms were frozen in place, and even the dust motes hanging in the air had stopped swirling around. He was the only one who could speak and move.

The voice from before echoed once more. "Do you regret it? This miserable fate of yours?"

Blood Demon!

Number 27 kneeled down without realizing it. He wasn't sure when or how it had happened, but the Blood Demon now stood before him, as impossibly beautiful as ever. "C-Cult Leader," he stammered, his body trembling like an animal that had met its natural predator.

The Blood Demon approached and extended a hand to him. "Your life is truly pitiful."

Number 27 stared at the hand as if possessed.

"What if you could change it? What if you could choose again?"

"What are you talking about...?"

"You already know the method. Do not refuse it. The power to defy heaven will free you from your destiny."

"Ah..." Number 27's lips parted in a daze. The allure of that velvety voice and ruby-like eyes held a spellbinding power, making resistance all but impossible.

How could I have harbored such disdain for the Supreme One, who is offering me such mercy? Why did I think of running away?

Number 27 slowly stretched out his hand. Just as the Blood Demon's fingers and his own were about to touch, however, he muttered, "Cult Leader, may I say just one thing?"

The Blood Demon nodded. "I permit it."

SMACK!

"Don't give me that fucked up bullshit." Number 27 forcefully slapped the Blood Demon's hand away and leaped to his feet.

His eyes were dyed the same crimson as the Blood Demon's... or rather, he was no longer Number 27.

Baek Suryong glared at the Blood Demon with blazing hatred. "I don't remember this crap happening in my past life."
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Chapter 421: I Have Something to Say

In a world where time had stopped and the landscape was bathed in crimson, two men with otherworldly airs stood facing each other.

"Haha..." the Blood Demon began to laugh, his shoulders shaking with mirth as his eyes twinkled with interest.

RUMBLE...!

Although he did not raise his voice, the entire world trembled. Part of the sky shattered like glass and a distant mountain crumbled to dust.

"Hahahaha!"

Slowly, the hysterical laughter grew louder, accelerating the destruction across the realm. The ground beneath the two men cracked like parched earth, and collapsed buildings dissolved into dust that scattered on phantom winds.

This terrifying power was worthy of being called a calamity, but it didn't affect Baek Suryong.

"I told you to cut the crap!" he snapped.

The world's tremors immediately ceased as if by divine intervention. Time seemed to rewind, restoring everything that had broken to its original state.

The Blood Demon fixed his gaze on Baek Suryong, his eyes filled with a strange yearning. "How surprising! I didn't think you could already wield this much power."

"Enough with that cocky attitude. You're just a parasite who snuck into someone else's dream."

Baek Suryong scoffed and manipulated the 'dream. Within moments, the blood red world regained its original colors.

The situation where he could only watch the memories of his past life, unable to move, was over. This 'world' was now under his control.

The Blood Demon smirked. "I thought you had fallen completely into a trance. How were you able to snap out of it?"

He knew. As Baek Suryong relived ten years of his past life, he had gradually forgotten who he was. He lost his sense of self and had almost completely assimilated with Number 27. If he hadn't awakened at the last moment, he would have succumbed to temptation and been trapped in this world forever.

"It's all thanks to your ridiculous nonsense."

"Because of me?"

Baek Suryong, whose hair and eyes were now the color of blood, glared at the Blood Demon. Standing face to face, the two of them looked remarkably similar, so much so that people would think they were twins.

"You told me I could change my fate and that I should choose again. Whether then or now, I'm not naive enough to fall for such empty promises."

"......"

Ultimately, what pulled Baek Suryong out of his stupor was the guilt from his past life. The Blood Demon's temptation to change everything and start over was certainly appealing, but the moment he heard those words, his mind instantly cleared.

Even if I try to look away and run, nothing in reality will change.

He had resolved to meet his old students again, no matter the consequences. He had no intention of running from the sins he had committed in his previous life.

The Blood Demon smiled lazily, unperturbed by his plan's failure."Is that so? It seems I misjudged you."

Baek Suryong's eyebrow twitched irritably at the man's composure. "Let's see how long you can afford to be so relaxed."

WHOOOOSH!

Tremendous power gathered in his fist like a gathering storm.

This was a dream world created from the memories of his past life. Here, he was no different from a god.

CRASH!

With a single devastating punch, he sent the Blood Demon hurtling hundreds of meters in an instant, shrinking to the size of a dot before smashing into solid rock.

That wasn't the end. Baek Suryong kicked of the ground and chased after the distant Blood Demon, crimson enhanced qi blazing like divine fire around his fists.

BOOM! BOOM! KABOOOM!

Wave after wave of merciless violence hammered down upon the Blood Demon's body. The ground buckled and reshaped itself under the assault. The crimson qi overflowing from Baek Suryong's entire body obliterated everything in its path.

"Is this enough for you to vent your anger?"

"...!!"

The Blood Demon slowly raised his upper body and looked at Baek Suryong. There wasn't a single wound on his body. "If you're all done releasing your frustration, then..."

"Who said you could get up?"

STOMP!

Baek Suryong stomped hard on the Blood Demon's chest. The ground caved in, burying the Blood Demon deep within the fractured earth.

"How long have you been scheming this?" he demanded.

"...Scheming what?"

Rage boiled like lava in Baek Suryong's eyes. As he revisited the memories of his past life, he became certain that the Blood Demon had manipulated him throughout his whole life.

"You sent me to the Ancient Archives on purpose and planted the Heaven Defying Divine Art there so that I would find it. You assigned the trainees to me so that I would be forced to learn and perfect my masters' martial arts. Everything was part of your plan."

"......" The Blood Demon remained silent, neither confirming nor denying Baek Suryong's accusation. He simply smiled mysteriously, staring intently at the eyes that were the same color as his own.

"That's not even all there is, is it? From the treasure vault in the Valley of Evil to the finger you left behind at the Namgung Clan to the Poison Demon leaving behind his poison essence when he died... Come to think of it, they were all miraculous encounters related to the Heaven Defying Divine Art." Baek Suryong glared daggers at the Blood Demon and pressed down with his foot, but the man's smile didn't fade. "All of that was part of your scheme, wasn't it?"

Baek Suryong knew that the person before him was not the real Blood Demon. It was merely a lingering will dwelling in the finger that had been used to perform the Heaven-Defying Blood Circulation Art. However, since the Blood Demon's spirit remained in that will, they were able to have this conversation that transcended time and space.

"I understand why you're so upset," the Blood Demon replied slowly, his relaxed manner contrasting sharply with Baek Suryong's frigid expression. "The thought that I held your life in my hands and toyed with it must fill you with rage and fear. What if even you losing your qi center was part of my plan? No, maybe even before that..."

"......"

The Blood Demon's pupils contracted vertically, like a snake's. "You must feel that I controlled your destiny from the moment you were born, no?" he teased, his cloying voice tickling the ear.

BOOOM!

A large crater was bored into the spot where the Blood Demon had been sitting, but he was no longer there.

SHHH...

The Blood Demon re-materialized in front of Baek Suryong as if his body were made of mist.

Baek Suryong glared at him. As he heard the Blood Demon's words, an unpleasant thought had crossed his mind. "Is your goal to steal my body and resurrect yourself?"

"That would be one method. It could also be part of the process. It's just one possibility among many," the Blood Demon replied ambiguously. "However, that's not what's important right now."

Baek Suryong remembered the Blood Demon's world-weary eyes. This man had no ambition to conquer the murim. His gaze was fixed on something far more distant and remote.

He didn't mince his words. "So your resurrection is just one step in the grand scheme of things. What is your actual objective? What are you planning to do after you're resurrected?"

The Blood Demon's beautiful face lit up, as if he were genuinely delighted to finally talk to someone about his true intentions. "Follow me," he said, floating into the air as if gravity held no power over him.

Baek Suryong hesitated for a moment before following him. This was his world. What was impossible in reality was possible here.

The two men soared high into the sky, piercing cloud layers and continuing to ascend for a long time. Starlight poured down from the pitch-black night sky, so intense that it was painful to look at directly.

Baek Suryong glanced down. The ground looked dizzyingly far away.

To think the mountains and rivers could be so small. At this height, us humans seem smaller than dust, completely invisible.

"Interdimensional Travel."

"...What?"

Baek Suryong turned to the side to see the Blood Demon staring blankly up at the cosmos, the brilliant stars reflected in his crimson, jewel-like eyes.

"I will open the heavens," the Blood Demon declared.

Baek Suryong was speechless. How should he describe the Blood Demon at that moment? The man seemed to have such a pure and intense desire that even he, an enemy, couldn't take him lightly.

"Open the heavens? What the fuck is that supposed to mean?"

"......" The Blood Demon smiled mysteriously and said no more.

In any case, one thing is certain.

Baek Suryong stared coldly at the Blood Demon. He didn't know exactly what he meant by Interdimensional Travel, but it was clearly something incredibly dangerous. Just that declaration gave him goosebumps and sent heaven-defying energy running rampant all around.

"Now I get it," he muttered. "You're not the absolute being the Blood Cult speaks of. You're just a madman and a delusional fool beyond imagination."

"Hahahaha...!" The Blood Demon burst into manic laughter that made the air itself vibrate, as if he found those words hilarious. "You're right. I am an unfortunate madman born with a heaven-defying destiny. I tried time and again to open the heavens to escape fate, but I failed every time due to heaven's jealous interference..."

The Blood Demon, who had been looking up at the heavens, turned to face Baek Suryong directly. "However, things are different this time."

"......"

Against the backdrop of the pitch-black night sky and countless stars, the two red-haired, red-eyed men stared at each other wordlessly.

"If it's you, then perhaps you'll one day come to understand me completely."

The Blood Demon chuckled and closed his eyes. For once, his words felt less like a prophecy and more like a wish or a prayer.

SHHHHH...

The Blood Demon's form slowly turned to dust and scattered, starting from his feet. As the power of the finger used for the Heaven-Defying Blood Circulation Art ran out, his lingering will also disappeared. His plan to take over Baek Suryong's body had ended in failure.

Still, Baek Suryong didn't think this was the end.

"I look forward to the day we meet again. I wonder what you'll be like then. Not even I can read your destiny, which makes me all the more excited."

Finally, the Blood Demon scattered into the night sky.

Baek Suryong watched for a moment before descending to the ground.

"It seems the Heaven-Defying Blood Circulation Art is almost complete..."

He looked around. The scene was faded and frozen like a painting from the distant past. He saw the backs of his old students as they returned to their quarters, the worn-out lodgings and training grounds, and the broken liquor bottles scattered carelessly on the ground.

My memory is correct up to this point.

The Blood Demon's lingering will had completely vanished. He had achieved his goal of fixing his severed meridians and could awaken now. However, he didn't want to end the dream of his past life just yet.

Just a little longer.

Baek Suryong's red hair and eyes returned to normal, and his face became that of Number 27 again.

Simultaneously, the suspended time started flowing again. A rusty hinge creaked in the wind, and the trainees, having heard their master's command, hurried toward their rooms.

"Wait!" he commanded.

The trainees immediately stopped and turned around. Their eyes still held no emotion, but Baek Suryong didn't mind.

"I have something to say to you."

Even if this was just a fleeting dream from which he would soon awaken, there was something he wanted to tell them.


Chapter 422: A Strange Dream

"I have something to say to you."

Baek Suryong stared at the faces of his former trainees. Before leaving this dream, he wanted to take in the sight of each trainee. 

He slowly called them out one by one.

"Number One."

"......"

Number One was the successor to the Unlimited Sword. Countless scars marked his face beneath sharp eyes, half of which he inflicted himself.

"Number Two."

"......"

Number Two was the successor to the White Ice Divine Art. The little girl who used to hide under her blankets and sob every night had grown into a woman with an ice-cold expression. 

For a moment, her face overlapped with the image of Seol Suryeon, who had died cursing him in the North Sea.

"Number Three."

"Yes?"

Number Three was the successor to the Asura Blood Heaven Blade. Of the four, he harbored the densest killing intent. Even now, he tried to hide it by bowing his head, but his tightly clenched jaw revealed his irritation.

"Number Four."

"......"

Number Four silently lowered his head. He was the successor to the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest and had become mute after an accident while sparring with his peers. Since he was a man of few words to begin with, it took Number 27 several days to realize his trainee had gone mute.

Furious, he had immediately demanded to know why Number Four hadn't disclosed his condition earlier, but the young man simply wrote on a piece of paper in crooked handwriting: It won't affect my training.

He was foolishly honest and obedient, so much so that he was the only one who had never defied his master even once in the last ten years.

Baek Suryong's gaze lingered on Number Four a little longer before he turned to look at the distant sky.

CRACKLE...

From afar, the world slowly crumbled, signaling that the Heaven-Defying Blood Circulation Art was nearing its end. When the world fell apart completely, he would return to reality.

Baek Suryong turned away from the crumbling world and looked at his trainees again. "What I'm about to say might sound strange, but I hope you'll just listen."

"......"

This wasn't something that had actually happened in his past life. Everything he was about to say might be nothing more than a fleeting monologue, an excuse for his own comfort. Baek Suryong knew that better than anyone, but still, he had to do this.

"In a few days, I'm going to escape the Blood Cult with the imprisoned masters."

"......" The trainees' expressionless faces changed slightly, but not because they were shocked by what Baek Suryong had said.

They were in disbelief. From the beginning, their master-disciple relationship had been warped, and now they distrusted and doubted anything their instructor said. As such, they watched him warily, wondering if this was yet another test of their loyalty.

Baek Suryong knew all to well what they were thinking. Still, he continued, "That plan will ultimately fail. You'll stand in my way, and I'll die with my masters. For you, it's a future that will soon unfold. For me, it's a past that can't be altered."

"What are you talking about?" Number One asked, narrowing his eyes sharply and releasing a menacing aura, as if he stood ready to draw his sword at any moment. "Even if this is a test, I can't let that remark slide. You know better than anyone that I could execute you on the spot for what you said."

He gave a signal with his eyes, and the trainees instantly surrounded Baek Suryong. They still couldn't believe their incomparably cunning master had allowed himself to be so vulnerable, but if their instructor had truly betrayed the Blood Cult, they would unleash their most lethal techniques without hesitation.

Baek Suryong smiled bitterly. "Even if I had asked you to escape with me, nothing would have changed, would it?"

Formidable killing intent erupted from the trainees' bodies.

Number One shouted, "I'll ask one last time! If you can't explain yourself properly...!"

Baek Suryong's eyes and hair turned red.

"T-The Heaven Defying Divine Art...!"

"How...?"

"Impossible!"

"......"

The trainees stared at their master in horror, their killing intent dissipating instantly. Their knees buckled reflexively, and instinct commanded them to kneel.

Baek Suryong quickly stopped them with telekinesis. "Don't do that. Just stay still, be quiet, and listen to me, okay?"

I know this world isn't real. It's a strange dream formed from the fusion of my previous life's memories and the Heaven Defying Divine Art. Even these kids' reactions may ultimately be nothing more than my wishful fantasy.

Since this was simply a product of his imagination, he didn't want to hear any answers here. He didn't want to be that cowardly.

""......""

Even now, he still didn't know what he wanted to say. He'd thought and worried a great deal, but he had yet to find the right words.

I'll just say whatever comes to mind, then.

Baek Suryong began, "I'm going to be reincarnated. No, I already have been."

""......"" The trainees' eyes widened in confusion, but no one spoke. They simply glared at their master as if he were an incomprehensible being.

"I have a family that I never had before. I've made friends and met new students."

""......""

His old trainees were quite similar to the Five Young Azure Dragons. For that reason, sometimes, when he saw the youthful faces laughing, crying, and chatting at the White Dragon Manor, he hallucinated these scarred faces stared at him vacantly.

"I still think of you often. In fact, I do it quite frequently." He chuckled awkwardly. "Over the past fifty years, how have you all changed? With your talents, you must have all grown stronger and taken up leadership positions within the Blood Cult. I wouldn't even be surprised if one of you became the next Blood Demon..."

Baek Suryong suddenly lifted his head and looked at the sky. The Blood Demon's lingering thoughts had turned to dust and vanished, yet the entire sky was still tinged with red, possibly because of the residue.

"But instead, I heard that you became the cult's Apostles. It seems I'm not the only one haunted by the ghost of the dead Blood Demon."

""......""

"After I found out you were alive, I asked a friend I made at the Azure Dragon Academy what he would do if he met a student whose life was ruined because of him. Do you want to know what that bastard said?" 

Recalling Namgung Su's resolute expression, Baek Suryong chuckled to himself.

"He told me to teach you kids again. He said that if a student goes astray because of my mistake, I should take responsibility as their instructor and reeducate them. Isn't it funny? That son of a bitch doesn't know anything about what I did to you guys. Even so..."

""......""

Baek Suryong's voice trembled. There was still no visible emotion on his old trainees' faces, but he understood now. Their emotions hadn't been completely annihilated. They'd just become extremely skilled at hiding them, just as he himself had in the past.

"It's not a crime to imagine, is it?"

The time and space they were standing in shifted. The trainees, who had been young adults, shrank and became children again. At the same time, Baek Suryong transformed into Number 27.

"If I could go back to that day, then..."

Time rewound to the day they first arrived at the dormitory together. On that day, Number 27 had established discipline by cracking a whip, creating unforgettable scars on his trainees' bodies and minds.

This time, however, Number 27 picked up the instructor's pointer resting next to the whip. The four children looked at him with bright, shining eyes, and he smiled warmly at them.

"I'll teach you everything, starting with how to hold a weapon. We'll take things one step at a time, without rushing..."

The children, who had each picked up a weapon they liked, smiled happily. Instead of dangerous, sharpened steel weapons though, they each held wooden training weapons suitable for their age.

"That's good. With these, you won't get hurt even if you train to your heart's content."

The students swung their weapons clumsily, then began practicing martial arts excitedly, as if they had just received new toys. Cries of delight and laughter rang out as they joked around with each other.

"......"

Baek Suryong took a few steps back and watched his students from a third-person perspective, a smile spreading across his face. Only, his smile was strained, as if he were forcing it.

"Sometimes, I imagine that this is how things went."

The children who had been happily laughing and chatting scattered like a mirage, replaced once again by young adults with lifeless expressions... No, they were aging rapidly. Gray hairs appeared, and wrinkles slowly formed on their faces. The passing decades weathered them.

A moment later, Baek Suryong stood before his trainees, who had grown old. He knew that this was merely an image of his aged students that he had conjured in his head, not their current appearances, but it would suffice for now.

""......""

Number One. Number Two. Number Three. Number Four.

The First Apostle. The Second Apostle. The Third Apostle. The Fourth Apostle.

The beings who had come to be called Apostles were still known by the numbers their old master had called them.

A thought suddenly occurred to Baek Suryong.

"Did you get names too?"

"......"

Could the Blood Demon have given them new names? Or maybe they came to be known by their aliases.

For some reason, though, he was certain that wasn't the case. His former trainees probably still referred to each other by their numbers, not feeling the need to have names.

A voice rang out from behind him. "Why don't you name them?"

Baek Suryong turned his head to see his masters standing side by side, looking at him. "Masters...?"

SMACK!

Master Maeng approached and slapped his disciple's back. "You brat! There's not much time left. Why are you still wasting time moping around?"

Baek Suryong was stupefied. The slap hurt enough to bring tears to his eyes. 

This is a dream, how can it hurt so much?

"You finally meet your old students, and all you do is whine? If you're going to apologize, then apologize! If you're going to make a promise, then make it! If you're going to name them, then hurry up and do it!"

"Wait, how are you here, Masters?"

"We came out of the prison on our own because we were so frustrated at your stupidity! Ugh. Watching you act like this is infuriating. We couldn't just wait around."

"......"

This is absurd. 

Baek Suryong was the absolute ruler of this dream world, and he had never manipulated memories related to his masters. 

So why are they, who should have been locked up in prison, here?

Suddenly, he recalled his final farewell with his masters in Moon Yul's dream. 


"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."

"...Thank you."



Baek Suryong stared at his masters in shock. "Since when..."

Before he could finish his question, though, they pushed their joint disciple's back in unison.

"Now, tell your students what you really want to say."

"There's no time, hurry up."

"Think of it as practice for the real thing."

"If you hesitate, be prepared for a serious scolding!"

Shoved from behind, Baek Suryong stood awkwardly in front of his trainees. He still couldn't see any emotion on their elderly faces. They were like exquisitely crafted dolls.

"I'll promise you one thing."

The world was collapsing faster than ever before. He truly didn't have much time left.

"Someday, I'll go see you."

FWOOSH...

The dream world scattered completely. Everyone turned to dust and vanished.

"And...!"

Just before the world returned to nothingness, Baek Suryong uttered the last words he wanted to tell his trainees.

"I want to give you real names!"

Right before his consciousness faded, he thought he heard his masters saying, "Well done."

The next thing he knew, he was in his own room.
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"I had a strange dream."

[What kind of dream?]

"A dream about our old Master. Everything was blurry, but strangely, his last words remain in my memory. He said that he would come to see us..."

[That's a strange dream indeed.]

The First Apostle touched the scars hidden beneath his black bamboo hat. The old wounds ached particularly intensely today.

"Regardless, it was just a dream."

He rose from where he was sitting. The screams and shouts from outside had ceased. It seemed that things had been taken care of while he was resting. 

He watched as Moyong Clan Patriarch's head rolled across the floor, then walked out of the main hall.

A scene from hell unfolded before him—a hill of corpses surrounded by a sea of blood.

The First Apostle slowly walked down the path and left the Moyong Estate. Looking at the cultists waiting there quietly, he commanded, "Burn everything."


Chapter 423: He Might Regret It

"Ugh..." Baek Suryong's eyelids fluttered open as he groaned and shifted slightly on the bed.

Baek Muheun, who had been watching over his son without sleeping, quickly grabbed his hand. "Suryong! You're awake!"

BAM!

Mae Geuklyom, who'd been resting in the next room, heard his son-in-law's voice and burst in, hurling the door open with enough force to shatter it. "What? Suryong's awake?"

""Mr. Baek!""

Mae Geuklyom's voice must have carried quite far because the Five Young Azure Dragons, drenched in sweat from training in the practice yard, came running over, only to collide at the doorway and crash down in a heap.

"...What's going on?"

"What are all of you doing?

Moments later, Ja Hyeon and Gongson Yeong arrived and stared at the student heap in bewilderment.

Ja Hyeon's eyes narrowed sharply as her physician instincts kicked in. "Were you thinking of entering the patient's room in that state? Go wash up immediately!"

""S-Sorry.""

Ja Hyeon scolded and shooed away the Five Young Azure Dragons before approaching Baek Suryong's bedside.

The Azure Dragon Hero's father and grandfather stared at the patient with the same worried expression.

"Physician! Our boy just moved!"

"Why hasn't he opened his eyes yet? It's been three days since the procedure ended!"

Ja Hyeon sighed. There was nothing she could say to the two anxious men other than what she had already told them for the past three days. "The Azure Dragon Hero's severed meridians have completely healed. I suspect the reason he hasn't woken up is mental, not physical."

Baek Suryong's breathing was steady, and his complexion was healthy. Right now, he didn't look sick at all.

"The Azure Dragon Hero is a man of exceptional willpower. Please have faith that he'll wake up soon," she added wearily.

Of course, she couldn't guarantee it. However, if she didn't say something like this, Baek Muheun and Mae Geuklyom wouldn't leave Baek Suryong's side for even a moment.

"Please step back for a moment. I'll check his pulse again..."

"I'll... promise you... one thing..." Baek Suryong stirred before Ja Hyeon could finish speaking.

""Suryong!""

Breaking out in a cold sweat, Baek Suryong muttered to himself as if having a nightmare. "Someday... I'll go see you..."

"......" Heavy silence blanketed the room. Baek Suryong's face looked so pained as he fought to say those words.

"M-Mr. Baek?"

The Five Young Azure Dragons, who had rushed back after washing up, froze when they saw their master's tortured expression.

A moment later, Baek Suryong slowly opened his eyes. 

"Hmm...?"

He was surrounded by familiar faces, all looking down at him in concern. There was Baek Muheun and Mae Geuklyom, Gongson Yeong, and Ja Hyeon. Behind them stood his students, anxiety written across their faces.

Though his mind remained hazy from the long dream, he smiled at them.

"Long time no see, everyone... though I'm not sure how much time has passed?"

Baek Muheun gently stroked his son's head and sighed. "You rascal. Those three days you spent lying here felt like ten years to me."

"Ten years... me too. I feel like I've returned after exactly ten years."

Baek Suryong smiled at his father's gentle touch, his expression both happy and bittersweet.
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The boisterous celebration that erupted throughout White Dragon Manor due to Baek Suryong's awakening was short-lived.

"Everyone, please leave! The patient needs to rest. That includes his family!" Ja Hyeon commanded sternly, driving everyone out of the room.

Finally, she could speak with Baek Suryong alone.

"How are you feeling?"

"...Good. So good, in fact, that I'm wondering if it's even possible to feel this good," Baek Suryong replied, his expression dazed. He was startled to learn that he had slept for three days after the procedure, and it was difficult to adjust to his new physique.

All the contaminated qi that accumulated in my body... is gone.

The Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians was a form of heavenly punishment in which contaminated qi accumulated in the body tens of times faster than normal, blocking the Eight Extraordinary Meridians and leading to a slow death. However, there was now no contaminated qi in Baek Suryong's body, only clean, pure energy.

The inner core I created by gathering contaminated qi with the Heaven Defying Divine Art is also gone.

Put simply, his qi center was now gone. Fortunately, this didn't mean that he had lost his martial arts abilities. Rather, the clump of qi that had been concentrated in his qi center had broken down into countless fine particles and dispersed throughout his entire body, settling in his bloodstream.

This meant he could now generate energy from any part of his body at any time, making his ability to manifest inner qi incomparably faster than before.

"Well... I'll have to circulate my qi to know for sure," Baek Suryong added.

Ja Hyeon sighed in relief. This was her first time treating the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians, so she had been very worried. "Then I'll give you some privacy. I'll be right outside, so if you feel anything strange, call for me immediately."

"Thank you."

Ja Hyeon left, leaving Baek Suryong alone.

Strictly speaking, though, he wasn't really alone.

[I'm so glad you're awake. You have no idea how much everyone worried about you, day and night.]

Baek Suryong reached out, took the Divine Azure Dragon Sword that was lying on the side of the bed, placed it on his lap and gently stroked the blade. [Thanks for stopping the energy of the Heaven Defying Divine Art from leaking out.]

[Hmph! It wasn't such a difficult task,] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword replied gingerly.

Baek Suryong chuckled. He knew that while Ja Hyeon performed the Heaven Defying Blood Circulation Art, the Divine Azure Dragon Sword had used sorcery to prevent the energy of the Heaven Defying Divine Art from leaking outside. If not for that, the energy of the Heaven Defying Divine Art would've surely spread far beyond the White Dragon Manor, revealing his secret.

[Can I ask you for one more favor? This is the first time I'm using my inner qi since my body was restructured, so I'm not sure if I can control it properly.]

[Don't worry, but you... your way of speaking seems to have changed a little.]

[Really? I didn't notice.]

Baek Suryong immediately sat cross-legged and began circulating the Heaven Defying Divine Art. The results were just as he expected. The speed and density of the inner qi circulating through his body was incomparable to before.

Furthermore, contrary to his prediction, the energy of the Heaven Defying Divine Art obeyed his will perfectly. That could only mean one thing.

I've broken through the wall of the 8th Star of the Heaven Defying Divine Art.

Unlike traditional Body Reformation, there were no outward appearance changes, but his physical condition had improved tremendously. It was no exaggeration to say that the inside of his body had been completely replaced.

Finally, he had triumphed over the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians, the cursed Heavenly Punishment.

FWOOSH!

Baek Suryong finished his qi circulation. For a moment, crimson light burst from his body before being swiftly reabsorbed.

"Phew..." He controlled his breathing and slowly opened his eyes. Feeling the vitality overflowing throughout his body, he smiled faintly.

[You've overcome your destiny on your own,] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword said proudly.

Baek Suryong chuckled and created a sound barrier. "You know this is just the beginning. The real challenge still lies ahead."

He recalled the Blood Demon he had met in his dream, especially the fiend's final, haunting words.

[Have you ever heard the term 'Interdimensional Travel'? What does it mean to 'open the heavens'?]

[...You met him in your dream again.]

Baek Suryong nodded. Currently, the Divine Azure Dragon Sword was the only one who knew that he had previously entered a dream of his past life. He hadn't bothered telling anyone else about it. Not only could he not explain it logically, but he also didn't want to cause them unnecessary worry.

"A lot happened. In that place..."

Baek Suryong began to recount his long story, and the Divine Azure Dragon Sword listened quietly.
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Tucking the Divine Physician's Gratitude Token into her robes, Ja Hyeon said, "I'll deliver the Gratitude Token to my master."

"Are you really leaving already?"

"Yes, I have many more patients to attend to."

She had come to find the Azure Dragon Hero to retrieve the token in the first place. Now that she'd confirmed Baek Suryong was healthy, she had to leave without delay. The members of the White Dragon Manor had tried to persuade her to stay a few more days, but she was insistent.

In the end, Baek Suryong saw Ja Hyeon off as she left early in the morning.

"Thank you once again. Please be sure to pass on my thanks to the Divine Physician as well. If there's ever anything you need my help with, don't hesitate to contact me."

"I only did what I had to as a physician. Well, then, I'll be on my way..."

"Wait! Please accept this."

Ja Hyeon's eyes widened when she saw the object Baek Suryong held out. It was a palm-sized jade plaque in the shape of a coiled azure dragon. 

This was the Azure Dragon Emblem that every student and instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy possessed. The only difference was that, instead of a student's name, the words 'Benefactor' were engraved on the back.

"I had to make it quickly, so I borrowed some supplies from the academy."

"...Is this your Gratitude Token? It's too precious for me to accept."

Ja Hyeon tried to refuse, but Baek Suryong wouldn't take no for an answer. He went ahead and put the Gratitude Token into her travel pouch.

"The person I'm indebted to is you, Physician Ja Hyeon, not the Divine Physician. Returning the Divine Physician's gratitude token is a separate matter, so please don't refuse."

"...I understand."

In the end, Ja Hyeon sighed and accepted the Gratitude Token. Suddenly, a thought occurred to her, and she smiled faintly. "When my master hears my story later, he might regret not coming to see the Azure Dragon Hero himself," she teased.

"I am a rather unusual patient, after all."

"Don't overwork yourself to that point again."

With that, Ja Hyeon left the White Dragon Manor.

On the other hand, Gongson Yeong, who had come with her, decided to stay a few more days, saying she had personal business to attend to.

Days later, Baek Suryong returned to his daily routine. He woke up at his usual time, supervised his students' training, and went to work in Namgung Su's office instead of his own, which was still under repair.

"Back to work already?" Namgung Su groaned.

Baek Suryong grinned. "That emotion on your face is happiness at seeing me, right?"

"......"

Baek Suryong resumed reviewing a stack of documents. He had decided to work a little less overtime, but that didn't mean his workload was any lighter than before.

After a few busy days like this, Jiangxi Branch Manager Wang Son of the Beggars' Gang visited the White Dragon Manor late at night.

"Brother! Are you feeling better?"

Baek Suryong sighed inwardly. He desperately wished the man would stop calling him 'brother, but he had more or less given up by now. "...Yes, thanks to your concern."

"Fortunately, it seems the restorative medicine we sent worked well for you."

"......" Baek Suryong's eye twitched. The stench of the medicine had nearly made him vomit several times, but he couldn't bring himself to say that, so he merely nodded silently.

"Should I tell you the ingredients and formula while I'm at it? It's from our Beggars' Gang's secret manual, but since the Azure Dragon Hero is basically a brother to us, albeit without the rags..."

Baek Suryong cut him off, "It's getting late. You must've come here for something important, right?"

Wang Son, ever the perceptive beggar, lowered his voice and whispered, "Ahem! Actually, I've come to deliver urgent news."

"Urgent news?"

"The Moyong Clan has been annihilated."

"...What?" Baek Suryong's face hardened.

Wang Son continued gravely, "It happened just a few days ago. We suspect the Blood Cult was responsible. No, we're almost certain it's them."

"......"

Baek Suryong's mind began to race. Although the Moyong Clan's influence had waned considerably since they lost their last peerless master, the Sword Saint, they were still one of the Five Great Clans. How could they have been annihilated overnight by the Blood Cult?

"A consensus is forming within the Nine Sects One Gang that they can no longer stand by and watch. There will be a meeting between the Nine Sects One Gang and the Five Great Clans soon."

"...I see."

Come to think of it, the Blood Cult had already executed several plans to throw the murim into chaos.

Though I stopped a few of them.

Due to Baek Suryong's intervention, the Blood Cult's schemes at the Namgung Clan, the Murim Alliance, and the North Sea Ice Palace were thwarted. However, he couldn't be everywhere at once.

With their plans constantly going awry, the Blood Cult must have felt the need to demonstrate their power properly. Was the Moyong Clan chosen to set an example?

The Nine Sects One Gang was already closely monitoring the Blood Cult's movements and must have been greatly shocked by this incident.

"When and where will the meeting take place?"

"Nothing's been confirmed yet. Messenger pigeons are still flying back and forth without rest. However, the Beggars' Gang predicts that they'll probably choose a place where they were already scheduled to meet so that they won't need to coordinate a new time and location."

Baek Suryong immediately caught the meaning behind those words. "Are you saying the meeting of the Nine Sects One Gang will take place at the Heavenly Martial Festival?"


Chapter 424: That's Quite a Tempting Idea

Wang Son frowned. "That's right. There will likely be a meeting between the Nine Sects One Gang and the Five Great Clans at the Heavenly Martial Festival."

"......" Baek Suryong fell silent, contemplating the implications of this development.

Over the past decades, the Heavenly Martial Festival had become the most important event for the orthodox sects. What started as a simple children's martial arts tournament between the Five Great Academies had evolved into something far greater. 

Now, the Festival served as a grand display of the orthodox sects' power, showcasing the prodigies who would one day lead them. This all served to keep the unorthodox sects in check.

Baek Suryong quickly grasped the orthodox leadership's intentions.

"Since it's such a symbolic event, the festival is the perfect place to declare all-out war against the Blood Cult."

During the festival, the orthodox planned to raise the banner of demon extermination and declare war on the Blood Cult for the first time in fifty years.

"Ha! As expected, you've already figured that out," Wang Son said admiringly. "That's exactly what our Beggars' Gang concluded, too."

Baek Suryong nodded. Still, anyone with half a brain could reach the same conclusion. If even individuals like him could figure it out, then the Blood Cult had probably already thought of it.

"Would the Blood Cult just stand by and watch?" he asked.

Although the chances of the Blood Cult marching troops into the heart of Hubei, where the Heavenly Martial Academy stood, were slim, they certainly wouldn't stay idle. Those crazy cultists were more than capable of turning the festival into a bloodbath.

Wang Son nodded, acknowledging his concern. "The Nine Sects One Gang and the Five Great Clans are aware of that possibility. They'll work with the Murim Alliance to root out any Blood Cult spies before the festival begins."

"Hmm..."

Having dealt with both the Namgung Clan and the Murim Alliance, Baek Suryong wasn't convinced this would work, but he couldn't do anything about it. Despite his renown as one of the Ten Supremes, the pride of the Nine Sects One Gang and the Five Great Clans knew no bounds. He couldn't interfere with their decisions impulsively.

I should send a letter to the Murim Alliance, telling them to be more vigilant.

He suddenly remembered a story the Murim Alliance Chairman had shared about his personal experiences in the war fifty years ago.


"At the time, the Murim Alliance had many allies, including the Nine Sects One Gang, the Five Great Clans, as well as countless medium and small sects and martial families. Despite agreeing to join forces and strike down the Blood Cult, however, even starting the war was difficult."

"Why?"

"Because equal allies will always be full of petty disputes. The sects argued about everything, from how the troops should be organized, to which units would include their sect's elites, to how the spoils of war would be divided after victory..."



Yayul Hwang's eyes had blazed with a malevolent wrath as he reminisced.


"Even after we somehow finished our preparations and marched out, the problems didn't stop. Martial artists from sects that were normally at odds frequently got into fights, and they even bickered over rations for the sake of pride."



The current Murim Alliance Chairman had little regard for the Nine Sects One Gang and the Five Great Clans, a stance that Baek Suryong firmly shared. While he acknowledged their formidable power, their lofty pride and concern for 'saving face' prevented them from achieving true unity. This had cost them dearly in the last war.

The annihilation of the Moyong Clan might have instilled a sense of crisis in everyone, but if they continue to act stubbornly in order to protect their pride, this alliance will be worse than useless.

The Blood Cult had spent five decades preparing for revenge and building their strength in the shadows. If the orthodox sects repeated their past mistakes, they would be the ones trampled this time.

"You look like you've got a lot on your mind," Wang Son remarked.

"I suppose I do," Baek Suryong sighed softly. "Thanks for visiting so late just to deliver this news."

"Haha! Don't mention it, we're brothers! Besides, I haven't even gotten to the really important information yet."

"There's more?"

"Of course there is." Wang Son grinned and leaned closer.

"......" Baek Suryong's face twitched. A 'smell' wafted over, but by now, he had grown accustomed to the Beggars' Gang's restorative medicine. He could endure this much without difficulty.

"The Heavenly Martial Festival results have become even more important."

"What do you mean?"

"What I'm about to tell you is top-secret information."

Wang Son hadn't come simply to report the destruction of the Moyong Clan. That was shocking news, but it would eventually be revealed anyway. The second piece of information he brought specially for his benefactor and brother was far more critical.

"As you know, the Nine Sects One Gang and the Five Great Clans take great pride in their lineage. The Nine Sects especially... well, to be blunt, they think of themselves as deities living above the clouds. In short, they're extremely arrogant."

Baek Suryong nodded in agreement. Although the Beggars' Gang was the 'One Gang' of the Nine Sects One Gang, as people who lived at the very bottom of society, they had every right to make such a statement about the other Nine Sects.

"The leaders of the Nine Sects are worried about this, too. They know their main sect's disciples think so highly of themselves that they won't listen to orders from others, no matter what."

Baek Suryong's brow furrowed deeply at the mention of the prestigious sects' overinflated pride, built over centuries of ruling the murim.

If they won't even yield to each other within the Nine Sects, how will they treat those from 'inferior' backgrounds?

For decades, no unorthodox sect had been powerful enough to rival the combined forces of the orthodox. This caused the arrogance of the Nine Sects One Gang martial artists who led the current era to pierce the heavens.

"Anyway, back to the point. Our Chief came up with a plan to solve this problem."

"The Dragon Head Chief?"

The Beggars' Gang Chief was a veteran of the last war. Recognizing the dangers of the Blood Cult, he devised a plan to unite the martial artists of the Nine Sects One Gang.

"He proposed organizing the battle formations based on this year's Heavenly Martial Festival results. In other words, everyone must accept the prodigies' results and follow the winner's command. I believe most of the Nine Sects' leaders have already agreed."

"Hah!" Baek Suryong let out a hollow laugh. The plan itself was astonishing, but upon deeper reflection, it was staggering how it played on the orthodox factions' egos. "They agreed because they think the Heavenly Martial Academy will naturally win."

"Yes."

For the past ten years, the Heavenly Martial Academy had dominated the festival with overwhelming results. Even before that, they had claimed almost every championship.

Moreover, most prodigies nurtured by the Nine Sects One Gang and Five Great Clans attended the academy. In fact, people joked that it was harder to find a Heavenly Martial Academy student who wasn't from one of these organizations.

For them, the academy's victory was a foregone conclusion, and most martial artists would agree.

Wang Son glanced at Baek Suryong nervously. "Uh, Azure Dragon Hero... As an Azure Dragon Academy instructor, you might find this upsetting, but..."

"No, I'm not offended at all. Prejudices are not easily changed."

"Prejudices? What do you mean?"

Baek Suryong shrugged instead of answering. If the Nine Sects One Gang hierarchy were established according to this year's festival results, as the Dragon Head Chief had planned, it would certainly strengthen the orthodox's unity in the Blood Cult war.

"On the contrary, this is good news for us... Ehehe..."

"Pardon? What did you just say?"

"Nothing." Baek Suryong grinned cryptically.

What if the Azure Dragon Academy, which rarely enrolls students from the Nine Sects One Gang and Five Great Clans, were to win the Heavenly Martial Festival? Could I use that as justification to command the entire orthodox murim?

No one in the jianghu could have imagined it, but a plan to make the impossible a reality was already forming in Baek Suryong's mind.

This wasn't the only unexpected good news about the festival, either.

"Also, the festival itself will feature several new events this year."

"New events? Like what?"

"Exhibition matches, essentially. For example, there will be a duel for graduates of the Five Great Academies and group matches for instructors. I hear the scale will be quite large."

"Exhibition matches..."

The more Baek Suryong heard, the more his smile widened. He instantly thought of who to send as the Azure Dragon Academy's graduate representative and which instructors would participate in the group matches.

"This is going to be so much fun!"

The orthodox sects clearly intended to display their power and influence before declaring war. Consequently, this year's Heavenly Martial Festival would attract a whole new level of attention and interest compared to previous years.

Wang Son offered some final words of encouragement, "It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say the entire murim will watch the festival this year. Those who distinguish themselves will earn tremendous glory. I hope your students will be among them!"

"I'm always grateful for the Beggars' Gang's continued support."

"Haha! We're not strangers, we're brothers who share a rice bowl!"

Although they'd never actually shared a rice bowl, today Baek Suryong decided to gladly be the beggars' brother. That was how incredibly valuable Wang Son's information was to him.

Thanks to this, I can prepare in advance.

The main goal remained the same—for the Azure Dragon Academy to win the Heavenly Martial Festival. There were simply more benefits to winning now. 

I need to think about how to command the Nine Sects One Gang and prepare for the exhibition matches in advance. All the festival's glory will belong to the Azure Dragon Academy.

Baek Suryong didn't want to concede a single thing. In matters like this, he was greedy enough to be called selfish.

Wang Son rose from his seat. "Well then, I'll be going."

Baek Suryong personally saw him off.

Before leaving the main gate, Wang Son scratched his head and looked back. "Ah, this isn't particularly important, but... lately, the other unorthodox sects' movements have been unusual too."

"Which ones are you referring to?"

After the Blood Cult vanished fifty years ago, the murim entered an era led by the orthodox sects, represented by the Nine Sects One Gang. From their perspective, it was a time of great peace.

For unorthodox sect martial artists, however, it was a dark time. They lived in the shadows, constantly fearing that the orthodox sects would target them next.

Now, the situation had changed. A war between the orthodox sects and the Blood Cult could break out at any moment.

The unorthodox sects were left with two choices. They could either side with the Blood Cult or wait for war between the two powers and seize the opportunity for themselves.

"For now, we're monitoring all the significant unorthodox organizations closely. The Viridian Forest, the Black Snake Alliance, the Mount Mo Sect, the Valley of Evil..."

"Did you just say the Valley of Evil?" Baek Suryong interrupted.

Wang Son nodded. "Yes. A man named Blue Eyed Freak became the new Valley Leader, and from what we've gathered, he's no ordinary figure. He seized control instantly after the Bloody Ripper died... Why are you smiling?"

Of course I'm smiling.

Baek Suryong couldn't help it, since he'd personally made that man the Valley of Evil's new master.

Looks like he's doing well.

Though he occasionally received direct letters from Blue Eyed Freak, hearing news through the Beggars' Gang felt different.

"I fought him once before. Regrettably, I let him escape, and it seems he took over the Valley of Evil in the meantime. Damn it, I should've killed him when I had the chance..."

Wang Son was completely fooled by the artful lie. "Oh my. So something like that happened. Anyway, the bigwigs of the unorthodox in the Valley of Evil and the Viridian Forest are making suspicious moves. I'm worried they might be conspiring..."

"Hmm... That's quite a tempting idea."

Wang Son stared at Baek Suryong in confusion. "Pardon? What did you just say?"

Baek Suryong feigned innocence. "What? I didn't say anything. You must be hearing things."



Translator's Note: I'm tired, so see you next week.


Chapter 425: Huh, Well Now...

Even after Wang Son left, Baek Suryong returned to his room, lost in thought.

"An alliance of unorthodox organizations..."

The Beggars' Gang saw it as a cause for concern, but his thoughts ran in a different direction entirely.

The more I think about it, the more tempting it sounds.

Orthodox sects always prioritized just causes and rarely acted immediately, even after making decisions. To put it bluntly, they were the type to waste time on mind games, bickering over trivial matters like which sect's territory sat closer to the meeting place. They wouldn't lift a finger until the fire was literally at their feet.

However, unorthodox sects are different.

Apart from special fanatical groups like the Blood Cult, most unorthodox sects operated on pure materialism. They moved faster than anyone for their own benefit and knew exactly when to swallow their pride before superior strength.

Of course, it wasn't all advantages. There was always a risk of being stabbed in the back.

I just have to prepare for the possibility of betrayal in advance.

To Baek Suryong, that was a minor drawback compared to what he could gain.

First, I should contact the Valley of Evil.

He immediately wrote a letter to Blue Eyed Freak. After a brief greeting, he cut straight to the point, proposing a gathering of unorthodox organizations under the Valley of Evil's banner.

"Hmm..."

As he wrote, though, it became clear that the Valley of Evil alone wouldn't be enough to make this gathering happen. The host needed to be at least on the level of the Ten Great Villains for other unorthodox leaders to show real interest, but Blue Eyed Freak's reputation fell far short of the former Valley Leader, the Bloody Ripper.

"At least one more group needs to step up..."

His goal was simple—gather the major unorthodox sects and build a new force capable of keeping the Blood Cult in check. However, to summon the prideful masters of the unorthodox world, he needed either an offer too tempting to refuse or the influence of someone they couldn't easily dismiss.

What were those organizations Wang Son mentioned earlier? The Valley of Evil, the Mount Mo Sect, the Black Snake Alliance, the Viridian Forest... the Viridian Forest?

The answer was surprisingly easy.

"ZZZZZZ..."

Hearing the loud snores echoing from the next room, Baek Suryong suddenly remembered the young Viridian Forest bandit currently staying at the White Dragon Manor.

Moreover, Ya Suhyeok wasn't just any ordinary bandit, but the adopted son of one of the Ten Great Villains, the Viridian Scholar, Boss of the Yama Keep.

"I'll have to talk to him tomorrow."
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The next day, as soon as the students' dawn training ended, Baek Suryong called Ya Suhyeok aside.

"Suhyeok, can we talk for a moment?"

"Yes?" Ya Suhyeok blinked nervously. He rarely got called out alone. "Why just me...?"

"I have a favor to ask of you."

Ya Suhyeok's face paled instantly. Despite his massive frame, he trembled violently. "Damn it! So it's come to this...!"

Baek Suryong's eyes widened. "What's with the sudden outburst?"

"NYAA!" The Silver Tiger clung to Ya Suhyeok's shoulder like sticky mochi and yawned widely, tired from training with the Five Young Azure Dragons at dawn.

Ya Suhyeok gently removed the Silver Tiger and said resignedly, "You called me for remedial studies, didn't you? I failed the basic etiquette test that Senior Dokgo gave yesterday. Wait, but why just me?!"

"...Is the situation that dire?"

This was news to Baek Suryong. He knew the Five Young Azure Dragons were learning basic etiquette from other students, but he never imagined they were struggling this badly.

At this rate, will they be allowed to participate in the Heavenly Martial Festival? Could they really be disqualified for such a stupid reason? Not because their martial arts were lacking, but because they failed a theory class?

Baek Suryong asked with a small sliver of hope, "Are you the only one who failed?"

"Of course not. Senior Wonkang failed too, and Jicheon barely passed."

Baek Suryong pressed a hand to his forehead and sighed deeply. His hopes were crushed, but at least it wasn't the worst-case scenario. "It's okay, I kind of expected that. I knew you and Wonkang would be neck and neck."

Ya Suhyeok retorted indignantly, "I did a little better than Senior Wonkang, you know."

"...Dog shit and cow shit are not the same, but they're all still shit, right? Anyway, we'll talk about that later." Baek Suryong sighed and got to the main point. "I want to talk about your stepfather, the Viridian Scholar Ju Pyo."

"Huh? Oh, okay." Ya Suhyeok straightened up at the mention of his stepfather. This was the first time Baek Suryong had brought up his family directly.

"He invited me to the Yama Keep last time. Is that invitation still valid?"

"...Yes, of course."

"That's a relief. Tell him I'll be visiting soon, and while you're at it, send this letter to him as well." Baek Suryong pulled out the letter he'd written the night before from his robes. "Be sure to tell him I'd like a reply as soon as possible."

Ya Suhyeok took the letter. It was quite thick, but he couldn't even begin to guess what was inside. "What's this about?" he asked curiously.

Baek Suryong shook his head. "It's complicated, but it's definitely not something that will harm the Viridian Forest. If you're worried, you can read the letter first and then decide whether to send it or not.

He had no intention of forcing his student to do something he didn't want to do. Although Ju Pyo, the Viridian Scholar, was a member of the Ten Great Villains and the bandit boss of the Yama Keep, the most powerful of the Seventy-Two Viridian Forest Keeps, to him, he was simply one of his students' parents. 

In fact, that was why he hadn't paid the man any special attention until now, when he needed the Viridian Forest's cooperation.

Ya Suhyeok nodded. "...I'll send it."

He didn't ask any more questions or try to read the letter, simply tucked it into his pocket. It might have been different if it was someone else, but he was confident that Baek Suryong would never do anything to harm the Viridian Forest.

Baek Suryong smiled. "Thanks. Let me know when you receive a reply. You can go now."

"Okay." Ya Suhyeok stood up and headed for the door.

Baek Suryong shouted from behind him, "We'll talk about your etiquette studies after I get off work today. Bring Wonkang with you."

"Yeees..." Ya Suhyeok moaned, slumping his shoulders dejectedly as he left the room.

Baek Suryong chuckled and muttered to himself as he hurried to get ready for work, "With this, the groundwork on this side is more or less laid out... I should check on the other side too."
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As soon as Baek Suryong arrived at the Azure Dragon Academy, he headed straight toward the male students' dormitory.

"...There he is."

He spotted a man sweeping in front of the dormitory in the early morning light. Dressed in light clothes with his hair tied back carelessly, the man looked like a stereotypical bum, but his striking features made even that mundane sight look like something out of a painting.

This was the culprit who had recently caused the female students of the Azure Dragon Academy to constantly loiter around the male students' dormitory, breaking the hearts of countless young teenage boys.

"Dad!" he called out.

"Hm?" Baek Muheun's eyes widened. He leaned the broom against the wall and walked over, both pleased and surprised by the sudden visit. His son usually only came to see him during lunchtime or after work. "Why are you here at this hour? Did something happen?"

"I stopped by because I want to ask you about something. By the way, I see you have settled into the dormitory supervisor position very well, eh?" Baek Suryong teased with narrowed eyes.

Baek Muheun cleared his throat in embarrassment. "Ahem! What are you talking about? I'm just helping out for a bit. As you know, your grandfather is still unwell."

"He seemed perfectly fine when I saw him yesterday..."

"What do you know? You're an amateur, whereas I have more than thirty years of experience nursing the sick. That old man is far from fully recovered. Do you think someone his age would heal up as quickly as you?"

"...You're good at making excuses."

Originally, Mae Geuklyom also served as supervisor for the male students' dormitory, but Baek Muheun was helping out temporarily due to his injury.

"Anyway, what brings you here? You said there was something you wanted to ask me?"

"There's something I want to confirm. Dad, are you sure you graduated from the Azure Dragon Academy?"

"...O-Of course." Baek Muheun hesitated for a moment, looking slightly flustered, but he soon puffed out his chest confidently. "I just didn't receive my diploma. I definitely completed the entire fourth-year curriculum."

"Why did you elope with Mom before the graduation ceremony?"

"I thought your grandfather would try to prevent me from seeing Yakbing again after the graduation ceremony, so I made the first move."

"Good grief..." Baek Suryong sighed heavily. Is there another father in the world who would proudly admit to his son that he eloped with his wife?

Baek Muheun smiled gently. "Back then, I didn't want to be separated from Yakbing, even if it killed me, and she felt the same way. One day, we went to Silver Scale Lake together, and her lips were so pretty. So, without realizing it... ahem! I'll tell you these stories when you're older."

Baek Suryong stared dumbfounded at his father, who was averting his gaze in embarrassment. "I'm twenty-eight, you know."

"You're not even thirty yet."

"Says the man who eloped with my mother when he was a student..." Baek Suryong shook his head, then let out a chuckle. His father was still completely devoted to his wife, even though his hair was going gray. "Anyway, you just didn't get the diploma, right? Phew! I was worried for nothing."

"...Why are you suddenly talking about this?" Baek Muheun asked, puzzled.

Baek Suryong grinned. "Let's go pick up the diploma you didn't get back then."

"...Huh? You want to do that now? Why all of a sudden?"

Baek Suryong shrugged. "As a graduate of the Azure Dragon Academy, you should have a diploma. Given your personality, you wouldn't be able to ask for it yourself, would you?"

"Well..." Baek Muheun was at a loss for words. His son had a point.

Deep down, he had always taken pride in being an Azure Dragon Academy graduate, but he wasn't shameless enough to ask for a diploma now when he skipped the graduation ceremony.

"...You rascal. You're all grown up now." Baek Muheun regarded his son with misty eyes. Not only was it amazing that the small, frail child had grown up so much, he was also persuading his father to accept the diploma he'd failed to receive thirty years ago.

Just the thought alone was enough to bring him to tears.

"That's enough. What's the point of a diploma now? Don't worry about such trivial things..."

"I need you to have a diploma, Dad."

"...What? Why?"

"You have to accompany me to the Heavenly Martial Festival. Surely you're not going to miss it, are you?" Baek Suryong pouted in disappointment.

Baek Muheun reflexively shook his head. "Since you're participating, of course I have to go watch it, but what does that have to do with me getting my diploma?"

"You need a diploma to participate in the Heavenly Martial Festival."

"...There wasn't a rule like that in the old days." Baek Muheun tilted his head in confusion.

Baek Suryong smirked inwardly. Although he had purposely mentioned the word "participate," his father never imagined it meant he would be competing in the graduates' tournament. His old man had just assumed he would be spectating.

He didn't bother to correct the misunderstanding. Getting the diploma first was more important.

"I heard the rules changed a bit this year. If we're going to make memories together at the Heavenly Martial Festival, we absolutely need that diploma." He grabbed his father's arm, his eyes blazing with determination. "I'll take care of getting the diploma, so you just watch from the sidelines, Dad."

"Huh. Well, now..."

In the end, a bewildered Baek Muheun found himself dragged away by his son.


Chapter 426: I Remember

Baek Suryong didn't think getting his father's diploma would be too difficult. As long as Baek Muheun was confirmed to have completed the curriculum, he should be recognized as a graduate, provided there were no disqualifying factors.

I just need to confirm whether his student record says he completed the curriculum.

Contrary to his expectations, though, the father and son ran into a problem the moment they arrived at the administration office. When they said they wanted to check the student record of someone who studied at the Azure Dragon Academy thirty years ago, the secretary frowned.

"That record is too old to check here. The administration office is only required to keep records from the past five years..."

"Are you saying the older student records are gone? Does that even make sense?"

"S-Suryong, let's just go. Don't bother the staff here." Baek Muheun tugged on his son's sleeve in embarrassment, but Baek Suryong didn't budge.

"Just keep quiet and stay put, Dad," he said, before turning back to the secretary. "Sir, are you really saying the records have been lost? This is a very important matter for the future of the Azure Dragon Academy, you know?"

"...What does my diploma have to do with the academy's future?"

"Shush, Dad. Leave this to me."

"......" Cold sweat dripped down the secretary's brow. Baek Suryong wasn't scowling or flaunting his aura, but the Azure Dragon Hero, one of the Ten Supremes, had a stare that packed enough pressure on its own. He stammered nervously, "W-Well... it might still be stored in the archives. All the old records are kept there."

The archives was a warehouse filled with so many documents that it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that the entire history of the Azure Dragon Academy was contained within.

Damn, of course it's there.

Baek Suryong smiled faintly. He could sense that the secretary was trying to send them away because finding old documents in the archives was a hassle. Still, no matter how many documents were stored there, it shouldn't be difficult to find one if everything was well-organized.

"That's a relief. We'll wait here quietly, so we'd appreciate it if you could find it and bring it to us," he pressed. "Dad, please hand him your identity tag."

Unfortunately, things were not that simple.

The secretary fidgeted anxiously. "Actually... there's a problem with the archives..."

"A problem?"

The secretary confessed, "When we were attacked by Deathshroud a while ago, an impact caused the shelves in the archives to topple over, and now all the documents are in a complete mess."

"What the fuck...!?"

Finally, Baek Suryong understood. The reason the secretary tried to send him away wasn't simply because it was a bother, but because finding an old record in the archives was currently a nearly impossible task.

"This is all because of that bastard Namgung Su again!"

Technically, Namgung Su wasn't the only one who fought the assassins at the Azure Dragon Academy that night, but he decided to blame him anyway.

"We have a lot of backlogged work right now, so we've postponed reorganizing the archives until next month. Even if we all worked on it, I don't know how long it would take. .. If it's not urgent, would it be alright if we found it for you later?" the secretary pleaded pitifully.

Baek Suryong couldn't help but sigh. "Then I'd like to ask just one thing. If we can confirm my dad's course completion from his student record, will there be any problem issuing him a diploma?"

"Of course not! As long as we can confirm that he has the credits needed for graduation on his student record, we can absolutely issue the diploma!"

"Hmm..."

Baek Suryong fell into deep thought. The administration office said they would find Baek Muheun's student record within a month, but that would be too late. If his father had been expelled or taken a leave of absence due to a "disqualifying factor" instead of graduating, then he wouldn't be able to participate in the Heavenly Martial Festival.

"If it were anyone else, I wouldn't worry, but Dad was a delinquent with a colorful history..."

"Son, can't you save that monologue for a time when I'm not standing right next to you?"

Baek Suryong organized his thoughts and addressed the secretary, "It can't be helped. We'll look for it ourselves. That should be fine, right?"

Who would dare refuse his request? Relieved, the secretary handed over the key to the archives. "No problem. Here you go."

Baek Suryong took the key and headed to the archives, thinking, How messy could a warehouse get?

However, the moment the duo arrived there and opened the locked door...

"...Namgung Su. I'm not going to let you get away with this."

"...Do we really have to find it?"

The father and son pair stared at the chaotic warehouse interior with identical expressions of horror.

[image: sep]


"Those guys in the administration office. They just postponed a job like this?"

"Don't be so hard on them. They seemed busy with a backlog of work."

"What, are they the only busy people at the Azure Dragon Academy? They should have stayed up all night to organize this. If it were me, I'd never be able to go home leaving a mess like this."

"How did my son become such a workaholic..."

The two grumbled, but their hands moved quickly. Checking each scattered document on the floor, sorting them by type, and organizing them neatly was an incredibly tedious task. Although they were both martial masters, the only benefit of that was that they could work faster than others. They still had to check each document one by one.

Of course, being skilled in martial arts allowed for some shortcuts.

SWIIIIISH!

Baek Muheun's jaw dropped as he stared at his son and the countless papers floating in the air. "Isn't using telekinesis cheating!?" he complained.

"What have you been doing all this time instead of learning it?"

"...I'll learn it now if only out of sheer frustration."

"Want me to teach you the trick? I think you could do it quickly if you apply the principles of the Revolving Tempest Sword."

Although the task was difficult, the time spent organizing the warehouse wasn't boring because the father and son chatted while they worked.

"By the way, are you sure you should be here doing this?" Baek Muheun asked abruptly. His son was already famous for being the busiest person at the Azure Dragon Academy, and he was concerned about him wasting time on something unnecessary.

Baek Suryong shrugged, his eyes quickly scanning the documents floating all around him even as he replied, "I don't have any classes today. Besides, I'm the one who suggested coming here, so I can't just leave it all to you, Dad. If you're busy, you can go on ahead. I'm getting the hang of it, so I think I can find it by myself before sunset."

SWISH...

A few documents floated gently in front of Baek Muheun, though far fewer in number than his son's.

This time, it was Baek Suryong's jaw that dropped at the sight.

"How did you learn that so quickly?"

"Hm? Didn't you just teach me the trick a moment ago?"

"I know, but still... This is unbelievable, really." Baek Suryong stared at his father, flabbergasted. He had heard that his father was exceptionally talented, but was still taken aback at the extent of it.

Just how depressed was he before?

Baek Muheun quickly grew accustomed to telekinesis. He gently waved his hand in the air, and the documents recording the history of the Azure Dragon Academy flipped past with a rustle.

"So, do you have a girl you're interested in?"

"...Why are you suddenly asking me about it?"

Baek Muheun subtly tried to probe his son's feelings. "I'm asking because you're not lacking in looks, you have a respectable job, and it's not like there are no women around you. Just nearby, there's..."

Unfortunately, his son was an impenetrable wall.

"You sound just like Grandpa. I'm not interested right now," Baek Suryong said firmly.

Baek Muheun clicked his tongue. "You shouldn't be so complacent just because you inherited a handsome face. You only get better at dating with practice. If you act like a fool when you finally meet a woman you like and lose her, you'll regret it for the rest of your life."

"Wow, you're bragging about yourself and nagging at your son at the same time?"

"This is what you call the wisdom of an adult."

The father and son shared some trivial conversation while organizing the warehouse.

To Baek Muheun, the fact that his son was one of the Ten Supremes didn't mean much. Mundane problems like whether he was eating well, getting enough rest, progressing in his career, and if there was a woman he was seeing were far more important.

"My lifelong wish was for you to be healthy, but now that you are, it feels strangely bittersweet. I feel like you don't need your aging daddy anymore..."

"If you're lonely, why don't you remarry? I think Mom would allow it."

"Hey. Don't say such ridiculous things."

"No need to get so serious..."

The quiet warehouse was filled only with the voices of the two men talking and the sound of paper rustling.

Suddenly, Baek Muheun chuckled. "Doing this reminds me of the old days."

"...The old days?"

RUSTLE!

Baek Muheun flipped an old document over with his hand. "When you were little, you loved it when I read books to you. You especially liked the sound of the pages turning, and you'd fall asleep listening to it, just like this."

"......"

RUSTLE... RUSTLE...

Baek Suryong closed his eyes and listened quietly to the sound of his father turning the pages. The sound of the paper rubbing together was soothing.

"Then, when I thought you'd fallen asleep and stopped reading, you'd open your sleepy eyes and whine, asking me to read more, haha. You probably don't remember, but..."

"I remember."

The hand turning the page stopped. Baek Muheun turned to his son, surprised. "You... remember that?"

Baek Suryong chuckled and nodded. "Yes, I'm slowly regaining my childhood memories. I think I was five. I tried to imitate you because I liked the sound of the pages turning, but I cut my finger on the paper. You scolded me so fiercely back then. I cried so hard I got the hiccups."

"Y-You really remember." Baek Muheun gazed at his son, his eyes trembling.

He knew that his son had recalled memories of a past life after coming back from the dead, and that the past life was so intense that it had changed his son's personality and made him forget most of his current life.

Baek Suryong added, "Yes, the memories are coming back one by one. I can't quite remember everything yet, but sometimes I even recall things from my childhood."

"Haha! That's wonderful! Just wonderful!"

Watching his happy father, Baek Suryong recalled more memories from his childhood. His father's face when he was much younger. The kind, deeply worried face that held his small hand, stayed by his side all night, and read him books.

"Do you remember anything else? Like that time you wet the bed when you were seven..."

"You made that one up, didn't you?!"

Baek Muheun giggled mischievously, "Haha! It seems you don't remember that one yet!"

A short while later, Baek Muheun found an old student record in a corner of the archives. He immediately exclaimed, "This is...!"

Baek Suryong came closer. "Did you find it?"

Baek Muheun nodded with a strange expression. "I found something, but it's not my student record."

"Then whose..."

"It's Yakbing's student record."

"Really?" Baek Suryong's eyes darted toward the document. He swiftly skimmed through the page, until his eyes landed on the ❬Behavioral Characteristics and Overall Opinion❭ section.

Mae Yakbing has a lively and enthusiastic personality, causing her to frequently clash with other students.

She shows great interest in various club activities and academy events, but frequently plays hooky, resulting in poor class attendance.

However, she is an excellent student. With intensive guidance and encouragement, she will have a promising future ahead of her.

"Oh my god..."

"Hahaha! As expected of the little spitfire."

Baek Muheun stared at Mae Yakbing's student record for a long time, a smile never leaving his lips.


Chapter 427: Better Late Than Never

Father and son examined Mae Yakbing's student records, which they had found in the dusty archives. 

Baek Suryong smiled. As he listened to his father's joy and laughter as he reminisced about the past, he could easily imagine what Mae Yakbing was like as a student.

"Haha! I see her homeroom teacher wrote this quite thoroughly."

"It looks to me like he held a bit of a grudge, don't you think?"

"Actually, this is written very positively. Your mother was such a tomboy that..." Baek Muheun laughed hollowly as he recalled Mae Yakbing from their school days. "She couldn't stand the slightest injustice, so it was common for her to confront seniors and teachers alike. She was so curious that she joined several clubs, and when that wasn't enough, she even created her own..."

"Mom started a club?"

"Yes, and it still exists today. It's called the Swordsmanship Research Society. Yakbing was its first president."

"What?" Baek Suryong's eyes widened as he examined the student records more closely.

Seriously? My mom was the one who founded the SRS?

He looked hard at the ❬Extracurricular Activities❭ section. Sure enough, it read, 'Founded the Swordsmanship Research Society.'

"This is the first I'm hearing that she was a skilled swordswoman."

"She's your grandfather's daughter! How could she be bad with a sword?"

"True..."

It would be stranger if Mae Geuklyom's daughter wasn't good with a sword.

"There was another swordsmanship club at the time, but they were obnoxious and discriminatory when it came to choosing their members. They didn't accept people based on their swordsmanship skills, but rather on their family, wealth, and looks. What do you think your mother did?"

In the past, Baek Suryong might have shook his head cluelessly, but now, he could roughly guess his mother's reaction. "She must have stormed in and turned the place upside down, right?"

"If that was all, I wouldn't even bring this up. She made the president of the swordsmanship club go bald. They made a bet on a duel, and she shaved his head clean in front of all the students."

Baek Suryong's jaw dropped. "Wow, not even that punk Wonkang would dare pull a stunt like that..."

Baek Muheun declared proudly, "Of course, this old man lent a hand back then."

"I'm sure you did..."

"You think that was all? When I was with Yakbing, I could never feel time passing. Her eyes would sparkle so much when she was planning a prank, and I was always curious about what she would do next. It was impossible not to fall for her."

"Dad, I'll never get used to that expression on your face," Baek Suryong sighed, scratching the goosebumps on his arms.

Baek Muheun chuckled, then slowly traced his finger over Mae Yakbing's name on the record. "I was nineteen then, and now I'm fifty. Your mother, though, is forever frozen in that time..."

I can't help but think it's unfair. I keep getting older, yet I will always remember you at your most beautiful.

Baek Muheun silently swallowed the words that lingered on his lips. He knew his son sitting next to him would surely find it cheesy. He simply laughed and said, "When I see Yakbing again, I'll tease her endlessly about what I saw today."

"......"

After gently stroking the student record one last time, Baek Muheun placed it in a chest where other records were neatly stacked by year.

"You can look at it some more. I'll find your student record, Dad," Baek Suryong offered.

Baek Muheun shook his head. "That's enough reminiscing for today. Memories should remain as memories. We've organized most of the mess, so let's quickly find my student record and go back."

As time passed, the two of them organized the archives' records more and more efficiently.

SHWIIIIISH!

If someone had seen them organizing the warehouse with telekinesis, they would have been shocked by such an absurd waste of high-level human resources.

Finally, just as they were about to finish organizing, Baek Suryong found his father's student record in a dusty corner. He pulled it closer to him with telekinesis and flipped it open.

"I think I found it. Let's see..."

SMACK!

Before he could read a word, Baek Muheun slyly covered it with his hand.

"Uh, Suryong? Now that you've found it, shouldn't we just take it straight to the administration office?" he asked, laughing awkwardly as he tried to snatch the document away.

Unfortunately for him, the paper slipped to the side as if it were alive and zoomed into Baek Suryong's hands.  

Grinning victoriously, he waved it back and forth. "What are you talking about? I have to check if there are any reasons you might be denied your diploma."

"You...!" Baek Muheun looked on nervously.

Damn it! This is why I tried so hard to find it first...

Forcing a smile, he tried to persuade his son. "Haha, isn't that something for the staff at the administration office to decide?"

"You're okay with showing me Mom's student record, but you won't show me yours?"

"You brat! Yakbing isn't here, so she won't be embarrassed in front of her son, but it's not the same for me!"

Baek Suryong nodded in understanding. "Then I'll just pretend you're invisible, Dad."

"No! Give it here right now!"

FWIP! FWIP! FWIP!

A brief scuffle ensued as father and son grappled with each other over the document, but Baek Muheun was ultimately defeated. The Ten Supremes was just too high a wall to overcome.

"The old saying is right! Raising a son is nothing but a waste of time! Now that you've gotten stronger, you're using force against your own father!"

Baek Suryong let his father's resentful words go in one ear and out the other as he flipped through the student record. "Let's see. Underage drinking. Disruptive behavior. Violent assault. Arrested by the authorities twelve times? Caught engaging in improper relationships with the opposite sex thirty times...?"

He lifted his gaze and stared blankly at his father, dumbfounded.

The legendary delinquent of the Azure Dragon Academy subtly avoided his son's judgmental gaze. "Ahem! All of those relationships occurred before I met Yakbing."

"Didn't you say you met Mom in your third year? It says here that you started acting this way in your first year, so... you did all this in only two years?"

"......"

"It's amazing Grandpa hasn't murdered you after all this, Dad."

Baek Suryong's gaze shifted to the ❬Behavioral Characteristics and Overall Opinion❭ section. There, written in familiar, emotionally charged handwriting, were the following words:

Baek Muheun is extremely fond of drinking and partying. Incidents and accidents follow him wherever he goes, raising concerns that he may die an unfortunate death after entering the jianghu.

He possesses outstanding swordsmanship talent, but is lazy by nature and dislikes hardship, showing a tendency to train only when he feels like it.

He requires intensive rehabilitation and discipline prior to graduation. Furthermore, as his stealth and escape skills improve by the day, there is a chance that he may become a 'Rooftop Gentleman' in the future.

As long as his behavioral problems are corrected, there is no doubt that he is a student with a very promising future.

- Homeroom Teacher: Mae Geuklyom

Baek Muheun, who had read the contents over his son's shoulder, covered his face in shame and sighed. "Fuck... He really wrote that!?"

"Pfft... PUHAHAHA!"

Picturing his father running away and his grandfather chasing after him, Baek Suryong giggled so hard that tears welled up in his eyes.
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"There shouldn't be any problem issuing the diploma," the secretary in the administrative office concluded.

Father and son breathed a sigh of relief at the same time. The deeds written in Baek Muheun's student record were so colorful that they were worried he could not graduate.

The staff member added that confirming that part did indeed take quite some time. "Actually, he had so many demerits it was iffy. .. Fortunately, most of the demerits were offset by the merit points he received for reaching the semifinals of the Heavenly Martial Festival's Dragon and Phoenix Tournament in his third year. Please wait a moment."

"Haha! If I had known, I would have just won the whole thing. The administration staff would have had less trouble," Baek Muheun remarked casually.

Baek Suryong smirked wickedly. "Don't worry. You'll soon have a chance to put that regret behind you."

"Hm? What do you mean by that?"

"You'll see later."

"You're making me nervous again..."

Shortly after, another receptionist brought a diploma in the form of a scroll. The official seal of the Azure Dragon Academy was stamped at the bottom.

"Once you receive the principal's signature next to the seal, this will be officially recognized as an Azure Dragon Academy diploma."

"Thank you." Baek Muheun accepted the scroll, his emotions running high. If his son hadn't tugged at his sleeve, he would have stood there staring dumbly at it for a long time.

"Dad, while we're at it, let's go see the principal right away."

"Okay..."

The pair left the administrative office and headed straight for the principal's office.

Baek Suryong knocked on the door. "Principal! It's Baek Suryong."

Noh Goonsang's voice came from inside a moment later. "Come in."

The two entered the principal's office together, only to discover that Noh Goonsang was not alone. Sitting across from Noh Goonsang at the reception table and drinking tea was another guest who had arrived earlier.

"Father-in-law?"

"You... scoundrel of a son-in-law?"

Baek Muheun narrowed his eyes and glared at Mae Geuklyom. The comments written on his student record in the archives came to mind. "Yes, your scoundrel of a son-in-law has arrived. The lazy fellow who hated training and whom you worried would become a Rooftop Gentleman is here."

"What are you talking about all of a sudden?"

"Come to think of it, I did end up kidnapping your daughter and eloping with her, so I suppose your worries came true..."

"Have you lost your mind, you damn punk?"

Sighing, Baek Suryong nudged his father and said, "It seems you two are in the middle of a conversation, so we'll come back later."

"Hoho! No worries," Noh Goonsang laughed, beckoning them closer. "We just finished the most important part of our discussion. Although, I'm in a bit of a bind since the Sword Addict keeps refusing..."

"It's because you insist on making impossible requests, Principal..." Mae Geuklyom said, looking troubled. Then, as if wanting to change the subject, he asked his son-in-law and grandson. "What brings the two of you here?"

"We came to ask the Principal for his signature on a graduation diploma."

Noh Goonsang tilted his head in confusion. "...A diploma? Whose?"

Baek Suryong approached, showed Noh Goonsang his father's diploma from the administration office, and explained the situation. After hearing the story, Noh Goonsang looked at Baek Muheun with interest, while Mae Geuklyom stared at his son-in-law with a look that said, 'How shameless can you get?'

"Ahem..." Baek Muheun cleared his throat and looked away in embarrassment.

Mae Geuklyom scoffed. "It seems even you know what shame is."

"I didn't expect you to be here, Father-in-law. Also, it wasn't my idea to get the diploma, but Suryong's..."

"......"

"Are you angry?" Baek Muheun stared at the tea instead, trying hard not to meet his father-in-law's eyes.

"What's there to be angry about? If you're qualified, then you should receive the diploma. I know better than anyone that you attended the Azure Dragon Academy for four years."

"......"

" Tsk. Don't look at me like that. How could a middle-aged man so shamelessly pretend to be a rain-soaked puppy..." Mae Geuklyom clicked his tongue in disapproval, then sharply averted his gaze from Baek Muheun and looked out the window.

Noh Goonsang watched the two of them with a happy smile, then held out a hand at Baek Suryong. "Hand that to me, will you?"

Picking up a brush, he signed the diploma with a single, fluid stroke. With his inner arts, he then summoned a breeze to dry the ink.

"This is good. A sample just got delivered, too. Mr. Baek, would you mind going to my desk and opening the top left drawer? You'll know what to bring as soon as you see it."

"Oh, okay."

Noh Goonsang walked toward Baek Muheun, his gentle demeanor naturally exuding the dignity of a principal. "Student Baek Muheun."

"...Yes?"

"Although I wasn't able to watch over you during your school days, I'm delighted that you've grown into such a fine martial artist. Furthermore, on behalf of everyone, I thank you for risking your life to protect the Azure Dragon Academy from the threat of Deathshroud."

"It was my duty to step forward," Baek Muheun replied solemnly. Even if his son hadn't asked, even if his father-in-law hadn't been in danger, he would have gladly taken up his sword for the Azure Dragon Academy.

"I, the Principal, hereby announce that Student Baek Muheun has faithfully completed the four-year curriculum at the Azure Dragon Academy." Noh Goonsang met Baek Muheun's gaze. Smiling broadly, he handed the signed diploma to the new graduate. "Congratulations."

Baek Muheun respectfully accepted the diploma with both hands. "...Thank you."

"Congratulations on your graduation, Dad." Baek Suryong handed him a blue silk purse from the side. A dragon embroidered with golden thread sat in the center of the purse.

"What is this...?"

"It's this year's graduation gift," Noh Goonsang explained. "You're the first one to receive it."

Baek Muheun examined the purse with a bewildered expression. "I'm not sure if I should accept this..."

Noh Goonsang firmly pressed the wallet into Baek Muheun's hesitant hand and smiled gently. "Never forget that you're a graduate of the Azure Dragon Academy, no matter where you are."

Baek Muheun nodded and carefully tucked the diploma and graduation gift into his robes. "I have never forgotten it, not even once, and I never will."

"...Hmph," Mae Geuklyom grunted. "Better late than never, I guess."

Throughout the signing and handover, he hadn't even glanced at his son-in-law, keeping his gaze fixed out the window.

However, all three people in the room knew. Despite the old man's words, there was no mistaking the smile playing across his lips.


Chapter 428: Home Visit (1)

The Moyong Clan has been annihilated!

Mere days after Deathshroud attacked the Azure Dragon Academy, and rumors that the Blood Cult was behind it spread like wildfire, word of the Moyong Clan's annihilation sparked a fresh uproar in the murim. 

Wherever two or more martial artists gathered, the topic of conversation was always grave.

"For one of the Five Great Clans to be reduced to ashes overnight! At this rate, won't a war break out soon?"

"What in the world are the Murim Alliance and the Nine Sects One Gang doing!?"

"I heard the unorthodox sects have started to move, too..."

"Oh, right. Did you hear that the Black Snake Alliance Chairman has emerged from seclusion training after ten years?"

"The Black Snake Alliance Chairman... oh, you mean the Blade Demon? Sigh, for even the Ten Supremes to make a move now, this is truly unusual. What's going to happen to us...?"

"Speaking of the Ten Supremes, I heard the Azure Dragon Hero was seriously injured by Deathshroud's assassins, is that true?"

"I heard that story too. They said he collapsed while vomiting a bucket of blood."

Amid the rapidly changing times, rumors abounded, and the great powers of the murim were on high alert. Some amassed their strength to endure the turbulent period, while others cast their eyes and ears in all directions, hoping to seize an opportunity.

None of this affected the basic etiquette mock exam for the Five Young Azure Dragons at the White Dragon Manor.

SLAM!

"Wahahaha! I'm first!" Hyonwon Kang exclaimed as he burst through the door, his spirits high. Puffing out his chest and putting his hands on his hips, he looked as exultant as a triumphant general returning from a victorious war. 

"What's taking everyone so long? It wasn't even that hard." He glanced back at the room where had just taken the basic etiquette mock exam and sneered arrogantly. "Tsk, tsk. You guys should've studied harder."

The reason he was so triumphant was simple. He had submitted his answer sheet before anyone else. Moreover, it wasn't like the old days when he just gave up and submitted a blank sheet of paper. He solved all of the problems himself and still finished first!

"Wonkang, you..."

"No way..."

"Did you even solve it correctly?"

After finishing the exam, the Five Young Azure Dragons emerged one by one and eyed Hyonwon Kang suspiciously.

Hyonwon Kang snorted in response. "Ha! Is this what pathetic losers look like?"

Despite having a brain geared toward martial arts rather than academics, just this moment made studying diligently and receiving private tutoring from Dokgo Jun worthwhile.


"... Hyonwon Kang, it seems your head is useless for anything other than being a blunt weapon."



Is this how it feels to finally be rewarded for the humiliation I endured just to participate in the Heavenly Martial Festival?

"Was the test that hard for everyone? The answers just came to me naturally. I felt like I'd achieved enlightenment after arduous training..."

""......""

Of course, everyone just stared at Hyonwon Kang as he boasted, their expressions making it clear that he was being obnoxious.

Since a day like this might not come again, Hyonwon Kang figured he might as well show off to his heart's content. "Hmph. For today, you may all call me the Cultured Blade, Hyonwon Kang."

"That's ridiculous. Anyone would think it was a difficult exam. Showing off over a mock test we took among ourselves..."

"What was that? Cultured Blade? Do you think you're any good at studying?" Yeo Min spat in disgust.

Hyonwon Kang was completely unfazed.

"Hahaha! Wonkang worked the hardest." Geo Sangwoong, ever the proper senior, patted Hyonwon Kang on the back and congratulated him. "Still, I didn't expect you to finish all the problems first. The essay questions on the back page were quite difficult..."

"...What?"

"Hm? Wonkang? Why the sudden change in your expression?"

"Senior?"

"What's wrong?"

Hyonwon Kang froze like a stone statue, his eyes trembling as if struck by an earthquake. "There were... questions on the back page too?"

A shiver ran down everyone's spine.

WHACK!

Yeo Min smacked Hyonwon Kang on the back. "You dumb bastard! Go tell the teacher, quick!"

Hyonwon Kang re-entered the exam room at full speed. "Mr. Baekkkk! Wait! Just a moment! I didn't know there were questions on the back pageeeee!!!"

As they watched Hyonwon Kang's hasty retreat, the Five Young Azure Dragons offered a brief moment of condolence for him. Baek Suryong had clearly warned them about the consequences of failing today's mock exam.

"Tsk tsk, and he was so sure he'd be first."

"Thank goodness it was just a mock exam..."

"Our real basic etiquette exam is next week, right?"

"Yeah. If the difficulty is the same as today, I think we can all pass."

Sure enough, when Hyonwon Kang dashed into the exam room, he found Baek Suryong waiting for him with the test paper in one hand and the Black Dragon Pointer in the other. "Gooood job. Well done indeed. You turned in your test without even checking all the questions?"

"T-That was an honest mistake...!"

Hyonwon Kang tried to make excuses, but the Black Dragon Pointer flashed before his eyes faster than ever before.

THWACK!

A dull thud echoed throughout the White Dragon Manor as Hyonwon Kang fell face first on the floor.
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Sighing, Baek Suryong slurped his tea. "Wonkang, that stupid punk. I just can't let my guard down for even a moment. If this had been the real test, he wouldn't be allowed to participate in the Heavenly Martial Festival."

"Still, everyone worked hard, didn't they?" Gongson Yeong chuckled. She had gone looking for Baek Suryong to discuss something and they were now enjoying some tea in his office.

"Of course they have to work hard. There's not much time left until the Heavenly Martial Festival."

"Is your goal still to win the tournament?"

After spending a few days together at White Dragon Manor, Gongson Yeong had naturally started speaking informally with Baek Suryong. They were close in age to begin with, and Baek Suryong wasn't the type to care about such trivialities. This was a clear change from her past self, when she was Gongson Su's bodyguard.

Baek Suryong nodded casually. "Of course. Additionally, I want all five of those idiots to dominate at least one event each," he said confidently, as if securing victory at the Heavenly Martial Festival was already guaranteed.

Gongson Yeong regarded Baek Suryong strangely. "...You really haven't changed at all."

"What did you expect? It hasn't been that long since we last met. Oh, right. You have to come watch the Heavenly Martial Festival with the Elder... though, is he too busy these days?"

"He's probably overworking himself right now to make time to attend the event."

"I'd really like to see him." Baek Suryong chuckled, set down his teacup, and cut to the chase. "So, you said you wanted to talk to me about something?"

"I looked into some houses."

"Houses?"

"I plan to buy a house to live in with my father when he retires. He told me to look for a decent-sized one close to the Azure Dragon Academy. No matter how I look at it, this place is perfect. Any chance you're willing to sell?" Gongson Yeong joked.

Baek Suryong shrugged. "Sorry, but I won't sell the White Dragon Manor, not even for ten times its purchase price. Still, tell him I can always offer him a room."

"What if I offered a hundred times the purchase price?"

"When do you plan to move in?"

The two shared a moment of silly banter and then laughed.

Baek Suryong asked gently. "When are you planning to leave?"

"Tomorrow morning," Gongson Yeong replied coolly.

She had already stayed at the White Dragon Manor longer than planned. It wasn't as if something would happen to Gongson Su if she wasn't around, but there was no particular reason to stay longer either. Despite that, the reason she'd stayed for several more days was...

"Anyway, I came here to say goodbye. It's hard to see you at any other time of day."

"Right. You've got a long journey ahead of you, so safe travels."

"Thanks."

After finishing her tea, Gongson Yeong stood up from her seat. She wasn't a talkative person to begin with. She might be the precious daughter of the Prime Minister now, but she used to be part of the imperial palace's intelligence and assassination organization. Even when conversing, it had become a habit for her to keep it brief and to the point.

Nevertheless, she hesitated briefly as she turned to leave.

Baek Suryong didn't miss the subtle movement. "Go on. You look like you still have something to say."

"...Teaching people. Is it fun?" Gongson Yeong asked shyly.

"Hmm?" Baek Suryong stared at Gongson Yeong in confusion, but soon nodded and answered honestly. "Yeah, it's loads of fun. Seeing kids who didn't know how to do anything properly grow day by day is very satisfying. Why the sudden question?"

"Actually..."

During her few days at the White Dragon Manor, Gongson Yeong had taught the Five Young Azure Dragons how to deal with assassins.


"Noona! Teach us how to fight assassins!"



At first, remembering that she was a master of assassination arts, Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon had approached her to ask for lessons. Naturally, they were joined by the other three as well.

Gongson Yeong honestly shared the feelings she experienced during those few days. "It was only for a few days, but I enjoyed teaching the kids."

After becoming Gongson Su's adoptive daughter, she no longer needed to guard her father. There were many other outstanding martial artists in the imperial palace besides her, and anyone who dared to even think of harming the Prime Minister mysteriously vanished.

Gongson Su too didn't want his daughter to stay by his side forever.


"From now on, do what you want to do, not what others tell you to do."



Gongson Yeong was bewildered by her sudden freedom. She tried dedicating herself to martial arts training for a while, but a sense of emptiness soon washed over her.

In the midst of that, she met Ja Hyeon and ended up visiting the White Dragon Manor again. There, she saw Baek Suryong's eyes sparkling brightly as he taught his students.

Whether back then or now, I'm impressed by how much he loves teaching.

She didn't say those words out loud, though. It was too embarrassing.

Baek Suryong eyed Gongson Yeong greedily. "Hmm, I think you'd be good at it. The Azure Dragon Academy offers a course on dealing with assassins. However, as you know, it's difficult to find an instructor with field experience in such things. If you really want to become an instructor, be sure to apply to the Azure Dragon Academy instead of another school. I'll show you the ropes myself."

"...I'm not saying I'll definitely do it, just that I'm considering it."

"Sit back down for a second. The best part about this job is..."

Baek Suryong eagerly persuaded Gongson Yeong, who listened closely while pretending to be indifferent.

The next morning, Baek Suryong and the Five Young Azure Dragons bid farewell to the Azure Dragon Academy's soon-to-be new instructor.
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Before long, it was time for the second semester's midterm exams. Students with haggard faces were a common sight, as were kids who ran screaming out of the exam halls and onto the training grounds.

The instructors were just as busy. Since the school schedule had been pushed back due to Deathshroud's attack, everyone was stressed out setting exam papers and grading them. On top of that, they had to pay extra attention to preparations for the Heavenly Martial Festival this year.

THUD!

"I've decided to replace the midterm exam with ongoing assessments. Here are your grades for the mock team battles we held each week so far."

"...?"

THUD!

"While I'm away, please continue to gather materials related to the Five Great Academies and stack them here."

"...!?"

THUD!

"This is the analysis of the Five Great Academies' student profiles by grade. I've finished compiling it, so please just review it. If you have any additional thoughts after reading it, feel free to write comments on the documents... Did I forget anything else?"

"...Baek Suryong." Namgung Su narrowed his fearsome golden eyes at Baek Suryong, who had just dumped a mountain of documents on his desk.

"What?"

"What do you think you're doing right now?"

"What do you mean? I'm sharing data with you, aren't I?"

"I'm asking why you're passing your workload onto me. Where are you planning to go during such a busy period?"

Namgung Su glared disapprovingly at Baek Suryong's attire. Instead of his usual blue martial arts uniform, he was wearing a simple black one with a black coat over it. He also carried a bulky backpack, making it clear that he wasn't going away for just a day or two.

That wasn't the only odd thing.

"Nyaa!"

The Silver Tiger, which usually clung to Ya Suhyeok's broad back as if it were its home, was rolling around on Baek Suryong's head today, turning it into a bird's nest.

"I need to leave the academy for a few days. Something as important as the Heavenly Martial Festival has cropped up."

"...Explain yourself in detail," Namgung Su growled, trying his hardest to suppress his anger.

Baek Suryong confidently revealed the reason he had to leave. "I'm going to make a home visit."

"Baek Suryong."

"Hmm? What? ...Holy shit!"

That day, a pitch-black scorch mark appeared on one of the walls in Namgung Su's office.


Chapter 429: Home Visit (2)

"Why is he so angry? That man needs to work on his temper...." Baek Suryong grumbled under his breath as he left Namgung Su's office, brushing off the lingering electric current still crackling over his clothes.

"Nyaaan..." From within Baek Suryong's arms, the Silver Tiger peeked its head out timidly. Namgung Su's aura had been so ferocious that it had instinctively hidden in the safest place it could think of, only now daring to emerge.

Baek Suryong scratched the Silver Tiger's head. "Try to understand. That guy has always had a rotten personality. Honestly, the only reason we can share an office is because it's me. Any other instructor would have run away a long time ago."

[I don't think you're one to talk...] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword groaned in disbelief at her partner's shamelessness.

Baek Suryong ignored the sword. He knew it was a busy time, but calling it 'a matter as important as the Heavenly Martial Festival' was not an exaggeration. In fact, this matter might be even more important.

"If I could, I'd split myself in two, but since I can't, what other choice do I have?" Baek Suryong sighed softly. Even the world's strongest martial artist couldn't clone themselves. He had no choice but to use his one body as efficiently as possible.

[To think the meeting place has already been decided... That's much faster than I expected.]

[Yeah. This is one of the few advantages the unorthodox has over the orthodox. Once they decide on something, they take action immediately.]

Just the day before, Baek Suryong had received a message from the Blue-Eyed Freak. The unorthodox sects' meeting he had planned with the Valley of Evil as host was now a reality.

Unlike the Nine Sects One Gang, once their interests were aligned, the leaders of the unorthodox sects didn't procrastinate. Messenger pigeons flew back and forth between the various factions in massive flocks, and the time and location of the meeting was decided within days.

Mount Heng, huh?

Mount Heng, the southernmost peak of the Central Plains' Five Great Mountains, was once home to the Mount Heng Sect. Once a powerful sect that rivaled the Nine Sects One Gang, it had since vanished into the sands of time, leaving only its name behind in the annals of history. Now, the leaders of the unorthodox sects were due to meet secretly there.

Baek Suryong planned to move one step ahead of them.

Before the meeting is held, I need to meet the Viridian Scholar and win him over.

As of now, he couldn't predict the outcome of the unorthodox sects' meeting. The worst-case scenario would be the unorthodox sects uniting and siding with the Blood Cult.

The Valley of Evil would, of course, be excluded from that. However, if the tide of the meeting turned toward a great war between the orthodox and unorthodox, the resulting destruction would be catastrophic.

[You should have just told Namgung Su the truth.]

[What should I have said? That I'm attending the unorthodox sects meeting as a member of the Valley of Evil? Or that the place I'm going to for a home visit is the biggest, baddest bandit keep in the Central Plains?]

[Since it's you, you could have easily phrased it more delicately, right?]

Stepping outside the building, Baek Suryong chuckled and patted the sword's hilt. [He's probably already guessed my goal even without me explaining. That man is much quicker on the uptake than you think.]

Even though Baek Suryong was leaving the Azure Dragon Academy, he was confident that preparations for the Heavenly Martial Festival would proceed without a hitch. After all, they had Namgung Su, Mae Geuklyom, and Noh Goonsang, as well as many other talented instructors and students.

Since the battle against Deathshroud, he had come to trust and rely on those around him more than before, to the point where he could now leave for a fairly distant place with a light heart.

"The weather's especially nice today."

Baek Suryong lifted his head and looked at the clear sky without a single cloud in sight. The weather was perfect for a long journey.

He had told his students the night before that he was going away for a bit, and left a short letter for Mae Geuklyom and Baek Muheun. If he had told them in person, they would have surely held him up for a while, insisting on packing various things for him. To those two, the concept of Baek Suryong being one of the Ten Supremes didn't exist.

Anticipating their nagging, Baek Suryong shuddered. "...I'd better try to return as soon as possible. The later I am, the more harshly they'll scold me."

BOOM!

He kicked off the ground, and his figure instantly vanished, becoming a tiny dot in the distance.
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The Jinggang Mountains were a mountain range on the border of the provinces of Jiangxi and Hunan. Famous for its treacherous terrain surrounded by sheer cliffs, it was home to the Yama Keep.

The Yama Keep was a powerful organization, ranking among the top three of the Seventy-Two Viridian Forest Keeps. Its leader, the Viridian Scholar Ju Pyo, was notoriously known as one of the Ten Great Villains.

Consequently, the Yama Keep was known as the King of Hell in the surrounding region, as its name suggested. Any trading company or escort agency had to pay a toll to safely pass through the mountains.

Baek Suryong arrived at the entrance of the Jingang Mountains.

The Silver Tiger leaped from Baek Suryong's arms, looking several times more excited than it had in the city.

"Okay, I need you to show me the way from here. You remember where you stayed with Suhyeok, right?"

"Nyah!" The Silver Tiger nodded as if to say, 'Leave it to me,' then shot up the mountain path at astonishing speed.

Baek Suryong used his movement arts and followed it leisurely.


"So, where's the Yama Keep?"



Before leaving the Azure Dragon Academy, he had asked Ya Suhyeok for directions to the Yama Keep. Instead of giving him an answer, however, the kid had just handed him the Silver Tiger, saying it would be easier to let the creature guide him than explain the route himself.


"The furball knows how to get there. I took it home with me during the break."

"You think it can remember a path that it has only travelled once before?"

"Well, it is a spirit beast. It managed to explore the entire treacherous Jingang Mountain Range and return to the keep in less than ten days, so I'm quite sure it knows the way there."



After hearing Ya Suhyeok's story, Baek Suryong readily agreed to take the Silver Tiger with him. This little creature was a better guide in the mountains than any bandit or hunter.

However, as one would expect of a cub, its attention span was somewhat limited.

"Grr... NYAAN!"

Startled by the tiny white predator's growl, the animals they encountered fled. The Silver Tiger instinctively started to give chase, but instead found itself dangling and flailing in midair.

Baek Suryong had approached unnoticed and picked up the creature by the scruff of its neck. "Hey, you little rascal! You can play hunter later. How about you guide me to the keep first?"

"Nyaaow..." The Silver Tiger tried to squirm free from Baek Suryong's grip, but eventually nodded sullenly, as if to say that it understood.

Once he set it back down, it obediently scaled the mountain in a straight line.

[As expected of a spiritual mountain!] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword remarked. She seemed to be in a good mood, likely because the mountain was rich with the energy of nature.

Baek Suryong also admired the rugged mountain terrain. For a powerful martial artist like him, it was an easy hike, but the Jingang Mountains were truly a natural fortress.

Come to think of it... I remember hearing Master Maeng tell me about the Jingang Mountains a long time ago.


"People who don't know any better talk about the Five Great Mountains as if they're the best, but there are many other famous mountains in the world that are just as good, such as the Jingang Mountain Range. The Jingang Mountain Range is one of them. The scenery is stunning, and the natural energy rivals that of the Five Great Mountains. Since the mountains and water are so good, the meat from the animals raised here is amazing. Heh. My mouth is watering again. I once stayed there for several months..."

"Master Maeng, if you fell into the Yangtze River, only your mouth would float. Don't you ever get tired of talking?"

"What am I supposed to do when I'm bored? I'll be quiet if you give me some more meat!"

"At your age, vegetables are better than meat. Here, have some more greens."

"I told you I hate greens, you damn punk!"



Maeng Ho'ak was undoubtedly the most well-traveled of the four masters. As the Bandit King of the Viridian Forest, he never stayed in one mountain keep for long. Rather, he roamed every mountain in the world as if it were his own home. Wherever he stayed became his mountain keep.


"...He was born with the spirit of wanderlust."



Master Crazy Demon summed up Master Maeng's nomadic tendencies in a single phrase.

After the Bandit King, no bandit in the Viridian Forest dared to call himself king. Following his disappearance, the Seventy-Two Viridian Forest Keeps split into several large factions.

This was all the more reason why Baek Suryong wanted to meet Ya Suhyeok's stepfather.

I heard that the Viridian Scholar Ju Pyo is the man closest to claiming the title of Bandit King in the last five decades.

He couldn't help but be intrigued, not only because Ju Pyo was a master with great influence in the Viridian Forest, but also because he was the only bandit who remembered the Bandit King's grand dream.


"One day, I will make the Viridian Forest a great sect on par with the Nine Sects One Gang!"



...Well, I'll find out more when I meet him.

Baek Suryong had no intention of judging the man based solely on the rumors about the Viridian Scholar circulating in the jianghu and the stories he had heard from Ya Suhyeok.

"By the way, are you sure you're going the right way?" he asked the Silver Tiger.

"Nyaa?"

Despite following the Silver Tiger steadily uphill, he couldn't see anything resembling a mountain keep no matter where he looked. He couldn't sense any human presence, either.

The surroundings were nothing but sheer cliffs and rocks. Unless the bandits of Yama Keep were all peak masters, building a base in a place like this was impossible.

To make matters worse, a thick fog was beginning to form around them.

[The fog is created by natural energy gathering on its own. This is a rare natural occurrence...]

"Is there a spirit beast hiding nearby?"

[I don't think so. This is simply a phenomenon caused by energy stagnating in one place for a long time. Still, it won't be easy to escape from the fog without some knowledge of formations...]

"Then there's no need to be particularly careful, right?"

POW!

Baek Suryong threw a straight punch toward the fog. Upon contact, the fog scattered in all directions, revealing a clear sky and a cliff. Before the fog could reform, he leaped up the mountain, landed lightly at the summit, and took a deep breath.

"Haaa... Hooooo..."

He took a moment to appreciate nature. The panoramic view of the Jingang Mountains naturally inspired a sense of awe. 

"This is nice."

"Nyaah!" However, the Silver Tiger, tugged at Baek Suryong's pant leg, pulling him to the side.

"Hm? What is it?"

Baek Suryong turned to follow the Silver Tiger's pull, only to see a massive boulder.

He froze.

"This is..."

綠林鬪王 (Viridian Forest Bandit King)

Four intricate characters were carved into the massive boulder. The calligraphy, while undoubtedly crude, was so full of spirit that it made up for its lack of refinement.

"Haha..." Baek Suryong let out a hollow laugh, equal parts surprise and fondness.

Master Maeng must have carved this a very long time ago.

"...You left your mark even in a place like this?"

Looking at the mark his master had left on the world, Baek Suryong recalled his memories of him. Maeng Ho'ak was truly an extraordinary man who roamed the world's mountains as if they were his home, leaving his traces in all sorts of mysterious places.


"Hey, kid. If you've got nowhere to go, how about following me to the Viridian Forest?"

"...I'll think about it."

"Hey, Crazy Demon. If your clan won't take you back, how about coming to the Viridian Forest?"

"Nonsense."

"Hyung-nim, won't you come to the Viridian Forest with your son? I'll take care of the both of you and make sure you live comfortably for the rest of your lives."

"Hoho! Don't you ever get tired of asking the same question?"

"Youngest... no, never mind. You should reunite with your beloved and live happily ever after together. I can't bring myself to invite you to the Viridian Forest."

"......"



Everyone responded indifferently, but Master Maeng persistently tried to convince them all to go to the Viridian Forest. Once, when asked jokingly if he was planning to take the world by adding multiple absolute masters to his organization, he had even replied as if the question was the strangest thing he had ever heard.


"What are you talking about? I just thought it would be nice if we all gathered and lived together as one big family."

"If you answer so seriously, what does that make me for asking?"

"Pfft!"



Suddenly, Baek Suryong snapped out of his reverie and said to someone behind a boulder, "How long do you plan to stay hidden over there?"

"...Impressive."

A middle-aged man with a beard emerged from behind the boulder. Confidence radiated from his tall, handsome frame, and his cool, deep eyes held an intensity that could intimidate anyone he met. 

Contrary to his appearance, though, he greeted Baek Suryong politely. "My apologies. I wasn't hiding on purpose. This is the first time someone has climbed up here in thirty years, so I acted without thinking."

The man walked over slowly, his simple steps exuding class and dignity. His green robes, fluttering in the wind, blended so well with the scenery that an ignorant peasant might mistake him for a mountain deity.

"NYAAH!" The Silver Tiger approached the man and rubbed against his feet. 

The man picked up the tiger with a practiced ease and stroked its head. "Hey there, little one. It's been a while."

"I thought that I had come to the wrong place, but it seems that the little guy guided me correctly after all."

"Please forgive me for not being prepared to receive a guest. I didn't expect you to arrive so soon."

"I'm just grateful that you're welcoming an uninvited guest who showed up so suddenly."

Despite the unexpected manner of their meeting, the two men greeted each other as if they were old acquaintances.

Baek Suryong followed the Viridian Scholar, Ju Pyo, toward the Yama Keep.


Chapter 430: Home Visit (3)

Baek Suryong carefully observed the Viridian Scholar, who was descending the cliff ahead of him. At first, he was uncertain, but his suspicion gradually turned into conviction.

That man... he's learned Master Maeng's martial arts.

Bewildered, he stared blankly at the Viridian Scholar's back. Encountering him in front of the rock engraved with the words 'Viridian Forest Bandit King' was clearly no coincidence.

Master Maeng said he never had any students other than me, though?

He clearly remembered the sight of Master Maeng picking his nose and nonchalantly saying:


"You want to know if you have any senior brothers? I tried teaching a few guys in the past, but they all turned tail and ran away, whining about just a few broken bones... So, besides you, there's no one I can really call my disciple."



Don't tell me he forgot about it?

Knowing Master Maeng, that was entirely possible. Alternatively, perhaps the students who ran away because the training was too difficult had passed down some of Master Maeng's martial arts to later generations. An intoxicated Master Maeng carving the oral secrets of his martial arts somewhere on that large rock was also a plausible scenario.

In any case, the Viridian Scholar had clearly inherited Master Maeng's martial arts.

Baek Suryong was eager to hear the exact details, but he felt a strange sense of satisfaction at the fact that at least a part of Master Maeng's martial arts had been kept alive in the Viridian Forest.

Although the Viridian Scholar's martial arts seem slightly different from the pure Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest, there's no denying Master Maeng's unique style.

The Viridian Scholar's body, though seemingly slender, was admirably well-trained. Just by watching him descend the sheer cliff with ease as if taking a stroll, it was clear that he was very fit.

To Baek Suryong, who had learned the complete Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest, the man still had room for improvement, but that didn't mean he was not one of the best outer arts masters in the murim.

With a little work, he could improve significantly...

"You were looking intently at the rock left by the Bandit King earlier... Do you perhaps have some connection to him?" the Viridian Scholar suddenly asked, slowing down slightly.

Although the bandit boss was asking politely, Baek Suryong got the feeling that he already knew what the answer would be.

Given that he learned Master Maeng's martial arts, there's no way he wouldn't recognize his son's technique.

The Viridian Scholar was Ya Suhyeok's stepfather. There was no way he hadn't noticed the distinct change in his son after only half a year, and he must have also realized that his son's martial arts shared the same origin as his own.

Perhaps the reason he invited me so readily was because of Master Maeng's martial arts.

Baek Suryong took a moment to organize his thoughts before deciding to mix a little falsehood with truth, as he usually did. "I came into possession of the Bandit King's legacy thanks to a miraculous encounter."

"I see..." The Viridian Scholar stroked his beard thoughtfully. Composing himself, he said to Baek Suryong, "If you don't mind, I'll pick up the pace a bit. The path is rough, so be careful... never mind. Since it's you we're talking about, there's no need for me to worry, is there?"

"Of course. Feel free to go ahead, I'll follow you."

With a light nod, the Viridian Scholar increased his speed.

HWIIIIK!

In an instant, his figure grew distant. He descended the steep, rocky path so quickly that it almost looked as if he were falling. In the blink of an eye, he practically vanished into the distance.

Is he trying to size me up? He may look like a scholar, but I guess he's still an unorthodox martial artist, huh?

Baek Suryong chuckled and decided to play along.

KWAAAAANG!

An immense amount of energy erupted from the Yongquan acupoints on the soles of his feet, and the shockwave generated by his powerful step shook the surrounding rocks and trees. Amidst the showering leaves and rising dust, Baek Suryong's body shot forward like a beam of light.

"...!" The Viridian Scholar turned back in surprise as Baek Suryong closed in instantly. 

"I saw on the way here that the Jingang Mountain Range is quite scenic," Baek Suryong remarked casually.

"...I think I finally understand a little of what Suhyeok meant."

"What did he say? I'm curious."

"That... it's nothing. Let's get going for now." The Viridian Scholar shook his head wearily, then slowed his pace to guide Baek Suryong to the Yama Keep.

[Isn't this a bit much? We came here to form an alliance, not to pick a fight,] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword asked worriedly.

Baek Suryong chuckled and patted the sword's hilt. [You don't know what you're talking about. When dealing with unorthodox sects, it's over the moment they look down on you.]

While the Viridian Scholar was Ya Suhyeok's father, he was also a martial artist infamous in the jianghu as one of the Ten Great Villains. There must be more to him than his appearance.

Of the Ten Great Villains, Baek Suryong had met the Bloody Ripper of the Valley of Evil, the Nine Yin Witch, and the Night Emperor. The three strongest of the Ten Great Villains, the Night Emperor, the Blade Demon, and the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom, were collectively referred to as the Three Blights. They were peerless masters of the unorthodox sects, and their names were also listed among the Ten Supremes.

Although the Viridian Scholar wasn't one of the Three Blights, in Baek Suryong's opinion, he was a master several levels above the Bloody Ripper and the Nine Yin Witch. In fact, he thought the man would probably rank fourth among the Ten Great Villains.

While he was lost in thought, the Yama Keep came into view.

"I'm ashamed. Our humble little keep is unworthy of hosting such a distinguished guest."

"...You're too modest."

The moment they passed through the maze-like mountain path and emerged into an open basin, Baek Suryong briefly doubted his eyes. Usually, when one thought of a Viridian Forest mountain keep, one pictured a village surrounded by a wooden fence. The Yama Keep, in contrast, was more like an impregnable natural fortress.

The Yama Keep's high, sturdy stone walls and watchtowers secured a wide field of vision. Furthermore, a moat surrounded the fortress, giving the impression that even an enemy force ten times its size stood no chance of breaching its defenses.

The bandits are unexpectedly highly trained and well-disciplined, too.

As Baek Suryong approached the Yama Keep, he could feel the presence of archers aiming at them from all directions. These weren't the loose and undisciplined bandits he was used to. On the contrary, they resembled well-trained, elite soldiers of the Imperial Army.

When the bandits spotted the Viridian Scholar, they lowered their bows slightly but didn't completely let down their guard.

"What business does a guest have at the home of King Yama?" a guard asked.

The Viridian Scholar replied, "The grim reaper didn't come for me, so I came on my own two feet."

Confirming the prearranged code words, the bandits finally relaxed their guard and opened the gate.

RUMBLE...!

"Please, enter."

As they entered the fortress, a burly man with a bushy beard and a stereotypical bandit aesthetic strode toward them. If Baek Suryong hadn't heard that Ya Suhyeok's biological father had passed away long ago, he would have mistaken this man with the tanned skin and wild appearance as the boy's father.

"Big Bro!" he yelled. "You said you were going to train, so why are you back so soon? And who's this pretty boy you brought with you?"

"Watch your mouth. He's an honored guest," the Viridian Scholar cut him off sternly.

The burly man glanced at Baek Suryong. "A guest? Who is he?"

"He's Suhyeok's martial arts instructor. Didn't you read the letter he sent a while ago?"

"Who... Don't tell me!" The burly man's eyes widened, and his jaw dropped.

The Viridian Scholar sighed and apologized to Baek Suryong on the man's behalf. "This is the Vice-Boss of the Yama Keep. He's the type who speaks without thinking, so please excuse his rudeness."

"It's fine." Baek Suryong took a step forward and clasped his hands in greeting. "My name is Baek Suryong. I'm currently teaching Ya Suhyeok at the Azure Dragon Academy."

"Th-th-th-the Azure Dragon Hero!" The Vice-Boss unconsciously took a step back, his eyes wide with shock. He bellowed at the top of his lungs, "Everyone, come on out! The Azure Dragon Hero, our youngest's martial arts teacher, is here!"

Baek Suryong chucked awkwardly, "Haha, I'm grateful for the warm welcome..."

His voice trailed off as a swarm of hairy men emerged from all corners of the mountain keep.

"Is it really true?!"

"The Azure Dragon Hero is here?"

"Huh! It's really him! He looks like the wanted poster I saw before!"

"However, isn't he too scrawny? I heard from that Suhyeok kid that he's as strong as some kind of asura or rakshasa..."

"So the furball came too!"

"Haha..." Baek Suryong glanced to the side, a troubled expression on his face. Judging by the dozens of bandits surrounding him and chattering away as if they were observing a rare spirit beast, it seemed the strict rules and military discipline only applied outside the fortress.

The Viridian Scholar sighed, his face flushed with embarrassment. "You incompetent fools! Can't you see that you're making our guest uncomfortable? Scram back to your posts now!"

He didn't just use words. For a moment, the Viridian Scholar's hands appeared to multiply into dozens, and the nearby bandits collapsed, clutching their heads.

PAPAPAPAK!

"......" Suddenly, Baek Suryong felt a strange sense of camaraderie with the man. For a moment, he felt as if he had returned to the White Dragon Manor.

The Vice-Boss rubbed his bruised forehead and grinned. "Big Bro, since Suhyeok's master is here, shouldn't we throw a feast?"

Baek Suryong immediately refused. "No, you don't have to go to such trouble for me..."

Before he could finish speaking, though, the Viridian Scholar refused his refusal. "Of course we must celebrate! How could we call ourselves the Viridian Forest if we neglect to treat our guests properly?" Please wait just a moment, Master Baek. We'll prepare your welcome feast right away!"

"...Okay." Baek Suryong sighed inwardly. When it came to a love for partying, the Viridian Scholar seemed no different from the other bandits.

"Start preparing a feast at once, and tell the boys outside to finish up today's business early and join us."

""Yes, Boss!""

"Did you hear that, you bastards?" the Vice Boss added. "It's a feast! Bring out the liquor right now, and someone go slaughter three or four pigs!"

""WOOOOOAH!""

Cheering happily, the bandits quickly scattered in all directions.

Baek Suryong took a brief tour of the keep while waiting. Before long, the smell of liquor and roasting meat filled the air.

"Pfft!" He couldn't help but laugh at sight of the merry men of the Viridian Forest. They reminded him of Master Maeng, who was always freer than anyone.

[image: sep]


"WAHAHAHAHA!"

The mood at the feast was boisterous. The bandits ate meat and drank liquor nonstop, all while chattering endlessly.

Are bandits naturally this talkative?

For a moment, Baek Suryong wondered if Master Maeng's talkativeness was a trait common to all bandits.

"Wahahaha! Have a drink!" The Vice-Boss, sitting next to Baek Suryong, repeatedly offered him drinks. He was an affable and quick-witted man. "They're pretty loud, aren't they? There are a lot of guys here with complicated stories and harsh fates. Hahaha! Well, most bandits have had tough lives."

Baek Suryong downed the drink the Vice-Boss offered him in one gulp and grinned. "This is my first time in a Viridian Forest mountain keep. I'm glad it's such a lively and fun place."

"I'm glad you're enjoying yourself. I was worried you might find our hospitality too lacking and see it as an insult to your dignity, Azure Dragon Hero," the Viridian Scholar breathed a sigh of relief.

Unlike his subordinates, he was quietly sipping his drink, and none of the other bandits came near him... because drinking with the Boss was no fun.

"Not at all. In fact, I quite like the atmosphere."

Although the feast at the Yama Keep was rowdy, no one crossed the line. If someone felt they were getting too drunk, they would step away for a bit. Though everyone ate and drank merrily, no one indulged indiscriminately.

Once again, I'm surprised by their sheer discipline.

Baek Suryong studied these details with great interest. Under these conditions, it was no wonder that the Yama Keep was considered one of the strongest in the Viridian Forest.

The Viridian Scholar asked cautiously, "Master Baek, is Suhyeok adjusting well to academy life?"

"Of course. As you know, he's a very talented student..."

The corners of the otherwise stern Viridian Scholar's mouth twitched as he desperately tried to suppress a grin. He had a soft spot for praise about his son. "Ahem! This might sound a bit foolish, but my son has been exceptional since he was young. Have you heard the story of how he single-handedly subdued his biological father's nemesis, the great tiger?"

"Of course I have."

"That's not all. I'll tell you how special he was from a young age..."

Maybe it was the alcohol talking, but the Viridian Scholar smiled more warmly than ever as he boasted about his son. "My son will definitely become the new Bandit King of the Viridian Forest."

Baek Suryong smiled unconsciously. This man is also a serious fool for his son.

Suddenly, one of the more excitable bandits tottered over, gave Baek Suryong an exaggerated clasped hands greeting, and declared, "I've heard that the Azure Dragon Hero's martial arts and looks are among the top ten in the world. Seeing you in person today, I can confirm that you're as handsome as the rumors say!"

He was a well-built bandit with piercing eyes. The only problem was that he had drunk more than usual. 

He continued with a playful smirk, "However, ignorant folks like us are the type who have to see things with our own eyes to believe them. How about it? Think you could you show us your moves?"

The Viridian Scholar and the Vice-Boss's faces darkened. Orthodox martial artists were extremely prideful people, and Baek Suryong was one of the Ten Supremes at that. Even they couldn't complain if the Azure Dragon Hero cut down this reckless bandit with a single strike.

The Viridian Scholar shot up from his seat and roared at the bandit who'd misspoken, "How dare you speak so rudely! Get on your knees and apologize at once!"

"Okay, I'll do it," Baek Suryong interjected, rising to his feet and taking off his coat and shirt.

"...!" Gasps of admiration rang out at Baek Suryong's unexpectedly solid physique. The most surprised were those who had trained extensively in external arts.

"However, it's no fun if I just give a regular demonstration. Why don't we wrestle without using inner arts?" Baek Suryong walked out into an open space, smirked mischievously, and taunted the bandits. "If anyone can knock me down or force both my feet off the ground at the same time, I'll go out and publicize the name of the hero who defeated me."

"WOOOOOAH!"

Seeing Baek Suryong excite the rough men of the Viridian Forest with just a few words, the Viridian Scholar and the Vice-Boss exchanged flustered looks.

"What the hell...?"

"Huh..."

They could understand Baek Suryong enjoying the raucous feast, but they just couldn't wrap their heads around the sight of an orthodox master casually proposing a half-naked wrestling match with bandits he was meeting for the first time.

"Hyung-nim, no matter how I look at it, this can't be his first time doing something like this, right?"

"...So you're also seeing what I'm seeing? I'm not hallucinating?"

The two bandit leaders looked on in disbelief as the Azure Dragon Hero threw every charging bandit to the ground.

"Is this all you've got? Are there no real men in the Viridian Forest?! Bring it on!"

The Azure Dragon Hero, who had initially appeared reserved, now seemed more excited than anyone.


Chapter 431: Home Visit (4)

The wrestling match had started out as nothing more than a fun game.

"Really? Just external arts, with no inner arts?"

"Fufu! Even the Azure Dragon Hero will have a hard time without inner arts."

"Our martial arts might be nothing special, but we've trained our bodies by climbing the rocky cliffs of the Jingang Mountains every day."

The pleasantly drunk bandits rose from their seats one by one. Their opponent was an orthodox master, one of the so-called Ten Supremes, someone they would normally find difficult to even meet eye-to-eye with. Strangely, though, the Azure Dragon Hero didn't seem out of place among them at all. 

Well, his looks did stick out like a white heron in a flock of crows, but somehow they felt as if a black raven was hidden beneath the heron's white feathers.

This sense of familiarity gave the bandits courage.

"Sit down! You guys won't be getting a turn! The one who's gonna take down the Azure Dragon Hero and make a name for himself in the jianghu is me, the great Jang Geol!"

The bandit who had first asked the Azure Dragon Hero for a demonstration stepped forward. Boldly throwing off his shabby shirt, he rushed at Baek Suryong.

"Wahaha! Die!"

"...Please watch your language, you idiots!" the Viridian Scholar warned anxiously.

Jang Geol ignored his boss and threw a powerful punch at Baek Suryong's chin, while the other bandits cheered and whistled for their comrade.

However, Baek Suryong effortlessly flicked the man's fist away with his fingertips, showcasing his extreme precision and strength control. When Jang Geol staggered, he pushed the back of the bandit's knee with his foot to throw him off balance, then strafed past and lightly pushed the back of Jang Geol's head.

Every movement flowed together as naturally as breathing, but the result was anything but gentle.

SLAM!

Jang Geol tumbled to the ground in a disgraceful heap, covered in dust. He tried to get up, but the world spun around him and he collapsed again.

"Puhahaha! Serves you right!"

"Pathetic dumbass! After acting so high and mighty, you go and embarrass the Viridian Forest?!"

"What the fuck are you doing? Did you just fall over on your own?"

Some of the bandits laughed at the fallen Jang Geol so hard that they had to clutch their stomachs, while others clicked their tongues in pity. To them, Jang Geol appeared to have flailed wildly and then tripped over his own feet.

Only the Viridian Scholar, the Vice-Boss, and the other top external arts masters of the Yama Keep stared at the Azure Dragon Hero in shock, having recognized just how efficient and calculated his movements had been.

Unfortunately, for most of the Viridian Forest bandits, this was merely an interesting duel, the kind they rarely got to experience.

A muscular man half a head taller than Jang Geol stepped forward. "It's my turn! I'm Gu Gil of the Yama Keep, and I'd like to request a match with the Azure Dragon Hero!"

"Gu Gil, you say. That's a common name. It'll be hard to remember," Baek Suryong taunted, beckoning with his finger.

The provocation sounded playful, but the crooked smirk suited him so well that he looked no different from a typical unorthodox ruffian.

Gu Gil laughed fiercely, "...I'll make you remember it with your body."

Just like Jang Geol, he threw off his top and charged with a powerful shout.

"Haaaap!"

The result was the same.

"......" Gu Gil felt the sky and the ground switch places. One moment he was charging at Baek Suryong, and the next thing he knew, he was lying on the floor, having lost consciousness for a moment.

"G-Gu Gil, too? In one hit?"

"Move aside! It's my turn!"

"I'll be different!"

The third, fourth, and fifth challengers met the same fate. Each bandit who rushed at Baek Suryong was sent flying through the air or rolling on the ground.

"Damn it! His movements are so obvious. Why can't anyone dodge them?"

"Have you touched his body? It's like a rock, and a really solid boulder at that!"

"From now on, we're not treating you like a guest anymore!"

The bandits, who had been laughing and joking, grew stubborn after being defeated so easily. Refusing to give up, they charged in again and again.

Finally, the Vice-Boss stepped forward to stop them. "You bastards, that's enough! You're bothering our guest..."

"I'm fine," Baek Suryong interjected, shaking his head.

"......" The Viridian Scholar didn't intervene, instead choosing to watch the scene play out.

Baek Suryong continued, "This is nothing more than a warm-up for me. So, about that..."

He looked around at the men of the Viridian Forest. Their expressions showed that they weren't convinced of his superiority yet. 

An evil grin spread across his face. He knew exactly what to do in this situation.

I'll have to make them accept my dominance.

"It's a hassle fighting you weaklings one at a time. Why don't you all come at me together?"

The Yama Keep bandits' eyes lit up with fury. The fact that they couldn't take down a single slender man who wasn't using inner arts was an affront to their pride.

"Fuck! We have to knock that pretty young master to the ground, no matter what!"

"Waaaaaah!"

All the bandits lunged at Baek Suryong, but in the end, the result didn't change. Half of them went flying through the air while the other half rolled on the ground. No one managed to knock Baek Suryong down or even make his feet leave the ground.

"Damn it! He doesn't even budge when we push him!"

"He looks like a pretty boy, but his strength is monstrous!"

"How can a body like that generate that kind of power?"

The bandits' frustration quickly turned into astonishment. They had no choice but to acknowledge that Baek Suryong was incredibly strong, even without inner arts.

Still, the most surprised person was Baek Suryong himself.

Huh? Was I always this strong?

The Yama Keep bandits were by no means easy opponents. Although their inner arts and techniques were lacking, their bodies, trained for over a decade, far surpassed most students at the Azure Dragon Academy.

Even for Baek Suryong, defeating dozens of them in such a short time should not have been possible.

Could it be due to my new constitution, the Heavenly Yin Divine Meridians?

He could think of no other explanation. He had suffered from the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians since birth, so even with the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest, the world's most powerful external art, his body was still weaker than the average martial artist's.

In other words, until now, he had been unable to fully harness Master Maeng's martial arts.

With the Heavenly Yin Divine Meridians strengthening me, I might be able to execute the Savage Tiger Fist.

Baek Suryong clenched his fists tightly. He hadn't had an opportunity to use his body at full strength since overcoming the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians. For that reason, he hadn't been able to accurately gauge how much his body had changed.

Let's take this opportunity to test it out.

Fortunately, quite a few of the bandits here had trained in external arts to the extreme. Among them were two masters so skilled that even he was impressed.

He grinned mischievously. "You know, I'm curious. Who's the strongest person here?"

Every pair of eyes focused on one person. 

The Vice-Boss of the Yama Keep scratched the back of his head, smiling bashfully. "You sons of bitches! Are you trying to embarrass me too now?"

Contrary to his words, however, his confident eyes made it clear that he wouldn't lose to anyone in external arts.

"Manpae-hyung! Show him what you've got!"

"Manpae-hyung, aren't you the strongest man in the Yama Keep?"

His underlings egged him on. 

The Vice-Boss glanced at the Viridian Scholar helplessly. "Big Bro, what should I do?"

"...Do whatever you want."

Having finally received the Viridian Scholar's permission, the Vice-Boss reluctantly stepped forward, although a smile lingered on his lips. He would be lying if he said he wasn't itching to fight after watching Baek Suryong.

He clasped his hands, which were as large as pot lids, together. "I'm Jeok Manpae, Vice-Boss of the Yama Keep, and I request a match with the Azure Dragon Hero. I'm clumsy and not very good at controlling my strength, so if you feel like your bones are about to break, I hope you'll use your inner arts immediately."

Baek Suryong nodded. "Likewise, if you find yourself overwhelmed, Vice-Boss, please tap into your inner arts immediately. Otherwise, you might get hurt."

"What? Bwahahaha! The more I get to know you, the more I like you!" The Vice-Boss laughed heartily and tore off his animal-hide shirt as easily as ripping paper.

The bronze, scar-covered muscles hidden beneath his clothes rippled dramatically. Physically, he was bigger than Ya Suhyeok and on par with Geo Sangwoong. More importantly, he had trained his muscles for more than twice as long as they had.

"Give him a real thrashing, Manpae-hyung!"

"Manpae-hyung, you're the hope of the Yama Keep! Knock him down!"

"Go for it, Azure Dragon Hero! I bet on you!"

"Me too! I'd rather see Manpae-hyung get knocked on his ass!"

The bandits, now spectators, crowded around the two and erupted in cheers. Some even started placing bets, and the odds were surprisingly almost evenly split.

"Wahahaha! You bastards who bet on the Azure Dragon Hero! Just wait until this is over!"

Jeok Manpae bumped his fists together a few times, lowered his stance, and then charged at Baek Suryong like an angry bull.

His presence was overwhelming, like a boulder rolling down a mountain, but Baek Suryong didn't evade.

He's strong, but not strong enough that I need to dodge.

Baek Suryong calmly lowered his stance and ran straight toward his opponent. The distance between them closed in an instant.

KWAAAANG!

Flesh collided with flesh, but the impact sounded more like two boulders crashing together. The two men locked fingers and began a contest of strength.

"Holy shit, he's crazy...!"

"Is he seriously going to compete with Manpae-hyung in brute strength?"

"He must be out of his mind! His back's gonna snap!"

The bandits watched the match in disbelief. The difference in physique between the two combatants was so great that they looked like a man and a child.

Baek Suryong's feet were gradually pushed backward. His firm upper body glistened with sweat, and white steam rose from his entire body.

Jeok Manpae looked down at Baek Suryong, surprised that the instructor was holding his own against his divine strength. "You're fucking amazing! Not even Suhyeok can match me in strength yet..."

"......"

"But you should give up. I still have strength to spare."

"......"

"Looks like you don't have the strength to speak. A deal's a deal, so I'll just push you over. If you try to resist stubbornly, your back will break," Jeok Manpae warned, applying more force.

Baek Suryong furrowed his brow, feeling his back beginning to bend. Suddenly, though, he recalled Master Maeng's teachings.


"Master Maeng, have you ever fought an opponent bigger than yourself?"



Baek Suryong relaxed his grip and shifted his center of gravity slightly. "Hup!"

Jeok Manpae was momentarily flustered, but he was a master of external arts who had pushed his body to the limit. He skillfully pulled the center of gravity toward himself.

Unfortunately, that was exactly what Baek Suryong wanted him to do.

I have to do this in one fluid movement.

Taking a deep breath, Baek Suryong used his opponent's strength against him, swiftly ducking into the embrace of the giant who was several times his size, slightly bending his knees and waist.

"......" Jeok Manpae immediately sensed something amiss. He tried to pull his hand away and create distance, but Baek Suryong was already less than a hand's breadth away.


"Watch carefully. When you meet a guy bigger than you, this is what you do."



WHOOSH!

Baek Suryong rotated his knees, waist, and shoulders in sequence, creating rotational torque. His muscles swelled momentarily, releasing explosive power. He trusted in his body, which was flexible yet resilient thanks to the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest.


"If you can just do this properly, you'll be able to go anywhere and proudly call yourself my successor."



The Heavenly Yin Divine Meridians made movements that had previously existed only in his imagination a reality.

For the first time in five decades, the Tiger Smashes the Mountain, a close combat art created by the Bandit King to deal with opponents or spirit beasts larger than himself and one of the ultimate techniques that made him a legend, was unleashed.

BOOOOOOM!

Jeok Manpae's massive figure, weighing well over 180 kg, went flying through the air with a sound like a bursting drum.


Chapter 432: The Bandit King's Long-Cherished Desire

Just before the Tiger Smashes the Mountain struck Jeok Manpae, the Viridian Scholar, who had been observing the match intently, bellowed, "Everyone, fall back thirty meters!"

The bandits moved instinctively at their boss's frosty command. Their earlier laughter and chatter vanished as they immediately took up defensive stances, clearly demonstrating their discipline.

It was a split-second decision and response. Had the two men been fighting with inner arts, it would have been too late to prevent audience casualties. Fortunately, this was an external arts duel fought only with their physical abilities.

From another perspective, though, this also meant that the clash was powerful enough to cause a devastating shockwave.

"Fuck..." Jeok Manpae sighed softly as he watched Baek Suryong's blurred form close in on him.

The instant the instructor's shoulder touched his chest, ripples spread across his muscles as the impact radiated outward.

BOOOOOM!

With an earth-shaking roar and shockwave, he was sent flying backward, smashing through everything in his path.

"Vice-Boss!"

"Hyung-nim!"

The bandits cried out in shock and worry. Some of them glared fiercely at Baek Suryong.

Just moments ago, they had greatly admired Baek Suryong. He, one of the orthodox sects' greatest masters, had drunk with them, wrestled with them, and treated them as equals instead of looking down on them for being bandits.

His somewhat brutal methods weren't a problem. Rather, they preferred people who were rough around the edges.

Nevertheless, the attack that sent their vice boss flying was no ordinary feat.

"Cheater! You're not allowed to use inner arts!"

"How dare you use a fatal technique on our Vice-Boss...!"

A faint killing intent rose in the bandits' eyes. Those closest to the vice boss slowly reached for their weapons.

"......" Baek Suryong stood still, offering no explanation. He simply looked down at his own two hands.

This only enraged the bandits further.

"Will you explain yourself?" the Viridian Scholar asked, standing in front of his men and staring at Baek Suryong grimly.

The atmosphere neared a tipping point.

"Cough! Stop that! Show some respect toward our guest!" Jeok Manpae roared, coughing as he dug himself out from under a pile of debris. "Who said he used inner arts, you idiots?! If the Azure Dragon Hero had really tried to kill me, do you think I would be able to get back up?"

"Vice-Boss..."

"I'm fine, Big Bro. Hey, you bastards! Apologize to our guest at once!" Firmly warning the bandits against acting rashly, Jeok Manpae smacked his lips with a hint of regret and turned to Baek Suryong. "I lost. That last technique you unleased... I hope you'll let me witness it again someday. I've truly learned an important lesson."

Jeok Manpae bowed, acknowledging his defeat.

"...I'm the one who has learned a lot, too," Baek Suryong said, breathing a sigh of relief.

The moment the technique had landed, he had feared his opponent's internal organs ruptured. Fortunately, Jeok Manpae was a monster when it came to durability, bouncing back perfectly fine even after taking a direct hit of the Tiger Smashes the Mountain.

That was really crude.

Until now, the Tiger Smashes the Mountain was a technique he could technically use by force, but he had always avoided it because it put too much strain on his body. Furthermore, since he had his sword, he had thought there was no need to use it. Now that he had properly unleashed Master Maeng's martial arts for the first time, though, he was amazed by its power.

He clasped his hands in gratitude. "Thank you for yielding, Vice-Boss. If you had insisted on continuing, I would have been the one to fall to the ground."

"What are you talking about? You're too humble."

"I mean it," Baek Suryong insisted, holding up his subtly trembling hands. This was the price for using an unfamiliar technique without practice.

Naturally, a master of Jeok Manpae's caliber didn't miss such a detail. His eyes widened in surprise. "Did you push yourself that hard? Just to beat me?"

Baek Suryong sighed and nodded. "It was the only way I could think of to defeat a hero of the Viridian Forest, so I acted recklessly."

Although the truth was that his body hadn't yet adapted to the technique, he let Jeok Manpae misunderstand, thinking it was for the best.

As expected, Jeok Manpae's face brightened considerably. "Hahahaha! Why go that far? Then again, I guess not even the famed Azure Dragon Hero can send me flying that easily!"

"I never thought I'd meet someone who could impress me so much in the Viridian Forest!"

"Hahahaha! I don't know what to do with such undeserved praise!"

Baek Suryong left behind the heartily laughing Jeok Manpae and turned to the bewildered bandits and the still-suspicious Viridian Scholar. "I've learned a lot from you Viridian Forest heroes today. I used to be confident that I wouldn't lose to anyone in external arts, but after sparring with all of you, I realized my shortcomings. So, how about we call today's match a draw?"

The bandits, who had just been angry when they thought their vice boss was seriously injured, quickly changed their tune as if nothing had happened.

"A draw? What do you mean? Of course, it's your victory, Azure Dragon Hero'!"

"I've gained something to be proud of for the rest of my life!"

"Just how did you train your body?"

"May I have the honor of offering you a drink, Azure Dragon Hero?"

Such interactions were typical of the men of the Viridian Forest. Their simplicity and honesty were both their strengths and weaknesses.

The drinking party naturally resumed, and soon, the atmosphere became boisterous again.

"Ha, this is quite something..." the Viridian Scholar laughed hollowly, seeing the Azure Dragon Hero mingling and drinking with the Yama Keep bandits as if they had never traded blows.

I remember Suhyeok saying that his teacher was someone more like us than the stereotypical orthodox master. Was this what he meant by that?

For some time now, he had wanted to meet Baek Suryong, the Azure Dragon Hero, in person. He needed to learn what kind of man Baek Suryong was and what his intentions were.

That was why he had held a feast under the pretext of entertaining a guest, offered him alcohol, and only pretended to stop his lackeys when they suggested an external arts duel.

He had heard a great deal from Ya Suhyeok, so he knew that his external arts were exceptionally outstanding. He wanted to confirm that skill with his own eyes.

I never imagined that he would surpass my expectations by so much.

He had never imagined that the Azure Dragon Hero would have trained his body to such an extent. In particular, he was stunned by the technique he demonstrated at the end while facing the Vice-Boss.

That was definitely the Bandit King's martial arts. Moreover, it wasn't a hollow imitation, but the genuine article.

The Viridian Scholar felt as if he had experienced all of the surprises of the last few years in a single day.

"I expected it, but..."

He decided to stop observing from a distance. The Azure Dragon Hero was more than just a martial arts master.

He stomped his foot.

BOOM!

The ground shook, and the bandits turned their heads in unison.

Having captured everyone's attention, the Viridian Scholar looked around at his lackeys and shouted, "It's getting late. Our guest who's come from afar must be tired, so let's end the feast here."

It was late at night. Everyone was disappointed, but they obediently got up and began to clean up.

The Yama Keep was famous for having stricter discipline than any other mountain keep in the Viridian Forest. Even when they seemed relaxed, it was still within the bounds of their rules.

"Mr. Baek, allow me to show you where you'll be staying tonight," said the Viridian Scholar.

"Thank you." Baek Suryong expressed his thanks and followed the bandit boss.

FWOOSH!

A sudden, strong gust of wind made the torches in the mountain keep flicker all at once. For a moment, Baek Suryong's shadow, cast by the light, swelled immensely, as if a giant several times his size walked behind the Azure Dragon Hero.
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Baek Suryong finally had a private meeting with the Viridian Scholar. The feast in the Viridian Forest wasn't so bad, but he hadn't come there to play. He was here to form an alliance with the Viridian Forest.

"As I mentioned in my letter, I'm here today not only to see Ya Suhyeok's father, but also to propose an alliance to the Viridian Forest."

"Yes, I've read the letter you sent several times."

The two men sat facing each other, drinking tea. It was quite a rare spectacle to see two men who looked more like scholars than martial artists sitting upright and drinking tea inside one of the largest mountain keeps in the Viridian Forest, but their conversation wasn't light chatter. Rather, it was an important matter that would decide the future of the jianghu.

After taking a sip of tea, the Viridian Scholar asked calmly, "I'll ask you directly. How would this alliance benefit us?"

"The greatest benefit is safety. As you know, the Blood Cult will never leave the Viridian Forest alone. To wage war against the entire murim, they must pass through numerous mountains, and the Viridian Forest occupies most of them. The Blood Cult will either bring them under their control or annihilate those who don't listen and use their territory as base camps..."

Baek Suryong explained the safety benefits and rewards they would gain by forming an alliance.

"The Valley of Evil and the North Sea Ice Palace have already decided to join me.

"...Your negotiation ability is astounding."

Deeply impressed, the Viridian Scholar took another sip of tea and lost himself in thought as he listened to Baek Suryong's story. He had agonized over this countless times even before this meeting was arranged, but the conclusion was always the same.

"Still, I don't trust the orthodox."

"......"

"That's especially true for the Nine Sects One Gang and the Five Great Clans. Those arrogant hypocrites don't treat the people of the Viridian Forest as human. They think of us as pests that can be stomped to death at any time. I'm sorry, but I can't agree to this alliance."

The Viridian Scholar stood up and clasped his hands politely. He personally liked the Azure Dragon Hero, but an alliance with the orthodox could not be achieved on that alone. "I apologize for making you come all this way for nothing. I was going to send my reply by letter, but I didn't expect you to arrive before I could."

"Wait a moment!" Baek Suryong called out to the Viridian Scholar, who was about to turn away. "You've misunderstood me."

"......"

"I'm not suggesting you form an alliance with the orthodox! The Nine Sects One Gang, and the Five Great Clans have nothing to do with this alliance."

"...Then?"

"I'm proposing that you form an alliance with me, Baek Suryong."

The Viridian Scholar hesitated for a moment before sitting back down. Baek Suryong's gaze was too earnest. "Tell me more."

"The Azure Dragon Academy, the Valley of Evil, the North Sea Ice Palace, and the Murim Alliance. These are the organizations within my sphere of influence. I intend to settle things with the Nine Sects One Gang later, but since I haven't taken action yet, I won't speak of it. However..." Baek Suryong asserted, "If the Viridian Forest becomes our ally, I'll ensure the Nine Sects One Gang never threatens you guys again."

"...What are you talking about" The Viridian Scholar glared at Baek Suryong, barely restraining his anger.

Throughout murim history, the Viridian Forest was the most common villain, and the Nine Sects One Gang was the hero that punished those villains.

However, orthodox martial artists weren't always just. Drunk on their desire for fame, many so-called 'orthodox' martial artists had indiscriminately slaughtered innocent refugees who had fled to the mountains just to survive.

To make matters worse, the orthodox sects praised such people, calling them heroes. As long the opponent was suspected to be from the Viridian Forest, brutal murders were portrayed as acts of bravery.

The Viridian Scholar recalled the words of a deceased friend.


"We draw our swords to eat and survive, but those so-called heroes swing theirs to raise their fame. Which is worse?"



Even as one of the Ten Supremes of the era, can the Azure Dragon Hero really change the reality of the Viridian Forest? If he tries to deceive me with some absurd story...

Even though Baek Suryong was his son's teacher and one of the Ten Supremes, he had no intention of condoning falsehoods.

Baek Suryong stared intently into the Viridian Scholar's eyes. "First, let me ask just one thing," he said seriously. "Did you inherit the long-cherished desire of the Bandit King, who sought to make the Viridian Forest a sect equal to the Nine Sects One Gang?"

This wasn't an answer, but rather a question that would one day alter the course of Viridian Forest's history.

"...!!" The Viridian Scholar's eyes widened in shock. At the same time, the teacup in his hand shattered into dozens of pieces, crumbling through his fingers.


Chapter 433: For One Day

"I was right," Baek Suryong muttered, gazing blankly at the shattered teacup. Just the fact that a master of the Viridian Scholar's caliber had lost his composure over a single question was enough of an answer.

"...Just what are you trying to get at?" the Viridian Scholar retorted, his gaze turning icy. A fierce wave of qi erupted from his body, making his green robes flutter.

Depending on Baek Suryong's answer, he was prepared to fight the man to the death.

Even if it means I die here.

The Azure Dragon Hero had asked if he intended to make the Viridian Forest a great sect like the Nine Sects One Gang. If that remark got out, the Yama Keep would become a target for subjugation.

He was already infamous as one of the Ten Great Villains. He couldn't give those orthodox bastards another excuse to target the Viridian Forest. It would be better if he risked his life and attacked the Azure Dragon Hero now.

There's no way I can win if he were in perfect condition, but he must be exhausted after all that wrestling. If I get lucky...

He tensed.

CLINK!

Baek Suryong placed his teacup on the table, interrupting the Viridian Scholar's thoughts. "I'm not threatening you," he elaborated, shaking his head as if he had read the bandit boss's mind. "I'm asking because I'm genuinely curious."

"...I'll ask again. What are you trying to get at? Why did you ask me that question?"

Baek Suryong smiled bitterly. "Because I, too, am someone who remembers the Bandit King's long-cherished wish."

"......"


"One day, I'll make the Viridian Forest a prestigious sect on par with the Nine Sects One Gang."



Master Maeng often talked about his dreams and aspirations in prison. His long-cherished wish was to transform the Viridian Forest, scorned as a band of outlaws, into a great martial arts sect acknowledged by the world.


"That's the most absurd nonsense I've ever heard from you."

"Ha! You'd better get on my good side starting now, Crazy Demon. That is, unless you want the Hyonwon Clan to pay double the toll when passing through the Viridian Forest!"

"...A toll? How's that any different from robbery?" Master Crazy Demon pointed out. "You can't call yourself a proper sect if you do that! Don't you have a proper plan?"

Master Maeng scratched his head. "Eh, the smart guys under me will figure out the hard stuff like that. Anyway, once I get out of here, I'm definitely gonna make the Viridian Forest a great sect!"

"...I see I was wrong to even try to reason to you in the first place."

"Kehahaha! You make that mistake every day, though?"



Master Maeng had many enemies. Even before his imprisonment, he had boldly proclaimed his wish to the world. Unfortunately, not only did those in the Nine Sects One Gang and the Five Great Clans ridicule him, but so did those in the unorthodox sects.

If not for his peerless martial arts, he would have been slain by the orthodox long ago. In fact, countless renowned orthodox masters had challenged him, only to be sent packing with multiple fractures.

The Viridian Scholar's eyes widened in shock and disbelief. "When you say you remember it, don't tell me..."

As decades passed following the sudden disappearance of the Bandit King, his wish was gradually forgotten. The once-united Viridian Forest splintered into factions, and even the name 'Viridian Forest Alliance' became meaningless.

Only now, after all this time, did the man who remembered the Bandit King's wish meet the man who sought to inherit his legacy.

"That's right." Baek Suryong nodded. "I'm a direct disciple of the Bandit King. I was taught all the complete Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest as well as the Savage Tiger Fist."

"...!!" The Viridian Scholar's jaw dropped. Stunned, he muttered haltingly, "That's...rather difficult to believe."

He's...a direct disciple of the Bandit King?

No one understood the significance of those words better than he did. Still, he wasn't naive enough to blindly trust Baek Suryong, even after witnessing him use the Bandit King's martial arts. The man could have simply picked up a secret manual somewhere.

Baek Suryong smiled knowingly. "Whether you believe me or not doesn't matter. Since you wanted to know why I asked you that question, I answered. That's all."

"What on earth..." The Viridian Scholar stared at Baek Suryong in confusion.

If he really is the Bandit King's disciple, then doesn't that mean he's qualified to become the next Bandit King? Wait, could it be...?

He asked nervously, "...Did you come here to challenge me for the position of Bandit King?"

The Yama Keep was one of the three most powerful bandit keeps in the Viridian Forest. If Baek Suryong could make them submit, then all the keeps under them would also be his to command.

However, Baek Suryong shook his head. "I'm not qualified."

He had no intention of fulfilling Master Maeng's wish himself, because at the end of the day, he wasn't a man of the Viridian Forest.

I don't think Master Maeng would want that either. If someone else intends to inherit his wish, though, I'm more than willing to help.

The Viridian Scholar asked cautiously, "Then, where's the Bandit King now...?"

"He passed away some time ago. I'm sorry, but I can't tell you the detailed circumstances right now. It's... complicated."

"......"

"I understand you don't believe that I'm his direct disciple, but will you also deny that I've inherited the Bandit King's martial arts?"

"No, I won't." The Viridian Scholar shook his head. He had seen the Azure Dragon Hero demonstrate the Bandit King's martial arts with his own eyes. He couldn't deny that fact.

Baek Suryong leaned toward him and whispered, "Honestly... revealing this brings me no benefit. It'd only tarnish my reputation."

"...I suppose so."

The Azure Dragon Hero was a renowned orthodox hero. What would happen if it became known that he had inherited the martial arts of the Bandit King, a peerless unorthodox master? Nothing good would come of it. He would be lucky if scandals didn't ruin him.

"Nevertheless, I told you the truth because I sincerely desire an alliance with you. Please, reconsider."

"Hmm..." Frowning, the Viridian Scholar fell into deep thought for a long time. Finally, he said, "I understand, but could you please give me two more days to think?"

"...Why two days?"

"I depart for the unorthodox sects' assembly in two days. I'll give you my answer then."

Baek Suryong nodded. He wasn't completely satisfied with this answer, but he decided to leave it at that.

He's very cautious, so persuading him won't be easy. On the flip side, that makes him an even more valuable ally.

Since trying to persuade the Viridian Scholar now would likely backfire, he decided not to speak any more about the alliance. There were plenty of other things to talk about.

"By the way, fate is truly fickle mistress. Who would've thought that your son Suhyeok would become my student?"

"Do you know how surprised I was the day my son returned home for vacation?"

The two men chuckled. The fact that two men who had learned the Bandit King's martial arts met under these circumstances was surprising enough, but the circumstances were made all the more mysterious by the fact that it was only possible because a young bandit hid his identity to enroll in the Azure Dragon Academy.

"By the way, Mr. Baek. Would you like to grab a drink? We'll have it at the most scenic spot in the Jingang Mountains."

Baek Suryong nodded readily. "That sounds good."

The two men set aside the complicated conversation, grabbed a bottle of liquor, and went outside.

WHOOSH! WHOOSH!

The moon hung high and bright in the sky as two figures, one leading and one following, ascended the rocky cliffs.

The Viridian Scholar landed lightly on a mountaintop and headed toward the rock engraved with the Bandit King's alias, where he had first met Baek Suryong. Leaning his back against it, he sat down.

"I always come here when I've got a lot on my mind," he remarked.

"...The view at night is quite different," Baek Suryong marveled. The scenery of the Jingang Mountains, shrouded in deep darkness, was as tranquil as an ink wash painting. 

The two men drank, taking turns filling each other's cups. They didn't have any side dishes to go with the alcohol, but the moon's reflection in their cups was enough.

"Before I was born, my father had a run-in with the Bandit King," the Viridian Scholar suddenly began.

Baek Suryong's eyes lit up with interest. "What happened?"

"My father was on the run with my mother after beating a corrupt official to death in his hometown. With nowhere else to go, they took refuge in the Jingang Mountains. They were discovered by the Bandit King, who happened to be passing by. He learned their story and took them in."

"Your father must have been quite a man," Baek Suryong chuckled.

The Viridian Scholar downed another cup of liquor, a hint of embarrassment creeping across his face. "Anyway, my father became a member of the Yama Keep, and a few months later, I was born. So, in a way, I've been a member of the Viridian Forest since birth."

"Does that happen often?"

"It's not uncommon. People who have no way to make a living, who are on the run after being falsely accused, or who have nowhere else to go hide in the mountains. Some of them join our family."

"......" Baek Suryong smiled warmly. As the Viridian Scholar had said the word 'family, ' a gentle smile had formed on his lips.

"I was quite smart from a young age, so everyone encouraged me to study. After that, I took the provincial civil service exam, and guess what? I passed! I had big dreams back then. I thought that if I became a government official, I could change this absurd world, even just a little."

The Viridian Scholar paused, his lips curling into a bitter smile. "But it was impossible. To become an official, one must have a clean family background. I managed to pass the provincial exam with a fake identity, but I was caught while taking the metropolitan exam and almost got killed. In the end, I had no choice but to flee back here."

"......"

"It seems ridiculous now, but back then, I wanted to commit suicide. Despite being completely wasted, I scrambled up the rocky cliffs. Well, I lost all my fingernails, but I was lucky enough to reach this place alive." The Viridian Scholar reached out and stroked the Bandit King's rock. "Here, I discovered the martial arts and miracle herbs that the Bandit King had left behind. He must've been horribly drunk too because his handwriting was atrocious."

"...I figured as much," Baek Suryong muttered with a sigh.

The Viridian Scholar chuckled. "My destiny changed that day. I kept my discovery a secret and ran to my father, pestering him to tell me stories about the Bandit King. Thanks to that, I also learned about his reckless dream."

Baek Suryong's heart ached. The reckless dream of making the Viridian Forest a great sect on par with the Nine Sects One Gang. The dream that everyone had laughed at.

Whether drunk on liquor or his dream, the Viridian Scholar rambled on. "Of course, there are villains in the Viridian Forest too. Scoundrels who ambush and murder innocent travelers to steal their belongings, and madmen who enjoy killing for its own sake. But not everyone's like that. At the very least, the Yama Keep isn't. We've got our own principles and rules. I know this might sound ridiculous to a righteous hero like you, but..."

"I don't think it's ridiculous."

The Viridian Scholar eyed Baek Suryong skeptically, but the instructor was gazing up at the starry night sky with a distant look.

"Everyone's got their own life to live. I've got no intention of laughing at that."

"......"

"And Suhyeok told me. He said he's proud to be the son of the Viridian Scholar."

"That kid said that, did he..." The Viridian Scholar smiled with satisfaction, then drained his cup again.

Baek Suryong refilled his empty cup. "May I ask you one thing?"

"Of course."

"How did you become one of the Ten Great Villains? What on earth did you do?"

The Viridian Scholar paused, then tilted his head in puzzlement. "It's a pretty famous story. Haven't you heard it before?"

Baek Suryong explained, "I know, but the version I heard is probably biased. About ten years ago, you brutally killed three prodigies from the Nine Sects One Gang. After that, you fought the martial artists from Qingcheng and Diancang who came for revenge. You inflicted heavy damage through guerrilla warfare, making them retreat... I understand you've been called one of the Ten Great Villains ever since."

"That's all correct," the Viridian Scholar nodded readily. "What isn't known, however, is that those so-called prodigies attacked and killed our Viridian Forest brothers first for no other reason than to gain real combat experience."

"......"

"I tore them to shreds to make sure they'd never set foot on this mountain again."

As he said this, the Viridian Scholar felt a slight pang of regret. No matter how justified his revenge was, he didn't think the story would sound righteous to the Azure Dragon Hero.

To his surprise, however...

"Well done!" Baek Suryong praised.

"...Pardon?"

"When morons try to climb over you, you've got to stomp them down for good. Isn't it ridiculous that you're considered one of the Ten Great Villains over such a natural reaction?"

"...Huh?"

Baek Suryong clicked his tongue. "Tsk, those orthodox sects bastards. I've really gotta hand it to them for making a fuss over nothing once again."

"Pfft... Hahahaha!" The Viridian Scholar clutched his stomach and laughed for a long time. When he finally stopped, he stared at Baek Suryong curiously. "I take back my earlier words about giving you a reply in two days. If you grant me one request, I think I can make my decision sooner."

"A request? What is it?"

"Would you join us tomorrow, just for one day?"

"...What do you mean?"

"For one day, I want you to join the Viridian Forest."


Chapter 434: An Experienced Newcomer (1)

"...I can't believe I'm suddenly playing bandit," Baek Suryong sighed as he put on the sleeveless beast-hide vest the Yama Keep had prepared for him. This was his work uniform for the day. "Who dresses like this in fucking autumn?"

Truthfully, the cold didn't matter to Baek Suryong, who had achieved Extreme Temperature Immunity from his training in the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest.

The weird ones are the Yama Keep bandits who walk around in just a thin vest despite the freezing autumn mountain air!

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword vibrated at his waist. [For someone complaining so much, you look good. Somehow, those clothes suit you just right...]

Baek Suryong tapped the blade with his finger. "My creed is to do my best at whatever I do, even if its banditry. Besides, an alliance is on the line, so I have to give this my all."

He took a final look in the mirror and changed his features using the bone contortion art. He sharpened his eyes, straightened his mouth into a line, and made his jaw more angular.

"The last time I used this face was during summer vacation, huh?"

[...Need me to turn you hair white?]

Baek Suryong chuckled and shook his head, but his features had turned so harsh that even a faint smile looked like a chilling sneer. "This isn't the North Sea. I don't need to stand out that much."

After finishing his preparations, he left the room. As he walked, he recalled his conversation with the Viridian Scholar the previous night.


"I take back my earlier words about giving you a reply in two days. If you grant me one request, I think I can make my decision sooner."

"A request? What is it?"

"Would you join us tomorrow, just for one day?"

"...What do you mean?"

"For one day, I want you to join the Viridian Forest."



It wasn't hard to make his decision. He was already planning to go to the unorthodox sects' meeting with the Viridian Scholar, and a one-day bandit experience sounded a lot more fun than lazing around the Yama Keep all day.

I also want to see how the Yama Keep does business.

In his past life, Master Maeng had told him stories about the Viridian Forest until he was sick of hearing them. Now, though, those stories were decades old. The Viridian Forest had surely changed a lot since then.

"I'll earn my keep today and make it impossible for them to refuse."

Baek Suryong steeled his resolve and stepped outside.

The waiting bandits bowed their heads.

""Good morning, Hyung-nim!""

After wrestling with Baek Suryong the previous night, they respectfully called him Hyung-nim without hesitation. His face had changed, but they already knew he would use disguise himself.

Baek Suryong nodded in acknowledgement, as if this was completely natural. However, as he looked around, he realized one thing. He was the only fair-skinned man among the tanned bandits, and that made him stand out like a sore thumb.

Well, there's nothing I can do about that.

Smiling, he asked the bandits, "Did you all sleep well?"

""Yes!""

"You bastards. I'm glad to see you're all so full of energy so early in the morning, but is the Viridian Forest always this diligent?"

Of course, only the morning shift was awake, but Baek Suryong was still surprised that the Yama Keep bandits were up at dawn, contrary to the stereotype that they would sleep in after a night of drinking. 

A large bandit approached Baek Suryong. "I've been assigned to assist you today, Hyung-nim."

Baek Suryong remembered this man. He was the one who had charged at him first last night, only to be sent flying. "Your name was Jang Geol, right?"

"Yes! I'm honored that you remember my name! I'll do my best to guide you today to ensure you have a smooth experience!" Jang Geol replied loudly, but he couldn't hide the anxiety in his voice.

Baek Suryong patted Jang Geol's shoulder. "Don't worry about me and just do what you normally do. I'll cooperate as much as I can."

"Thank you, Hyung-nim! So, uh... are you gonna keep using that fancy sword?"

"What's wrong with that?" Baek Suryong tilted his head, puzzled. Unless a master on the level of the Ten Supremes invaded the Yama Keep, he shouldn't even need to draw his sword.

So why's he asking about my weapon?

[...I think he's saying that I don't fit your image,] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword said sharply.

"...?" Baek Suryong was a little taken aback that she now completely identified as a sword, but he didn't say anything.

Jang Geol frowned, looking troubled. "No, it's not that... I know you're incredibly strong, Hyung-nim, but our work is all about intimidation. To do that, we need to make a strong first impression..."

Baek Suryong nodded. "Ah, I understand! I was being shortsighted."

To put it simply, he needed to look as menacing as possible. Besides, it was strange for a mere bandit to carry a treasured sword. Although his scabbard was plain and dark as it was made from the horn of the One-Horned Demon Dragon, there was always a chance that a sharp-eyed merchant might recognize it as a treasure.

He wrapped the Divine Azure Dragon Sword in cloth and slung it across his back, then said to Jang Geol, "Please bring me a suitably large and vicious-looking weapon."

"Leave it to me, Hyung-nim!"

Moments later, Jang Geol returned carrying a large executioner's sword with a jagged, sawtooth blade. The weapon looked vicious, but it was extremely poorly maintained, and was caked with dirt and dried blood.

Baek Suryong scowled. "What happened to weapon maintenance? Is this supposed to be a sword or a club?"

"We left it like that on purpose. We rarely have to swing our weapons, so all you have to do is rest it on your shoulder. It's also good for use as a tool, like a shovel or a saw, when we're working."

"...A tool?" Baek Suryong tilted his head. The Viridian Forest's 'business' seemed very different from what he had imagined. "Let me see it."

He took the thick executioner's sword from Jang Geol, casually slung it over his shoulder, and stood with his weight on one leg. 

The bandits started clapping, praising his perfect posture.

"Not bad." Baek Suryong nodded, already liking his new weapon. He grinned at Jang Geol. "Okay, let's get to work now!"

"......"

Baek Suryong's steps were incredibly light as he walked shoulder to shoulder with the bandits down the mountain.

[He's not gonna settle down here, is he...] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword muttered worriedly, but her voice was quickly drowned out by the bandits' boisterous laughter.

[image: sep]


The Yama Keep's business was surprisingly systematic.

"We've got a total of three business locations. We call them the main road, the middle road, and the small road. First, we'll go to the middle road."

"Why aren't we going to the main road?" Baek Suryong asked. The main road was the safest and best-maintained path, used mainly by trading companies or escort agencies with carriages.

"There aren't many customers on the main road. It's safe and comfortable, but the path isn't that fast and the toll is expensive, so most customers use the middle road, making it our main source of income."

Baek Suryong nodded in understanding. Large trading companies or escort agencies likely only passed through the mountains once or twice every three days.

He, Jang Geol, and a few other bandits descended the mountainside to the middle road. The path was wide enough for three or four people to walk side by side. A steep drop flanked the left side, but a fence had been installed to prevent accidents.

Baek Suryong stomped on the firmly packed ground and examined the fence. "Did you guys put up this fence?"

Jang Geol nodded proudly. "If the number of customers decreases, it'd be hard for us to make a living, wouldn't it? After we put up the fence, the number of falls decreased significantly, and the number of customers increased."

"Who came up with this idea?"

"That was Big Bro's, no, Boss's idea, of course."

"Hmm..."

Baek Suryong glanced around. A pavilion stood in a small clearing next to the path, serving as both a guard post and a resting area. An assortment of shovels, pickaxes, and axes were piled in one corner.

Eager to brag, Jang Geol explained, "Since this is a frequently used path, we have to maintain it well. Otherwise, the customers complain."

"...Are you guys really bandits?"

"Yes? Is something wrong?"

Baek Suryong felt a little deflated. These people aren't bandits... they're fucking forest rangers! Those thick, chiseled muscles were built from shoveling and chopping wood, not fighting!

He had steeled his resolve, but seeing the 'business site' in person was anticlimactic. Based on his talk with the Viridian Scholar, he knew the Yama Keep didn't recklessly kill people and steal their possessions, but this was mind-boggling even to him.

"Most of the customers who pass through here are small-time peddlers with one or two donkeys... It's early, but our first customer will probably arrive soon... Oh, here he is!"

Just as Jang Geol was speaking, the first customer appeared in the distance. He was a middle-aged man holding the reins of an old mule, with sweat beading on his forehead.

The man's face lit up when he saw Jang Geol. "Jang-hyung!"

"Hahaha! If it isn't Lim-hyung! Good morning, you're our first customer today!"

Jang Geol strode down and helped carry the man's luggage. They seemed familiar with each other. 

He poked the man in the side and casually asked, "You've got a full load today too? Business must be good, huh?"

The peddler called Lim-hyung groaned. "If it were that good, I'd have bought a carriage and taken the main road. Sigh, this is killing me. I don't know how much longer I can keep working this job..." He gently tugged the reins of the mule following him and sighed again. "This one's getting old, too. In a few years, I don't think it'll be able to climb the mountain. So, about that, can't you give me a little discount on the toll?"

Baek Suryong was dumbfounded. Holy shit, a merchant is trying to haggle with a bandit?

Jang Geol snorted. He was a seasoned bandit. There was no way he would fall for a bluff so easily. "Hey, you shameless old man. You already get a fifty percent discount as our first customer of the day, yet you want another discount on top of that? If you're that stingy, take the small road!"

"No, I was just grumbling about my situation..." The peddler reached the top of the path, unloaded his pack mule, and casually sat on the bench in the pavilion.

Jang Geol handed him a waterskin. "How are things going in town? Any interesting rumors?"

"These days, people are mostly talking about the Blood Cult. Oh, have you heard of the Azure Dragon Hero? He's a peerless master who appeared out of nowhere. Apparently, he's been going around beating up the Blood Cult. You should be careful, too, Jang-hyung. A guy like that isn't likely to leave the Viridian Forest alone."

"Ahem! The weather's nice today!"

"What are you talking about? It's cloudy as hell..."

"Ahem-hem-hem!" Jang Geol coughed strangely. 

The peddler tilted his head, finally noticing Baek Suryong standing behind Jang Geol. "Is the fellow behind you a new recruit? I haven't seen his face before."

"Uh, yeah... something like that," Jang Geol replied, glancing nervously at Baek Suryong.

Baek Suryong nodded silently.

The peddler took out a few pieces of dried fruit. He shared them with the two men and ate some himself. "He isn't that big, but he's got a really menacing vibe. Still, aren't you a bit too thin for someone from the Yama Keep?"

"...That's because I only joined recently," Baek Suryong answered vaguely.

The peddler clicked his tongue and gave him a few more pieces of dried fruit, seeming to think the newcomer wasn't eating properly. "Well, I'll be on my way then. Thanks for today."

"Safe travels!"

"...Safe travels."

The peddler loaded his goods back onto his mule, left the toll on the pavilion bench, then continued down the path.

Baek Suryong watched him for a moment, then asked Jang Geol, "Are you generally that friendly with the customers?"

Jang Geol scratched the back of his head and laughed awkwardly. "Only the merchants we're close to. We show no mercy to the newcomers."

However, most of the peddlers who came next seemed to be regulars.

"Look who it is! Bok-hyung!"

"Jeong-hyung! How are you? I haven't seen you in a while."

"Oh my, Manchil! I heard from Bok-hyung that your father passed away recently. My condolences. The toll? Forget it. Just go, you punk."

People asked about each other's lives, shared rumors, rested, and then continued on their way. Not once were voices raised or swords swung.

"What the hell...!?" Baek Suryong was stunned speechless at the unexpectedly peaceful scene. 

In the end, he stuck to the middle road until lunchtime. After that, Jang Geol informed him that the next shift would be arriving soon and politely asked if he wanted to check out another location.

"Hyung-nim, would you like to see the small road, too?"

"Do you normally switch shifts this often?"

"Not usually, but Big Bro told me to show you everything."

Baek Suryong nodded obediently, and the two of them ascended the mountain together.

As it turned out, the small road was certainly rougher and less maintained than the middle road. The guard post was also smaller, with only three bandits stationed there.

"This path is mainly used by herbalists and hunters. It's a bit dangerous, but the toll is the cheapest, so a surprising number of people come and go..." Jang Geol's voice trailed off, and his expression darkened as he stared down the path.

"What's wrong?"

Jang Geol sighed, "Fuck, not this again..."

Baek Suryong's heart pounded with excitement. Thinking he could finally earn his keep, he lowered the executioner's sword with a flourish and stabbed it into the ground.

With eyes as sharp as a hawk's, he glared down the mountain path.


Chapter 435: An Experienced Newcomer (2)

CRACK, CRACK!

Baek Suryong cracked his neck in anticipation as he stepped forward. "Looks like there's a problem?" he asked Jang Geol.

"Well..." Jang Geol hesitated, looking troubled.

Baek Suryong recalled the blackmail and intimidation techniques he had learned from Master Maeng in his past life and smirked. If he didn't do anything now, his day would end with nothing but boring observation. While watching the surprisingly peaceful life of the Yama Keep wasn't bad, he really wanted to help with some proper bandit work.

If I help solve a problem, the Viridian Scholar might consider the alliance proposal more favorably, too.

"What's the problem?" he asked. "A merchant who won't pay up? An escort agency trying to force their way through? Or a surprise attack from another mountain keep?"

Jang Geol stared at Baek Suryong in confusion, then delivered disappointing news to the strangely excited orthodox master. "...Huh? No, it's nothing like that."

"I'm disappointed..."

"Eh? Why?"

Baek Suryong stared down the road. Come to think of it, he still hadn't sensed any presences. If enemies were approaching, he should've sensed them by now.

He shot a dirty look at Jang Geol. "Damn punk. Why are you sighing if it's nothing? Getting my hopes up for no reason?"

"No, I sighed because of that grandma over there..." Jang Geol pointed at the base of mountain path.

"Grandma?" Baek Suryong's gaze followed Jang Geol's finger. Far down the mountain path, beyond the reach of even his senses, a large bundle of luggage appeared to be moving by itself... no, there was an old woman climbing the mountain path, balancing a large bundle on her head.

"Grandma!" Jang Geol shouted as he rushed down the slope. He blocked the old woman's path, then reached out and roughly snatched the bundle from her head like a stereotypical bandit.

However, his next words were anything but bandit-like.

"How many times have I told you not to come this way! The path is rough, and you'll get hurt if you fall! Besides, there are wild animals, so please just take the main road like I asked you to last time..."

"Shut your damn mouth, brat! I'm not deaf," the old woman snapped irritably.

Baek Suryong's eye twitched. This grandma seemed to have a formidable personality. The way she fearlessly rebuffed a man three times her size, striking terror into Jang Geol, revealed a resilience forged through enduring countless hardships.

Her sheer stubbornness reminds me of someone.

He briefly thought of his grandfather Mae Geuklyom and shook his head. 

Meanwhile, Jang Geol meekly climbed the path with the old woman, grumbling, "Are you going to visit your daughter who married into the village over the mountain again? I heard she had a son recently?"

"...I'm bringing her some winter clothing in advance. The weather's getting colder, and I'm worried the little one will freeze."

"Why'd you marry your daughter off to a poor good-for-nothing? If you'd given her to a reliable man like me..."

"Shut your trap. You? Reliable? Hmph!"

The old woman reached the rest area and plopped down on the pavilion bench. Spotting Baek Suryong, she clicked her tongue in disdain. "Tsk tsk! Do you have nothing better to do than sit around being a bandit, young lad? Since you have a healthy body and strong limbs, you should be farming. Do your parents know what you're doing? Go back to your hometown before it's too late and you break their hearts, brat. And damn it! What a waste of that pretty face, staying here with these tanned brutes..."

Baek Suryong's head spun from the downpour of nagging. For the first time in his life, he was being subjected to a one-sided verbal beating.

"Grandma! Don't speak so carelessly when you don't know the situation. You know full well everyone's got their reasons, so why are you being like this?"

"Aish... It's just frustrating to see yet another fine young man taking up work in the mountains."

Baek Suryong heaved a sigh of relief. If Jang Geol hadn't cut in, the old woman would likely have nagged him for another two hours.

Perhaps feeling a little sorry for her harsh words, the old woman took something out of her pack. "If you're hungry, eat this."

Baek Suryong looked at what she took out. She had brought dumplings in a tiered lunchbox. They had gone cold on the way there, but the bandits gathered around the wooden bench and devoured them hastily, as if starving.

He took one and tried it as well.

"...This is good!" he exclaimed, his eyes widening slightly. He wasn't really picky about food, but the old woman's dumplings were delicious enough to surprise even him. 

It wasn't an exaggeration to say that these dumplings were comparable to those made by Namgung Su. If the old woman sold these in front of the Azure Dragon Academy, students would swarm the place every day.

"How does it taste? Goodness! You must've been starving for a long time, you're so skinny!"

"I'm not that thin..."

"Don't talk back, just eat this too, you rascal," The old woman interrupted gruffly as she split her own dumpling in half and gave it to Baek Suryong.

"...Thank you for the food."

Baek Suryong popped the half-dumpling into his mouth and chewed thoughtfully. The dumpling was cold, but the affection within it felt as warm as if it were freshly steamed.

""Phew...""

Jang Geol and the bandits, who had been watching anxiously, sighed in relief. If Baek Suryong had lost his temper at the old woman, it would have been a disaster.

After the short snack break ended, the old woman tried to put the bundle back on her head, but Jang Geol quickly snatched it away, blocked her path, then turned around and bent over.

"...What do you think you're doing?" the old woman snapped irritably.

"My stomach's full. I need some post-meal exercise, so get on my back, Grandma."

The old woman was appalled. "Cut the crap! Do I not have hands or feet? I'll pay the toll, so just take this and get lost, you stupid punk."

Still, Jang Geol didn't move. In the end, the grandma muttered about what a pain he was and got on his back.

"I'll carry the luggage, Hyung-nim," Baek Suryong said, tactfully picking up the old woman's large pack.

Jang Geol's jaw dropped at the sudden honorific, but soon laughed heartily, "Uho, uhoho! Alright. Our new little brother will carry Grandma's luggage and follow us! Let's get this done quickly!"

The three of them departed, leaving the remaining bandits at the outpost. Despite carrying the old woman, Jang Geol strode along the mountain path faster than most men could run. He could have used movement arts, but he seemed to be as careful as possible, worried any sudden jolt might hurt the old woman.

"Grandma, going to see your daughter is one thing, but do you really have to take this dangerous path every time? What will you do if you end up as tiger food?"

"What's so tempting about the meat of a shriveled old woman?"

"Aish! You talk big for someone who sprained her ankle on the mountain last time. What would've happened if our boys hadn't found you on patrol? Do you have any idea how awful it feels to bury the corpse of someone you know..."

"Are you hoping I'll die, you scoundrel!" Enraged, the old woman yanked Jang Geol's ear. 

"OWW! It hurts, it hurts!"

Baek Suryong chuckled watching the two bicker like a mother and son.

Now I see why the Viridian Scholar assigned Jang Geol to me.

Jang Geol was unique among the people of the Yama Keep. How many bandits would dare think of asking Baek Suryong for a match, let alone befriend merchants or carry an old woman across a rough mountain path?

So Jang Geol is the example of the future he envisions for the Viridian Forest.

Baek Suryong now fully understood what the Viridian Scholar desired. Still, he felt that many aspects were lacking. He began to think about how he would supplement those parts if he were in charge.

If I were the Viridian Scholar...

Glancing around the mountain trails, he took out a notebook and jotted down his thoughts. It seemed that today was not a day for swinging a sword, but a day for moving a brush.

Instead of just managing the roads and collecting tolls, we can expand into various other businesses...

Several nefarious business ideas sprang into Baek Suryong's mind.
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"Grandma! On your way back, make sure you take the main road, not this one. We won't charge you a toll. Got it?"

"Shut up and get lost!"

After helping the old woman down the mountain, the two men headed to the main road. This was the Yama Keep's largest business location and the last place Baek Suryong was touring today. The sun was setting, and it would be completely dark in a few hours.

"The main road has the fewest customers, yet we always post the most guards here. Care to guess why?" Jang Geol asked.

Baek Suryong replied with a chuckle, "The side paths have their merits, but if the main road is breached, the Yama Keep's reputation would be ruined. That's why you defend it so desperately, right?"

"Huh? How did you know? Did someone tell you?" Jang Geol exclaimed, surprised.

Baek Suryong shrugged. He couldn't very well say he had heard it from the Bandit King.

"Anyway, you're right. The main road is our pride. We have to guard this pass securely so the escort agencies and trading companies don't get any funny ideas."

"So, do fights break out often on the main road?" Baek Suryong asked, clinging to a tiny sliver of hope.

Jang Geol shook his head. "It happens rarely, and there hasn't been a fight in six months. No sane trading company or escort agency would choose to fight the Yama Keep instead of just paying the toll. Though sometimes, greenhorns new to the jianghu might..."

"ENOUGH!" a shout imbued with inner qi echoed.

The two men glanced at each other and simultaneously unleashed their movement arts. 

A moment later, the same voice shouted again. "How can you submit to bandits who illegally occupy a mountain and demand money! As a martial artist of the orthodox, I simply cannot stand by in the face of this injustice! Step aside at once!"

As they neared, the speaker became visible. It was a very obstinate-looking young man, around twenty years old, wearing a tight headband around his forehead.

SHIIING!

The young man drew his sword and strode forward. "Viridian Scholar, come out at once! I'll test whether you're worthy of calling yourself the master of this mountain!"

"......" Although the young man was provoking the Viridian Scholar, the Yama Keep's bandits remained indifferent.

It was someone else who was horrified.

"Y-Young Master! Please calm down. I'll take care of this..." A middle-aged man who appeared to be the head of a merchant caravan fretted between him and the bandits. "Vice-Boss! Please wait a moment. The young master doesn't know how things work around here. I'll persuade him..."

"Take your time, there aren't any other customers behind you," the Vice-Boss replied, picking his ear and nodding leisurely.

The young man's face flushed with shame and rage. "Director, how could you be so subservient? My sword will protect you all!" he bellowed, shoving the director aside and stepping forward sharply.

The Vice-Boss's eyes narrowed slightly.

The young man introduced himself, "I am Geum Jinmyeong, a secular disciple of Wudang. I'll yield the first move to my lessers, so any who have the courage, come and challenge me!"

The Yama Keep bandits' faces grew increasingly annoyed.

"......" Baek Suryong, who had just arrived at the scene with Jang Geol, grasped the situation instantly.

So he's the jianghu greenhorn Jang Geol was talking about...

"Oh, you're here," Vice-Boss Jeok Manpae greeted, scratching his head in annoyance. 

"What's going on, Vice-Boss?" Baek Suryong asked, even though he was pretty sure he knew the answer.

"Can't you see? Some orthodox brat showed up and caused a scene. I'm debating whether to kill him or let him live. Seems like he knows the merchant over there..."

"Shut up, I can hear you! Always scheming and whispering behind people's backs... as expected of bandits!"

"...Should we just kill him?"

Most of the bandits nodded in agreement.

Suddenly, Jeok Manpae met Baek Suryong's gaze. "New guy, wanna give it a try?" he asked.

The bandits' eyes lit up with anticipation as they wondered how the Azure Dragon Hero would deal with the reckless brat. They imagined him either displaying a magnificent technique or making the boy kneel with the overwhelming aura of a peerless master.

"It'd be best if we could persuade him with words, but..." Jeok Manpae added.

"Okay, I'll try to persuade him." Baek Suryong nodded readily and stepped forward before anyone could stop him. 

Geum Jinmyeong blinked in bewilderment at the sight of a slender man emerging from among the burly figures. Given his lack of inner qi, the man seemed to be an ordinary thug, not a martial artist.

"Are you trying to mock me?! Sending out the most insignificant one..."

"Hack! Ptui!" Baek Suryong spat on the flat of his executioner's blade and swung it at Geum Jinmyeong without hesitation.

"Huk!" Geum Jinmyeong immediately tried to retreat, but it was useless. 

Although Baek Suryong's technique appeared simple and crude, it was actually so profound that even a skilled movement arts user would struggle to evade his swing.

Geum Jinmyeong's face paled. "A-An expert...!"

Before he could finish his line, the side of the executioner's blade, coated in thick saliva, slammed into his cheek.

THWACK! THUD!

Geum Jinmyeong collapsed to the ground, knocked out in a single blow. The first jianghu journey he had embarked on with lofty dreams had now ended at the hands of a nameless bandit.

Baek Suryong casually slung his executioner's blade back over his shoulder, then glared at the gaping merchant. "I didn't kill him, so load him onto the cart and get going. When he wakes up, warn him that if he dares come here and cause trouble again, I'll send him off minus an arm and a leg. Got it?"

"Y-Yes! I understand!" The merchant bowed his head repeatedly, then had his workers unceremoniously toss Geum Jinmyeong onto a cart. 

Baek Suryong smirked evilly. If the Viridian Scholar said anything about this incident, he planned to tell him that if Master Maeng had seen what just happened, he would've done the same thing.

No no, if it were Master Maeng, he would've done worse.

Meanwhile, the bandits watching Baek Suryong exchanged glances and murmured suspiciously.

"Hey... is he really new to this?"

"He seems more like an experienced hire..."

"He said he was gonna persuade him..."


Chapter 436: Persuasion

That night, Baek Suryong finished his one-day Viridian Forest employment and went to see the Viridian Scholar.

Having already heard about the incident on the main road, the Viridian Scholar smiled mischievously as Baek Suryong entered the room. "I heard that you were very persuasive today," he teased.

Baek Suryong pouted. "...Are you being sarcastic?"

"Of course not. I'm being sincere. You really did well."

Baek Suryong's eyes widened in surprise. He had expected a scolding instead of praise. "I heard the guy I knocked out was a secular disciple of Wudang. Won't that cause you trouble later on?"

The Viridian Scholar's smile widened. "Quite the opposite, in fact. Things actually get more troublesome if we don't make an example of idiots every now and then. Besides, after being humiliated by a mere bandit with no martial arts, that boy will try to hide today's incident out of shame. On the other hand, if you killed him, we might have bigger problems. I'm confident the Wudang Sect won't take action, but..."

He paused. As he spoke to Baek Suryong, he came to a sudden realization. Somehow, the Viridian Forest's garments fit the slender man perfectly, and a new stain even marred the scabbard at his waist.

He nodded approvingly, then continued, "...The merchant and his employees will spread rumors that a newcomer to the Yama Keep took down a master of the orthodox sects with a single blow. That's enough. The story will spread to the surrounding trading companies and escort agencies, and increase their fear of the Yama Keep."

Baek Suryong's eyes widened in admiration. The Viridian Scholar hadn't been there, but he grasped the entire situation and its consequences perfectly. Curious, he asked, "Did you invite me to join you for a day because you knew something like this was going to happen?"

The Viridian Scholar shrugged and answered honestly, "I knew a merchant caravan would be passing through the main road today, and I figured the Azure Dragon Hero wouldn't commit murder for no good reason. Still, I never expected you to bash the fool's head in with a spit-covered blunt weapon."

"...You know, I was initially worried because I thought there were only kind and naive bandits in the Yama Keep. Thankfully, I don't think I need to worry with you here, Boss."

The Viridian Scholar burst out laughing, "Hahaha! You're the first person I've met who has worried about us!"

He pushed aside the documents on his desk. He had rushed to finish his work just to attend the unorthodox sects' meeting.

Upon seeing the enormous pile, Baek Suryong felt a sense of camaraderie born of shared suffering. He sat down opposite the Viridian Scholar.

"So... what do you think about the Viridian Forest after experiencing it yourself?" the Viridian Scholar asked.

"The business is quite systematic."

The Viridian Scholar nodded, brimming with pride over all he had achieved. "We manage the mountain trails for the convenience of travelers, and we collect fair payment for it. We're careful to ensure that our customers never feel like they were robbed."

Long ago, the Bandit King had dreamed of making the Viridian Forest a great sect on par with the Nine Sects One Gang. Now, the Viridian Scholar intended to achieve that dream in his own way.

Baek Suryong honestly shared his thoughts. "The middle path and the small path were quite impressive. The people passing through were mingling with the Yama Keep bandits as if they were friends. Was that intentional?"

The Viridian Scholar nodded, pleased that someone understood him. "Yes, we aim to be friendly to the powerless commonfolk. After all, when they feel safe, they tend to spread good reviews about us to other potential customers. That's also why I showed you the smaller paths first.

"On the other hand, we must take a different approach with those who take the main road, because they are usually armed. Since they can draw their swords at any moment, we have to appear as scary as King Yama himself to them, just like the name of our keep. We must also be prepared to fight when necessary to protect the road."

Baek Suryong nodded. If the Yama Keep showed any weakness on the main road, not only would other bandits covet their territory, the escort agencies and trading companies would also try to haggle or refuse to pay the toll.

Honestly, I think this guy is doing a much better job than Master Maeng.

In the past, the Bandit King united the forces of the Viridian Forest, yet he failed to implement any concrete plans afterward. While prestigious orthodox sects ran businesses and established secular branches to expand their influence, the Viridian Forest was limited to blocking roads and collecting tolls. Even worse, most of its members were poor and uneducated.


"The smart guys will figure out the difficult stuff. Anyway, once I get out of here, I'm definitely gonna make the Viridian Forest a great sect!"



Baek Suryong was convinced that the Viridian Scholar was exactly the kind of smart guy Master Maeng had been looking for.

He said carefully, "No offense, but while looking around the Yama Keep's workplaces today, a few business ideas came to mind. Would you like to hear them?"

"Why would I be offended? Rather, I'd be grateful if you could help us improve our business model. Please, speak freely." The Viridian Scholar's eyes sparkled as he leaned toward Baek Suryong, delighted to finally meet a kindred soul.

Baek Suryong began pointing out ways the Yama Keep could expand its offerings, starting with the story of the old woman. 

"I met an old woman on the small path. Her dumplings were exquisite. That's when I thought: How about setting up rest stops along the trail and selling simple snacks? If you build trust with the hikers, you could later expand into the inn business."

"......"

"For those who need to cross the mountain quickly or lack stamina, we could provide a transportation service with palanquins or rickshaws for a fee."

"......"

"We could also escort people along the trail to protect them from dangerous beasts like tigers, bears, and boars. Oh, and we can encourage the sale of daily necessities and hiking equipment."

"......"

The Viridian Scholar had started listening with mild interest, but as Baek Suryong rambled on, his eyes gradually widened. By the time the instructor finished talking, he was staring at the man suspiciously.

"...Excuse me if I'm being rude, but has your father ever been a part of the Viridian Forest?"

"No," Baek Suryong replied. Although Baek Muheun was a legendary delinquent, he had no connection to the Viridian Forest.

Dad wouldn't engage in banditry, right? Right...?

For a moment, he imagined Baek Muheun and Mae Yakbing happily running a mountain keep, but quickly shook his head to clear the stray thought.

"I heard about it from Master Maeng. He was someone who cared more about the Viridian Forest than anyone else."

That was the truth. He had indeed heard many stories from the Bandit King in his past life. Most of the plans he just told the Viridian Scholar were things he had thought of during their conversations back then, when he contemplated following Master Maeng to the Viridian Forest after escaping the Blood Cult.


"Hahaha! Kid. You're a genius! From now on, you're the brains of the Viridian Forest!"

"...The future of the jianghu is dark."



Baek Suryong chuckled to himself as he recalled Master Maeng's excited face and Master Crazy Demon sighing in the next cell.

"I see!" the Viridian Scholar exclaimed excitedly, but suddenly sighed deeply. "...However, there's one problem. It's not that I haven't thought about the things you've mentioned. In fact, we're implementing a few similar things, but the problem is..."

"A steady supply chain, right?" Baek Suryong finished the thought. "Just dealing with a few small-time peddlers isn't enough."

"That's right," The Viridian Scholar nodded gravely.

Baek Suryong's plans were ultimately focused on generating profit from business with travelers on the Jinggang Mountains. To accomplish this, they required a consistent supply of goods. This made establishing relations with a large trading company essential.

Sighing softly, he lamented, "Unfortunately, no reputable company wants to do business with bandits."

Most of the Ten Great Companies were connected to the Nine Sects One Gang or one of the Five Great Clans, and smaller companies were unwilling to deal with unorthodox sects due to a lack of credibility. Finding a firm willing to take such a huge risk and deal with the Viridian Forest was virtually impossible.

"I've been exploring our options, but so far, we haven't made any significant progress..."

"There's a medium-sized company based in Jiangxi Nanchang called the White Dragon Conglomerate," Baek Suryong suddenly chimed in.

"...Who?"

"Although the White Dragon Conglomerate's not very large yet, it's got great growth potential. Their general manager is very competent, and they have connections with the Golden Dragon Trading Company. They're just preparing to expand their commercial reach to other regions, so the timing is perfect."

The Viridian Scholar's expression stiffened. "Could it be... Are you really suggesting...?"

Baek Suryong grinned and nodded. "I'd like the Yama Keep and the White Dragon Conglomerate to enter into a long-term contract. We'll supply the goods, and the Yama Keep can sell them to travelers passing through the mountains."

"......" The Viridian Scholar fell silent, taken aback by the sudden proposal. He had to carefully calculate the potential profitability of the arrangement.

"I have one question. Are you in a position to make decisions on behalf of the White Dragon Conglomerate?"

"Of course I am. I own it, after all."

"Hah! I had a feeling when I heard the name, but..." The Viridian Scholar couldn't help but laugh in disbelief. While he didn't show it, the news shocked him just as much as learning that the Azure Dragon Hero was the Bandit King's disciple.

This isn't just a connection passed down from the Bandit King... Baek Suryong might become the Viridian Forest's greatest benefactor.

Still, he didn't jump at the chance. He was concerned for the welfare of the Yama Keep and worried about causing trouble for such a great benefactor.

"If it becomes known that you've made a deal with us, the White Dragon Conglomerate may be ostracized by other businesses. Would that be okay?

Even though merchants were greedy bastards who would jump into a flaming pit for money, having such a rumor go public was a different matter.

Fortunately, Baek Suryong had a plan.

"You don't need to worry about that part."

Once the war between the Blood Cult and the orthodox sects murim began, the world would change completely. The Nine Sects One Gang, and the Five Great Clans would have to lead the war in order to protect their interests. Consequently, the Ten Great Companies they sponsored would inevitably become busy.

After the war, even the names of some of the Ten Great Companies might change. At that time, having a distribution network in the expansive Viridian Forest would be a tremendous asset.

I didn't plan to deal with the Yama Keep from the beginning, but...

After seeing the Yama Keep for himself, Baek Suryong changed his mind. He judged that the place was well worth the investment. If the deal succeeded, he planned to gradually expand the network by signing contracts with not only the Yama Keep but also the mountain keeps under their command.

"The Yama Keep has nothing to lose, so why don't you trust me this once?"

Finally, the Viridian Scholar nodded. Baek Suryong was right. The Yama Keep indeed had nothing to lose. The White Dragon Conglomerate was the one making a risky investment.

"Very well. We'll do business with the White Dragon Conglomerate."

The two men drew up and signed a contract on the spot.

"May I offer a few opinions on the future business plan?"

"Of course. Please share your valuable insights."

The two men then continued their conversation for over two hours. Deep and prudent in his thoughts, the Viridian Scholar surprised Baek Suryong with his insights. Clearly, if not for his background, he would have thrived in the civil service.

Suddenly, Baek Suryong wondered, If Master Maeng had someone like the Viridian Scholar by his side, would the history of the Viridian Forest have changed? Would he have avoided getting betrayed by his subordinates and locked up in a Blood Cult prison?

He smiled bitterly. "If we can secure a stable source of income for each keep, then the Viridian Forest could become a proper sect in the future. However, not everyone will agree with this method, will they?"

The Viridian Scholar nodded gravely. "...You're correct."

There were hundreds of mountain keeps scattered across the land. Even counting only the ones with proper forces, there were seventy-two. Called the Seventy-Two Viridian Forest Keeps, they were once united under the banner of the Viridian Forest Alliance, led by the Bandit King Maeng Ho'ak. 

Now, though, they were divided into three major factions.

"My influence only extends to about twenty keeps," the Viridian Scholar explained.

The Yama Keep represented one of the three major factions of the Viridian Forest. The other two were the Tiger Pass Keep and the Giant Spirit Keep. He had no influence over them or their followers.

"The bosses of the Tiger Pass Keep and the Giant Spirit Keep are fools who think murder and robbery are virtues."

The Viridian Scholar snorted in disdain. He was infamous as one of the Ten Great Villains and widely considered the closest to becoming the next Bandit King, but he wasn't strong enough to overwhelm the other two factions.

Baek Suryong nodded in understanding. He had investigated the power structure of the Viridian Forest before coming here. The bosses of the Tiger Pass Keep and the Giant Spirit Keep both had forces comparable to those of the Yama Keep. However, they were scum who didn't hesitate to kill innocent civilians.

He smirked deviously. "So, about that... How about we persuade them both at the unorthodox sects' meeting?"

Emphasizing the word 'persuade', he lightly tapped the hilt of the Azure Dragon Divine Sword.


Chapter 437: You Can Just Learn It

Baek Suryong smirked deviously. "So, about that... How about we persuade them both at the unorthodox sects' meeting?"

"......" The Viridian Scholar regarded Baek Suryong in silence. The man was peculiar, not at all like how he had been described in rumors. He had heard that the Azure Dragon Hero was a peerless swordsman and a hero of justice, but the man before him seemed more like a young, promising bandit.

He thought deeply for a moment before answering, "First, let's make one thing clear. Can I consider the contract we just signed as proof of our alliance?"

"Of course."

While the two had only discussed business, not an alliance, they both understood that the moment they signed the contract, their fates were irrevocably intertwined. From this point forward, the Viridian Scholar and the men under him were Baek Suryong's allies.

The Viridian Scholar nodded. "Good. So... I take it that the 'persuasion' you're talking about isn't a verbal one, is it?"

"That depends. Are the other two bandit bosses the type to listen to reason?"

The Viridian Scholar sighed, "...If they were, the Viridian Forest wouldn't have been split into so many factions."

Baek Suryong nodded. "I suspected as much. Therefore, at this unorthodox sects' meeting, I would like to unify the Viridian Forest."

The Viridian Scholar's expression hardened. Lowering his voice, he asked, "Are you suggesting we eliminate them?"

"If they really won't listen to reason," Baek Suryong replied calmly.

The Viridian Scholar felt a chill run down his spine. The man before him was serious. Still, he replied, "...That's impossible."

The Viridian Forest was divided into three factions: the Yama Keep, the Tiger Pass Keep, and the Giant Spirit Keep. Each faction's martial arts were formidable, and their followers highly loyal.

"This isn't something that can be solved with simple force," he explained. "If we harm the bosses of the two keeps at the meeting, a war will break out within the Viridian Forest."

Despite being often dismissed as mere bandits, the strongest of the Seventy-Two Viridian Forest Keeps all had their own traditions and rules. Even if he eliminated the bosses of the Giant Spirit Keep and the Tiger Pass Keep, uniting the bandits was no easy feat. In the worst-case scenario, the two factions could join forces and declare war on the Yama Keep, resulting in unimaginable bloodshed.

"With your help, I'm sure eliminating the two bosses wouldn't be difficult. The problem is the aftermath. I'm sorry, but I cannot accept your proposal."

"......" Baek Suryong frowned.

I didn't think he'd oppose it this strongly.

Of course, the Viridian Scholar knew the situation in the Viridian Forest better than anyone. If the bandit leader was this opposed, he had no choice but to reconsider his approach.

He muttered to himself, "Master Maeng once said that when he unified the Viridian Forest, he just went and beat up the strongest guy and that was the end of it..."

The Viridian Scholar stared at Baek Suryong in disbelief. "That was decades ago, and that is precisely their justification."

"Justification?"

"Both the bosses of the Giant Spirit Keep and the Tiger Pass Keep claim to be the successor to the Bandit King."

Baek Suryong's eyebrows twitched as if he had heard something unpleasant. "What kind of nonsense is that? What right do they have to call themselves successors?"

"Like me, the bosses of the Giant Spirit Keep and the Tiger Pass Keep have each learned a portion of the Bandit King's martial arts from their fathers, who were taught by the Bandit King for a while in their youths."

Baek Suryong felt like he knew who the bosses' fathers were.

So, the cowards who ran away because the training was too difficult ended up ruling over their own little mountain keeps. And yet, they have the nerve to call themselves successors?

He quietly ground his teeth. Master Maeng was never stingy when it came to teaching martial arts; he was just a shitty teacher. He had tried to take on disciples in the Viridian Forest, but ultimately, all the impatient bandits had run away from their strict master.


"You want to know if you have any senior brothers? I tried teaching a few guys in the past, but they all turned tail and ran away, whining about just a few broken bones..."



Nevertheless, Maeng Ho'ak never forcibly brought back runaway disciples or punished them. Compared to most sects that would ruin the limbs, meridians, and qi centers of renegades, he was incredibly lenient. Thanks to this, his legacy was passed down in the Viridian Forest, albeit only partially.

Master Maeng treated them with the utmost kindness, yet they divided the Viridian Forest to rule over their own small kingdoms?

He unconsciously radiated an intense killing intent.

"...Are you alright?" the Viridian Scholar asked cautiously.

"I'm sorry. I just heard something so absurd that I lost my cool." Baek Suryong took a slow, deep breath and reined in his killing intent, then met the Viridian Scholar's gaze. "I need you to keep what I'm about to tell you a secret."

"Of course." The Viridian Scholar straightened his posture and nodded seriously. 

Baek Suryong originally had reservations, but since he had decided to work with the Viridian Scholar, he thought it was right to tell him everything. "Do you know why the Bandit King mysteriously disappeared one day?"

"No...no one knows what happened." The Viridian Scholar swallowed dryly and locked gazes with Baek Suryong, realizing that he was about to hear the secret history behind the Bandit King's unsolved disappearance.

"Master Maeng..."

The Bandit King had roamed all the mountains in the world as if they were his backyard. After his sudden disappearance, all sorts of rumors began to spread. Some said he had hidden himself away. Others claimed he was defeated and killed by a hidden master. There was even an absurd rumor that he encountered an immortal in a mystical land and ascended.

Now, decades later, even Maeng Ho'ak was rarely mentioned in the Viridian Forest.

"...He was betrayed by his subordinates. They invited him to a feast where masters from the Blood Cult lay in wait with a trap, and served him wine laced with deadly poison. When he unknowingly showed up, layers of sorcery bound his body, and powerful formations prevented him from escaping. Among those traitors... were his former disciples."

"...!!" The Viridian Scholar's eyes widened in shock.

Baek Suryong continued grimly, "I suspect the traitors' descendants may be part of the Giant Spirit Keep or the Tiger Pass Keep. It could be just one of them, or perhaps both."

"Do you know the traitors' names?"

Baek Suryong shook his head. Unfortunately, Master Maeng hadn't told him the traitors' names. While the burly man was usually a chatterbox, he was strangely stubborn about keeping that information to himself.


"The guys who ran away because they couldn't endure my training came back, apologizing and pouring me a drink. Fear was written all over their faces, so how could I not accept it? Hahahaha! I just let myself be fooled!"

"...Should you really be laughing about that right now?"

"Then what? Should I cry instead? The poison didn't affect me anyway. I had no reason to turn down one last drink from them."

"Then how did you get caught?"

"Well, the look in their eyes as they watched me really stung. Maybe that's why I reacted slower than usual."

"......"



He sighed. All of the former disciples of the Bandit King had passed away, but their children had inherited their legacies and were now living in luxury. Perhaps they were still reaping the benefits of betraying the Bandit King decades ago.

Meanwhile, a vicious killing intent swirled in the Viridian Scholar's eyes, and he struggled to compose himself. "If what you said is true, then I cannot forgive them either. However, without concrete evidence, we can't recklessly brand them as traitors."

Baek Suryong nodded, acknowledging the Viridian Scholar's concerns. The other two bandit bosses were people they had to confront someday, but now was not the time. Even if he was certain they were the traitors, it was ultimately just speculation.

"Rest assured, I won't let my desire for revenge blind me and wreck everything," he said.

"...Thank you."

Baek Suryong nodded. Deep down, however, he made a point to do some investigating on his own.

I might be able to find evidence at this meeting... Wait...

Suddenly realizing something, he asked, "Why don't you claim to be the Bandit King's successor, Viridian Scholar? Excluding me, no one has learned more of Master Maeng's martial arts than you. Or are you wary of the orthodox murim's response to that declaration?"

"...That's not the only reason." The Viridian Scholar smiled bitterly. "My martial arts are very different from the Bandit King's publicly known techniques."

"What do you mean?"

"It'd be faster to show you than to explain."

The two went outside and scaled the peak with the Bandit King's rock. The Viridian Scholar stood on the flat ground in front of the rock and slowly began to demonstrate his martial arts.

WHOOSH! WHOOSH!

He drew gentle circles with his open palms, stirring up dust from the ground and sending it swirling through the air.

This is definitely Master Maeng's martial arts.

Baek Suryong nodded as he watched. The Bandit King's martial arts were known for being powerful, but Master Maeng knew how to use his body better than anyone. His martial arts incorporated not only linear and forceful elements, but also soft, circular movements. The ultimate embodiment of all of these aspects was the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest. 

However, what the Viridian Scholar had learned was only the aspect of his martial art that focused on gentleness.

"Whew..." The Viridian Scholar finished his demonstration, paused to catch his breath, then looked at Baek Suryong nervously. "Now that you've seen it, what do you think?"

"I can tell you've definitely inherited Master Maeng's martial arts, but I understand why you said it would be difficult for others to accept it. You're lacking almost all the aggression of his style."

The Viridian Scholar nodded bitterly and ran his hand over the words 'Viridian Forest Bandit King' inscribed on the rock. "That's right. My martial arts are too delicate to be considered the Bandit King's. That's why I considered revealing this rock as well, but... I didn't want to. I wanted this to remain my special place."

"You chose wisely. A rock like this doesn't prove anything on its own."

Baek Suryong sighed. Most bandits would associate the Viridian Scholar's martial arts with the Taoist sects rather than the Bandit King's. A simple monument wouldn't be enough to alter their prejudices.

What a pity. If the Viridian Scholar could be recognized as Master Maeng's successor, then... Wait a minute.

An evil grin spread across his face.

"You can just learn it," he said.

"P-Pardon?"

Baek Suryong strode up to the bewildered Viridian Scholar and began examining him without permission, prodding and poking him all over.

"W-What are you doing?" Flustered, the Viridian scholar tried to pull away, but escaping the clutches of one of the Ten Supremes was impossible.

Finally, Baek Suryong nodded in satisfaction. "Your fundamentals are solid, so I think you'll be able to learn it to some extent. I'll give you a crash course on the way to the unorthodox sects meeting!"

"...Learn what?"

"The Bandit King's famous ultimate technique, the Savage Tiger Fist, of course."

"What?" The Viridian Scholar blinked in confusion, wondering if he had misheard.


Chapter 438: At That Level

"Nyaa! Nyaaaah!" the Silver Tiger squealed, struggling and scratching furiously with its tiny claws.

Unfortunately, it couldn't leave a single scratch on Baek Suryong.

"Did you roll around in a mud puddle? In just a few days, you've transformed from a silver tiger into a yellow dog." Baek Suryong clicked his tongue as he dunked the creature into a basin and scrubbed it clean. The Silver Tiger had become grimy from roaming the Jingang Mountains for three days. Despite his rough-seeming touch, he meticulously cleaned every nook and cranny of the animal.

The Silver Tiger wriggled in protest. "NYAAAH!"

"As expected, one rinse in enough, huh?"

In the end, Baek Suryong had to empty the basin three times before the Silver Tiger's fur regained its original color.

Exhausted from its futile resistance, the Silver Tiger went limp like melted mochi.

"Now you look more like a spirit beast," Baek Suryong remarked, stroking the now clean fur.

The Silver Tiger instantly seemed to feel better, purring and rubbing against him. A faint fragrance emanated from its body, thanks to the tree nuts the bandits of the Yama Keep had given him to use in the bath.

Baek Suryong roughly dried the Silver Tiger's fur with a towel. "We're leaving in a little while, so don't stray too far. Now, it's my turn to wash up."

He undressed and submerged himself in a round wooden bathtub. Soaking his body in the steaming hot water, he felt his fatigue melt away.

"Haaah... This is nice..."

He leaned back in the tub, sighing like an old man, when suddenly...

SPLASH!

The Silver Tiger jumped into the bathtub. Although it hated being bathed, it seemed to want to play in the water. 

Unfortunately, the water in Baek Suryong's bathtub was much hotter than its own bath water.

"Nyaaaa!" Startled, the silver tiger leaped onto Baek Suryong's shoulder, cried out resentfully, and swung its front paws wildly. Despite their fluffy, cotton-ball appearance, the Silver Tiger's attacks carried the force of an external arts master.

SWISH! SWISH! SWISH!

Baek Suryong didn't just take the hits, of course. He dodged every single one by tilting his head ever so slightly. "Who told you to jump in, huh? Why are you making a fuss when all this is your own fault?"

Shaking his head incredulously, he grabbed the Silver Tiger by the scruff of its neck and placed it outside the tub.

The creature immediately dashed outside.

Baek Suryong shook his head as he watched its frantic retreat. "The mother Silver Tiger seemed so poised..."

[You can't compare a spirit beast who has lived for hundreds of years with a cub that hasn't even lived a year,] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword, placed on a wooden shelf, mumbled. Although it had been mostly neglected since coming to the Yama Keep, its voice was more energetic than before. [It's a shame we're leaving the Jingang Mountains already. I was able to enjoy the abundant energy of nature for the first time in a long while. It might be nice to wait here for you to return...]

"Sorry, but that won't work." Baek Suryong shook his head. Since he had to hide his identity, he had no reason to draw the Divine Azure Dragon Sword at the unorthodox sects' meeting. However, he needed it around for another reason. "Without you, who's gonna cast the disguise sorcery?"

[It seems you're increasingly treating me as just a convenient tool...]

"What a disappointing thing to say. I think of you as an unparalleled divine sword, the world's greatest sorceress, a competent advisor, and an inseparable friend who shares my past life's secrets."

[I know you're just flattering me, so why is it that I continue to buy into it...?]

After finishing his bath, Baek Suryong changed back into the black martial arts uniform he had worn when he first arrived at the Yama Keep.

Seol Ryonghwi's face stared back at him, reflected in the bronze mirror. For obvious reasons, he couldn't attend the unorthodox sects' meeting with his original face, but he wasn't totally satisfied with this one either.

"This face was fine at the Ice Palace, but it's too plain for a bandit. I should change my hairstyle and color."

[Imagine the appearance you want.]

Baek Suryong pictured the most bandit-like hair color and style he knew, and the Divine Azure Dragon Sword activated her spell.

SHHHHH...

In a flash, his hair grew long, voluminous, and blonde, fluttering in the wind like a lion's mane.

"...Not bad," he admired himself in the mirror. Right now, he was using Master Maeng's hairstyle and color.

"Nyah?" Returning to the room, the Silver Tiger's eyes widened at Baek Suryong's new look.

Baek Suryong beckoned to it. "Just in time. Let's dye you, too."

"NYAA?"

A moment later, the Silver Tiger examined its reflection in the bronze mirror in amazement. Its fur, once white as snow, was now orange-red with black stripes.

Baek Suryong stroked its head. The Silver Tiger now looked like an ordinary tiger cub. "You'll have an important role to play from now on, so I'll be counting on you."

"Nyaaah!"

Baek Suryong lifted the Silver Tiger onto his shoulder, grabbed his travel backpack, and went outside. The Viridian Scholar and the subordinates who would accompany him were waiting there in simple attire. Notably, the Viridian Scholar wore a wide, white robe and a bamboo hat instead of his usual green attire, making him look every bit a scholar.

"Sorry to keep you waiting."

"Not at all. We just finished preparing, too. However..." The Viridian Scholar regarded Baek Suryong's new appearance. There was more to his transformation than just his hair and eye color. His expression and aura had also become fiercer and rougher to match.

Looking at him, he couldn't help but wonder if this might be the man's true self.

Even though he isn't that tall, I feel like I'm looking up at a great mountain. Is this the same overwhelming feeling that those who faced the Bandit King in the past experienced?

He didn't bother hiding his admiration. "Want to switch sides? The Yama Keep welcomes you anytime," he joked.

"I enjoyed my time here, but I still prefer teaching kids at the academy."

The two men faced each other and grinned. They didn't need to prepare much before leaving, aside from putting on plain clothes and weapons to avoid revealing their identities until they reached Mount Heng.

"Here is the willow leaf dao you requested."

Baek Suryong accepted the dao from the Viridian Scholar. When he slightly drew the blade from its plain, unadorned scabbard, a sharp, gleaming edge was revealed. "This is a much better blade than I expected," he exclaimed.

"It would look strange if a rising young martial artist from Yama Keep carried an overly ordinary blade," the Viridian Scholar explained.

"True. I'll use it well." Baek Suryong nodded and hung the willow leaf dao at his waist. He unfastened the greatsword he had grown rather fond of and handed it to Jang Geol, who was accompanying them to the meeting along with Gu Gil.

"Hyung-nim! We'll serve you comfortably until we arrive!"

"Give us your luggage!"

"......" Baek Suryong regarded his traveling companions.

The agreement was for each faction to bring a maximum of four people.

He didn't know how many unorthodox scoundrels would actually keep their promise, but the Viridian Scholar had decided to extend his trust to them first. After all, this meeting was more than just a gathering in response to the war between the Blood Cult and the orthodox. This was an opportunity for the Viridian Scholar to announce his claim to the title of Bandit King's successor.

"Big Bro! Be careful on your trip!" Jeok Manpae, the Vice-Boss of Yama Keep, saw the group off dejectedly. Since the Boss and Vice-Boss couldn't be away at the same time, he had no choice but to stay behind. "If those Giant Spirit Keep and the Tiger Pass Keep bastards act up, I should be there to smash their heads in..."

"That's exactly why I'm not taking you along."

"Don't say things you don't mean. You're the one who wants to smash their heads in the most, Big Bro." Jeok Manpae licked his lips as he stroked the blade of his beloved axe, then glanced at Baek Suryong. For a moment, his massive pectoral muscles bulged. "Mr. Azure Dragon Hero, please take good care of our Hyung-nim. If you stop by here again later, let's have another external arts match."

Baek Suryong nodded eagerly. "The result won't change, but I'll accept your challenge anytime."

"Wahahaha! That arrogant attitude is exactly my cup of tea! I'll work hard on building my muscles until we meet again!"

From beginning to end, the Yama Keep was boisterous. Though it had only been three days, the bandits Baek Suryong had grown close to came up to say their goodbyes and even gave him snacks.


"Hey, kid. If you've got nowhere to go, how about following me to the Viridian Forest?"



He recalled Master Maeng, whose eyes had sparkled as he talked about the Viridian Forest, and let out a chuckle.

If we managed to escape back then, joining the Viridian Forest might not have been so bad an idea. No, I probably would've had a lot of fun.

Waving goodbye to the bandits, Baek Suryong and the Viridian Scholar's party left the Jingang Mountains to attend the unorthodox sects' meeting.
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The Viridian Scholar's party set out on the road to Mount Heng, the location of the unorthodox sects' meeting. Their journey was uneventful, but that did not equate to it being comfortable for most of the group.

"S-Save me..."

"Mother... are you well...?"

Jang Geol and Gu Gil lay sprawled on the dirt like tattered rags, staring blankly up at the sky. Although it was obviously broad daylight, the sky looked pale yellow for some reason.

Suddenly, the voice of the true King of Hell reached the ears of the Yama Keep bandits,[1] whose limbs trembled from excruciating muscle pain.

"Trainees. Get to your feet. Now."

"NYAAAH!"

The King of Hell swung a willow leaf dao, scabbard and all, like a club, while his tiger cub demon familiar purred beside him.

"Are you deaf? I'll count to five. If you don't get up... I'll leave what happens after that to your imagination. One, two..."

"W-Wait a minute!"

"I'm up! I'm up!"

Jang Geol and Gu Gil forced their trembling bodies to their feet and stared at Baek Suryong in abject horror.

Is this man a devil?

That kid Suhyeok really goes through this kind of training every day?

Over the past few days, they had naturally developed a sense of respect for their younger brother at the White Dragon Manor for enduring the King of Hell's brutal training regime.

It's too late to back out now...

Why did I say such a thing...?

Everything started when they saw the Viridian Scholar learning martial arts from Baek Suryong and mustered the courage to request his guidance as well.

"I warned you, didn't I? Learning martial arts from me will be very tough, so think carefully. What did you say then?"

"T-That we could do it..."

"That if you'd just teach us, we'd keep training even if our bones were fractured..."

Baek Suryong nodded, and the Silver Tiger perched on his shoulder nodded along. "Yes, but now you want to quit just because it's hard? Are your bones broken? Or is some part of your body injured? Is this pathetic sight all your determination amounts to?"

""N-No, sir..."" The two bandits' voices trailed off at the merciless scolding.

The wind blew wildly, rustling Baek Suryong's blonde hair.

"Good that you know. What are you doing? You've rested enough, so let's start training again. Begin."

""Y-Yes, sir!""

With tears in their eyes, Jang Geol and Gu Gil trained as Baek Suryong had taught them. They did weightlifting exercises with nearby rocks and logs, while the Silver Tiger—a surprisingly excellent cheerleader—constantly spurred them on.

To their surprise, it only took a few days for their training to bear fruit.

KWAAAAANG!

"No way..." Jang Geol stared at his own hands in disbelief. He had left a clear handprint on a rock, an achievement accomplished purely through external arts.

The same was true for Gu Gil. Originally, his biggest weakness were his sluggish movements due to his large size, but in just a few days, he had learned to use his physical stature to his advantage. Now, he could dodge attacks that he never would've been able to evade before.

Their fundamentals are solid, so they learn quickly.

Jang Geol and Gu Gil had some of the best physiques in Yama Keep. Their inner arts were unremarkable, but their external arts, honed through more than a decade of climbing the Jingang Mountains, surpassed those of most martial artists.

So far, Baek Suryong had only used part of the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest to draw out their latent abilities. They were rewarding students to teach, and it pleased him to see them improve day by day.

Still, they can't compare to that gentleman over there.

He glanced to the side, where the Viridian Scholar was training in the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest by himself.

"Hooooo..."

White steam rose from the bandit boss's bare chest. Despite his lean appearance, his body was packed with muscle, reminiscent of a noble crane.

HWAAAK!

As the Viridian Scholar moved gracefully through the forms, a typhoon would rage one moment, only to turn into a gentle breeze the next. Fallen leaves swirled around him with a single hand gesture, and a stomp of his foot sent tremors through the ground.

"He's taken to the martial art like a fish to water."

The Viridian Scholar had trained in the martial arts left by the Bandit King for over thirty years. Although he didn't have a muscular physique, his body was more perfectly sculpted than anyone Baek Suryong had ever seen.

For him, the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest was a once-in-a-lifetime miraculous encounter. Like water seeping into dry earth, he instantly absorbed the ultimate technique and entered a state of selflessness.

"At that level... I don't think I need to teach him anymore," Baek Suryong let out a dry laugh as he watched the Viridian Scholar hone his martial arts.
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Footnotes:

[1] The Yama Keep is named after King Yama, the King of Hell. 


Chapter 439: Please Grant Me Permission

"Hooooo..." The Viridian Scholar took a deep breath and concluded his training. A faint aura briefly swirled around him, before slowly settling back inside his body.

Emerging from a state of selflessness, he wore a dazed expression, as if he had just woken from a long dream. Gradually, however, his vision cleared and his mind returned to reality.

"...Was learning martial arts always this fun?" he mused, surveying the scene he had created.

Distinct marks were carved into the ground within a thirty-meter radius around him. The earth looked as if the claws of a massive tiger had torn it asunder. He had unknowingly created these gashes while in a trance, unleashing waves of qi.

"Congratulations on achieving complete mastery," Baek Suryong said with a grin.

"B-Boss...!"

"Congrats!!"

Jang Geol and Gu Gil were on the verge of tears, and not just because the Viridian Scholar's martial arts had reached a new level. They had watched him for a long time as he strove to change the Viridian Forest. He was the benefactor who taught their ignorant selves to read and write, advised them to live in harmony with one another, and helped them become martial artists instead of common criminals.

To everyone in the Yama Keep, he was like a father. Seeing such a man achieve great enlightenment overwhelmed them with emotion, and tears burst forth.

"Hwaaah! Booooss!"

"We'll follow you for the rest of our lives, Boss!"

The hulking men rushed forward, tears and snot streaming down their faces.

The Viridian Scholar recoiled in disgust. "Eww! Stop it, you're gross!"

Unfortunately, he was too exhausted to push Jang Geol and Gu Gil away, and the two large men tightly embraced him.

"You fools. You reek of sweat..." he grumbled in annoyance, and then his vision faded to black.

THUD!

"......"

"B-Boss?"

"Booooss!"

Seeing their boss fall unconscious, Jang Geol and Gu Gil's faces turned deathly pale. Panicking, they grabbed his body and shook him frantically, not knowing what to do.

Sighing, Baek Suryong stepped in. "Idiots. You're going to kill him at this rate!" he scolded.

THWACK! THWACK!

He stared down at the two bandits now rolling on the ground, clutching their heads in pain. A strong sense of déjà vu washed over him.

I feel like I've seen this exact same scene just a few days ago.

Shaking his head, he checked the unconscious Viridian Scholar's pulse. As expected, the man had fainted from pure exhaustion.

He looked back at the fidgeting Jang Geol and Gu Gil. "He just collapsed from exhaustion, so there's nothing to worry about," he reassured. "Prepare a place for him to sleep and start a fire. It looks like we'll have to camp here tonight."

""Yes, sir!""

Jang Geol and Gu Gil scattered to gather firewood and leaves for bedding, while the Silver Tiger purred and nuzzled its face against the Viridian Scholar's cheek.

Baek Suryong gazed silently at the unresponsive Viridian Scholar, his expression reflecting a mixture of pride and regret.

Damn. It would've been better if we had met sooner.
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CRACKLE, CRACKLE!

The Viridian Scholar regained consciousness to the sound of a crackling campfire. When he opened his eyes, he was greeted by a night sky blanketed with twinkling stars.

Baek Suryong sat before the campfire, poking the kindling with a stick. "You awake?"

""Zzzzz~ Pshhhh...""

Off to one side, Jang Geol and Gu Gil snored loudly in their sleep, utterly worn out from the grueling training. They wouldn't stir even if thunder struck right beside them.

The Viridian Scholar glanced at them, then slowly sat up. "How long was I out?"

"About four hours. For someone who collapsed from overexertion, you sure woke up quickly. How do you feel?"

"I had... a dream."

"A dream?"

The Viridian Scholar nodded. He wriggled his arms and legs for a moment, then muttered dazedly, "Somehow, my body doesn't feel like my own."

"You'll adapt in time."

The Viridian Scholar examined his own condition. Outwardly, nothing had changed. His muscles hadn't suddenly bulked up, nor had his physique been reconstructed like with Body Reformation.

Nevertheless, he could feel an unfamiliar power stirring within him. Now that he learned the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest, the strength that had been lying dormant inside him due to years of dedicated physical training had awoken.

The dreamy haze in his eyes sharpened into a sharp glint.

"I believe I can now declare myself the successor to the Bandit King without shame," he said confidently, rising to his feet. 

His shadow, cast by the campfire, momentarily swelled to the size of a giant.

"Of course, I'll have to get permission before that," he added.

Baek Suryong tilted his head. "Permission? From whom?"

The Viridian Scholar walked into the open area and faced Baek Suryong. He spread his feet apart at a moderate distance, angled his stance, raised his arms, and lightly clenched his fists.

This was the martial art he had discovered on the rock left by the Bandit King. He had trained in it daily for over thirty years. This time, though, his opening stance was based on the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest.

"Would you mind sparring with me?" he asked.

"......" Baek Suryong stared at him blankly for a moment. The bandit boss's eyes were as calm as a lake. Still, he asked worriedly, "You just woke up after fainting from exhaustion. Are you really going to be okay?"

"To be honest, I feel like my power is boiling over to the point where it's hard to control."

Baek Suryong finally nodded, agreeing to the spar. Rising from his spot, he took a starting stance nearly identical to the Viridian Scholar's.

"......"

"......"

The two men stood facing each other in silence. The stars twinkled in the night sky overhead, seemingly ready to rain down. The flames of the roaring campfire flickered back and forth.

WHOOSH!

A sudden gust of wind made the flames swell. As if on cue, the two men simultaneously sprang forward.

PAPAPAPAPAK!

Fists and palms collided, while feet and legs tangled. Clouds of dust were kicked up by their footwork and strikes as both men moved constantly, each aiming to seize the upper hand.

SHWAAAAK!

The air itself shrieked at their explosive speed. Their sleeves flapped wildly, whipping toward each other's faces, but even that counted as an intentional attack.

Form didn't bind them. Using their entire bodies, the two fighters endeavored to subdue the other. Techniques that orthodox sects would deem cowardly came naturally to them as they engaged in close-quarters combat.

Despite the ferocity of the clash, neither man used inner arts, competing only with their physical prowess.

Baek Suryong marveled at the Viridian Scholar's skill. A decade ago, the man would have ranked among the world's top ten external arts masters. Now that he had achieved enlightenment, he could easily be ranked among the top five, or even top three. He was a truly exceptional martial artist.

If I hadn't overcome the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians, I wouldn't even have been able to hold my ground properly.

He gritted his teeth. He fought with all his might, but as time passed, he realized that he was being gradually pushed back.

The reason for the difference was the amount of time they had spent training in external arts. Thirty years of relentless training had honed the Viridian Scholar's body into a diamond, cut and polished to perfection. In comparison, despite its outstanding potential, Baek Suryong's body was still a raw gem.

BOOM!

Baek Suryong crossed his arms to block a palm strike from the Viridian Scholar, but the force of the impact pushed him back, his feet carving two furrows into the ground as he slowed his momentum.

"Hoo..."

"Phew..."

The two men stood for a moment and regulated their breathing. White steam rose from their bodies.

The Viridian Scholar recovered first. "I mentioned earlier that I had a dream. In that dream, I met the Bandit King."

"......" Baek Suryong's eyes widened in shock.

The Viridian Scholar smiled. "He was a much bigger man than I thought. To my surprise, he personally demonstrated the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest and taught me how to use my body."

Baek Suryong remained silent, listening intently as the Viridian Scholar recounted his dream meeting the Bandit King.

"Besides martial arts, I asked him about many things I was curious about, and he told me many stories. He was quite talkative."

"Calling him 'talkative' is an understatement. He's hopelessly obsessed with the sound of his own voice."

Although the Viridian Scholar called it a dream, neither the speaker nor the listener dismissed it as a fleeting fantasy. They were connected by the martial art established over Maeng Ho'ak lifetime. Such a thing was bound to contain its creator's will and soul.

"The Bandit King said that if I wish to call myself his successor, I must first receive permission from my Senior Brother."

"Your... Senior Brother?" Baek Suryong muttered the unfamiliar honorific blankly. This was the first time in both his lives that someone was addressing him like that.

The Viridian Scholar brought his hands together and bowed humbly, as if he were addressing an elder. "I, Ju Pyo, formally greet you, Senior Brother. Please grant me permission to carry on our master's long-cherished wish."

"Ha... haha." Baek Suryong couldn't help but laugh incredulously. Now that he thought about it, since Number 27 was Maeng Ho'ak's only true disciple, that did make him the Viridian Scholar's senior brother. "Seriously? Master Maeng appeared in your dream and told you to get my permission? What if I don't allow it?"

"......" The Viridian Scholar bowed his head to show that he would abide by Baek Suryong's decision.

Baek Suryong shook his head in disbelief. How many people would voice out a request they heard in a dream?

"Sigh, Master Maeng is as frustrating as ever," he groaned.

"Does that mean..."

"I'll grant you my permission, so go create the Viridian Forest that Master Maeng dreamed of."

"...!!"

Baek Suryong smiled. To think the new Bandit King would be my junior brother. I can hardly believe it.

Just in case though, he asked, "By the way, did that old man say anything about me in your dream?"

"I don't know if I should tell you this, but..." The Viridian Scholar hesitated for a moment, then continued, "He said that you're worse than a bandit, so you definitely shouldn't become one."

Baek Suryong chuckled. "What the fuck? That chatty geezer is bad-mouthing his disciple even in death."

He changed his stance. He had suddenly gained a junior brother, but the task before him hadn't changed.

"Since my junior brother has mastered the basics of the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest in the blink of an eye, I'll start teaching you the Savage Tiger Fist in earnest. If it's you, I don't think you'll struggle to learn it."

The Savage Tiger Fist was one of the Bandit King's ultimate techniques, with five different forms. Although relatively straightforward, it required training the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest to a high level to avoid straining the body.

As expected, the Viridian Scholar learned the Savage Tiger Fist in a matter of minutes. All that remained was to master it through diligent training.

"As expected, you learn fast."

"Thanks to Senior Brother's excellent teaching."

"Hm? Well, that's a given."

"......"

Of course, there was no better way to master a new technique than using it in practice, so Baek Suryong suggested with a grin, "Shall we go another round?"

"Very well, Senior Brother."

The two men competed in external arts until dawn. By sparring with the Viridian Scholar, Baek Suryong's skills also improved rapidly. Ultimately, for both the student and the teacher, this was a time of great realization and learning. 

A few days later, they arrived at Mount Heng, where the unorthodox sects' meeting would be held.


Chapter 440: Seizing the Initiative (1)

After days of travel, the Viridian Scholar's party finally arrived at the base of Mount Heng, also famed as the Southern Peak of the Central Plains' Five Great Mountains. Long ago, the Mount Heng Sect, a sect rivaling the Nine Sects One Gang, established itself there and flourished for centuries.

Although the sect had now ceased to exist, the mountain's scenery remained as breathtaking as ever. In fact, many consider it to be the most beautiful of the Five Great Mountains. 

"Finally...!"

"We've arrived...!"

Jang Geol and Gu Gil clenched their fists and looked up at Mount Heng tearfully. Their journey had taken less than ten days, yet it felt like an eternity. Sometimes, they had even wished for broken bones, just to have an excuse to take a break.

Unfortunately, due to Baek Suryong's impeccable control over the intensity of their grueling training regimen, their sturdy bodies recovered fully after a night's sleep. The result? They experienced a new hell each day to get there, so they couldn't help but be moved.

"Hahahaha! We're here!"

"The Hell Duo has come to take over Mount Heng!"

Jang Geol and Gu Gil threw their arms around each other's shoulders, basking in the majesty of Mount Heng. Both men looked unrecognizably gaunt, having lost so much fat that their martial arts uniforms hung loosely on them. 

Even their once-lush beards were now mere stubble. Baek Suryong had shaved their facial hair off, claiming it was unhygienic and a hindrance to training. 

As a result, they no longer looked like rugged Viridian Forest bandits. Instead, they resembled professional bodyguards escorting a scholar.

""Hahahaha...!""

"You're getting sloppy," Baek Suryong barked from behind them.

The two large men instinctively flinched in terror.

Baek Suryong frowned disapprovingly. "What makes you think your training will end just because we've reached Mount Heng? You can't go back to the Yama Keep and teach the other kids with that kind of mentality. Should I make you climb to the summit while walking on your hands?"

"N-No, sir!"

"We'll correct ourselves!"

Jang Geol and Gu Gil snapped to attention. Hell Duo or not, it seemed they were doomed to be tormented by the King of Hell until the unorthodox sects' meeting ended.

However, Baek Suryong wasn't nagging them without reason. "This is where the leaders of the unorthodox sects gather," he warned sternly. "If you want to keep your heads attached to your necks, stay sharp."

""Yes, sir!"" Jang Geol and Gu Gil shouted, their discipline restored instantly.

Baek Suryong nodded, satisfied with their response.

"Senior Brother," the Viridian Scholar called out politely.

Baek Suryong turned toward him. In just a few days, the man's aura had changed remarkably, and his gaze had become so piercing that most people would find it difficult to look him in the eye. 

When that gaze was directed at him, however, he could see only respect and courtesy within its depths.

"As you said, Senior Brother, we don't know what's going to happen from now on. Wouldn't it be best to have a hearty meal before we start climbing Mount Heng?"

"...Should we?" Baek Suryong asked back awkwardly. HHe had never experienced a senior-junior relationship like this before, and he found Ju Pyo's deferential manner a bit uncomfortable.

Talking to him would be a lot easier if he were like that punk Wonkang. Why is it that my so-called orthodox sect students are such rude delinquents, while my bandit junior brother is so well-mannered?

He sighed at the irony.

"Please rest for a moment while I prepare the meal," the Viridian Scholar said.

Throughout the journey, he had treated Baek Suryong with the utmost respect. He was never impolite or out of line. He handled everything himself, from arranging sleeping spaces to cooking meals, without ordering his subordinates around. 

Finally, even the shameless Baek Suryong felt guilty for simply relaxing while he did everything.

"No. I'll make lunch today, so you should rest, Junior Brother," he offered, rolling up his sleeves.

"W-Wait...!" The Viridian Scholar's face went as white as a sheet.

He clearly remembered the stew Baek Suryong had made a few days ago. If the instructor hadn't been his senior brother, he would have jumped up and shouted, 'This is an insult to the ingredients!'

And so, he made a hasty excuse, "...How can I let Senior Brother cook when this junior is present? I can't commit such a disrespectful act."

Baek Suryong tilted his head. "What's so disrespectful about it? I don't give a damn about things like manners and hierarchy, so relax. Just sit down somewhere and wait. I'll whip something up in no time."

He took out a pot and reached out for the dried meat and greens.

SWISH!

The Viridian Scholar's hand shot out like lightning, grabbing his senior brother's wrist and preventing him from touching the food.

"......" Baek Suryong was both surprised and impressed by his junior's restraining technique.

"...The Master Maeng I saw in my dream told me to treat you as my teacher, Senior Brother. How can this student stand by and watch as my master performs such trivial tasks? Please, allow me to prepare the meal," the Viridian Scholar insisted.

"No, I can handle this much..."

"Please, Senior Brother."

"...Fine, if you must insist." Faced with the grim determination in his junior brother's eyes, Baek Suryong could only nod reluctantly.

He must really respect Master Maeng a lot...

"Thank you." The Viridian Scholar sighed in relief, took the ingredients from Baek Suryong, and began preparing the meal. 

Meanwhile, Jang Geol and Gu Gil, who initially struggled to adapt to this new dynamic, had grown accustomed to it. Most importantly, their training was so brutal that they had no energy for anything else.

"You two, stop training and come eat."

""Okay, Boss!""

Their final meal before climbing Mount Heng was peaceful.

The Viridian Scholar asked, "Senior Brother, do you think any of the unorthodox factions will honor the agreement to only bring four people?"

"Honestly, I wouldn't be surprised if we were the only ones." Baek Suryong smirked cynically as he took in the magnificent scenery of Mount Heng. They hadn't even started climbing yet, but he could already smell blood. "Whenever the leaders of the unorthodox gather, conflict is bound to arise. A fight will definitely break out."

"I agree. Everyone will try to show off their strength, if only to seize the initiative," the Viridian Scholar concurred, his voice just as cold as Baek Suryong's. Although he was usually civil, he was still one of the Ten Great Villains.

"Hehe, I'm quite curious to see what kind of power each of them has hidden."

"The one who ultimately wins the fight will become the Unorthodox Alliance Chairman."

"Kekeke..."

"Fufufu..."

Despite their differences, the senior and junior brothers' thoughts were perfectly synchronized. Though they appeared calm and intellectual, their words were filled with conspiracy and intrigue.

Their eyes met, and they grinned and nodded like mirror images of each other.

"Kukuku... Let's go crush them all, Junior Brother."

"Of course, Senior Brother, heehee..."

Jang Geol and Gu Gil, who had been eating quietly, shivered at the eerie laughter. Today's lunch was probably going to give them indigestion.
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In the end, Baek Suryong's prediction was spot on. Not long after they began their ascent, a group of people blocked their path.

"Wow, I didn't expect them to show up so openly like this..."

A dozen wolves emerged from the bushes, baring their teeth and growling as they surrounded the party.

Baek Suryong wrinkled his nose. They reek of blood... likely human blood.

Next, more than ten bandits emerged from the bushes.

"Hahahaha!" A burly, hairy giant with a large axe slung over his shoulder laughed hysterically. "Look! I told you we'd get guests if we waited at this spot."

"......"

"Hahahaha! Looks like they're too scared to even speak!"

The Viridian Scholar's party stared dumbfounded at the bandits.

Who the fuck are these guys?

Sometimes, when an event was too absurd, it left a person speechless for a moment. This was one of those times.

Unfortunately, the hairy bandit took their silence as a positive sign.

"Uhm, Hyung-nim..." a bandit next to the hairy one whispered anxiously. "Didn't the boss say we shouldn't do business here? He told us to lie low and wait for contact."

Well, look at this?

Oho...

Baek Suryong and the Viridian Scholar both narrowed their eyes. Even though the bandit was whispering, his words were as loud as a lion's roar to masters like them.

The hairy man smacked his subordinate on the head. "You stupid bastard! He said that so we wouldn't get caught by the unorthodox sects' guys. What has that got to do with us letting go of easy prey who clearly know nothing of the world?"

"But..."

"Take a look. Do they look like martial masters to you?"

The bandit shook his head. "Not at all, sir." 

The party in front of them consisted of only four people. One was a middle-aged scholar, while the other three appeared to be bodyguards. None of them seemed very strong. Two of them were large and muscular, but they had pale complexions and looked extremely exhausted. If they were already tired after only climbing this far, they must not be very skilled.

The hairy man grinned. "If we let such a delectable guests go, can we still call ourselves the heroes of the Giant Spirit Keep?"

"Hehe! Guess I didn't think far enough ahead, Hyung-nim."

"You punk. Just trust and follow me from now on."

After grinning at his subordinate's flattery, the hairy man surveyed the guests again, his eyes glinting with killing intent. "Besides, we're going to kill them all anyway, so who's going to know they were here?"

Radiating intense killing intent, the bandits slowly closed the distance, letting the wolves maintain the encirclement to prevent anyone from running away.

"Kill them all!" the hairy man commanded.

The bandits rushed the Viridian Scholar's group from all sides.

Smirking maliciously, Baek Suryong pushed Jang Geol and Gu Gil forward. "Show me the results of your training, but don't kill them just yet."

""Yes! Hyung-nim!""

Jang Geol and Gu Gil stepped forward, cracked their necks, and broke into wide, chilling grins.

The fight that followed was a one-sided beating.

BASH! POW! WHAM! SLAM! BAM!

The pair took to fighting as easily as fish take to water. They were already among the top fighters in Yama Keep, and Baek Suryong's guidance had honed their skills. The results were now on full display.

"Hahaha! The Giant Spirit Keep is nothing special!"

"This really clears up my indigestion!"

The enemy bandits were no match for the two men, who effortlessly fractured their bones and dislocated their limbs.

"D-Damn it. They were masters..." The hairy man's face turned deathly pale.

Although the situation unfolded differently than he had expected, he couldn't just run away. If the master of the Giant Spirit Keep found out he had been conducting business on his own, he could really be killed. 

His eyes fell on the middle-aged scholar and the slender bladesman, who were standing leisurely with their hands behind their backs.

"Take the old scholar hostage! Kill the bladesman!"

FWEET!

At the sound of the bandits' whistles, the wolves charged, teeth bared.

"Mrrroow?" Silver Tiger, who had been napping in Baek Suryong's backpack, suddenly poked his sleepy head out, having been woken by the noise. Spotting the approaching wolves reeking of blood, it bared its fangs. "Grrrrr..."

This was the cry of a predator, a sound that not even Baek Suryong had ever heard before. The roar, filled with the fury of a spirit beast, rendered the advancing wolves frozen in place. Some even wet themselves in fear.

"Whine... Whimper..."

"You mutts! Go bite them! Bite them!"

Finally, the hairy man lost his will to fight. After glancing around briefly, he slowly began to back away.

Needless to say, Baek Suryong wasn't about to stand by and watch the idiot escape. He gestured toward the hairy man with his chin. "Bring that bastard here," he barked.

""Yes, sir!""

Moments later, the bandits were bound and kneeling in a line, their faces swollen and bruised. Each of them had at least one fractured bone and moans of agony escaped their lips every now and then.

"P-Please spare us..."

"I'm really sorry for failing to recognize you, great warriors..."

The Giant Spirit Keep bandits cowered and begged for their lives while the wolves lay beside them, belly up.

"Hey, idiot. Are you from the Giant Spirit Keep?"

"I-I'm..."

Baek Suryong crouched in front of the hesitant hairy man and placed a hand on his shoulder. Smiling kindly, he reassured, "It's okay, just tell me the truth. If you don't, I'll just feed you to those wolves you raised. Your death will be quick and painless... I think."

The hairy man pissed his pants without realizing it.


Chapter 441: Seizing the Initiative (2)

Seeing the terrified hairy man's crotch grow damp, Jang Geol and Gu Gil pinched their noses and frowned.

"Is he really from the Giant Spirit Keep? This coward who pisses himself?"

"Why's he so weak?"

The three strongest powers in the Viridian Forest were the Yama Keep, the Giant Spirit Keep, and the Tiger Pass Keep. Being competitors, they were familiar with each other's skills. 

However, the bandits whose limbs they had just broken were far too weak to be from the Giant Spirit Keep, so naturally, they began to doubt their identities.

Gu Gil asked, "Don't you think these guys are just some local thugs lying about who they are?"

"A trap! It might be a trap!" Jang Geol exclaimed.

"What kind of trap?"

"I'm not sure about the details... but there's no way the Giant Spirit Keep is this pathetic! They've got their pride as part of the Viridian Forest!"

Following a discussion, Jang Geol and Gu Gil concluded that these weak bandits could not be from the Giant Spirit Keep. Both men eyed the kneeling hairy man and the men behind him skeptically.

The Viridian Scholar sighed inwardly. It seemed the pair hadn't realized how much stronger they had become or how terrifying it was to face Baek Suryong's killing intent.

Meanwhile, the hairy man, still unaware his opponents belonged to the same profession, seethed with indignation.

What's with these crazy bastards...! he thought, but he didn't dare argue and kept his head bowed low. He didn't want another beating for acting out.

"They're probably from the Giant Spirit Keep," the Viridian Scholar cut in, pointing at the wolves lying on their backs with their bellies exposed. The creatures were still desperately trying to curry favor with a grumpy Silver Tiger. "Beast taming is a specialty of the Giant Spirit Keep, and I've never heard of them sharing that secret technique with anyone else."

He glanced at Baek Suryong, who squatted casually before the kneeling, trembling hairy man.

Senior Brother will handle this just fine.

Baek Suryong wasn't the Bandit King's direct disciple for nothing. This martial arts instructor was more skilled at blackmail and intimidation than most bandits. Even without help, he would surely extract the necessary information from the terrified man.

True enough, Baek Suryong sneered, "Looks like you really needed to pee, huh?"

"S-Sorry..."

"You should lift your head and make eye contact when you talk to someone. You wanna die?"

"N-No, sir!"

Baek Suryong squatted before the hairy man and wrinkled his nose at the stench, but he soon smiled amicably and patted the man's shoulder. "No worries, it happens. Pissing when you have to, stuffing your face when you're hungry, and killing and robbing visitors... that's what the heroes of the Giant Spirit Keep do, right? Isn't it?"

"...N-No, I lied. We aren't from the Giant Spirit Keep," the hairy man denied fervently. Although he was trembling from Baek Suryong's killing intent, confessing the truth was another matter.

If the Boss finds out about this, I'm dead.

Fear of the Giant Spirit Keep Boss had long been ingrained in him. The man was famous for his savage nature and never tolerated traitors. Even if he made it back alive, the Boss would kill him... no, he wouldn't just kill him, but brutally torture him for a month first.

As for how he knew? Well, he had witnessed another bandit die that way.

I'd rather die here than go back alive.

A look of resignation settled on his face. 

Baek Suryong didn't miss the change in his adversary. "You think it'd be better to die here at my hands?" he teased. "You really think so?"

"......"

"Pfft!" Baek Suryong giggled playfully.

The hairy man squeezed his eyes shut, anticipating a world of pain. Similarly, Jang Geol and Gu Gil figured Baek Suryong would mercilessly beat the man. 

Only the Viridian Scholar watched with a slightly different, expectant expression.

SWOOSH!

Baek Suryong stepped closer to the hairy man. Instead of throwing a punch, though, he leaned in and whispered something in the man's ear.

Soon, the hairy man's resigned face grew stiff. His eyes flew open and he began to tremble uncontrollably. "P-Please, anything but that...!"

The Viridian Scholar raised an eyebrow, curious. What on earth did Baek Suryong say?

The hairy man's face turned ghostly pale, and tears streamed down his face as he broke down, sobbing uncontrollably. "T-That's right! We're bandits from the Giant Spirit Keep! Waaah! Please, have mercy just this once, Great Sir!"

"That depends on how well you cooperate," Baek Suryong chuckled. His hand was still on the hairy man's shoulder. "Okay, let's start from the top. How many more of you are there?"

"Well..."

The hairy man confessed everything he knew. Whether it was the scale, strength, or location of the bandits surrounding Mount Heng, everything came pouring out like an unstoppable flood.

From an onlooker's perspective, Baek Suryong's skill in blackmail and intimidation was masterful.

"What on earth did he do?"

"He didn't even hit or torture the dude..."

Jang Geol and Gu Gil gaped at Baek Suryong, appalled. 

On the contrary, the Viridian Scholar nodded his head in appreciation.

That's Senior Brother for you.

He felt certain that Baek Suryong had inherited not only the Bandit King's martial arts, but also his blackmail and intimidation techniques as well.

He explained how his Senior Brother had threatened the hairy man to the curious Jang Geol and Gu Gil. "Senior Brother warned the bandit that he'd set his crotch on fire with the True Samadhi Fire and drag him to the mountaintop. After slowly burning the thing until it's useless, he pondered what would happen if he handed him over to the Giant Spirit Keep Boss and thanked him for guiding them all the way there."

""Holy shit...!""

Jang Geol and Gu Gil's faces turned as white as a sheet.

The Viridian Scholar stroked his beard, smiling. "Ah, I truly have much to learn from Senior Brother!"
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At the Zigai Peak on Mount Heng, east of Zhurong Peak where the unorthodox sects' conference was scheduled, two Viridian Forest bigwigs arrived for a meeting.

"It's about time that old scholar showed up," a giant said. 

Over two meters tall, he sat on a rock covered with tiger skin. His iron-tower physique and massive, bronze-colored muscles hinted at immense physical power.

"Grr..."

Ferocious beasts, each twice the size of normal animals, prowled around the giant. Contrary to their intimidating appearance, a massive tiger the size of a house, a black bear, and an eagle nuzzled the giant affectionately.

"Those creatures look nice and plump," the other man replied. "I'm feeling a bit hungry, mind if I catch and eat one?"

Like the giant, he had an extraordinary appearance. His body was covered in thick hair, and his arms were abnormally long, like a monkey's. When he grinned, his thick lips curled up to reveal sharp fangs.

The giant frowned. "Touch my pets, and I'll rip out your gallbladder while you're still alive."

"So stingy! Can't you spare a single animal for a friend?"

The Giant Spirit Keep Boss scoffed. "Crazy bastard. Since when were you and I friends?"

The monkey-faced man took a long pipe from his pocket and puffed out a cloud of white smoke. "The enemy of my enemy is my friend, no? You and I are here for the same purpose."

"Hmph..."

The Giant Spirit Keep Boss and the Tiger Pass Keep Boss were two of the leaders who currently controlled the Viridian Forest, and they were indeed currently holding a meeting because they shared a common goal.

The Giant Spirit Keep Boss's tiger-like eyes glinted with a subtle killing intent. "Are you talking about the plan to kill the Viridian Scholar?"

The Viridian Scholar, Ju Pyo, was a thorn in their side. He was a shameless old man who built roads to win over commoners and charged low tolls, yet still dared to call himself a Viridian Forest bandit.

Thanks to him, the Giant Spirit Keep and the Tiger Pass Keep saw their incomes plummet. To avoid paying their high tolls, people were taking slight detours to travel through mountain passes controlled by the Yama Keep and their allies.

The Tiger Pass Keep Boss bared his fangs and nodded. "Yes. We agreed to cooperate until the Viridian Scholar is eliminated, right? Whether we like it or not, we're friends until then." 

Unlike the Giant Spirit Keep Boss, he didn't reveal his killing intent openly. While his co-conspirator was simple and savage, he was cunning and scheming.

"But we must be cautious," he warned. "The Viridian Scholar will come here fully prepared for a fight. If we're not careful, we could be the ones taken down."

"Ha! No matter how much that old man prepares, there's no way we can't kill him if we attack together. In fact, I could beat him to death all by myself!" the Giant Spirit Keep Boss declared confidently.

He drained the liquor bottle he was holding in one go, then threw the empty stone bottle, hitting a distant tree.

CRACK!

The thick tree trunk snapped in the middle and toppled over. 

After displaying monstrous strength that made one question if he was even human, the Giant Spirit Keep Boss chuckled. "So what if he's one of the Ten Great Villains? Just because those prissy orthodox sects gave him a stupid nickname doesn't make him the strongest in the Viridian Forest."

"...You've gotten stronger than the last time I saw you."

"Bwahahaha! That pathetic old man's no match for me now!"

The Giant Spirit Keep Boss's laughter echoed thunderously across Zigai Peak. 

The Tiger Pass Keep Boss narrowed his eyes. The Giant Spirit Keep and the Tiger Pass Keep had a complicated relationship dating back to their previous bosses. Furthermore, as sons of the former bosses, they had heard a lot about each other since they were young and had even met occasionally. 

Their shared lineage of Bandit King martial arts made them rivals. They had even tacitly agreed that if a new Bandit King were to emerge in the future, it would have to be one of them.

Because of this, their forces had frequently clashed and spilled blood for decades.

However, while they were busy warring with each other, the despicable Yama Keep quietly built up its strength and expanded its influence. From their perspective, the Viridian Scholar was nothing more than a despicable fox who had grown his power while the tigers were busy tearing each other apart.

"We can't just stand by and watch an old man without any ties aim for the position of Bandit King."

"You're right. We must take this opportunity to root out the evil shaking the foundations of the Viridian Forest."

"How many subordinates did you bring?"

"One hundred. You?"

"About the same. I told them to hide well at the foot of the mountain."

The two bandit bosses reached an agreement and grinned.

"Come, let's have a drink."

"Fufu! Sounds good."

Even as they shared a drink to commemorate their alliance, though, the same thought swirled in both their minds.

After the Viridian Scholar, you're next.

The subordinates behind them waited in tense silence. The looks their Bosses exchanged were anything but friendly. A fight could break out at any moment.

The Giant Spirit Keep Boss asked, "By the way, when the Viridian Scholar dies, how should we divide the forces under him?"

"We should split them evenly, half and half."

"Hmph! You think they'll accept that quietly? The guys under them are famous for their loyalty. I'm sure a war will break out immediately."

The Tiger Pass Keep Boss cackled like a monkey. "Why would a war break out? The Viridian Scholar will be killed by the Black Snake Alliance Chairman, the Lord of the Valley of Evil, or maybe the Sect Leader of the Mount Mo Sect."

"...So you're saying we should frame someone else?"

"I was thinking we could frame whichever one's the most annoying."

"Fufufu, you despicable bastard..."

"What? You don't like the idea?"

"I never said that."

The two men's smiles deepened as they fleshed out their evil plot.

"DIE!"

Suddenly, a commotion erupted from below Zigai Peak. The Giant Spirit Keep Boss and the Tiger Pass Keep Boss glanced down immediately to see what was happening.

"Damn idiots! I told them not to let anyone up, and they can't even do that one simple thing?" the Giant Spirit Keep Boss complained irritably.

One of his attendants bowed. "I'll go take care of it."

He was one of the top five elites in the Giant Spirit Keep and skilled enough to have been personally taught martial arts by the Boss. With his fierce and brave nature, he could kill a wild beast with his bare hands, earning him the Boss's favor.

"Okay, you go." The Giant Spirit Keep Boss nodded. This subordinate was skilled enough to beat even a decent first-rate expert to death within thirty exchanges, so he figured he could quiet the disturbance and it would die down quickly.

The man shot off as if flying toward the commotion.

"You go too," said the Tiger Pass Keep Boss, pointing to one of his subordinates. This man was also an elite, handpicked from the Tiger Pass Keep and no less skilled than the Giant Spirit Keep's best.

As the bandit bosses expected, the commotion quickly died down once the two men went down.

PWAK! PWAK!

Two impact sounds echoed, and then only a heavy silence remained.

The bosses of the Giant Spirit and Tiger Pass keeps stared at the mountain path with equally stiff expressions.

""......""

A man they had never seen before was dragging their unconscious and toothless men up the path by their hair.

WHOOOOSH!

The strong breeze whipped his voluminous blonde hair around wildly, making it look like a lion's mane.

"......"

Baek Suryong tossed the unconscious bandits in front of the two bosses and grinned. "Hey there! Shall we enjoy this nice view together?"
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Chapter 442: Only One Person is Allowed To Call Me That

"...Who the hell are you?" the Giant Spirit Keep Boss demanded, pushing himself up from the rock. His already massive body seemed to double in size and fill the entire area.

So big! Baek Suryong thought as he looked at the man. I think he's around the same size as Master Maeng?

Still, no matter how large, a boar could never compare to a tiger.

"I'm just a passing traveler," he answered politely, showing no sign of being intimidated. "I heard the scenery of Mount Heng's Zigai Peak was breathtaking, so I climbed up here to take a look."

The Giant Spirit Keep Boss's eyebrows twitched like worms. "How dare you? Do you even know who I am?"

"Grr..." The massive beasts guarding his side bared their teeth and flourished their claws.

Baek Suryong shrugged nonchalantly. "I just came to see the view. Do I really need to know who was here before me?"

"You beat my subordinate to a pulp and say you came to see the view?" 

The Giant Spirit Keep Boss glanced at the unconscious subordinate at his feet. The man's teeth were shattered. He could probably eat nothing but porridge from now on.

"You bastard...!"

The Giant Spirit Keep Boss released a faint killing intent, commanding his beasts to surround Baek Suryong and prepare to tear him apart.

Still, Baek Suryong remained composed. "Your subordinate attacked me first, so you should be grateful I didn't kill him," he complained. "Also, what are these animals doing here? Are you offering them to me for dinner tonight?"

"...What gives you the nerve to be so cocky?"

" Pfft! Well... What do you think?" Baek Suryong snickered, confident the Giant Spirit Keep Boss wouldn't attack him recklessly.

The unorthodox sects' meeting is tomorrow. There's no way he'd carelessly attack an unknown opponent.

The Viridian Scholar had informed him that while the Giant Spirit Keep Boss had a ferocious and cruel nature, he was by no means a fool. The giant must surely be reeling after witnessing an unknown master fell one of his top experts without sustaining so much as a scratch.

The Tiger Pass Keep Boss, who's quietly observing off to the side, must feel the same.

KWAANG!

The bandits of the Giant Spirit Keep and the Tiger Pass Keep flinched in surprise. The Giant Spirit Keep Boss had punched the rock he was sitting on, shattering it.

"Kekeke! It's been a while since I've seen someone with guts like you," he laughed. "Your courage is commendable, so I won't kill you on the spot. Go on, keep talking."

"......" Baek Suryong's jaw dropped in disbelief.

That's... such an obvious ploy to dig up information on me! If he was going to kill me, he would have just done so without the blabber. For someone who's supposedly not dumb, he's not very sharp.

He sighed. It seemed that the only similarity the giant shared with Master Maeng was size. He was so lacking in everything else that comparing them was absurd.

A dumbass like this is aiming for the position of the Bandit King?

He had to do his best to resist clicking his tongue in disdain.

"Didn't I tell you? I came to see the view, and while I'm at it, there's something I wanted to confirm with my own eyes," he said as diplomatically as he could.

"Hey. Let's stop sizing each other up," the Tiger Pass Keep Boss interjected, puffing smoke from his long pipe. Narrowing his eyes, he continued, "It's obvious you're no ordinary person. Where are you from? The Black Snake Alliance? The Valley of Evil? You can't be from the Mount Mo Sect..."

To be honest, the Tiger Spirit Keep Boss didn't want a fight. The man in front of them was a master who had taken down two of their top experts singlehandedly. Since he wasn't muscular enough to be from the Viridian Forest, and his way of speaking was different from the typically rough bandits, he figured he must be from one of the other unorthodox sects.

Above all, the willow leaf dao hanging at the man's waist unnerved him.

I didn't hear the sound of a blade being swung just now.

A bladesman crushed experts from the Giant Spirit Keep and the Tiger Pass Keep without even drawing his blade?

That means he's even stronger when he does draw his blade... With that level of skill, it's impossible for rumors not to have spread, but I've never heard of him. Why? That blonde hair is so damn conspicuous...

The man's blonde hair, which reached almost to his waist, rippled in the gentle breeze. The sight was mystical and overflowed with a wild charm.

Hmm? Blonde hair?

For some reason, the description of the Bandit King he heard from his father as a child came to mind.

"Where do you think I'm from?" Baek Suryong asked playfully, answering a question with another question.

The Tiger Pass Keep Boss shook off his stray thoughts and rose to his feet. "It seems you don't want to answer."

He bent his back slightly, letting his abnormally long arms nearly touch the ground. He too was a tyrant who reigned over countless bandits, though less so than the Giant Spirit Keep Boss. 

Baring his sharp fangs, he warned, "You seem to be acting arrogant, thinking we can't kill you recklessly, but you should know that it's more than possible for us to do to you exactly what you did to my subordinate."

The Giant Spirit Keep Boss clenched his fists and grinned. "That's right. If we beat this bastard to a pulp, his master will come looking for him, whoever that is. As long as we don't kill him, it's fine, right?"

He calculated that the consequences would be much lighter if he dealt with the opponent together with the Tiger Pass Keep Boss, no matter what faction he belonged to.

The two Bosses exchanged glances, having reached an agreement, and they surrounded Baek Suryong from the front and back. 

A ferocious energy wave, sharp enough to sting the skin, radiated from them.

TSSSSH...

"You should've begged when I was offering mercy."

"Fufufu! If you kneel even now, I'll end this with just a mild beating."

The other Giant Spirit and Tiger Pass Keep bandits formed a wide encirclement, leaving Baek Suryong no chance to escape.

"This is..." Baek Suryong's face hardened as he felt the energy waves from the two masters. Gritting his teeth, he looked up at the sky and muttered, "...Can't I just kill them all right here?"

"This bastard!" Enraged, the Giant Spirit Keep Boss raised his fist to swing it.

"STOP!" a Lion's Roar rang out, imbued with powerful inner qi. 

Everyone who had surrounded Baek Suryong immediately turned toward the source of the roar.

The two Bosses' expressions hardened as they spotted a familiar face.

"Viridian Scholar?"

"How'd you get here?"

They glanced at the people who accompanied the Viridian Scholar. Jang Geol and Gu Gil guarded his left and right.

Behind them, bandits tied together with ropes limped along, supporting each other... because every single one of them had one broken leg.

Killing intent flashed in the Giant Spirit Keep Boss's eyes. "Why the fuck are you guys here...!?"

I told them to hide well and wait, so why did they get caught by the Viridian Scholar?

He glared at his hairy subordinate, looking ready to tear him to pieces. 

"......" The hairy man didn't dare meet his gaze and lowered his head.

"Long time no see, both of you," the Viridian Scholar said, stopping at a reasonable distance away from the encirclement. "The man you're persecuting is a member of my Yama Keep. Stand down immediately."

The two bandit bosses sneered, neither planning on doing as their rival said.

"You're saying that guy's from the Yama Keep? I've never heard of him," the Giant Spirit Keep Boss said suspiciously.

The Viridian Scholar smiled coolly. "Since when were you two so interested in the members of the Yama Keep?"

"Damn geezer...!"

"Wait a moment." The Tiger Pass Keep Boss stepped forward, stopping his ally. "Viridian Scholar, are you trying to start a war with us right now?"

The Viridian Scholar feigned ignorance. "A war? What on earth are you talking about?"

The Tiger Pass Keep Boss suppressed his boiling anger and pointed to his fallen subordinate. "This man you call your brother beat our brothers to a pulp. How are you going to compensate us? If you don't answer properly, we'll do the same to him."

The Viridian Scholar calmly clasped his hands behind his back. "Compensation? That's not the right word to use after a brother has been assaulted, is it?" 

Baek Suryong snickered inwardly. Among the three bandit bosses gathered here, the Viridian Scholar had the smallest and slimmest physique, yet his presence was unrivaled.

The Viridian Scholar rebuked sternly. "You're the ones who broke the promise to only bring three men. Surely you're not going to claim that the men behind me aren't your followers, are you?"

""......"" The two Bosses said nothing. 

All unorthodox sects participating in the meeting were permitted to bring a maximum of four people with them. All factions had agreed upon this rule. No one expected the rule to be followed, but getting caught was another matter.

Damn it. How much does he know?

If we don't do anything about this, our plan will fall apart...!

The Bosses of the Giant Spirit Keep and the Tiger Pass Keep exchanged troubled glances.

"By the way, are these men from the Giant Spirit Keep, or the Tiger Pass Keep?" he asked. "They wouldn't open their mouths no matter how much I asked, so I brought them here to confirm it myself."

"...What?"

"......"

The two bosses, especially the Giant Spirit Keep Boss, regarded the hairy bandit curiously. The man's face was covered in blood, a clear sign he had suffered a severe ordeal, yet he hadn't confessed to anything? Feeling a small surge of pride, his killing intent dulled a little.

The hairy man let out a small sigh of relief. The pressure on him was easing up.

The Viridian Scholar acted as if he hadn't noticed the subtle exchange. "Well, it doesn't really matter who they work for. As fellow members of the Viridian Forest, I'll release them and pretend I didn't see anything this one time. In return, how about you release the encirclement and return my man? After all, in the heat of the moment, my young friend succumbed to his youthful vigor and made a mistake. As fellow members of the Viridian Forest, we should rightfully cover for each other's mistakes, don't you agree?"

""......""

The Viridian Scholar narrowed his eyes. "...Or do you truly wish to see blood spilled here?"

The Giant Spirit and Tiger Pass Keep Bosses exchanged telepathic messages for a moment and then nodded at each other. There was nothing to be gained from clashing with the Viridian Scholar here and now.

"Let him go," the Giant Spirit Keep Boss commanded.

The bandits dispersed, and Baek Suryong approached the Viridian Scholar. 

The Viridian Scholar instantly noticed that his senior brother didn't look his usual self. [Are you all right?] he asked worriedly.

Baek Suryong nodded grimly. [I've seen everything I wanted to see. Let's go back now.]

[...Got it.] The Viridian Scholar looked at the two bosses. "Then, we shall meet at the assembly tomorrow."

He turned to leave, and Jang Geol, Gu Gil, and Baek Suryong followed him. The bandits they had dragged along stayed behind, looking on anxiously.

Just as the tense atmosphere dissipated and everyone sighed in relief, though, the Giant Spirit Keep boss yelled, "Hey, brat! What's your name?"

Baek Suryong paused. His poorly suppressed anger threatened to erupt again.

Did he just call me a 'brat'!?

He lost it.

"Hey, boar," he snapped rudely, meeting the Giant Spirit Keep Boss's eyes.

"......" The Giant Spirit Keep Boss unconsciously gulped. Something about this young man's killing intent bothered him.

Baek Suryong warned, "Don't run your mouth so carelessly again. Only one person in the Viridian Forest is allowed to call me a brat."

"Y-You arrogant bastard...!" The Giant Spirit Keep Boss's face flushed with rage, and he clenched his fists tightly.

In the end, however, he couldn't bring himself to attack.

"Hey! There's no point talking to a madman," the Tiger Pass Keep Boss chided.

"......" The Giant Spirit Keep Boss fell silent. Even if the Tiger Pass Keep Boss hadn't tried to persuade him otherwise, could he really have gone through with the attack?

Baek Suryong sneered. "Maeng Ryonghwi."

"...What?"

"That's my name."

With that, Baek Suryong spun around and descended Zigai Peak.

He wanted to see with his own eyes what kind of men these people who claimed to have inherited even a fraction of Master Maeng's martial arts were. If they were the kind who could be reformed, he would have given them a chance, just as he had the Rehabilitation Sect guys.

Unfortunately, he had now concluded that they were beyond saving. For one, the stench of blood ingrained in them was nauseating. 

More importantly, they were undoubtedly descendants of the traitors who sold Master Maeng to the Blood Cult.

Because if that weren't the case, there was no way they could have learned the Cult's demonic arts.

Fuck these traitors. I will definitely avenge you, Master Maeng.


Chapter 443: I Planted a Spy

Back at their camp, the Viridian Scholar remained frozen in shock for a good long while after conversing with Baek Suryong.

He took a deep breath to calm himself, but his voice still trembled. "So, are you saying that those two bastards have learned demonic arts?"

Mere moments ago, Baek Suryong had told him that the Giant Spirit and Tiger Pass Bosses, who had supposedly inherited the Bandit King's martial arts, had actually trained in demonic arts.

"That's right, and it's definitely the Blood Cult's demonic arts," Baek Suryong replied calmly, nodding. His anger had boiled over when he left Zigai Peak, but he had since cooled down.

In contrast, the Viridian Scholar's face scrunched up in an ugly scowl. "Then, Senior Brother, what you're saying is..."

"It's safe to say that the ones who betrayed Master Maeng were the previous bosses of the Giant Spirit and Tiger Pass Keeps."

"We should rip those scoundrels to shreds!"

The Viridian Scholar shot up from his seat, vicious killing intent streaming from his eyes. He had revered the Bandit King long before meeting Baek Suryong, but now, he had even more respect for his master.

"To think the ones who called themselves disciples of the Bandit King were such heartless fiends!"

A colossal rage surged within him as a suspicion he never wanted to believe became reality. His green robes flapped wildly, though no breeze was blowing.

"I'm going back there right now to shred those two apart!"

Baek Suryong grabbed the Viridian Scholar, who was about to storm out. "Wait! Calm down, Junior Brother. If you kill them now, what will happen afterward? Weren't you the one worried about a war within the Viridian Forest, not me?" he reasoned.

"But...!" The Viridian Scholar clenched his teeth and regarded Baek Suryong.

As Master Maeng's direct disciple, Senior Brother must be even angrier than I am. How is he suppressing his rage right now?

He lowered his head, feeling both sorry and grateful. "I apologize. I failed to control my emotions and nearly ruined things."

"What are you talking about? I'm glad someone feels as strongly about Master Maeng's revenge as I do." Baek Suryong chuckled and surveyed their camp.

Jang Geol and Gu Gil stood guard outside the tent he and the Viridian Scholar were conversing in, keeping a tight vigil. Since he had set up a sound-blocking barrier before talking to the Viridian Scholar, they hadn't heard a thing.

"Don't tell those guys. They definitely won't be able to conceal their emotions."

"...Understood." The Viridian Scholar nodded and sighed. He and his Senior Brother were skilled at hiding their emotions, but Jang Geol and Gu Gil could never do the same. "You did well to endure it, Senior Brother. If you'd slaughtered them on the spot... it would've been satisfying, but so much blood would've been shed in the Viridian Forest."

The Giant Spirit Keep and the Tiger Pass Keep had been consolidating their power since the time of their previous leaders. They did so by fathering numerous children and allowing them to take charge of the mountain keeps under their command.

In other words, these two forces were massive factions connected by blood.

Baek Suryong frowned. "Any idea how many of them might have learned demonic arts?"

"I doubt there are many," the Viridian Scholar concluded after a moment's thought. "Even though many of the bosses are siblings, they aren't close. The bosses of the Giant Spirit and Tiger Pass Keeps won't share their secrets for fear that their siblings might rebel and aim for their positions. Most likely, the previous bosses only passed down the demonic arts to their successors. Above all..."

"They're both claiming to be the Bandit King's legitimate heir. Hence, the fewer the number of people who know about their demonic arts, the better," Baek Suryong chimed in.

"Exactly."

Learning demonic arts was not a huge cause for criticism in the Viridian Forest, as it was common for unorthodox martial artists to learn a hodgepodge of martial arts.

However, it was a different story for the Giant Spirit and Tiger Pass Keep bosses, who claimed to have inherited the Bandit King's martial arts. If it became known that they had learned demonic arts, their claim to legitimacy would be severely undermined.

Baek Suryong and the Viridian Scholar exchanged glances, having arrived at the same conclusion. Putting their heads together, they began to scheme.

"First, we must obtain proof that they've learned demonic arts."

"Yes, and we also need to expose them in front of a large group of witnesses. Ideally, the witnesses should include not only the Viridian Forest leaders, but also the sect leaders of other unorthodox sects..."

"And if you showcase Master Maeng's martial arts at the same time, Junior Brother, the effect will be doubled. They'll see you as distinctly different from the other two."

"Still, they won't be willing to use demonic arts in front of everyone. We'll have to create a situation where they'll have no choice but to show their hands..."

"I do have a way of forcing them to use demonic arts, but..."

"But...?"

"...No, that probably won't work."

For a moment, Baek Suryong considered using the Blood Demon Eyes, but he quickly shook his head. He didn't want to reveal the Heaven Defying Divine Art in front of others, and there was a chance one of the older unorthodox martial artists might recognize the technique's unique aura.

"Anyway, I think we should save that method as a last resort and look for another way."

"...Okay. I just thought of a plan. Would you like to hear it?"

Candlelight flickered inside the tent, causing the shadows of the two conspiring men to dance erratically.

Baek Suryong smirked in satisfaction. "I'm glad you're more than just a brutish martial artist, Junior Brother."

"And I never thought I'd meet a kindred spirit like you in the Viridian Forest, Senior Brother."

"But I'm not from the Viridian Forest."

"For you to say that now is a bit..."

FWOOSH! THUMP!

Suddenly, a torch went out with a sputter, and the sound of a heavy object hitting the ground rang out. The two instantly stopped talking and glanced outside. Jang Geol and Gu Gil, who were on guard, had simultaneously lost consciousness and slumped to the ground.

"Which bastard dares...!" the Viridian Scholar growled, starting to leap to his feet.

Baek Suryong stopped him. "Wait! They're not hurt, just knocked out. Don't worry, I didn't sense any killing intent."

If the people approaching them had had any killing intent, he would have reacted the moment he sensed their presence. The reason he hadn't moved at all was because he recognized one of the visitors' auras.

Grinning, he rose from his seat. "It seems my guest has arrived."

A man entered the camp, his movements were as stealthy as seeping moonlight.

"I wished to meet that person as privately as possible," Baek Suryong explained. "Could you please forgive them for their transgressions?"

The Viridian Scholar grimaced when he saw the approaching man's chillingly blue eyes and ghost-like, stealthy movements. This opponent's martial arts were by no means inferior to his own.

An assassin with piercing blue eyes? Was there anyone in the jianghu like that... Ah!

"The Lord of the Valley of Evil?"

"Greetings, Viridian Scholar. I am the Blue Eyed Freak." Blue Eyed Freak, the new Lord of the Valley of Evil and host of the unorthodox sects' meeting, clasped his hands in greeting. 

He then regarded Baek Suryong intently. Although his face was different from what he remembered, the Blue Eyes Demonic Art was reacting to the Heaven Defying Divine Art the same way it had before. "I suppose you must be..."

"Long time no see!" Grinning, Baek Suryong undid his bone contortion art. Nevertheless, his hair, which was dyed by the Divine Azure Dragon Sword's sorcery, remained a golden blonde.

"Blonde hair..." Blue Eyed Freak mumbled under his breath. The color of Baek Suryong's hair that was seared into his memory was blood-red. "By any chance, do you have a hobby of dying your hair?"

Baek Suryong chuckled at Blue Eyed Freak's needless grumbling.
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The three co-conspirators gathered and talked for a long time. First, the Viridian Forest and the Valley of Evil formed an alliance. These two factions had no prior connection, but Baek Suryong acted as a bridge to forge a solid partnership between them.

"Junior Brother. Can I talk to Blue Eyed Freak in private for a moment?"

"Sure."

"......" Blue Eyed Freak sighed. He still couldn't get used to the sight of the Viridian Scholar bowing respectfully to Baek Suryong.

He followed Baek Suryong out of the camp. When they were a good distance away, his curiosity finally got the better of him.

"How the fuck did the Azure Dragon Hero end up becoming the Viridian Scholar's Senior Brother?" he asked incredulously.

Baek Suryong shrugged nonchalantly. "I had an amazing miraculous encounter."

"Another miraculous encounter?" Blue Eyed Freak laughed hollowly. "Why does it seem like you've obtained every miraculous encounter in the world?"

"I haven't just been obtaining them. I've also been handing out plenty of miraculous encounters myself," Baek Suryong pointed out shamelessly.

Blue Eyed Freak shook his head. "Sigh, I forgot that you're someone who can talk your way out of anything..."

"So? How've you been?"

"I've been very busy, thanks to someone who keeps sending letters and ordering me around," Blue-Eyed Freak grumbled. His earlier candor was the result of Baek Suryong working him to the bone without ever paying him a visit.

Baek Suryong smirked. "For someone so busy, you've gotten quite strong. Looks like you've been training hard."

"...Even so, I'm no match for you," Blue-Eyed Freak said, though he couldn't hide the joy and pride on his face.

Baek Suryong tilted his head. "By the way, why are you speaking so formally to me? I remember we used to talk casually. Just talk like you used to."

"That's..." Blue Eyed Freak hesitated, then frowned and shook his head. "I'm just more comfortable this way," he lied.

He couldn't bring himself to tell Baek Suryong the truth. As a practitioner of the Blue Eyes Demonic Art, which was once only taught to the Blood Demon's bodyguards and was designed to be completely subservient to the Heaven Defying Divine Art, he was greatly affected by Baek Suryong's aura.

It wasn't this bad before... Has he improved his mastery of the Heaven Defying Divine Art?

He acted like he wasn't bothered, but in reality, even making direct eye contact with Baek Suryong was mentally draining. Before he knew it, he was unconsciously using formal speech.

Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes. He could tell that Blue Eyed Freak was making excuses. "Is it because of the Heaven Defying Divine Art?" he asked.

"......"

"Huh, I thought so. Sorry, I didn't think you would be affected even when I'm not actively using inner arts."

"......"

"Don't worry, I'll fix your martial art for you later."

Blue Eyed Freak's eyes widened in shock. "...Why?"

"Why not? It's a useless side effect," Baek Suryong replied as if the answer was obvious.

"Doesn't doing nothing benefit you more, though...?"

"Benefit? Wait, don't tell me you thought I was going to overwork you for the rest of your life? I'm not a slave driver."

"......"

"Since you're not saying anything, I guess that's what you thought." Baek Suryong sighed. "My goal is to erase the Blood Cult from the world, not become just like them. I thought you knew that."

Blue-Eyed Freak avoided his gaze and stared vacantly at the night sky.


"Soon, the Blood Cult will rise again. Won't you fight them with me?"



Those were the words Baek Suryong had uttered while extending a hand to him, a man screaming in despair after his crushing defeat in the Valley of Evil. Seeing that the wrath in the man's eyes were real, he had taken him up on his offer.

However, many things had changed since then.

"...I thought that perhaps you might've changed."

"Hmph. Do I look like I have?"

Each time rumors of the Azure Dragon Hero shook the murim, Blue Eyed Freak would be amazed, but at the same time, an unsettling thought would also cross his mind.

Am I just witnessing the birth of a new Blood Demon? Can Baek Suryong remain the Azure Dragon Hero until the very end? After becoming the world's strongest and gaining the backing of countless factions, can he truly avoid becoming the Blood Demon?

"Fortunately, you don't appear to have changed." Blue Eyed Freak laughed awkwardly. He still found it difficult to look Baek Suryong straight in the eye, but in those moments he managed to, he realized that they were the same as always. "So hurry up and get rid of this damn side effect. I feel like I'm gonna die from nervousness just from making eye contact with you."

"Nah, not yet. That's your reward for completing your assignment."

"Fuck, how much harder are you planning on making me work...!?" Blue Eyed Freak swore under his breath, but his expression soon turned grave. "This plan to unite the Viridian Forest won't be easy. We can't underestimate the Giant Spirit and Tiger Pass Bosses."

"I know."

"In my opinion, we'll need to constantly monitor their movements..."

Baek Suryong smirked wickedly. "I knew you'd say that, so I've already planted a reliable spy in their camp."

"A spy?" Blue Eyed Freak tilted his head, confused.
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A tiny tiger cub with vermilion fur and black stripes peeked its head out of the bushes and scouted the area. 

After a while, it spotted its prey—a bandit from the Giant Spirit Keep.

The Silver Tiger began stalking him stealthily.


Chapter 444: Pat, Pat!

Torches lit the area around the Giant Spirit and Tiger Pass Keeps' combined camp, illuminating it as if it were daytime.

"Report any intruders to the higher-ups immediately!"

"Bear this in mind. If what happened earlier happens again, we're all gonna die."

Bandits stood guard in shifts, each scanning their surroundings with wide, sharp eyes. Maeng Ryonghwi's attack earlier that day had put them on edge.

"Grr..." The Giant Spirit Keep's beasts had also been mobilized for additional security. The ferocious animals, whose senses were dozens of times sharper than a human's, patrolled every corner of the perimeter. 

There were no openings. Even a skilled assassin would have a hard time getting close, let alone infiltrating the camp.

"Nyaa..." Silver Tiger hid in a bush and sullenly eyed the enemy camp. He saw no opening to sneak inside, so he had been licking his paws for nearly two hours.

Suddenly, a bandit emerged from the camp and relieved himself in a bush, grumbling, "Damn it! The meeting is tomorrow. Why come up with this bullshit about an attack now?"

He was a mid-ranking bandit from the Giant Spirit Keep. Normally, he would have left guard duty to the grunts and slept soundly, but his boss had ordered him to take the night watch.

"Ugh! So cold!" The bandit finished his business, pulled up his pants, and shivered.

Observing him, Silver Tiger had an idea. He immediately began tailing the bandit back to the camp, following him stealthily and carefully.

When he judged that the time was right, he made his move, revealing his presence with a cry slightly different from his usual one.

"Meow?"

The bandit turned at the innocent, harmless sound. "Huh? What's this? A wildcat?"

His eyes widened. An adorable kitten with sparkling eyes was staring up at him. At first, he hesitated when he saw its stripes, wondering if it was a tiger cub, but its cry sounded just like a cat's.

Silver Tiger rubbed himself against the bandit's legs. "Purrrr..."

The bandit was initially flustered, but his expression quickly softened at the feel of the soft fur. "Heh, adorable little fella..."

Silver Tiger's heart swelled with joy. This was his ultimate technique, which he had honed against the students at the Azure Dragon Academy. It seemed that even a seasoned bandit was no match for the trick that had earned him countless snacks.

"Fufu! You're a friendly one, aren't you? I don't have anything to eat right now, so... wanna come with me?"

"Meow!" Silver Tiger leaped into the bandit's open arms.

The bandit's demeanor softened completely as he cradled Silver Tiger like a precious treasure. "You little rascal! You understand me perfectly. Are you a spirit beast?"

"Meow?"

"Ehehe!" Grinning from ear to ear, the bandit returned to the camp with Silver Tiger in his arms.

It didn't take long for the rugged souls of the Viridian Forest to warm up to the cute creature. Since they usually only ever saw large, ferocious beasts, the chance to interact with a small, cute animal was especially precious to the Giant Spirit bandits.

"What's that, Hyung-nim?"

"Aww, where'd you pick up that kitten?"

The other bandits showed great interest in Silver Tiger. Initially, the Giant Spirit's beasts glanced in their direction, but when they saw it was just a little cub nestled in the bandit's arms, they relaxed their guard and turned away.

"I found him when I went out to take a piss. I'm thinking of giving him some food and raising him."

"That's weird. Animals don't usually come near us because of how we smell."

"Fufu! I guess this is a fate bestowed upon me by the gods."

Everyone came over to marvel at Silver Tiger and gently stroke his fur. 

Suddenly, one ill-tempered fellow remarked sarcastically, "Hey, be careful not to let the Boss's pets see him. That tiny thing's just a bite-sized snack to them."

"What? Did you just run your mouth, you bastard?"

"Is it wrong to tell you to be careful?"

The trivial argument quickly escalated into a fistfight. 

While the bandits rolled on the ground, fighting, Silver Tiger slipped away from the chaos.

"Huh? Nabi! Where did my Nabi go?"

After the brawl, the dirt-covered bandit frantically scoured the area for Silver Tiger, but it was nowhere to be found.
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After successfully infiltrating the enemy camp, Silver Tiger climbed onto a nearby tent. The entire landscape of the Giant Spirit Keep and the Tiger Pass Keep spread out below him.

SNIFF, SNIFF...

He searched for a familiar smell amidst the foul odors and the scent of blood. Sure enough, he found it quickly.

He leaped down from the tent. The bandits from the Giant Spirit Keep and the Tiger Pass Keep were patrolling vigilantly, but no one would notice a little kitty.

The tamed beasts paid him no mind either. Because the bandit had hugged him earlier, he was heavily covered in their scent and didn't arouse suspicion.

At last, he slipped into his first target's tent. Inside, the hairy bandit who had crossed paths with Baek Suryong at the foot of the mountain was sound asleep, recovering from the most unfortunate day of his life. 

Silver Tiger placed a paw on the hairy man's mouth, jolting him awake.

"......" The hairy man wanted to scream, but he couldn't move a muscle. A terrifying beast's eyes glowed with a faint blue light as they peered down at him, and the paw it placed on him, though tiny, concealed immense strength.

He froze in terror. P-Please, spare me! he pleaded with his eyes.

Silver Tiger eased the pressure from his paw and gestured toward the outside of the tent, as if to say, Follow me!

The hairy man understood immediately. Quickly scrambling to his feet, he stepped outside carefully, making sure not to wake the other bandits.

I can't believe it actually came...

With a face as pale as a corpse, he recalled his conversation with Maeng Ryonghwi earlier that day.


"You'd be killed by the Giant Spirit Keep Boss if he found out you were conducting business here on your own, right?"

"H-How did you know that?"



He remembered trembling before the man with the demonic smile.


"I can keep all of this between us, you know? If you're willing to work for me, that is."

"W-Work for you? What... do you want...?"

"It seems you'd rather choose death, huh?"

"...What do I have to do?"

"For now, just stay put and wait for my instructions."



Maeng Ryonghwi had instructed him to pretend that they had been attacked by the Viridian Scholar's party, instead of admitting that they had a attempted to do business. Surprisingly, the Viridian Scholar had readily played along with his subordinate's plan.


"By the way, are these men from the Giant Spirit Keep, or the Tiger Pass Keep? They wouldn't open their mouths no matter how much I asked, so I brought them here to confirm it myself."



The moment the Viridian Scholar said that, a wave of relief had overcome him. He'd thought that he was saved.

I never thought that decision would come back to bite me.

He only realized later that by turning a deaf ear to the Viridian Scholar's lie, he had become complicit in their scheme.

Fuck, I can't tell the truth now.

It was too late to turn back, not only for him, but also for all of his subordinates who had remained silent about the Viridian Scholar's lie out of fear of the Giant Spirit Boss.

I could go to the Boss and confess now, but he's definitely going to kill me... Sigh, all I did was keep quiet...

Well, it was too late to make excuses. He had already become a traitor, and Maeng Ryonghwi had sent his pet tiger cub to drag him back into the fray.


[I'll be in touch again soon.]



He recalled the telepathic message he had received from Maeng Ryonghwi at Zigai Peak.

Silver Tiger gently scratched the inside of his ear with his paw and pulled out a rolled-up piece of paper.

The hairy man accepted the note, opened it, and then paused. "Um, I can't read..." 

Silver Tiger stared at the hairy man as if he were a pathetic worm.

The hairy man hung his head in shame. "One of my subordinates knows how to read. Can I wake him up and consult him?

Silver Tiger tilted his head for a moment, then let out a low growl as if granting permission.

The hairy man hurriedly woke up a subordinate who could read. It was one of the men who had gone out with him to do business earlier.

"Hyung-nim, this..."

"Even if we tried, do you think we could succeed at something like that? Thankfully, this isn't a difficult task," the subordinate said, before going on to describe what Baek Suryong wanted them to do.

"Hmm..." The hairy man pondered the contents of the message seriously.

Silver Tiger didn't give him much time to think. "Nyan!"

The hairy man flinched and nodded instinctively. "I-I'll do it. Of course I'll cooperate."

He didn't have a choice, and it wasn't just because he was scared of Silver Tiger.

Since things have come to this, I might as well switch sides, he reasoned.

Silver Tiger approached and tapped his shin with a paw, as if praising him for making the right decision.

The hairy man's face filled with dread. "T-Thank you."

To an onlooker, a man speaking formally to a small cat would have seemed strange. If they had seen the cute creature shatter a wolf's skull with that small paw, though, would they also have felt compelled to be polite?

Besides, he seems smarter than most people.

Silver Tiger successfully completed his first mission and left the hairy man. His second and final destination was the Giant Spirit and Tiger Pass Bosses' quarters, where he was to eavesdrop on their secret conversation.

Unfortunately, a large gatekeeper blocked his path.

"Grr..."

A massive shadow loomed over him, large enough to block out the moonlight.

Silver Tiger craned his neck to see the beast towering over him. It was a monstrous tiger that had been raised and trained using the Blood Cult's secret methods for handling demonic beasts.

DRIP, DRIP...

Saliva dripped from its fiercely bared fangs. The Giant Spirit Boss had taught it to prefer human flesh, followed by tiger flesh.

"Grr..."

The great tiger's eyes glinted with ferocious intent as it swung its foreleg like a whip at a speed comparable to a peak martial master.

Silver Tiger sprang high into the air to avoid the attack. Created from half of his thousand-year-old mother's inner core, his innate energy was as auspicious as starlight, making him the natural enemy of all wicked energies. 

Besides, although they looked similar, he and this tiger were a different species entirely. This great tiger had only grown in size through unorthodox methods, while he was a spirit beast with a special and noble bloodline.

He pressed a small paw lightly against the great tiger's forehead and released a faint white light.

The result was shocking. The mighty tiger faltered from the apparently trivial impact, its legs faltering as it crumpled to the ground with a resounding thud.

Any martial artist would have gasped in astonishment at the sight.

Silver Tiger had used an internal energy infusion technique, a skill that only a peak master could execute properly.

"Whine..." Terrified, the great tiger shook its head violently, but to no avail.

PAT, PAT!

Silver Tiger smacked the great tiger's forehead several more times. With each blow, the great tiger whimpered, not knowing what to do.

"NYAAAAH!"

The furball lifted his head triumphantly, proud that he had clearly shown who was superior today.



Translator's Note: I doubt I can finish the next chapter before bed, so I'll post it on Fri as usual...


Chapter 445: Why Are You Worried?

PABABABAK!

Five figures melded into a chaotic blur. Powerful fists tore through the air, accompanied by flashing kicks that whipped like lashes as they all aimed for their opponents' vital points.

HWOOONG!

One person deflected an attack with a gentle palm technique, while another curved their fingers like hawk talons to target an opponent's wrist. There were no clear enemies or allies. No one hesitated to backstab someone they had just fought alongside.

Such was the chaotic melee training that took place every morning at the White Dragon Manor. A large circle was drawn in the middle of the training ground, and the five kids fought until only one was left standing.

"Take this!"

"......"

"Damn it, you cowardly bastard!"

"How dare you call your senior a bastard?!"

"Does being a senior lower your accuracy?"

The final survivor was exempt from cleaning and meal duties for the day. As such, the Five Young Azure Dragons spared no insults or provocations, just as their master had taught them.

In the past, Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon had an overwhelming win rate. Now, however, the situation had shifted so dramatically that it was impossible to predict the winner.

KWAANG!

Ya Suhyeok stomped his foot hard, his overwhelming weight shaking the ground and throwing off his opponents' center of gravity.

"Ha! What an obvious trick!"

That only works once or twice!"

Unfortunately, no one fell for it. The moment Ya Suhyeok made his move, Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon, who were clashing, quickly jumped off the ground. Yeo Min did the same.

"Fufufu!"

This situation was exactly what Ya Suhyeok was aiming for. He grinned, spread his hands to his sides, and then slammed them together to unleash a wave of qi.

PWAAAAANG!

A loud roar accompanied by a shockwave erupted from between his palms. As Hyonwon Kang, Yeo Min, and Wiji Cheon reached the peak of their jump, they briefly froze in midair.

Ya Suhyeok didn't miss the momentary opening.

PWANG!

"Kuek!"

"Uwaaak!"

He slammed his body into Hyonwon Kang, sending him flying over the wall, then grabbed Wiji Cheon and threw him.

"I give up!" Yeo Min screamed when she saw the two guys get taken down. Without hesitation, she stepped out of the circle.

Now, only Geo Sangwoong remained.

"Guhahaha! Come on!" he laughed. Unlike the others, he had stood his ground like an iron tower from the moment Ya Suhyeok stomped his foot.

Ya Suhyeok charged toward the only student at the Azure Dragon Academy bigger than him like a great tiger leaping down a mountain.

KWAAAANG!

When the two giants collided, a shockwave spread in all directions, strong enough to send their hair billowing everywhere. Each time their hands or feet connected, a sound like crashing rocks ensued.

A moment later, Geo Sangwoong noticed his foot had been pushed out of the circle. "Damn it ," he sighed, "I was pushed out."

"Uooooooh!" Ya Suhyeok's spirit soared. Raising both hands high, he roared like a savage beast.

Geo Sangwoong clicked his tongue. "Why are you so energetic today?"

Although the outcome of a five-person brawl depended heavily on luck, Ya Suhyeok had put on an outstanding display today.

Ya Suhyeok grinned and scratched his head. "I dunno. Maybe it's 'cause I ate a lot of meat yesterday?"

"You eat a lot every day... Tsk, I never thought I'd be pushed back by you in terms of strength."

"That's because you were singled out at the beginning and tired out early on, Senior. Also, I noticed that you couldn't put much strength into your right thigh."

"...You noticed that? Ugh, the spot where that bastard Wonkang hit me earlier hurts like hell."

"Fuck," Hyonwon Kang grumbled, dusting himself off as he climbed back over the wall. "This fight's too advantageous for the muscle-heads. Get rid of the circle and let's go again!"

"Uh, Senior, for you to call someone else a muscle-head is a bit..."

"What does the circle have to do with anything? Didn't you fly over the wall earlier, Senior?"

Wiji Cheon and Yeo Min stared at Hyonwon Kang in disbelief. Although Hyonwon Kang was smaller than the two giants, he was still considered exceptionally muscular. Even now, the muscles visible through his loose martial arts uniform were glistening. 

Of course, Ya Suhyeok and Geo Sangwoong's muscles were twice as large as his, but they were outliers.

"Puhahaha!" Ya Suhyeok laughed. "Why don't you make those pathetic excuses in front of Mr. Baek when he gets back? If you have the guts to, that is."

"Damn you...!"

"Anyway, I'm hungry, so hurry up and cook! I want double my usual meat portion!"

"Guh!" Hyonwon Kang's fists quivered. Nevertheless, accepting the day's result was the rule of the White Dragon Manor, so he started cooking with the others without further protest.
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"Everyone, wash up and come eat!"

Shortly after, the Five Young Azure Dragons gathered for breakfast. With five people, mealtimes were never quiet.

"Today's the day for group classes, right?"

"I wonder which group we'll be up against this time..."

"The spot where I was hit by a needle when we fought Senior Tang Soso's group last time is still red. She said it wasn't poison, but..."

"That's definitely a poison needle."

"I wonder if Mr. Namgung Su will be the substitute teacher today, too?"

"I'd rather have Mr. Mae Geuklyom. Mr. Namgung Su's classes are really intense."

They talked about martial arts, training, and the academy, but lately, most of their conversations revolved around Baek Suryong.

"When do you think Mr. Baek will be back?"

"Mount Heng is quite a distance away, so it'll probably take a while."

"He'll be back before the school trip, right?"

"Do you know anything, Ya Suhyeok?"

"How would I know anymore than you? He just said he was doing a home visit, and I told him to go ahead."

"...Your father won't pick a fight with Mr. Baek, will he?"

"Nah, no way..." Suhyeok refuted, confident his friends were worrying for nothing. Stuffing his mouth with a meat side dish, he chewed noisily as he said, "I think they'll actually get along great."

The Five Young Azure Dragons nodded in understanding. Normally, the idea of a rising master of the orthodox sects and one of the Ten Great Villains getting along would be ridiculous, but this was Baek Suryong they were talking about.

"True, if it's Mr. Baek, he could easily become friends with the Ten Great Villains."

"Who do you think's the bigger villain in reality?"

"Don't you remember what he did back at the Valley of Evil? His acting was so realistic, like he was a real villain."

"You guys! Most real villains like my father aren't that bad! Compare him to a normal villain!"

As usual, the meal was boisterous. All five teenagers had hearty appetites, and they each finished three bowls of food in no time. 

When they were done eating, they got ready to go to school.

The conversation continued as they left the White Dragon Manor together.

"By the way, I wonder if Silver Tiger is doing okay."

"I miss seeing the little furball scurrying around the house."

"Nothing dangerous will happen to him in the mountains, right? He's still just a baby..."

Ya Suhyeok stared at his friends, dumbstruck. "What are you all talking about? Why are you worried about the furball?"

He informed his seniors and Wiji Cheon, who still knew nothing of Silver Tiger's true nature, that they should worry about something else.

"The ones you should be worried about are the mountain beasts that he's gonna torment."
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"Nyaaaah!" Silver Tiger puffed out his chest triumphantly and held his head high. He looked more small and cute than scary, but the beasts prostrated before him didn't feel that way at all.

""Whiiiine...""

A great tiger the size of a house, a bear, a wild boar, and an eagle were all prostrate before Silver Tiger, only raising their heads slightly to watch his every move. Silver Tiger had beaten them all into submission.

"Nyaaah! Nya!"

Silver Tiger had gathered the beasts the Giant Spirit Keep raised and was giving them a long lecture. It was unclear if the beasts understood, but they flinched every time he swung his tiny front paw through the air.

Meanwhile, even though the giant beasts were all gathered in one place, the bandits didn't dare approach them.

"Why are all the beasts gathered over there?"

"How should I know? Just don't get too close. Not unless you want to get noticed and eaten."

"Dammit! I can't go on living like this, it's too scary..."

Those beasts were monsters raised by the Blood Cult's mystical arts. They were fed drugs, poisonous herbs, and human flesh to make them abnormally large.

Where did the human flesh come from? Well, their diet included former comrades of the bandits.

The Giant Spirit Keep would throw any defiant subordinate to the beasts as food and force everyone to witness them being eaten. Naturally, their knees trembled just by getting close to the animals.

"You don't think someone's getting eaten, do you? The way they have their heads pressed to the ground looks just like..."

"I told you not to say such unlucky things!"

"L-Let's take the long way around, over there."

Due to these horrific experiences, the bandits only approached the beasts when ordered to by the Giant Spirit Boss. Needless to say, the insignificantly small furball nestled among them went unnoticed.

"Nya nya nyaaaah!"

Once he had finished his long lecture, Silver Tiger summoned the beasts one by one by flicking his front paw. 

His first subordinate, the great tiger, cautiously approached.

Silver Tiger leaped up like a flash of lightning and pressed his front paw firmly against the tiger's heart.

PYOK!

The great tiger flinched as divine energy seeped into its body.

HISSSS...

The demonic qi that had accumulated in its body courtesy of the Blood Cult's techniques began to flow out and dissipate.

Some time ago, Silver Tiger had instinctively realized that his innate divine energy and the Blood Cult's demonic qi were fundamentally incompatible. Therefore, he not only subdued the beasts with force, but also sought to eliminate the demonic qi that permeated their bodies.

PYOK! PYOK! PYOK!

After thet tiger, Silver Tiger also pressed his paw on the bodies of the bear, the wild boar, and the eagle. From now on, these beasts would no longer crave human flesh or harm people involuntarily. They would also no longer obey the Giant Spirit Boss unconditionally.

"Grrrr..."

The beasts' attitudes began to change. Previously, they had been paralyzed by instinctual terror, but now they saw the Silver Tiger as their leader and benefactor, not just a feared entity.

"Growl..." The great tiger rumbled and bowed its head to the Silver Tiger.

The other beasts did the same. Anyone watching would be dumbstruck by the sight of these nonsensically large and powerful beasts acknowledging a creature no larger than their own palms as their king. 

If Baek Suryong or the kids were there, they would have thought Silver Tiger was just like his mother, the former mountain god of Mount Tianzhu.

Well, little Silver Tiger didn't know about such complicated things, but he was delighted to see the beasts' gazes soften. Delighted, he began to hop around joyfully, mewing, "Nyaaaan!"

"What are you doing over there?" the Giant Spirit Boss shouted gruffly. He had come outside after noticing that the beasts weren't prowling around his quarters as they should have been. "Hmm? Surely they haven't eaten someone, have they? I definitely told them not to today..."

The Giant Spirit Boss frowned and strode in their direction. 

"Nyah!?" Silver Tiger panicked. For now, the beasts hid him, but the master would soon spot him. Although escaping would be easy, he would fail the task Baek Suryong had given him, which meant he wouldn't get the promised treats!

Seeing Silver Tiger at a loss, the great tiger extended a large front paw, gently scooped him up, and pulled him into its embrace.

"Purrr..." Silver Tiger clung tightly to the great tiger's belly, upside down, burying himself in the large creature's thick fur. It was the perfect hiding spot.

"Grrrr..." The great tiger turned and approached the Giant Spirit Boss with a low growl as if nothing had happened.


Chapter 446: Be Careful, It's Hot

"Grr..." The great tiger growled as it approached the Giant Spirit Boss.

Confirming that the tiger's mouth was empty, the Giant Spirit Boss scratched its neck. "Looks like you didn't eat anything you weren't supposed to. Was there something over there?"

The great tiger shook its head as if annoyed at being misunderstood.

The Giant Spirit Boss grinned. He was a ruthless tyrant to his subordinates, but generous to the pets he raised.

Unlike humans, animals will never betray me.

His father, who had received the Blood Cult's demonic art and beast-taming methods in exchange for betraying the Bandit King, constantly drilled this into him since he was young.

Having become a leader of the Viridian Forest through betrayal, his father did not trust any of his subordinates and kept only animals by his side. His children were no exception. He taught them martial arts and beast-taming little by little, but he fundamentally distrusted even them and strove to maintain his monopoly on power until he died of old age.

For this reason, the Giant Spirit Boss committed the crime of patricide. He snuck into his sleeping father's chambers, strangled and threatened him, then found the hidden secret manuals.

Afterward, he gagged his father and threw him into the beast cage, where the starving creatures devoured the old man who had been their master, chewing him down to the bone.

When morning came, the Giant Spirit Keep had a new boss.

"Thanks to that old man, I learned a valuable lesson. No matter how bothersome it is, you should never let someone else do the feeding." The Giant Spirit Boss chuckled, took a large chunk of meat from his robes, and placed it in the great tiger's mouth.

The tiger greedily chewed and swallowed it, then begged for more. "Grooowl..."

However, the Giant Spirit Boss pushed its snout aside and threw pieces of food to the other animals one by one. "Here, you all eat too."

Watching the beasts gorge themselves, he grinned to himself.

Yes, these friends will never betray me.

Still, there were prerequisites. The animals had to be fed on time, and they had to be constantly reminded that their master was stronger than them. As long as he adhered to these two rules, not even the most savage beast would betray him.

"Wanna have a go? It's been a while."

CHWAAAK!

He took out a whip and cracked it on the ground.

"Whine..." The beasts slowly backed away in fear.

The Giant Spirit Boss beamed, satisfied with their reaction. Turning around, he said, "Follow me when you're done eating."

During this entire time, he hadn't used inner arts, seeing no reason to do so. Consequently, he failed to realize that his demonic qi had vanished from the beasts' bodies. They no longer regarded him as their master.

"Nyaa...?"

He also didn't notice the tiny creature hidden in the great tiger's fur and observing him disapprovingly.

Stopping in front of the tent, he commanded, "Don't let anyone approach this area. If anyone dares come near, tear off an arm."

"Growl!" The great tiger nodded and blocked the entrance to the tent, while the other beasts stood guard around the area.

Confident that he would be undisturbed, the Giant Spirit Boss entered the tent.

Inside, the Tiger Pass Boss tossed him a liquor gourd. "Aren't you raising those beasts a bit too freely? Your subordinates are terrified of them."

"Fufufu! I let them loose precisely to scare my men. The only type of beast I don't trust is the kind that walks on two legs and has black hair," the Giant Spirit Boss replied, chugging the liquor.

Shaking his head, the Tiger Pass Boss took a more serious tone. "Now, let's finish our previous conversation. When are you going to take care of the Viridian Scholar?"

"After the assembly. I've already set up an ambush with my men on his planned route back. We'll strike all at once and finish him."

The Tiger Pass Boss narrowed his eyes and clicked his tongue in distaste. "That plan was supposed to guarantee an easy victory for us, but now a new variable has appeared."

"What variable?"

"That bastard named Maeng Ryonghwi."

CRACK!

The gourd in the Giant Spirit Boss's hand shattered. Liquor flowed down his palm, but his rock-hard hands were unharmed. "I'll kill that bastard with my own hands," he growled, a menacing killing intent filling his eyes. "I'll tear him limb from limb, feed him to my pets, and watch him crawl on the ground trying to escape."


"Don't run your mouth so carelessly again. Only one person in the Viridian Forest is allowed to call me a brat."



The Giant Spirit Boss hadn't forgotten how Maeng Ryonghwi had humiliated him that day. He should have charged in and shredded the bastard to pieces right then and there, but the Viridian Scholar and the Tiger Pass Boss had stopped him.

"I will definitely kill that son of a bitch!"

"Do as you please." The Tiger Pass Boss smirked and nodded. "I don't care as long as the Viridian Scholar dies."

Although he also wanted to kill Maeng Ryonghwi, he had no intention of fighting the Giant Spirit Boss over it. Rather, he was actually grateful that the Giant Spirit Keep was taking care of a top expert from the Yama Keep.

He lowered his voice suggestively. "By the way... the Phantom King proposed that we join forces."

"The Phantom King?" The Giant Spirit Boss's eyes widened.

At the same time, the Silver Tiger's little ears, hidden in the great tiger's fur, twitched with curiosity.

The Tiger Pass Boss nodded. "He suggested we join hands with the Blood Cult. If you agree, he'll also help us capture the Viridian Scholar."

"Hmm..."

The Phantom King was the Sect Leader of the Mount Mo Sect, a mysterious, unorthodox sect about which little was known, including where it was located. The sect was known for its expertise in forbidden evil sorcery, talismans, and the art of jiangshi, to the point where it was always mentioned whenever rumors about jiangshi appeared in the jianghu.

The Tiger Pass Boss grinned, revealing his fangs slightly. "Let's be frank. I don't think there's anything wrong with us joining forces with the Blood Cult."

Both he and the Giant Spirit Boss were sons of the two disciples who had betrayed the Bandit King in exchange for the Blood Cult's favor, so they knew better than anyone how sweet that bribe was.

The Giant Spirit Boss, however, hesitated. "Joining hands with the Blood Cult, huh...? Do you think those arrogant assholes would even consider forming an alliance with us? We'd be lucky if they didn't just try to crush us into submission."

As opposed to his accomplice, he saw no reason for the overwhelmingly powerful Blood Cult to forge an alliance with the Viridian Forest instead of subjugating them.

Nevertheless, the Tiger Pass Boss saw things differently. "That might be true if we were separate factions, but if four unorthodox factions form an alliance and make the proposal, the Blood Cult won't be able to ignore it."

The Giant Spirit Boss fell into deep thought. If the Black Snake Alliance, Viridian Forest, Mount Mo Sect, and the Valley of Evil—arguably the largest and strongest of the unorthodox sects—formed an alliance, they would certainly be able to negotiate on strong terms with the Blood Cult.

"The two of us and the Mount Mo Sect make up half of the unorthodox sect conference. If we can win over just one more faction, we can lead the assembly in any direction we want."

"An alliance, huh..." Finally, the Giant Spirit Boss was intrigued. "Putting the Phantom King aside, what do you think about the Blue Eyed Freak?"

"The new lord of the Valley of Evil is an inscrutable bastard. We'll have to sound him out at tomorrow's assembly, but I think he'll probably just follow the prevailing trend."

Even though the Valley of Evil initiated this assembly, they were thought to be the weakest of the four invited factions. Things might have been different if the Bloody Ripper were still alive, but everyone assumed the ragtag group that the Blue Eyed Freak cobbled together after the Azure Dragon Hero's assault could only be a shadow of its former self.

"The Blue-Eyed Freak has almost no influence on the overall direction of our talks. The Black Snake Alliance Chairman is the real linchpin."

The Giant Spirit Boss's expression darkened. "That monster... I thought he had died. He was in seclusion training for so damn long."

"Everyone thought so."

The Black Snake Alliance was by far the most powerful faction at the conference. In this era where the orthodox sects dominated the murim, the Black Snake Alliance was virtually the only faction that had protected all of its territory and pride.

Worse, the current chairman of the Black Snake Alliance was the Blade Demon, a member of the Ten Supremes and one of the unorthodox sects' Three Blights. 

About a decade ago, in a formal duel against the Patriarch of the Hebei Peng Clan, the Blade Demon had broken his opponent's blade and won in just over five hundred exchanges. The martial artists who witnessed the earth-shattering fight had named the Black Snake Alliance Chairman the world's strongest bladesman.

As a member of the orthodox sects, the Peng Clan Master's defeat is vexing, but it's an undeniable fact that the world's number one blade is the Black Snake Alliance Chairman.

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman has reached the ultimate realm a bladesman can achieve.

If that man's not one of the Ten Supremes, then who would dare call themselves one!

Back then, the Black Snake Alliance Chairman's shocking blade arts stirred the murim. Even the most esteemed masters of the orthodox sects were concerned that an era of dominance by the unorthodox sects might return. For a time, the Blade Demon reigned supreme among the unorthodox sects. 

Therefore, when he suddenly entered seclusion training, the jianghu was thrown into confusion.

All sorts of rumors abounded. Some said he fell into qi deviation from reckless training. Others claimed he was recuperating from a potent poison administered by a subordinate aiming for his position. Some even said he had lost interest in the world and turned his back on it after reaching the pinnacle of blade arts.

He was so well known that if the Night Emperor hadn't appeared during his absence, he would still be thought of as the unorthodox's strongest.

"Even if he's one of the Ten Supremes, he's still just one man. He can't do anything to all of us by himself," the Tiger Pass Boss said optimistically.

"Of course," the Giant Spirit Boss concurred. He believed his body, forged to its extreme with his demonic art, was equal to the Vajra Body. As long as he could engage an opponent at close range, victory was his.

Of course, bringing the Black Snake Alliance Chairman to their side would be best.

"So, is there a way to entice the Black Snake Alliance Chairman?"

"I've thought of a few methods. If all else fails... we could try to aim for murder by proxy with that blade of his."

"Fufu. You may look like a monkey, but you're as cunning as a raccoon dog."

The two Bosses' plotting continued late into the night.
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A large paw gently nudged the dozing Silver Tiger, waking it up.

"Nyaaa...?" Silver Tiger slipped out of the great tiger's embrace, opened its mouth wide, and yawned. 

Looking around, he saw that he was in the forest. After the meeting ended, the beasts had brought him to a safe place.

PRESS. SQUEEZE.

He pressed his small paws against each of the beasts' bodies, saying goodbye and promising to see them again. They responded with nods or low growls.

"Nyan!"

With a cheerful cry, he disappeared into the forest like a streak of wind.

"Grr..."

The beasts held their position until their new leader was out of sight.
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"Nya nyaaa nyan nyah, nyaah nyan!" 

The Silver Tiger stood on its hind legs and used gestures and movements to explain what it had seen and heard.

"What the hell is it saying?" Baek Suryong mumbled, bewildered. 

He couldn't understand its words, but communication wasn't a problem. He had a miraculous tool that could converse with spirit beasts.

[...It seems you just had a wicked thought,] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword complained.

"I was just thinking how desperately I need the help of a brilliant sorcerer right now."

[Damn your silver tongue...]

Thanks to the Divine Azure Dragon Sword's translation, everything became clear.

"Good boy! Well done figuring out how tomorrow's assembly will go." Baek Suryong smiled and stroked the head of the Silver Tiger, which stared up at him expectantly. "Did you become friends with the animals there? You little rascal. I honestly didn't expect you to do this well."

"Nyaa! Nyah!"

"Okay, okay. I'll give it to you in a moment, so just wait."

Goaded by the Silver Tiger, Baek Suryong approached the dying bonfire and prodded the embers with a poker. An hour later, he pulled out a large sweet potato, gently peeled off the blackened skin, and cut it in half, revealing its yellow flesh. 

"Hoo, hoo... Be careful, it's hot."

White steam billowed out of the freshly roasted sweet potato. This was one of the Silver Tiger's favorite snacks and the reward Baek Suryong had promised him.

"Nyaaaah!"

The Silver Tiger pounced on the sweet potato as big as its own head and began to eat frantically, not caring that it was covered in soot.

"Nyaa! Nyaan!"

The baby tiger's happy cries echoed across the mountainside for a long time.


Chapter 447: Here and Now (1)

Dawn broke on the day of the unorthodox conference. A golden sunrise illuminated Zhurong Peak, the highest of Mount Heng's seventy-two mountains. Below, the magnificent mountainscape unfolded, proving why Mount Heng was considered the greatest of the Five Great Mountains. The strangely shaped cliffs and the mystical sea of clouds were reminiscent of a paradise where immortals dwelled.

Countless painters, calligraphers, and martial artists had found enlightenment simply by standing here and taking in the view. Faint traces of the Mount Heng Sect, which once rivaled the Nine Sects One Gang, remained scattered across the mountains.

However, an unusually heavy atmosphere hung over this place today.

"It seems we're the first to arrive, Senior Brother," the Viridian Scholar remarked. His green robes fluttered in the wind, blending so perfectly with the scenery that he could have been mistaken for a local earth deity.

"Damn unorthodox sect bastards. Always picking fights over pointless shit," Baek Suryong chuckled. He could sense the auras of the Giant Spirit Boss, the Tiger Pass Boss, the Blue-Eyed Freak, and the Phantom King nearby, deliberately delaying their arrival.

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman hasn't arrived yet, huh?

"Huh? Why does it matter who comes here first?" Jang Geol asked.

"It's more prestigious to make others wait than to wait for others," Baek Suryong explained. "That's why they're all taking their own sweet time."

"What? Then shouldn't we leave and come back later too?" Jang Geol exploded in anger.

THWACK!

Baek Suryong smacked the back of the idiot's head. Recently, he had started to treat the two bandits the same way he treated Hyonwon Kang.

"Didn't you hear me say it was pointless? It's better to arrive early and assess the situation."

"Senior Brother is right. We should prioritize substantial benefits over petty pride."

Jang Geol rubbed his stinging head and nodded. "As expected, my hyung-nims are so smart."

"By the way, Hyung-nim, Where did you go alone at dawn?" Gu Gil asked.

Baek Suryong shrugged. "I had to meet someone," he replied. smiling mysteriously.

The Viridian Scholar smiled faintly, too. Everyone would soon find out what they had prepared for this meeting.

"Nyaah!" Silver Tiger scurried around the area, seemingly pleased with the energy of Zhurong Peak. Its belly was rounder than usual after eating a ton of sweet potatoes all night.

"Here they come."

The next groups to ascend the peak were the Giant Spirit and Tiger Pass Keeps. Six menacing bandits and several prowling predators followed them.

"Look how close those guys are! I wish them all a happy ending," Baek Suryong taunted playfully.

The Giant Spirit Boss's eyes flickered, and he growled like a wild beast. "You insolent scoundrel! Keep running your mouth and I might just rip it off!"

Baek Suryong paid the threat no mind and called over Silver Tiger, forcing the tiger cub to open its mouth. As expected, the creature was chewing on a spiritual herb it had found somewhere. "You little rascal! I told you not to eat just anything you find."

The Giant Spirit Boss's face turned beet red. "How dare you ignore me...!"

"Don't fall for his provocation," the Tiger Pass Boss said, restraining the Giant Spirit Boss. He glared at Maeng Ryonghwi, then turned to look at the Viridian Scholar. "You'd better hope the results of this meeting are favorable. Otherwise, a few bastards will die here today, and it's usually the ones with the big mouths who die first."

The Viridian Scholar snickered. It was a grim warning, but one based on a total lack of information about their opponent.

Baek Suryong feigned curiosity. "Hey, Boss. Does the Giant Spirit Boss have a talking monkey among the beasts he raises?"

"I'm not sure, but it wouldn't be strange if he did," the Viridian Scholar replied in perfect sync with his Senior Brother.

"Kkh!" The Tiger Pass Boss bared his fangs and ground his teeth in frustration. His attempt at provocation had been for naught. They simply could not defeat the Viridian Scholar in a war of words.

Go ahead and act cocky. I'll kill you all when the conference's over.

Next, the Valley of Evil appeared.

"That must be the new Lord of the Valley of Evil..."

"Just like the rumors, his eyes are a ghastly blue."

Baek Suryong regarded the group from the Valley of Evil. Behind Blue Eyed Freak stood Hell Axe and Wolf Fang Blade, whom he recognized, as well as one other martial artist he had never seen before.

Blue Eyed Freak stood between the Viridian Forest factions and greeted them politely: "I'm Blue Eyed Freak. I extend my gratitude to the Viridian Forest heroes for attending this conference."

"Greetings, Valley Lord. I am the Viridian Scholar."

"I'm the Giant Spirit Boss."

"Tiger Pass Boss."

The Viridian Forest bosses responded to the greeting in their own unique ways. Officially, none of them had met the Lord of the Valley of Evil before, but they had all communicated with him behind the scenes.

"I believe we've given you enough time to preserve your pride. How much longer will you watch from the sidelines?" the Viridian Scholar demanded, raising his voice and staring at a certain spot.

SHAAAAAAA!

Amidst a chilling wind and ghostly wails, the Phantom King appeared, riding in a four-person palanquin. A ghastly energy, different from a martial artist's aura, instantly enveloped Zhurong Peak.

[So he came, after all...] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword grumbled disdainfully.

"Holy shit, he's riding in a palanquin."

"What a show-off... W-Wait, what is that?"

At first, the martial artists standing behind their leaders glared at the palanquin with disdain, but when they saw the attendants carrying it, they froze.

While the bearers' faces were hidden by iron masks, the exposed skin was a deathly ashen color. There was no vitality emanating from their bodies, and they weren't breathing.

"So they really do create jiangshi..."

"The rumors were true."

Jiangshi were rare even in the unorthodox sects. Most martial artists, even those with extensive experience in the jianghu, would never encounter them in their lives.

"Stop," the Phantom King commanded.

The palanquin stopped, and the man inside rose to his feet. "I am the Mount Mo Sect Leader."

His face was completely obscured by a jade mask, from which a clear, resonant voice boomed. The ornate, loose purple robes he wore made it difficult to guess his gender, but his frame was so small he could've been a twelve-year-old child.

He scanned the surroundings. For an instant, his gaze met Baek Suryong's, but he quickly averted his eyes.

"Don't you intend to get out of the palanquin?" Blue Eyed Freak asked pointedly.

Cackling laughter erupted from behind the Phantom King's mask. "I haven't set foot on the ground outside my home in ten years. Why should today be any different?"

"This is a gathering of unorthodox leaders. Show some proper courtesy."

"Are you ordering me around, greenhorn ? It's funny how you act like you're the host just because you planned this little gathering.

"I wonder if you'll still find it amusing when this greenhorn makes a fool of you."

"Oho. You seem confident, eh?"

KWAKWAKWAKWA!

The auras unleashed by the Blue-Eyed Freak and the Phantom King collided, generating a violent whirlwind.

KUNG!

Unable to watch any longer, the Viridian Scholar stepped in to mediate. "That's enough, both of you. There's no benefit in fighting each other." 

The Giant Spirit Boss and the Tiger Pass Boss looked on with anticipation, as if hoping for chaos.

They were sorely disappointed. The Phantom King withdrew his aura without ever leaving the palanquin, saying, "Hmph! Consider yourself lucky, little boy." 

"It's a shame I couldn't show you who the actual lucky person is," Blue Eyed Freak lamented, but he didn't press the issue. He wasn't afraid of a fight, but now was not the time for confrontation.

"Damn... everyone here is ruthless," Jang Geol muttered, swallowing dryly.

The air seemed to burn from the intense auras of the unorthodox martial artists. Despite the silence, the tension in the air felt almost tangible.
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The leaders of each faction quietly assessed each other's strengths. They used everything at their disposal to size up the opposition, whether it was the nature of their inner qi, the perfection of their external arts, their atmosphere, or the look in their eyes. Everyone understood that even the slightest error in judgment could result in total annihilation.

Despite the suffocating atmosphere, Baek Suryong grinned in excitement.

It's been a while since I've felt like this.

For the first time in years, he felt like he was walking on thin ice. Of course, unless there were any major surprises, the outcome of the meeting was already decided.

"By the way, where's the Black Snake Alliance Chairman? Is he coming here or not?"

"How arrogant. Does he still think he's the unorthodox's strongest?"

"Never mind the Chairman, the Black Snake Alliance hasn't even arrived yet..."

"What the fuck? Are you kidding me?"

"Shouldn't we just start without them?"

Complaints about the Black Snake Alliance, the only group that hadn't arrived yet, slowly grew louder. Two hours had passed since the Viridian Forest, the Valley of Evil, and the Mount Mo Sect had gathered, and everyone was getting impatient.

"Hm?" Suddenly, Baek Suryong's eyes widened, and his face darkened.

"What the..."

Silence descended upon Zhurong Peak, as if all sound had ceased. All of a sudden, the world appeared to lose its color and vitality. 

"My apologies. I'm late," a man dressed in jet-black robes stated casually.

His mere presence imposed silence upon his surroundings.

Everyone stared at him, but no one dared to speak. Even the unorthodox leaders stared at the man in disbelief, overwhelmed by his commanding aura.

Baek Suryong was the only person present who could calmly meet the man's gaze.

So he's the current greatest bladesman and the Black Snake Alliance Chairman.

The Blade Demon was the giant of the unorthodox murim who conquered the Black Snake Alliance with a single dao and remained in power for decades. He was the unorthodox's strongest in both name and reality until he suddenly entered seclusion and the Night Emperor appeared.

Damn, he far exceeds my expectations. I expected him to be strong, but I assumed he went into seclusion because of illness or injury...

Baek Suryong peered behind the Black Snake Alliance Chairman. He had only one attendant, a woman as tall as him who carried a large bow on her back. 

While bows were a rare weapon in the murim, that wasn't why she caught his attention.

Could it be...?

Baek Suryong's expression became complicated.

"I'm the Black Snake Alliance Chairman," the Blade Demon announced, his voice resounding with the weight of transcendence.

Blue Eyed Freak belatedly realized it was a greeting and clasped his hands together. "...I'm the Blue Eyed Freak, Lord of the Valley of Evil. I've heard a lot about you, Senior Blade Demon."

"I'm the Viridian Scholar of the Yama Keep."

"I-I'm the Giant Spirit Boss."

"Ho, I'm the Tiger Pass Boss."

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman nodded in acknowledgement, then looked at the Phantom King, the only leader who had yet to greet him. "And you?"

"...I am the Mount Mo Sect Leader."

"I see, but why are you riding in a palanquin by yourself?"

The Phantom King was stunned speechless. The pressure the Blade Demon exerted upon him was on a completely different plane compared to that of the Blue Eyed Freak.

"Didn't you hear me?" the Blade Demon snapped, impatient.

Trembling, the Phantom King stammered, "I-I haven't stepped out of my palanquin outdoors even once in ten years..."

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman nodded. "That doesn't sound like a very important reason. Get down."
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"That doesn't sound like a very important reason. Get down."

"Ugh!" Although the Black Snake Alliance Chairman's voice contained no inner qi or veiled threat, his words weighed heavily on the Phantom King.

The air instantly grew thick with tension. There was an unmistakable air of authority in the Black Snake Alliance Chairman's command. The Phantom King almost unconsciously stepped down from his palanquin.

Shaking with rage and humiliation, he just barely stopped his feet from moving. He was the Sect Leader of the Mount Mo Sect, a master of the special martial arts and sorcery passed down through generations. Since becoming the Sect Leader, he had never bowed to anyone's authority.

"You dare order me around?" he barked, a ghastly blue energy gathering in his eyes. He was confident he could easily fight one of the Ten Supremes as long as he was prepared, and today, he was more than ready. How dare the Black Snake Alliance Chairman, whom he had just met, demand his obedience?

For a Sect Leader of the unorthodox, known to be among the most arrogant, it was unthinkable.

"What will you do if I refuse?" he spat, releasing a mist-like qi and transferring it to the jiangshi supporting the palanquin.

"Growwwwwl..."

The iron-masked jiangshi let out bizarre sounds, while their blackened fingertips twitched grotesquely.

A confrontation between the Black Snake Alliance Chairman and the Phantom King...

If this goes well, I might get to witness the skills of two monsters today.

The best outcome would be for them to cripple each other.

The unorthodox leaders also gathered their inner qi, bracing for the worst. This was a gathering of the world's most violent and unscrupulous groups, and a bloodbath could erupt at any moment. Anticipating a clash, all parties had brought their most elite forces.

Baek Suryong was no exception. He focused intently on the Phantom King and the Black Snake Alliance Chairman's movements.

Fuck, I didn't expect a conflict to break out before the conference even began.

He didn't want a fight to break out just yet. If necessary, he was prepared to intervene.

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman frowned slightly. "Do you not understand what the words 'get down' mean?"

"... After ten years of seclusion training, you must've forgotten your basic language. I said, I refuse."

The Chairman of the Black Snake Alliance was one of the Ten Supremes and the Three Blights, but the Phantom King was also one of the Ten Great Villains. Moreover, almost nothing was known about his martial arts or sorcery.

No matter how peerless a master the Black Snake Alliance Chairman was, the Phantom King was confident in his own abilities. Although little was known about the Mount Mo Sect, martial artists had long feared the jiangshi, talismans, and bizarre sorcery they wielded. 

The Phantom King is putting up more of a fight than we expected. What happens next is important.

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman attempted to seize the initiative but failed. Will he back down meekly? Or will he draw his blade?

Everyone observed the pair cautiously. The course of this meeting hinged on how the Black Snake Alliance Chairman responded.

"Is that so?" the Black Snake Alliance Chairman chuckled.

He did not move a muscle. Instead, a wave of energy spiraled out from his feet, carving a clear mark on the ground.

RUMBLE!

Dozens of rocks around the Black Snake Alliance Chairman, ranging in size from fist-sized pebbles to rocks the size of a human head, floated into the air as he used telekinesis as naturally as breathing.

The other unorthodox leaders tensed at this tremendous display of power. Some cloaked themselves in protective enhanced qi, bracing themselves for an attack.

"Phantom King," the Black Snake Alliance Chairman remarked casually, as if nothing in the world could shake him. "I heard you're a sorcerer who commands phantoms."

A terrifying killing intent and ghostly energy flowed from the Phantom King. "You really want to go at it, huh?!" he warned.

Baek Suryong snorted. He could sense the fear behind that killing intent.

"Coincidentally, the Black Snake Alliance has a phantom of its own," the Chairman chuckled, as if telling a bad joke.

At the same time, the swirling stones shot out in every direction.

FWOOSH!

Each rock flew with terrifying speed like hidden weapons. While some rocketed into open space, others hurtled toward the martial artists present.

"Crazy bastard!"

"Black Snake Alliance Chairman! Are you planning to attack us as well?!"

"What the fuck!"

Flustered, the unorthodox leaders stepped forward to protect their subordinates. The rocks weren't much of a threat to them, but they were powerful enough to kill or injure their underlings.

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman sneered, "Bow Phantom."

The woman accompanying him drew her bow and fired so quickly that only the unorthodox leaders and Baek Suryong could see her move.

Streaks of light erupted from the bow and vaporized all the flying rocks.

""......""

Everyone was rendered speechless from the shock. Shooting down a distant target was something any decent archer could do, but hitting hidden targets with unpredictable trajectories was difficult even for a supreme master. 

Above all, only one archer in the world possessed the skill to imbue an arrow with so much power that it could instantly shatter dozens of rocks to dust.

"As I thought..." Baek Suryong sighed. He had guessed who the woman was when he first saw her, but thanks to the Black Snake Alliance Chairman, he was now certain. "...She was indeed the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom."

"...What?"

"Who did you just say she was?!"

Everyone stared at the tall woman in disbelief. The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom was one of the Ten Supremes and Three Blights!

The Viridian Scholar was the first to recover from the shock. "Why... did the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom come with you?" he asked incredulously.

"She's staying at my place as a guest. She's also my friend."

"Friend, my ass. Make me perform like a clown one more time and I'll put a hole in your head," the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom grumbled, slinging her bow back onto her back.

The few remaining skeptics gaped in astonishment. Besides the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom, there couldn't be another woman in the world who would threaten to put a hole in the head of the great Black Snake Alliance Chairman.

"Is she really the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom...?"

"This is insane."

The unorthodox leaders grew troubled. The Phantom King was no longer the issue. Two of the Three Blights had arrived at the meeting together. If a fight broke out, they could likely annihilate everyone present.

Even if I could escape from the Black Snake Alliance Chairman, the moment I turn my back, an arrow from the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom would be embedded in it.

Silence ensured once again as the unorthodox leaders all imagined a similar scenario.

Amidst the occasional sound of gulping, the Black Snake Alliance Chairman stared at the Phantom King.

"...I'll get down," the Phantom King mumbled.

This was, for all intents and purposes, a declaration of surrender. He had abandoned the very thought of confronting the Black Snake Alliance.

For the first time in ten years, the Phantom King stepped foot outside the Mount Mo Sect. His dignified appearance from moments ago now seemed pathetic. Standing on the ground, his already small frame seemed even smaller.

"Sit down, everyone."

No one objected to the Black Snake Alliance Chairman taking charge of the conference. The unorthodox leaders quietly took their seats, which the Valley of Evil had prepared the day before.
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[Senior Brother, the situation's gotten complicated,] the Viridian Scholar whispered anxiously through telepathy.

Baek Suryong nodded imperceptibly. [Yes, the balance has been completely shattered.]

The Black Snake Alliance now had an overwhelmingly advantage in negotiations. Even if the Valley of Evil, the Viridian Forest, and the Mount Mo Sect joined forces, they would have a difficult time facing the Alliance.

[Accomplishing our goal won't be easy, even if the other factions reveal all their hidden cards.]

[Don't forget, those two might not be the only ones from the Black Snake Alliance. They might have more elites waiting at the foot of the mountain, just like the Giant Spirit Keep or the Tiger Pass Keep.

[It's one complication after another. Who would have thought that three of the Ten Supremes would gather in one place?]

The Viridian Scholar looked dejected. He had believed that, even in the worst-case scenario, he could preside over the meeting as long as he was with Baek Suryong. However, now that the Black Snake Alliance Chairman had appeared with the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom and seized the initiative, the future was uncertain.

[This is all my fault. I should've kept a closer eye on the Black Snake Alliance...]

[Don't blame yourself. Even I didn't expect the Black Snake Alliance to become such a huge variable.]

Baek Suryong quietly observed the Black Snake Alliance Chairman, who had naturally taken the seat of honor. Aside from the loftiness of his realm, he gave off the strong impression of a true martial master. 

Separate from the situation, Baek Suryong couldn't help but admire the man as a martial artist.

He probably didn't even need to bring the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom.

He couldn't find any openings in the Black Snake Alliance Chairman, and it probably wouldn't be possible to do so without crossing blades.

"Let's begin the meeting," the Black Snake Chairman announced from the seat of honor that should have belonged to Blue-Eyed Freak. 

Blue Eyed Freak rose from his seat. Eyeing the Black Snake Alliance Chairman, he began stiffly, "I extend my gratitude to all unorthodox leaders in attendance. The purpose of today's meeting is to decide our stance on the impending war between the orthodox murim and the Blood Cult..."

"I'll state my position first." The Black Snake Alliance Chairman interjected, standing back up. 

The unorthodox leaders reflexively rushed to their feet. If the Black Snake Alliance Chairman were to make a move now, they would be able to react a fraction faster if they were standing.

"It seems I've made you uncomfortable. Let's just sit and talk," the Chairman chuckled as he sat back down.

The unorthodox leaders sat down one by one, their expressions rigid.

Baek Suryong's face darkened. He's totally toying with them.

At this rate, the meeting would proceed exactly as the Black Snake Chairman intended. He had no intention of standing by and watching that happen.

"The Black Snake Alliance's position is..."

"Before we begin the meeting, there's something I'd like to propose!"

Everyone glared at the speaker in shock. Just who was the madman who dared interrupt the Black Snake Alliance Chairman?

Baek Suryong stepped in front of the Viridian Scholar and clasped his hands together in greeting. "Hi! I'm Maeng Ryonghwi of the Yama Keep."

Jang Geol and Gu Gil were restless, despite knowing Baek Suryong's true identity. Even the Viridian Scholar had to steady his breathing.

"I apologize for interrupting, but I felt like this was my only chance, so I came forward even knowing it was rude."

The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom chuckled. "You're a brave one, aren't you?"

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman stared at the willow leaf dao at Baek Suryong's waist, his expression unreadable. "You're a bladesman," he concluded.

"Pardon?"

"Your body is very well-trained. What kind of blade art do you use?"

"......"

Noticing the Black Snake Alliance Chairman's eyes light up with interest as he scrutinized his body, Baek Suryong finally understood the essence of this formidable bladesman.

He's a martial arts maniac.

His eyes gleamed with mischief. People like that tended to be pretty easy to win over.

"My master was a loner obsessed with the blade, and I am his only disciple. If I get the chance, I'd like to have my master's creation acknowledged by the world's greatest bladesmaster."

"You're the only disciple, huh..." The Black Snake Alliance Chairman's lips curled upward faintly. 

Baek Suryong's hopes surged. Until now, the man had seemed uninterested in anything, but his curiosity had finally been piqued.

"You have my permission to speak."

"Thank you, sir." Baek Suryong surveyed the assembled unorthodox leaders. "Four factions representing the unorthodox sects have gathered here today: The Viridian Forest, the Black Snake Alliance, the Mount Mo Sect, and the Valley of Evil."

The unorthodox leaders appeared puzzled by this obvious statement. However, what followed was anything but predictable.

"However, the Viridian Forest has three representatives who don't get along very well. Since they'll clearly be at odds with each other, wouldn't it be counterproductive for them to attend the meeting together?"

The Giant Spirit Boss shot up from his seat and glared at Baek Suryong as if he wanted to murder him. "So? What are you getting at, you son of a bitch?"

"Here and now." Baek Suryong fixed his gaze on the Giant Spirit Boss and the Tiger Pass Boss. "How about we decide on a single representative for the Viridian Forest Alliance?"
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"Here and now. How about we decide on a single representative for the Viridian Forest Alliance?"

Fierce opposition immediately erupted.

"What kind of crazy talk is that?" the Giant Spirit Boss roared.

"Why should we accept your proposal?" The Tiger Pass Boss scoffed, dumbfounded.

Maeng Ryonghwi stared at the two bosses. "So, are the two of you willing to cooperate amicably with the Viridian Scholar? From what I've heard from my friends at the foot of the mountain, it doesn't seem like you are."

Every word Maeng Ryonghwi uttered was a provocation, and his cool demeanor and bitter smile churned his opponent's guts.

Finally, even the Tiger Pass Boss lost his temper. Rising from his seat, he bared his sharp fangs. "Watch your mouth when speaking to a senior of the Viridian Forest!"

"Consider yourself lucky I'm not talking down to you. If this weren't a neutral meeting place, I wouldn't even grant you that."

You wanna die that badly, eh?" The Tiger Pass Boss reached behind his back and gripped the handle of his chain sickle, threatening to draw it.

However, Maeng Ryonghwi's sneer only deepened. "Do you think you can beat me with a farming tool used solely to spill the blood of commoners?"

"How dare you...!" The Tiger Pass Boss's face flushed red and purple with rage.

Although the Yama Keep and the Viridian Scholar were notorious, the Giant Spirit Keep and the Tiger Pass Keep were more feared by commoners due to their cruelty and exorbitant tolls.

Maeng Ryonghwi had just mocked that very fact.

The Viridian Scholar rose from his seat. "If you've got something to say, say it to me. I can't stand by and watch you persecute my brother any longer."

The three bosses who currently divided the Viridian Forest released their auras.

Baek Suryong gestured to Silver Tiger. Go now.

"Nyan!" Silver Tiger nodded and quietly slipped out of the meeting place.

""......"" Only the Black Snake Alliance Chairman and the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom notice the little creature go.

The hot-tempered Giant Spirit Boss's muscles twitched, and his veins bulged to the point of bursting. "Fine! If you really wanna settle this right here, right now...!" 

"Don't fall for it! That's what they want." The Tiger Pass Boss soothed the Giant Spirit Boss, then shot a glare at the Viridian Scholar. "What gives you the right to decide who becomes the leader of the Viridian Forest Alliance here?"

"......" The Viridian Scholar said nothing.

Seeing an opening, the Tiger Pass Boss smirked. His thick lips curled up, revealing jagged teeth. "The Viridian Forest Alliance was created by the former Bandit King after he conquered the Viridian Forest. If a new leader of the Viridian Forest Alliance is to be chosen, shouldn't the position rightfully go to the successor who inherited his martial arts?"

The Giant Spirit Boss nodded and roared in agreement. "That's right! Among the seventy-two Viridian Forest keeps, we are the only two bosses who have inherited the Bandit King's martial arts. Who else dares to speak of becoming the leader of the Viridian Forest Alliance?"

Baek Suryong snickered. The shadow of the Bandit King still loomed large over the Viridian Forest, and many bandits longed for those days. The only reason these two fools commanded so many forces was because they claimed to be the Bandit King's successors. It was also the reason no one dared to rebel, no matter how tyrannical they were.

"The successors who inherited the Bandit King's martial arts are right here. How dare someone without justification talk about leading the Viridian Forest Alliance?"

"Kahaha! The late Bandit King must be weeping in heaven!"

The Tiger Pass and Giant Spirit Bosses mocked and laughed at the Viridian Scholar.

Watching their shameless display, Baek Suryong quietly gritted his teeth. 

These contemptible scum, lesser than even the most abhorrent bugs... How brazen must they be to call themselves successors when they learned demonic arts obtained by betraying the Bandit King?

As he recalled Master Maeng's final moments, his suppressed killing intent began to leak out.

"Hm?" The Black Snake Alliance Chairman's eyes lit up.

Even the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom, who had seemed bored, now looked slightly intrigued.

Baek Suryong unleashed his killing intent. "Say 'successor' one more time, and I'll..."

[Senior Brother! Please leave this to me,] the Viridian Scholar pleaded, trying his best to calm Baek Suryong. Stepping forward, he asked the two bosses, "Do you really believe you've inherited the Bandit King's martial arts and his will?"

"Of course!"

"Who else but us could claim to be his successor?!"

The Giant Spirit Boss and the Tiger Pass Boss proudly puffed out their chests.

"Then why are you carrying a chain sickle and an axe?" The Viridian Scholar pointed at the weapons strapped to the bosses' backs and waists, then waved his hands to show that he was unarmed. "Surely you haven't forgotten, have you? The Bandit King conquered the seventy-two keeps with nothing but his two fists."

The two bosses winced, but this question was one they were prepared for.

"What nonsense. The Bandit King was skilled with all weapons. He simply didn't use them often."

"The axe is just for show! I can shatter boulders with my bare hands!"

The excuses were as lame as could be, but the Viridian Scholar nodded as if he believed them. "I see. I misunderstood. I thought you might have learned other martial arts somewhere else."

"...!" The two bosses flinched for a moment, then glowered at the Viridian Scholar as if they wanted to kill him.

Among all the bandits of the Seventy-Two Viridian Forest Keeps, the Viridian Scholar Ju Pyo was the least bandit-like. His slender frame seemed ill-suited for brawling, and his neat conduct and speech made him look like a pampered scholar.

At that moment, though, the man's wild and menacing eyes showed that he was indeed a man of the Viridian Forest.

"Prove it," the Viridian Scholar whispered.

"What...?"

FWIP!

The Viridian Scholar threw off his trademark scholarly robe, revealing a light martial arts uniform.

"I've always wondered if you truly inherited the Bandit King's martial arts. Prove it right here, right now," he taunted, walking into the clearing in the middle of the conference area. "Do that, and I'll follow your orders without complaint from now on. How about it?"

"Why should we agree?" the Tiger Pass Boss scoffed. He had no reason to play to his opponent's tune.

The Viridian Scholar laughed shortly and beckoned with his palm. "If you're not confident, you can attack me together."

The Giant Spirit Boss snapped. He simply couldn't tolerate the Viridian Scholar's condescending attitude anymore. Shoving the Tiger Pass Boss aside, he stepped forward.

KWAANG!

The ground shook where the Giant Spirit Boss stomped, fracturing in every direction and leaving no doubt about his monstrous strength. 

Vicious killing intent poured from his eyes as he unstrapped the axe from his back and tossed it aside. "Fine! If that's what you want, I'll beat you to death right here!"

His massive, tower-like muscles rippled as he accepted the Viridian Scholar's proposal to fight with only their bare hands. Standing before him, the Viridian Scholar looked as small as a child.

However, the Tiger Pass Boss refused to participate in the Viridian Scholar's little scheme. "Do whatever you want. Kill him or let him live. I'm not joining this clown show," he declared.

He glared fiercely at Maeng Ryonghwi, who had steered the situation to this point.

That bastard. If he thought I was the same as that idiot, then he's made a grave mistake.

The best possible outcome for him would be if one of them died and the other was injured.

No, I hope they both drop dead while they're at it.

He folded his arms, intending to remain a spectator.

"Hey. How long do you plan on playing dumb?" Blue Eyed Freak suddenly chimed in, displeasure flickering in his bright blue eyes.

"...What did you say?"

"While two tigers fight for the position of mountain king, a single lowly jackal eyes the empty seat. Am I wrong?"

"What do you know, spouting such nonsense?" The Tiger Pass Boss's face clouded over with anger. How dare the Valley of Evil, the weakest faction at the meeting, criticize him?

Unfortunately for him, the verbal attacks didn't end with Blue Eyed Freak.

"...He's not wrong. The Viridian Forest has too many leaders."

"Phantom King! You too...!"

The Tiger Pass Boss was bewildered. Why is the Phantom King, who's on our side, trying to instigate a three way brawl?

He immediately sent the Phantom King a telepathic message. 

[Weren't we on the same side? Why're you suddenly doing this?!]

No reply came, and it was impossible to discern the Phantom King's expression behind his jade mask. 

He grit his teeth in chagrin at the pressure from the Valley of Evil and the Mount Mo Sect.

In doing so, he failed to notice the Phantom King and Maeng Ryonghwi exchanging glances.

[I trust you'll keep your promise.]

[Of course.]

The Tiger Pass Boss opened his mouth to make a rebuttal, but before he could say anything, the Black Snake Alliance Chairman chuckled.

"Interesting. Deciding the leader of the Viridian Forest Alliance here and now, huh..."

He had noticed that Maeng Ryonghwi was behind this entire setup. Still, the power to overturn the board or even create a new one belonged to him.

Everyone watched him carefully, even the Viridian Scholar and the Giant Spirit Boss, who were poised to fight at any moment.

After a moment of thought, the Black Snake Alliance Chairman slowly nodded. "That'd certainly be simpler. Too many cooks spoil the broth. Decide who will represent the Viridian Forest here and now."

Joy and sorrow coexisted in that instant. Maeng Ryonghwi smiled triumphantly, while the Tiger Pass Boss seethed with resentment.

The Tiger Pass Boss ground his teeth in denial. "...Black Snake Alliance Chairman. What right do you have to interfere in the Viridian Forest's internal affairs?"

"Right?" The Black Snake Alliance Chairman drew his blade and placed it on his lap, then stared at the Tiger Pass Boss. "This is my right. Want to test it?"

The Tiger Pass Boss's pupils shook violently.

Even Baek Suryong was in awe. The Blade Demon is not the world's number one bladesman for nothing. The moment he drew his dao, he transformed into a completely different person.

"......" The Tiger Pass Boss, who was receiving the Blade Demon's threat head-on, could only clench his teeth, unable to retort.

"Then it's settled. However..." The Black Snake Alliance Chairman turned his attention to Maeng Ryonghwi without waiting for the Tiger Pass Boss's answer. "Was it you who called those guys up from below?"

At first, everyone looked between the Black Snake Alliance Chairman and Maeng Ryonghwi, confused. Soon, however, they all heard the thunderous footsteps of hundreds of people ascending Zhurong Peak.

DUDUDUDU!

A crowd of hundreds kicked up dust as they quickly climbed the mountain. They were the elites of the Giant Spirit and Tiger Pass Keeps, who were supposed to be waiting at the foot of the mountain.

"Why are those bastards..."

"W-What's the meaning of this!"

The Giant Spirit Boss and the Tiger Pass Boss eyed their subordinates, utterly baffled.

Maeng Ryonghwi smirked evilly. "Isn't a fight more exciting with an audience?"

"Indeed," the Black Snake Alliance Chairman agreed casually.

Baek Suryong secretly thanked the Black Snake Alliance Chairman for doing him a great favor.

"Nyaaah!" Silver Tiger and a hairy bandit ran up triumphantly at the head of the bandit army.

Baek Suryong infused his voice with inner qi and bellowed, "From this moment on, our three Bosses will duel to prove their right to lead the Viridian Forest Alliance! All heroes of the Viridian Forest, please take a seat and watch this historic battle!"

""UWAAAAAAAH!""

Amid the bandits' deafening cheers, the Tiger Pass Boss scowled darkly.


Chapter 450: The Star of This Stage

A grand stage was set on the summit of Zhurong Peak, where nearly two hundred Viridian Forest bandits had gathered. Some were direct subordinates of the Giant Spirit Boss and the Tiger Pass Boss, but more than half belonged to the mountain keeps under them.

"So it's true? The Bosses are really gonna have a showdown?"

"Deciding the Viridian Forest Alliance Leader all of a sudden..."

"Hah! I thought that hairy bastard was lying."

"What's going on? Weren't we supposed to wait down below and crush the Yama Keep?"

The bandits were confused. They had rushed up Zhurong Peak after receiving the order to do so and cheered for Maeng Ryonghwi without thinking. It was only after the fact that they realized something was amiss.

"...There's no way those two bosses would do this so suddenly."

"Fuck, I think we've been tricked."

Not all inhabitants of the Viridian Forest were simple-minded. The more intelligent ones, especially the bosses from the Seventy-Two Keeps, quickly realized that the situation had turned against them.

Nevertheless, Maeng Ryonghwi hyped the crowd like a skilled showman, "Soon, three heroes of the Viridian Forest will duel to prove their right to be the Viridian Forest Alliance Leader! Everyone, keep your eyes wide open and watch closely!"

No one had dared to claim the title of leader of the Viridian Forest Alliance since the Bandit King, who had unified the Seventy-Two Keeps, suddenly disappeared. There were several reasons for this, the biggest being that the bosses worthy of the position had always avoided conflict with one another.

Hence, the thought that they might be witnessing a historic moment caused the hearts of many bandits to pound fiercely.

In contrast to their excitement, the unorthodox leaders frowned when they saw the swarm of bandits.

"You idiots! Have you lost your minds?!" Blue Eyed Freak roared, his pale blue eyes glinting with killing intent. Rising to his feet, he glared at the Tiger Pass and Giant Spirit Bosses. "How dare you bring so many men here? Don't you know the orthodox sects are on high alert because of the Blood Cult? If this conference location is discovered, how will you take responsibility?!"

"That's..."

"......"

The two bosses couldn't think of an answer. They had agreed to keep the meeting secret by limiting the number of attendees from each faction to four. Of course, no one expected the promise to be kept, but bringing ten people was not the same as showing up with hundreds of subordinates.

The Giant Spirit Boss offered a lame excuse, "We gathered them little by little from various mountains along the way, so there's no way anyone spotted us..."

The unorthodox leaders' expressions darkened further.

"Is that the best excuse you could come up with? Those fools just yelled so loudly that I bet they can be heard from fifty kilometers away," the Phantom King sneered sarcastically, instantly abandoning his former allies.

The two Bosses didn't dare get angry. They knew they were in the wrong here.

"Giant Spirit Boss. Tiger Pass Boss."

A low voice made the two Bosses stiffen. 

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman stared at them with deep, sunken eyes. Unlike Blue Eyed Freak or the Phantom King, he didn't openly show his anger, but they found his piercing gaze far more terrifying than the other two combined.

"There's no need to make excuses. If a problem arises, we will pin all responsibility on these two. Are we agreed?"

"...Responsibility?"

"If those bastards from the orthodox sects catch a whiff of your movements and find this place, I'll cut off your heads and hand it to them."

""......"" No one thought it was a simple threat. 

"Hmph!" The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom stroked her bow quietly, showing her displeasure.

"...Don't worry, that won't happen," the Tiger Pass Boss assured through gritted teeth. 

The Giant Spirit Boss glanced at the Black Snake Alliance Chairman before nodding silently.

"Let's hope so."

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman rose from his seat.

Everyone's gaze naturally focused on him. Even the men of the Viridian Forest, who were seeing him for the first time, held their breaths.

The foremost unorthodox leader slowly strolled into the clearing. He was met with the stares of hundreds of menacing bandits, but this did not faze him in the slightest.

"We will now determine the new leader of the Viridian Forest Alliance. The three of you will engage in mortal combat until only one person is left alive. Does anyone object to this rule?"

The Giant Spirit Boss and the Tiger Pass Boss stayed silent, knowing they had no say in the matter.

Rather, it was the Viridian Scholar who stepped forward. "Before that, I have something to say."

He scanned the faces of the Viridian Forest bandits.

Nothing but hostile gazes.

It couldn't be helped. Most of the bandits gathered here were from the Giant Spirit and Tiger Pass Keeps. Still, as someone aiming to become the leader of the Viridian Forest, he had to embrace them as brothers.

Even if I kill the two Bosses here, they won't cooperate with me willingly.

If he had his way, he would tear those detestable bastards to shreds. Many of them were the children of vile villains who claimed to be the rightful successors after betraying the Bandit King and learning demonic arts.

He had more than enough justification to do it. The Black Snake Alliance Chairman himself had set the stage. Even if he killed them here, no one could blame him.

However, if he did that, a deep schism would form in the Viridian Forest.

He hesitated, feeling torn.

[Calm down, Junior Brother. Now's not the time for mindless revenge,] Baek Suryong advised, sensing his junior brother's internal conflict.

[...I know.] The Viridian Scholar sighed, then met his opponents' gazes. "There's no need for brothers of the Viridian Forest to fight to the death. If someone admits defeat and steps down, I'll recognize it as a surrender."

""BOOOOOOO!""

Jeers erupted from the bandits surrounding Zhurong Peak. The Viridian Scholar's words sounded weak, like he was pleading for mercy if he surrendered.

Only Maeng Ryonghwi chuckled softly, "I wonder what expressions those simpletons will make in a little while."

Soon, everyone will understand who the true successor to the Bandit King is.

The Tiger Pass Boss nodded suspiciously. "...Fine. I accept."

The Giant Spirit Boss bared his teeth in a savage grin. "Fufu, you're even more of a coward than I heard."

The three bandit bosses advanced toward the clearing.

"Wait! What's the rush?" A large man interjected, getting in their way. A striking scar ran diagonally across his bearded face, and he wore an animal hide eyepatch over his left eye.

"The One-Eyed Demonic Axe!" someone in the crowd shouted, recognizing the man's crimson axe. 

Jang Geol and Gu Gil stiffened, recognizing the alias.

"There is a proper hierarchy and order to everything. Why should the bosses be the first to fight?" The One-Eyed Demonic Axe grinned, raising his axe and pointed it at Maeng Ryonghwi. "Before the Bosses have their duel, how about letting us subordinates test our skills first? To liven things up!"

Baek Suryong met the man's glittering, murderous gaze. For a simple suggestion to test each other skills, the man's killing intent was incredibly intense.

Oh, now I remember. He was standing behind the Giant Spirit Boss when I went to scout them out at Zigai Peak.

"I accept that challenge!" a man from the Tiger Pass Keep laughed heartily. He had a long face and a build that rivaled the One-Eyed Demonic Axe, and held a large dao in each hand.

"It's the Dual Strong Blades!"

Baek Suryong raised an eyebrow. This man also seemed to be a famous master in the Viridian Forest.

The Dual Strong Blades used his movement arts to land in the clearing in a single breath and stood facing the One-Eyed Demonic Axe. 

A suffocating pressure emanated from the two powerfully built men as they faced each other. 

Everyone looked at Maeng Ryonghwi. Now that two elite warriors representing the Giant Spirit and the Tiger Pass Bosses had come forward, it was only fitting that a master of equal caliber from Yama Keep participate as well.

"A preliminary bout, huh? This should be interesting." The Black Snake Alliance Chairman grinned. "I wonder if your skills are as impressive as your words, Bladesman of Yama Keep."

"Haa..." Forced into an unexpected fight, Baek Suryong sighed softly walked into the clearing.

Ugh, whatever. Ultimately, the star of this stage won't be me, but Junior Brother.

Although he had learned the Bandit King's martial arts, the Viridian Scholar was the one who inherited their master's dream.

Master Maeng, I hope you understand why I'm not using your martial arts here.

He lightly tapped the scabbard of his willow leaf dao with his left hand, causing it to loosen in its sheath. In that instant, he gripped the hilt with his right hand and drew the blade in one smooth motion.

"Ooh! This is getting more and more exciting!" the Black Snake Alliance Chairman cheered.

Baek Suryong paid the irritating spectator no mind and let his dao hang low.

Everyone focused their attention on the three men. The bandits swallowed hard amid the hair-raising tension.

Finally, the Black Snake Alliance Chairman announced, "Begin!"

The One-Eyed Demonic Axe and the Dual Strong Blades immediately closed in on Maeng Ryonghwi in a lethal pincer, spreading out to his left and right as if they had planned a coordinated attack beforehand.

""Die!"" they cried in unison, releasing powerful weapon qi befitting the best warriors of the Viridian Forest. 

For a moment, even the atmosphere seemed to blur and distort from their power.

Baek Suryong snorted. I'll exchange a few blows with them and then force them to their knees one by one. Though... it's been a while since I've used Master Crazy Demon's martial arts in a real fight...

He relaxed his body and controlled his breathing. Since the Asura Blood Heaven Blade heightened one's killing intent, he suppressed this urge as much as possible and swung his dao dispassionately.

First, I'll just parry... huh?

Unfortunately, he overlooked one thing. The Asura Blood Heaven Blade was so difficult to control that even its creator, the Crazy Demon, struggled to suppress his murderous desires. Even worse, the blade technique was designed to aim for an opponent's life with every strike.

Suddenly, Baek Suryong's simmering lust for revenge against Master Maeng's murderers flared up. Reacting to his opponents' killing intent, his instincts took over and guided his blade.

The sky briefly turned red, and a single silver streak of light arced across it.

SHIIIIING!

The One-Eyed Demonic Axe and the Dual Strong Blades blinked in confusion, wondering why the sky had suddenly changed color. 

That was their last thought.

THUD! THUD!

Two heads flew into the air while their headless bodies crashed to the ground. Blood gushed out belatedly, puddling all across the ground.

Silence descended upon the scene. Everyone was stunned speechless, from the bosses about to fight to the Viridian Forest bandits and the unorthodox leaders, all of whom were rumored to be the most cruel and vicious people in the world.

"Whoopsie..." Baek Suryong muttered, just as shocked.

He glanced down at his gleaming willow leaf dao, unsullied by even a single drop of blood.

Damn, I guess I can't really blame Wonkang for screwing up this shit. This technique is fucking hard to control.

Well, he could have altered the trajectory partway through, but he allowed the blade to move as it willed. After all, the bandits were the ones who had tried to kill him first.

He just hadn't predicted they would die in one hit.

"...I guess it can't be helped if they die before they get the chance to surrender," he mumbled, sheathing his squeaky clean willow leaf dao and turning around.

"WAHAHAHAHA!"

Among all the martial artists watching, only the Black Snake Alliance Chairman roared with mirth.
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Chapter 451: Today's Protagonist

"HAHAHAHAHA!"

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman's laughter boomed across Zhurong Peak, shaking the otherwise tranquil atmosphere as he unleashed his qi with abandon.

"Keuk..."

"Just how much inner qi does he have...!?"

Several martial artists turned pale and hastily covered their ears, their inner arts too weak to defend against his overwhelming aura. Even renowned unorthodox experts stared in astonishment at the blademaster.

"How long are you gonna laugh like a madman? You're making the atmosphere weird," the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom rebuked.

"...Haha. Oops. I got carried away." The Black Snake Alliance Chairman stopped laughing, though his eyes remained fixed on Maeng Ryonghwi, who was conversing with the Viridian Scholar within a qi sound barrier. "That guy's unbelievable..." he exclaimed in admiration.

"Don't tell me you're planning to take him as a disciple? How many does this make now?" the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom groaned as she erected a sound-blocking barrier around them.

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman, also known as the Blade Demon, was a man obsessed with bladesmanship. He first made his name by traveling the world and challenging other bladesmen to test his skills, without discriminating between orthodox and unorthodox, masters and novices. He was so crazy about the blade that in his youth, he challenged anyone carrying the same type of weapon.

As his martial prowess grew with age, though, he stopped picking fights with just anyone. Instead, he developed another bizarre habit—taking any talented individual he found as a disciple, regardless of their background.

"A disciple, huh..." he muttered. Prior to an 'incident' ten years ago that caused him to enter seclusion training, he had taken eight disciples. One of them was even a prodigy from a renowned orthodox sect.

The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom groaned. "Even I, who doesn't know much about the blade, can see that he's extremely talented, but you already have too many disciples. For the sake of the Alliance, please reconsider," she said sincerely. 

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman chuckled and shook his head. "I may be a greedy man, but I'm not that greedy."

"You're not that greedy?" The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom shot her friend a disbelieving look.

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman smiled mysteriously and pointed at Maeng Ryonghwi. "That sir over there isn't someone I can take as a disciple," he explained seriously, no longer addressing a child, but an equal.

The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom stared at him in confusion. "What nonsense are you babbling now?"

A bladesman that the world's number one blademaster can't teach? Does that mean that young bandit is his equal in skill?

"Don't tell me...you think that kid is a martial artist on our level?" she asked incredulously. Although Maeng Ryonghwi was hiding considerable skill, making it difficult to gauge his strength, but the Black Snake Alliance Chairman seemed to have discovered something.

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman furrowed his brows. "Hmm, how should I say this? His overall martial prowess is one thing... but I get the feeling that if I tried to teach him the blade, he'd be the one pointing out my flaws."

"What the fuck are you talking about!?"

"It's hard for me to explain, too. It's just a feeling. Also, that Maeng Ryonghwi kid is not a pure bladesman. He's also mastered some other kinds of martial arts," the Black Snake Alliance Chairman added. 

Others might not notice, but as someone who had dedicated his life to the blade, he could tell that although Maeng Ryonghwi's bladesmanship was excellent, he didn't exactly give off the 'feeling' of a bladesman. 

He sighed. "What a shame. With such talent, why learn so many miscellaneous martial arts instead of just focusing on the way of the blade...?"

The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom scoffed. "That's just your opinion, you blade nerd."

"That's because the way of the blade is the greatest in the world."

"I knew you'd say that. Whether now or twenty years ago, you're a fool who knows nothing but the blade."

"Why don't you learn the blade from me too, Bow Phantom?"

"I'll gladly learn from you... If you learn the bow from me in return, that is."

"Hmm, then I suppose this conversation will go on forever." The Black Snake Alliance Chairman chuckled at his old friend's joke, then stared at Maeng Ryonghwi. "...Anyway, I'll have to talk to him separately later."

He smiled meaningfully, already looking forward to that time.
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Baek Suryong approached the Viridian Scholar as soon as he finished his battle and set up a sound-blocking barrier to prevent their conversation from being overheard. "I'm sorry, Junior Brother," he apologized.

The Viridian Scholar smiled. "You're sorry? For what?"

Baek Suryong scratched his cheek awkwardly. "I told you to restrain yourself, but then I went and killed them so spectacularly..."

"Hahaha!" The Viridian Scholar laughed and patted his Senior Brother on the back. "Not at all! That was quite refreshing to watch!"

Jang Geol and Gu Gil also cheered Baek Suryong's victory as if it were their own.

"Hyung-nim! That was the best way to seize the initiative!"

"After acting so high and mighty, those bastards deserved to be humiliatingly cut down in a single blow!"

The bandits from the Giant Spirit and Tiger Pass Keeps had clearly revealed their killing intent and launched a joint attack first. Their comrades had no grounds for complaint.

The Viridian Scholar glanced at the martial artists all around them. "By the way, Senior Brother..." 

"Hmm? What is it?" Baek Suryong tilted his head, puzzled.

"Everyone here is watching you, Senior Brother. You're a rising master of the Yama Keep and an incredibly skilled bladesman. As of today, the name Maeng Ryonghwi will resound throughout the Viridian Forest."

Baek Suryong nodded. "I suppose so."

Not only was the Black Snake Alliance Chairman staring at him intently, the unorthodox leaders and nearly two hundred Viridian Forest bandits were focused on him as well. He had unintentionally drawn a lot of attention.

"...Would you consider becoming the Viridian Forest Alliance Leader now, Senior Brother?"

Baek Suryong's jaw dropped. "What the fuck are you talking about all of a sudden?"

Jang Geol and Gu Gil's eyes widened in shock. When they saw the Viridian Scholar's stern expression, however, they didn't dare interrupt.

The Viridian Scholar continued earnestly, "You are the true successor to the Bandit King, Senior Brother. No one is more qualified to be the Viridian Forest Alliance Leader than you."

This wasn't a sudden decision. He had contemplated it during the entire journey to Mount Heng and even just moments ago.

"If you wish to become the Viridian Forest Alliance Leader, I'll do everything in my power to make you the new Bandit King."

His eyes sparkled with sincerity. He genuinely believed Baek Suryong was a better fit for the position than himself. He didn't necessarily have to be the protagonist. Together, they could create the ideal Viridian Forest their master had always envisioned. 

However, his Senior Brother had no intention of honoring his request.

Baek Suryong's lips pursed stubbornly, and his gaze was resolute. "...I may have inherited the Bandit King's martial arts, but I'm not qualified to inherit his dream. That's a task for you, Junior Brother, who has dedicated decades of your life to the Viridian Forest."

"But I can just assist you, Senior Brother..."

"......" Baek Suryong reached out and gripped the Viridian Scholar's shoulders. "If you say something so pathetic one more time, I'll beat you to a pulp right here, right now, even if it shames the future Viridian Forest Alliance Leader. You claim to have inherited the spirit of the Bandit King, yet that's all you've got?"

The nearby martial artists watched the sudden, insubordinate act in surprise, but due to the sound-blocking barrier, they couldn't hear the conversation.

"Ju Pyo," Baek Suryong said sternly. "Fulfill your dream with your own damn hands."

The Viridian Scholar stiffened for a moment, but finally sighed and nodded. "...I understand. I won't press the matter any further."

In truth, he felt bad for Baek Suryong, as if he were usurping the rightful position of a direct disciple and not just learning the Bandit King's martial arts. However, hearing his senior brother's explanation again convinced him.

"Since I have Senior Brother's permission, I suppose I must be today's protagonist."

"Yeah, go knock them all down... But first, slap me across the face."

"...Do I really have to?"

"How else are you gonna explain your way out of this situation?"

"I understand."

SLAP!

The Viridian Scholar slapped Maeng Ryonghwi so hard that he tumbled to the ground, then dispelled the sound barrier. Exuding a frosty aura, he unleashed a Lion's Roar, "If you ever disobey me and harm a brother of the Viridian Forest again, I'll cut off your arm!"

Maeng Ryonghwi bowed his head respectfully. "...I'm sorry."

The martial artists who witnessed the event were initially stunned, but quickly nodded in awe at the Viridian Scholar's ability to quell the insubordination with such ease. 

Only a few masters, including the Black Snake Alliance Chairman, the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom, and the Phantom King, noticed Maeng Ryonghwi's fleeting smile as he bowed.

The Viridian Scholar strode forward confidently, drawing everyone's gaze.

"So you finally show yourself."

"You ended it with just a slap? If it were me, I would've smashed his head in."

The Tiger Pass Boss and the Giant Spirit Boss were already waiting for him in the clearing. Vivid bloodstains remained on the ground where the corpses had been removed.

Although the Viridian Scholar had said that brothers of the Viridian Forest should avoid bloodshed if possible, now that blood had been spilled, the two bosses had no intention of letting it go.

I'll kill him here.

I can't give him time to surrender.

They exchanged glances filled with vicious killing intent. Naturally, they had an unspoken agreement to kill the Viridian Scholar before turning on each other.

The air around them began to simmer. Dust and dirt swirled up from qi waves far stronger than the ones their subordinates had displayed.

"No need to delay. Begin!" the Black Snake Alliance Chairman announced.

"GRAAAAAAAR!" the Giant Spirit Boss roared as he charged. His body bulged, and monstrous strength erupted from his inhuman muscles, seemingly capable of shattering steel with a single blow.

A rain of fists appeared before the Viridian Scholar.

BOOM BOOM BOOM BOOM!

The air exploded before his fists even fully extended, the aftershock alone enough to knock a person backward.

"It's the Savage Tiger Rampage!"

"He's using the Bandit King's martial arts!"

The bandits of the Giant Spirit Keep roared with excitement, thrilled to witness the legendary martial arts of the Viridian Forest.

"Quite impressive..."

"Is that the martial arts of the Bandit King I've only heard about...?"

Even the unorthodox leaders nodded lightly, their interest piqued by the Giant Spirit Boss's destructive display.

Only Baek Suryong's face was a mask of cold, hard contempt.

How dare they call that shoddy fistwork the Savage Tiger Rampage!?

Although throwing punches fast enough to create afterimages created an illusion similar to the Savage Tiger Rampage, the resemblance was only skin deep. The martial principles within the Giant Spirit Boss's technique were insignificant by comparison.

He's just throwing a lot of punches quickly. The power distribution and impact points are a mess. It's just flashy fistwork, a clumsy imitation.

"Die!" The Tiger Pass Boss circled around to the Viridian Scholar's back, baring his fangs and letting his long arms hang low. "Ju Pyo, this place will be your grave."

He bent his fingers like the claws of a wild beast, gathering wave of energy dense enough to be compared to enhanced qi at each knuckle.

SCREEEEEEECH!

As he lowered his stance until his fingertips touched the ground, furrows appeared in the dirt as if scratched by a rake.

"It's the Bloody Claws of the Savage Tiger!"

"The Tiger Pass Boss is the true successor to the Bandit King!"

Another great roar erupted, this time from the bandits of the Tiger Pass Keep. They cheered for their boss with veins popping on their necks, excited to witness the Bandit King's martial arts.

"......" Despite the imminent threat, the Viridian Scholar remained calm. He showed no agitation as fierce attacks closed in from his front and back, simply widened his stance to lower his center of gravity and drew a gentle circle with his arms.

To the audience, he looked like a scholar surrounded by wild beasts, his life as precarious as a candle in the wind.

"BOOOOO!"

He was immediately met with jeers. The bandits of the Viridian Forest showed no mercy to the weak.

"Could that be...?"

"Interesting."

The only ones who noticed something more in the Viridian Scholar's movements were the unorthodox leaders, whose eyes sparkled with anticipation.

WHOOSH!

The Viridian Scholar moved like a thunderbolt. In a single breath, he closed the distance to the Giant Spirit Boss, his fists creating numerous afterimages.

TAK TAK TAK TAK!

He casually parried each of the Giant Spirit Boss's fists, then, in a perfect counter, brought his own fists down on the Giant Spirit Boss.

"What? How do you know the Savage Tiger Rampage?!" the Giant Spirit Boss shouted, wide-eyed, even as numerous fists slammed into his body and sent him flying backward.

BOOM BOOM BOOM BOOM! SLASH!

Just then, the Tiger Pass Boss raked his claws across the Viridian Scholar's back, but his attack only left a shallow wound. 

The Viridian Scholar immediately turned and bent his fingers, countering the Bloody Claws of the Savage Tiger with the same technique—only much more polished.

The Tiger Pass Boss stared in horror at the Viridian Scholar's claw technique. "The Bloody Claws of the Savage Tiger too...!"

"This is the real Bloody Claws of the Savage Tiger, you fool," the Viridian Scholar replied coolly, seizing the upper hand and breaking the Tiger Pass Boss's wrist.

"Kuaaah!" the Tiger Pass Boss screamed in pain.

CRACK!

The Viridian Scholar struck his opponent's chest with his palm, fracturing his ribs and sending him tumbling on top of the fallen Giant Spirit Boss. The two rolled around on the ground in an unsightly mess, desperately trying to get up but only getting in each other's way.

"Ugh! This bastard...!"

"How do you know the Bandit King's martial arts?!"

The two humiliated bosses glowered at the Viridian Scholar. The bandits who had been cheering for them had long since fallen silent.

The Viridian Scholar regarded them with genuine disappointment and beckoned with his palm. "You dared to call yourselves successors to the Bandit King with such pathetic skills? Come, try again. I'll show you the true essence of the Bandit King's martial arts."


Chapter 452: You're as Smart as I Thought

WHOOSH!

A cold autumn breeze swept through the silent arena, tickling the crowd's bare skin and slowly bringing the dazed onlookers back to their senses.

The two hundred bandits watching the fight all started talking at once, disbelief evident on every face.

"He took down both Bosses like they were children?"

"How? With such a skinny body?"

"More importantly, didn't he just say he'd show us the Bandit King's true martial arts?"

"He definitely used a similar martial art. Does that mean the Viridian Scholar also learned the Bandit King's martial arts?"

"Nonsense! Our boss was just careless for a moment!"

"The Viridian Scholar must have stolen our boss's martial arts!"

"But... can a stolen martial art be stronger than the original...?"

At first, the bandits only muttered to themselves, but soon they began conversing with their neighbors. 

The commotion grew louder and louder. More than half of the bandits gathered here were not part of the Giant Spirit or Tiger Pass Keeps, but rather, subordinate mountain keeps. While the reasons for their loyalty to the two bosses varied, one big factor was that they were successors of the Bandit King's martial arts.

Baek Suryong smirked in satisfaction as he observed the shifting atmosphere.

Right here, right now, I will shatter those traitors' false justification!

Victory wasn't their only goal. Ju Pyo needed to prove himself worthy to become the leader of the Viridian Forest Alliance.

As things stood, his junior brother had revealed himself in a more dramatic fashion than expected, starting the fight with a huge advantage.

"...But he hit me a little hard earlier."

Baek Suryong rubbed his stinging cheek. He had accepted the hit skillfully so that it made a loud sound without leaving a mark, but it still hurt.

Surely he didn't hit me with real emotion, did he?

He narrowed his eyes and stared suspiciously at the Viridian Scholar, then chuckled. 

Well, even if that's true, I'll let it slide today.

Meanwhile, the Black Snake Alliance Chairman's eyes lit up with renewed interest. His gaze, which had been fixed on Maeng Ryonghwi, now focused on the Viridian Scholar.  "There's more than one interesting man in the Viridian Forest, huh..."

All in all, the martial arts the Viridian Scholar displayed left a strong impression on everyone.

The Viridian Scholar raised his head and roared at the bandits, "I, the Viridian Scholar Ju Pyo...!"

Everyone held their breaths and fixed their eyes on him. Even the wind blew, whipping the Viridian Scholar's hair around wildly.

The Viridian Scholar continued, "As you all know, I've been known as one of the Ten Great Villains for a long time. That reputation was founded on a miraculous encounter left behind by the Bandit King."

He declared, right then and there, that he had inherited the Bandit King's martial arts.

"After discovering the martial arts left behind by the Bandit King in a hidden place within the Jingang Mountains, I devoted myself to training every day for decades. Anyone from the Viridian Forest has likely heard of the Savage Tiger Fist."

The Viridian Scholar paused for a moment. He could see the Giant Spirit Boss glaring his way while grinding his teeth, while the Tiger Pass Boss scowled gravely.

"What you just saw is the true Savage Tiger Fist. I've mastered not just one technique, but all of the Bandit King's martial arts."

"...!!"

Not a single one of the two hundred men from the Viridian Forest remained seated. Under normal circumstances, these words would have been dismissed as nonsense. However, the aura surrounding the Viridian Scholar and the martial arts he had just displayed left no room for doubt.

"He... he mastered all of the Bandit King's martial arts?"

"Even the Giant Spirit Boss and the Tiger Pass Boss only know one technique!"

"What in the world is going on...?"

"If what he's saying is true... then the leader of the Viridian Forest Alliance could only be...!"

Confusion washed over the gathered bandits like an infectious disease.

One of the Giant Spirit Keep lieutenants, a man with a bushy beard, laced his voice with inner qi and yelled, "Why didn't you say so before? Why reveal it here, of all times and places? Just what are you scheming?"

The Viridian Scholar regarded the man calmly. "I was afraid that my mediocre martial arts would tarnish the Bandit King's reputation. Therefore, I held back until I felt I was qualified enough to call myself his successor."

"That's..." The man was at a loss for words. This coldly rational response was indeed typical for the Viridian Scholar. He gaped in shock for a moment, then shook his head to clear his mind. 

"Hah! Who would believe such bullshit?" the Giant Spirit Boss roared.

The Tiger Pass Boss nodded in agreement. "Don't be deceived! The Viridian Scholar is a cunning fox with a silver tongue!"

The two of them scrambled to their feet, their faces flushing red and purple with rage. Nothing was more humiliating than having their confident display of the Bandit King's martial arts easily countered by the same techniques.

The Viridian Scholar was stronger than they had anticipated. At last, they realized that their limited knowledge of the Bandit King's martial arts stood no chance of bringing them victory.

The Viridian Scholar shook his head. "Judging by the look in your eyes, you still haven't come to your senses."

He walked slowly toward the two bosses. Blood dripped from the gash on his back that the Tiger Pass Boss had inflicted with his Bloody Claws of the Savage Tiger, but not even that could diminish his dignity. Rather, the audience criticized the Tiger Pass Boss for attacking from behind.

"I'll give you one last chance. If you acknowledge me as the new leader of the Viridian Forest Alliance and pledge to reunite the Viridian Forest, I will spare you further humiliation."

The Viridian Scholar regarded the Tiger Pass and Giant Spirit Bosses icily. He had shown them the greatest courtesy he could offer. They would receive no more concessions.

"Shut your trap!"

"Don't act so high and mighty just because you gained the upper hand once."

Killing intent blazed in the two bosses' defiant eyes. Gritting their teeth, they began to transform.

CRACK! CRACKLE!

Although this change was subtle enough to slip past an untrained eye, the Viridian Scholar and the unorthodox leaders nonetheless frowned in recognition.

"...They've learned demonic arts, huh? Today has been full of surprises," the Phantom King's muffled voice rang out from behind his jade mask.

The other unorthodox leaders nodded in agreement, their eyes fixed on the scene before them. Evidently, the two bosses had deemed their predicament serious enough to reveal the fact that they had learned demonic arts.

The Giant Spirit and Tiger Pass Bosses exchanged glances.

[We must kill the Viridian Scholar here!]

[If we don't get rid of him today, we'll lose everything to the Yama Keep.]

[Yes. He must be killed by any means necessary.]

[Even if it costs us the justification that we are the successors of the Bandit King.]

Upon reaching an agreement, they nodded to each other. Simultaneously, the capillaries in their eyes burst, making them bloodshot.

""We'll kill you.""

"Hmph. It's obvious what you're thinking," the Viridian Scholar scoffed. Although he could sense that their aura was on a completely different level than before, his resolve was unshakable.

He took the starting stance of the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest, composed his breathing, and glared at his opponents as sternly as a judge of hell looking down upon a sinner. "In the name of the Viridian Forest Alliance, I judge you guilty of tarnishing the honor of the Bandit King with your worthless martial arts and tyranny. Come accept your punishment."

The two bosses charged, letting out bestial roars. An explosion of qi accompanied their advance, which was faster and much more forceful than before. 

Where the Giant Spirit Boss stepped, the ground was gouged out. Where the Tiger Pass Boss's fingers touched, dirt and dust spiraled into the air.

[Be careful, Junior Brother. It won't be as easy as before,] Baek Suryong warned the Viridian Scholar.

The Viridian Scholar smiled. "Don't worry," he muttered. "My body feels light today, as if the Bandit King himself is lending me a hand."

He took what looked like a light step forward.

BOOM!

However, the shockwave from his mighty stomp spread out in a circle, creating ripples across the earth. At first, the ripple was shallow, but it instantly swelled with the force of a landslide, upending the ground in front of the Viridian Scholar.

RUMBLE RUMBLE RUMBLE!

Like a wave, the overturned earth surged and crashed down on the Giant Spirit and Tiger Pass Bosses. Startled, they crossed their arms to block the deluge of dirt.

They both grimaced from the impact, feeling as if they had been slammed into an iron wall rather than dirt. Fortunately, the demonic art numbed their pain. 

Knocking aside the pile of dirt blocking their path, they burst into maniacal laughter.

"Kuhahaha!"

"What makes you think a petty trick like this will work?!"

"Hoo..." The Viridian Scholar waited for them behind the scattered dirt, breathing deeply. He lowered his stance, keeping his two fists held firmly at his waist.

Seeing that starting stance, Baek Suryong muttered to himself, "...The Savage Tiger Destruction Palm."

For a moment, his memory of Master Maeng overlapped with the Viridian Scholar. The old master's playful face, which he wore while boasting about teaching the Savage Tiger Destruction Palm, appeared incredibly serious today.

WHOOOOSH!

The Viridian Scholar uncurled his fingers as he thrust his fists forward, launching palm attacks at the Giant Spirit Boss and the Tiger Pass Boss with each hand.

KABOOM!

An explosion erupted that was so loud it was hard to believe it was created by bare hands. Zhurong Peak tremored as if it were about to collapse, and the wind generated by the resulting shockwave whipped the onlookers' hair about wildly.

"Such power... How is this possible?"

"Hah! Is this the true martial arts of the Bandit King!"

Even the unorthodox leaders gaped at the scene, unable to maintain their composure. The area where the three had clashed had been reduced to rubble, and the overturned earth resembled the aftermath of a natural disaster.

However, that wasn't why they were shocked.

"Kehehe! It hurts like a bitch..."

"I'll kill you..."

Despite taking a blow that should have obliterated them, the Giant Spirit and Tiger Pass Bosses were still standing at the center of the clearing. Their clothes were torn to shreds, and they looked disheveled, but their muscles had swelled up like armor to block the impact.

CRACK, CRACKLE...!

Their bodies had grown so large by now that it was obvious they were using demonic arts. Naturally, the bandits from the Giant Spirit and Tiger Pass Keeps were alarmed.

"Just him! If I get rid of just him, the world is mine!"

"I'm the leader of the Viridian Forest Alliance! I'll kill any bastard who gets in my way!"

Not all demonic arts were created equal. Regardless of how powerful a demonic art was, if it caused one to lose their reason to the point of having only destructive instincts, it was considered subpar.

Baek Suryong sneered. Fools. They betrayed Master Maeng for such a shitty demonic art?

"Kuhahaha!"

"Die! Die!"

Lost in madness, the Giant Spirit and Tiger Pass Bosses shrieked and charged at the Viridian Scholar. Although their demonic art was mediocre, it was undeniably powerful enough to make one's eyes spin.

RUMBLE!

Every time the Giant Spirit Boss swung his fist, thunder rattled the air. As far as brute strength was concerned, the Viridian Scholar was no match for him.

SWIPE!

"Keuk...!" the Viridian's Scholar groaned. The Tiger Pass Boss's long fingernails had grazed his flesh. 

"Kihihi!" the Tiger Pass Boss giggled gleefully, licking his bloodied fingernails.

The chaotic battle raged on. As time passed, the two bosses' attacks gained momentum, while the Viridian Scholar began to tire. His martial arts uniform was torn, and blood dripped from his wounds. His attempts to evade the attacks grew increasingly clumsy and perilous.

"Boss!"

"Hyung! The Boss is...!"

Jang Geol and Gu Gil paced anxiously, casting furtive glances at Baek Suryong. To them, the Viridian Scholar seemed to be getting cornered.

Baek Suryong met their nervous gazes with a relaxed smile. "Don't worry, he's doing fine."

He believed in his junior brother's skill. Even he would have a hard time defeating the Viridian Scholar if they fought unarmed. No matter how powerful the Giant Spirit and Tiger Pass Bosses' combined attack was, there was no way the Viridian Scholar would lose.

If anything, the reason he's struggling so much... this cheeky bastard. He's waiting for the atmosphere to fully ripen, isn't he?

He briefly looked away from the fight to gauge the bandits' mood.

"H-Hey, is that really the Bandit King's martial arts?"

"Why is our Boss..."

"He transformed into a monster!?"

As the fight dragged on, the bandits experienced a mixture of disappointment, anger, and fear toward the increasingly inhuman Giant Spirit and Tiger Pass Bosses.

"Kuhahaha!"

"Kikikiki!"

After tasting blood, the two bosses became more aggressive and lost their reason. They continued to fight even with broken bones, their bloodshot eyes unfocused. They growled like starving beasts and rampaged for the sole sake of slaughter.

Baek Suryong chuckled at this spectacle and eyed the Viridian Scholar. "You're every bit as smart as I thought."

Immediately, the Viridian Scholar's movements changed abruptly, as if he had heard those words.

WHOOSH!

He seized the Giant Spirit Boss by the torso and wrenched his body sideways. Adding rotational force to his entire body, he unleashed the Tiger Smashes the Mountain, a close combat technique the Bandit King devised to send larger opponents flying.

"You're not qualified to be the Alliance Leader."

BOOM!

The Giant Spirit Boss's huge body rocketed more than thirty meters through the air, a feat even more terrifying than what Baek Suryong had displayed at the Yama Keep.

Baek Suryong applauded the bold move. "That has got to have broken at least ten of his bones."

The Viridian Scholar didn't stop there. He dodged the Tiger Pass Boss's attack so quickly that it seemed like he had teleported and circled behind his opponent.

"You idiots threw away that qualification yourselves," he added, hugging the Tiger Pass Boss from behind.

"L-Let go of me!" the Tiger Pass Boss screamed, even as the Viridian Scholar launched the two of them high into the sky.

Baek Suryong raised his head to see the Viridian Scholar, who had suddenly shrunken. The sight brought back an old memory. "...The Heaven Rising Tiger was always Master Maeng's favorite technique."

At the apex, the Viridian Scholar flipped his body in midair and slammed the Tiger Pass Boss hard into the ground.

KABOOM!

The earth heaved violently and a large cloud of dust rose. Moments later, the wind blew, settling the dust and revealing the Tiger Pass Boss buried in the ground and squirming like a bug. At a glance, every bone in his body seemed broken.

"Ooh, how cruel. It would've been better to just kill him. No wonder Junior Brother's one of the Ten Great Villains."

Baek Suryong couldn't help but repeatedly admire his junior brother's viciousness.



Translator's Note: German Suplex on steroids Heaven Rising Tiger sounds cooler. I stupidly translated 453 before 452, so I'm releasing both at the same time.


Chapter 453: The Viridian Forest Alliance Leader

The three-way duel ended in a landslide victory for one side and a crushing defeat for the other two.

"Guh..."

"Gahk..."

Two giants writhed in agony where they had been thrown to the ground. Blood covered their bodies, and it was clear that at least ten of their bones were broken.

"Hoo..." The last man standing gasped for air, his chest heaving as he tried to steady his breathing. His martial arts uniform was torn and his hair was a mess, but he kept his back ramrod straight in pride.

In this moment, not even the Black Snake Alliance Chairman could overshadow his presence.

"The Viridian Scholar...won."

"And he took on two of them by himself..."

"T-That technique he used to slam down the Tiger Pass Boss just now. Wasn't it exactly the same as the Bandit King's martial arts we've only heard stories about?"

"What's going to happen to the Viridian Forest Alliance? Is it really going to be re-formed?!"

Chaos reigned supreme as the bandits chattered wildly, agitated at the unexpected result of the duel.

Today, the bosses of the three great powers—the Yama Keep, the Giant Spirit Keep, and the Tiger Pass Keep—that divided the Seventy-Two Viridian Forest Keeps had competed for supremacy at the summit of Mount Heng's Zhurong Peak. 

The result was that the Giant Spirit Boss and the Tiger Pass Boss had fallen, while the Viridian Scholar, Boss of the Yama Keep, emerged victorious.

"They lost even after ganging up on Junior Brother. It's a complete defeat with no room for excuses," Baek Suryong muttered to himself as he observed the spectators' reactions.

Some of the older bandits, their hair streaked with gray, stared at the Viridian Scholar emotionally.

"To think I'd live to see the Savage Tiger Fist..."

"So that's the Bandit King's martial arts..."

They were the only ones who remembered the legendary Bandit King. As children, they had listened to stories about the man who unified the Seventy-Two Viridian Forest Keeps with his fists and led the Viridian Forest into its golden age.

In their eyes, the image of a giant with a lion's mane streaming behind him overlapped with the Viridian Scholar.

"The Bandit King..."

Some of them muttered the name, unable to control their overwhelming emotions. Perhaps they were witnessing the beginning of a new Viridian Forest legend.

"...Anyone else want to rise up to the challenge?" the Viridian Scholar asked wearily, looking around at the bandits. "Anyone who wants to be the Alliance Leader, step forward. I'll take you all on!"

He was met with silence. As he surveyed the bandits with an air of dignity, those who made eye contact with him either looked away or bowed their heads, even those who could tell his injuries were severe.

The reason was his steely gaze. The Giant Spirit Boss and the Tiger Pass Boss's demonic arts were devastating, and he had lost a significant amount of blood despite only being grazed, yet he remained unwavering.

"...If no one else is going to step forward, may I assume you all acknowledge me as the Alliance Leader?"

Swayed by the atmosphere, the Viridian Forest bandits began to nod one by one.

"Keoheok!" Suddenly, the fallen Giant Spirit Boss vomited a mouthful of blood and staggered to his feet. "I... can't accept this!"

His broken bones were knitting back together, and the wounds on his body were healing at a visible rate. 

"Grrr..."

The Tiger Pass Boss was the same. He pushed himself up from the ground and climbed out of the crater he had been buried in. His canines grew longer, and his fingernails sharpened. Gone was his human appearance, now he resembled a yaksha from hell.

Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes, observing the two Bosses' transformations. Only demonic arts could bestow such inhuman healing abilities upon a martial artist.

So the demonic art they learned was the Undying Yaksha Demonic Art.

The Undying Yaksha Demonic Art pushed a human's physical and regenerative abilities to their absolute limits. Contrary to its name, however, it did not grant true immortality. Rather, it was a deceptive gimmick that depleted a person's life force to rapidly enhance their healing ability. This recovery likely cost them more than ten years of their lifespan.

"Bring me my axe!" the Giant Spirit Boss bellowed at his subordinates, having recovered somewhat.

One of them scrambled to bring him his axe.

"Fufufu! Acknowledge him as the Viridian Forest Alliance Leader? A man who won't even leave this place alive? Everyone, draw your weapons!" he commanded.

The bandits were bewildered. Why was the Giant Spirit Boss ordering them to fight? Was he really planning to break his oath?

One of his subordinates cautiously advised, "Boss. For now, you should calm down a little..."

CRACK!

The Giant Spirit Boss split his subordinate's head in two and shoved the corpse aside. He then glared at his other men, who stared at him in terror. "Any other traitorous bastards want to run their mouths?"

"...!!" The bandits of the Giant Spirit Keep and their allies drew their weapons. Decades of ingrained fear did not disappear easily.

"We will kill the Viridian Scholar and all his lackeys here!" the Tiger Pass Boss roared, baring his fangs.

The bandits who could not withstand his murderous gaze raised their weapons.

"You sons of bitches!"

"This isn't what we agreed on!"

Jang Geol and Gu Gil immediately rushed to flank the Viridian Scholar, while Baek Suryong stood in front of him.

Led by the Giant Spirit Boss and the Tiger Pass Boss, two hundred bandits closed in around them, each radiating a sinister aura.

Jang Geol stammered, "H-Hyung! I think those bastards are really going to attack us! What should we do?"

Baek Suryong's eyes glinted coldly. "We fight, of course. We'll stomp them down one by one until no one is left to challenge us."

He had no intention of holding back any longer. His junior brother had done his best. Not only had he proven his eligibility to succeed the Bandit King in front of everyone, he had also shown mercy by not killing the two bosses. If the Viridian Forest bandits still failed to see the light of day, they did not deserve to live.

"The Bandit King doesn't need cowards following him," Maeng Ryonghwi sneered. "You trash don't deserve to be called brothers of the Viridian Forest."

Some of the bandits clenched their teeth, but only exchanged glances, unable to muster the courage to act.

The encirclement tightened.

"Tsk! What a mess," the Black Snake Alliance Chairman grumbled, furrowing his brow slightly. Still, he showed no intention of actively mediating or intervening. This was the Viridian Forest's internal affair. 

In fact, his lips curled into a slight smile at the thought of appreciating Maeng Ryonghwi's bladesmanship a little more.

The other unorthodox leaders thought similarly. The Phantom King watched with interest, as if watching a fire across the river, while Blue Eyed Freak quietly observed the situation with his arms folded.

"I suppose it wouldn't matter if I turned the dead ones into jiangshi, right?"

"......"

The atmosphere was like a tinderbox, ready to explode into a fight at any moment. If this were the orthodox sects, some people would have stepped forward in outrage to discuss righteousness and chivalry, but the men present were fundamentally far removed from such things.

Baek Suryong unsheathed his willow leaf dao and gripped it tightly.

At the same time, a tiger cub climbed onto the Viridian Scholar's shoulder.

"NYAAAH!" Silver Tiger roared. He was furious that the Viridian Scholar, the human he liked most after Ya Suhyeok and Baek Suryong, was badly injured.

Some people forgot the gravity of the situation and let out a dry laugh at the cute sound.

However, the result of that small roar was astonishing.

"Grrrrr..."

"Graaaaaah..."

"W-What?"

"Why are you guys..."

"You bastards! Don't move without orders!"

The beasts raised by the Giant Spirit Boss pushed through the bandits and turned to face their former masters, baring their ferocious teeth as if announcing their intention to protect the Viridian Scholar.

"You ungrateful beasts! Get back here this instant!" the Giant Spirit Boss howled, his face beet red.

The great tiger answered with a resounding roar that shook the entire mountain peak. "ROAAAAAAAAAAR!!"

Silver Tiger leaped onto the great tiger's head and patted it with its front paw as if to say 'good job'.

"What's going on all of a sudden...?"

"Why are they acting like that?"

Everyone was visibly flustered by the beasts' unexpected behavior.

One of the older bandits muttered to himself in a daze, "In the past, it was said that when the Bandit King set foot in the mountains, all the spirit beasts and wild animals of the world would gather around him and bow in reverence..."

"Don't tell me..."

"Holy shit...!"

Listening to the legendary tale of the Bandit King, the bandits stared in astonishment at the Viridian Scholar and the animals protecting him.

Meanwhile, Baek Suryong, the only person present who knew the truth, was dumbfounded.

What kind of bullshit is that? Master Maeng loves to eat spirit beasts. Which spirit beast would be so stupid as to approach him on their own? They probably pissed themselves in fear when they ran into him. Hmm.. maybe the story got exaggerated over time.

Baek Suryong nodded to himself. Sometimes, misunderstandings gave rise to legends. While the Bandit King he knew was a man who would excitedly jump out of bed for meat, to the Viridian Forest bandits, he was no different from a mythical mountain deity.

The more the Viridian Scholar resembled the Bandit King of legend, the more the bandits' resolve wavered.

Eventually, someone found the courage to voice their thoughts.

"...Damn it. I can't take this anymore," the man who had earlier questioned the Viridian Scholar about the Savage Tiger Fist muttered. Turning toward his subordinates, he shouted, "As of today, the Northern Cold Keep is no longer a subsidiary of the Giant Spirit Keep! Brothers of the Northern Cold, protect the Viridian Scholar!"

""Yes, Boss!""

A dozen bandits turned with their boss and aimed their weapons at their former allies.

Still, they numbered only about a dozen. That was a paltry number compared to two hundred.

Nevertheless, the first step was always the hardest. The Northern Cold Keep's decision became the decisive trigger for the subordinate bandit groups who had already lost faith in the two bosses.

"The Black Wind Keep will no longer support the Tiger Pass Boss!"

Ten became twenty.

"The Fierce Warrior Keep as well! You two aren't qualified to be the Viridian Forest Alliance Leader!"

Twenty quickly became thirty, then forty.

"From this moment on, the True Wild Keep will support the Viridian Scholar as the Viridian Forest Alliance Leader!"

Except for the men from the Giant Spirit and Tiger Pass Keeps, most of the bandits switched sides to support the Viridian Scholar. Among them were the bosses of the seventy-two Viridian Forest Keeps, which, while not among the three strongest, possessed considerable power within the Viridian Forest.

"These bastards...!"

"Do you all want to die? This is a rebellion!"

Flustered, the Giant Spirit and the Tiger Pass Bosses tried to regain control, but it was too late. The tide had turned against them.

The Viridian Scholar stepped forward, glaring at the bosses with blazing eyes. "Who dares to harm the brothers of the Viridian Forest Alliance?"

The two bosses flinched at his frosty demeanor.

"Giant Spirit Boss, Tiger Pass Boss. Do you still not acknowledge me as the Alliance Leader?"

""......""

Now, more than half of the bandits had joined the Viridian Scholar. Furthermore, the morale of the Giant Spirit Keep and Tiger Pass bandits was at rock bottom.

"Choose. Will you acknowledge me as the Alliance Leader and pledge your allegiance, or would you prefer to settle this with a life-or-death battle right here?"

If the two bosses agreed to the duel, the Viridian Scholar would be free to behead them both on the spot.

"Keuk...!"

The Giant Spirit Boss and the Tiger Pass Boss remained silent. They hesitated for a long time, barely suppressing their intense killing intent as they calculated their chances of victory.

Maeng Ryonghwi, whose eyes met theirs for a moment, smiled coldly. "Why don't you just fight? I'll slice your necks right here."

The Giant Spirit Boss's fading killing intent flared up again. "How dare you, you little pup...!"

The Tiger Pass Boss quickly grabbed his arm and shook his head. The two communicate telepathically for a moment, and the scowl on the Giant Spirit Boss's face slowly faded.

"...I acknowledge you."

"...I acknowledge you."

Finally, like the descendants of traitors they were, they chose survival.

THUD! THUD!

As soon as the two bosses knelt, the bandits on the Viridian Scholar's side cheered in unison.

""UWAAAAAAAAH!""

For the first time in decades, a new Viridian Forest Alliance Leader was appointed. The animals raised their heads and roared together with the bandits.

Jang Geol hoisted the Viridian Scholar onto his shoulders and lifted him high.

Up in the air, the Viridian Scholar beamed, enjoying the moment.

Baek Suryong stepped backward to take in the whole scene. "...Are you watching, Master Maeng?"

If Maeng Ho'ak had been here to see this, he would have laughed hysterically, happy beyond measure.


"Wahahahaha!"



Baek Suryong grinned, recalling Master Maeng's booming laughter.


Chapter 454: I'm Only Just Getting Started

The fight to determine the leader of the Viridian Forest Alliance ended. The winner celebrated while the losers shed bitter tears.

"Wahahaha! Our boss is the Viridian Forest Alliance Leader!"

"Boss! Let's have a feast today!"

"You rascals! Stop fooling around and put me down!"

Jang Geol hoisted the Viridian Scholar onto his shoulders and ran a joyous lap around Zhurong Peak. Gu Gil jogged behind him, taking off his shirt and waving it like a flag.

"Nyan!" Silver Tiger excitedly joined the procession, a large group of animals trailing behind him.

The bandits welcomed their new Alliance Leader with no less fervor. Men from the Viridian Forest were simple and carefree. Under their combined efforts, the whole of Zhurong Peak tremored from their celebration.

"Haha, what a rowdy bunch." Baek Suryong chuckled at the boisterous scene, then turned to observe the Giant Spirit and Tiger Pass Bosses. In stark contrast to the victors, the two defeated men stood with bowed heads, while the bandits from their keeps stood by as if at a funeral.

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman approached the Viridian Scholar. "That was quite a boisterous fight."

The excited bandits flinched and immediately quieted down. The man's immense presence demanded silence. Even Jang Geol quietly set the Viridian Scholar back down on the ground.

"Black Snake Alliance Chairman..." The Viridian Scholar watched the Black Snake Alliance Chairman anxiously. He could not guess what the unpredictable man would say. If their little event had invoked his wrath, they lacked the strength to withstand it.

What if this is exactly what he was hoping for?

A sense of trepidation gripped him. Infighting among the three strongest bandit bosses only weakened the Viridian Forest. Under these circumstances, the Black Snake Alliance's sway over the unorthodox factions was bound to strengthen.

I was so happy about beating the wolf that I forgot about the tiger hiding behind it.

The Viridian Scholar steeled himself. No one here was his friend. That included the Black Snake Alliance Chairman, the seemingly disinterested Soul Hunting Bow Phantom, as well as the other unorthodox leaders.

"Do you have something to say to me?" he asked firmly.

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman smiled thinly. "Thank you for the good show, Bandit King."

"...!" The Viridian Scholar's eyes widened and his expression brightened. 

It was just one phrase, but it carried great significance. It meant that the absolute ruler of the unorthodox sects had acknowledged him!

The bandits supporting the Viridian Scholar also perked up.

"...The Viridian Forest won't forget the Black Snake Alliance's consideration."

"It was nothing."

The Viridian Scholar turned and offered a clasped-hands greeting to the Phantom King and Blue Eyed Freak. "I apologize for the delay caused by our Viridian Forest's internal affairs. Could you give me a little more time to wrap things up quickly?"

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman looked up at the darkening sky. The sun had already begun to set over the horizon. 

"It's late, so let's continue the meeting tomorrow," he said, then turned and descended Zhurong Peak without a second thought.

The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom followed him, yawning.

"...How selfish."

"Well, what can we do?"

The Phantom King and Blue Eyed Freak grumbled irritably, but neither wanted to raise a protest.

"...Let's go." The Phantom King climbed back into his sedan chair and commanded his jiangshi. For a moment, his gaze lingered on Maeng Ryonghwi from behind the jade mask, but no one noticed.

After the unorthodox leaders left, only the Viridian Forest bandits remained on Zhurong Peak. 

The Viridian Scholar called over the Giant Spirit Boss and the Tiger Pass Boss. "You declared you'd recognize me as the Viridian Forest Alliance Leader. Prove that those weren't just empty words."

"What more do you want us to prove?"

"Are you telling us to swear an oath of loyalty?"

The Viridian Scholar was a very meticulous person. Rather than a verbal oath, he pushed a contract he had prepared in advance into their faces. "The two of you need to sign here."

""......""

The bosses' faces soured as if they had bitten into something foul, but they signed the document that officially marked the reformation of the Viridian Forest Alliance.

Baek Suryong nodded, satisfied. In this respect, he's much better than Master Maeng.

As a martial arts instructor, he too understood the importance of proper documentation. 

Still, he could tell that the two bosses were disgruntled. Although they tried to hide their emotions, these self-serving tyrants simply could not conceal their feelings.

They're bowing their heads for now, but they'll surely cause problems soon.

He glanced at his junior brother. The Viridian Scholar was likely aware of this, but he seemed more inclined to show mercy and embrace them for now than kill them and contend with the ensuing chaos.

...Not that he agreed with the leniency.

If my dear Junior Brother can't do it, then as his Senior Brother, I must step up.

His eyes gleamed with unparalleled coldness as he watched the duo descend Zhurong Peak.

"See you in a bit," he whispered.

First, though, he planned to meet the Phantom King.

[image: sep]


That night, the Giant Spirit Boss and the Tiger Pass Boss established a temporary camp at the foot of the mountain. Although their demonic arts had healed most of their injuries, their inner qi and stamina were severely depleted, so they could not travel far and settled for resting nearby.

CRUNCH, CRUNCH.

Killing intent flickered in the Giant Spirit Boss's eyes as he ate a wild boar that his subordinates had caught alive. Revealing blood-stained teeth, he muttered, "Viridian Scholar. Maeng Ryonghwi. Black Snake Alliance Chairman. I'll kill them all...!"

Across from him, the Tiger Pass Boss also gorged himself on a live animal, chewing and swallowing a deer's entrails whole. "Don't forget about the Blue-Eyed Freak and the Phantom King. Especially the Phantom King, that damn traitor!"

Their subordinates kept their distance, terrified by the sight of their inhuman bosses.

The Giant Spirit Boss's eyes flashed fiercely. "Weren't you the one who said the Phantom King was on our side?"

Had the Phantom King voted against Maeng Ryonghwi's proposal to elect an Alliance Leader, they might not have had to fight the Viridian Scholar in the first place. As a result of his decision, though, they were caught in Maeng Ryonghwi's scheme and lost everything.

"...We shouldn't have trusted that slippery bastard from the start," the Tiger Pass Boss snarled through gritted teeth. He suspected that the Phantom King had struck a deal with the Viridian Scholar, but he had no idea what it was.

The Giant Spirit Boss suggested, "Are you planning to just go back obediently? Our forces will obviously be split apart. It would be better to go back to the original plan..."

Their original plan was to ambush the Viridian Scholar with all of their forces.

However, the Tiger Pass Boss shook his head. "There's a better way."

"What way?"

"The Blood Cult."

"...!" The Giant Spirit Boss's eyes widened in shock, and he furtively glanced around. Fortunately, his subordinates were far away. He asked in a low whisper, "You want to bring in the Blood Cult?"

"It's the only way for us to survive anyway. We'll get support from the masters of the Blood Cult, kill the Viridian Scholar, and divide the Viridian Forest between us."

The Giant Spirit Boss hesitated. "But the Blood Cult is..."

"Then are you going to serve under that bastard, the Viridian Scholar?" The Tiger Pass Boss bared his fangs at his co-conspirator, his eyes filled with madness.

"Fuck...!" The Giant Spirit Boss insides boiled. Kneeling in front of that bastard once was humiliating enough, but now he had to serve him too? He would rather die.

In the end, he nodded in agreement. "Kufufu. Right. We've done it once, there's no reason we can't do it a second time."

"I'll contact them when I return to the mountain keep."

Grotesque laughs echoed through the darkness as the two inhuman monsters grinned at each other.

THUD! THUD!

Suddenly, one by one, the bandits on guard duty dropped to the ground like flies. An eerie wind extinguished all the torches.

""Who's there!"" the two bosses shouted, shooting to their feet.

"I expected this... but you bastards are even worse trash than I thought."

STEP, STEP...

A man emerged from the darkness. His wild, blonde mane fluttered in the night wind, but his face was as frigid as winter.

"To think you'd decide to bring in the Blood Cult so soon. You are indeed your traitorous fathers' sons," Maeng Ryonghwi sneered, his eyes glittering with an icy, chilling light.

"Maeng Ryonghwi!" The Giant Spirit Boss grabbed a nearby axe and charged. At the sight of Maeng Ryonghwi, the cause of this mess, a ferocious energy exploded from his exhausted body.

WHOOSH!

The wickedly large axe tore through the air in a savage arc, aiming to split Maeng Ryonghwi in half. 

Faced with the imminent threat, Maeng Ryonghwi drew his blade calmly. "I'm tired of holding back."

The Giant Spirit Boss's widened. The moment the willow leaf dao emerged from its sheath, Maeng Ryonghwi flashed past him like a thunderbolt.

SQUELCH!

He watched in stunned disbelief as his right arm and axe fell to the ground, leaving a trail of deep crimson across the night sky.

"Keuaaak! My arm! My aaaaaarm!"

Screaming in agony, he spun around, instinctively stretching out his left hand to grab Maeng Ryonghwi.

If I can just grab him, I can definitely kill him!

The Giant Spirit Boss was confident in himself. He, who had mastered the Blood Cult's demonic arts on top of his innate talent, had never lost a contest of strength. Even now, he did not attribute his loss to the Viridian Scholar as being due to inferior physical prowess.

GRAB!

A sadistic smile formed on his lips as he caught Maeng Ryonghwi's wrist.. "Kuhahaha! I'll crush your bones to bits!" he laughed, tugging and squeezing with all his might.

I'm going to break his wrist, then pin and crush the writhing bastard!

Unfortunately, things didn't turn out the way he envisioned at all.

"You were acting so high and mighty with just this much strength?" Maeng Ryonghwi taunted.

"H-How...!" The Giant Spirit Boss was thunderstruck. No matter how hard he tried, Maeng Ryonghwi didn't budge. 

He simply looked down at his seized wrist and chuckled, "Not even a tenth of Master Maeng's."

Smirking, Maeng Ryonghwi sheathed his blade and grabbed the Giant Spirit Boss's fingers, bending them backward one by one.

CRACK! CRACK! CRACK!

"Kkeueok...!" The Giant Spirit Boss's eyes rolled back in pain. He tried to pull his hand away and retreat, but Maeng Ryonghwi's grip was stronger than iron. "Stop! Stooop!"

"Why should I?"

WHAM!

Maeng Ryonghwi slammed his fist into the Giant Spirit Boss's jaw, knocking him down, and then sat on his massive body. Lava-like fury blazed in his piercing eyes as he glared down at the terrified face beneath him.

"You know, I tried to act calmly, for my Junior Brother's sake..."

The Giant Spirit Boss was not the disciple who had betrayed Master Maeng. He was the son who betrayed the traitor. He had tried to remain calm by reminding himself of this.

Nevertheless, the moment he learned that Master Maeng's supposed successor had learned a Blood Cult demonic art, the moment he found out they were trying to bring the Blood Cult into the Viridian Forest again, he totally lost it.

"...But I really can't take it anymore. From the instant you called me a greenhorn, I've been waiting for this moment."

A terrifying killing intent exploded from Maeng Ryonghwi as the Blood Demon Eyes manifested, dyeing his eyes blood red.

"I-I surrender! S-Spare me..."

The Giant Spirit Boss, who had never known terror before, began to tremble uncontrollably. Not even the demonic art clouding his reason could erase his fear. On the contrary, because he had learned demonic arts, the man before him seemed even more terrifying, as if the master of all demons was looking down on him.

"Use the Undying Yaksha Demonic Art to prolong your survival. You never know, I might get tired before you die?"

"Please, please...!"

Baek Suryong ignored the desperate pleas and began to break the Giant Spirit Boss the same way he had initially planned to break the upstart young bandit.

CRUNCH! CRUNCH! CRUNCH!

At first, the Giant Spirit Boss let out shrill screams. Over time, however, his screams faded until he could do nothing but convulse from shock.

While all this was happening, the Tiger Pass Boss turned and fled without hesitation, using his movement arts at full capacity.

Damn it! To think Maeng Ryonghwi was such a monster!

He had only allied with the Giant Spirit Boss out of necessity. He felt no obligation to save the man.

Unfortunately, he didn't get far before ominous beings that resembled contorted, lifeless dolls blocked his path.

"Grr..."

"Wait," a man in a jade mask commanded, staring down the Tiger Pass Boss from his sedan chair. Moonlight cast a sinister glow on his purple robes as it fluttered in the breeze. Glancing at Maeng Ryonghwi in the distance, he muttered, "Tsk. If you rip him up like that, it'll be difficult to turn him into a jiangshi."

The Tiger Pass Boss shrieked, "Phantom King! So you were in league with that bastard after all!"

"...I'm not in league with anyone. I simply make deals out of necessity."

The Phantom King flicked a finger, and the jiangshi attacked the Tiger Pass Boss simultaneously. Like the two bandit bosses, he too had stationed more troops at the foot of the mountain. 

Exhausted from fighting the Viridian Scholar, the Tiger Pass Boss struggled to fend off even five jiangshi. Frantic, he pleaded, "Phantom King! Get these jiangshi off me! I'll give you anything you want...!"

"Nothing you can offer interests me."

The Tiger Pass Boss's unease intensified. "At least tell me what you want!"

"Did you think I ever intended on letting you get away?" a chilling voice asked from behind him. "Not a chance. I'm only just getting started."

The Tiger Pass Boss's face paled as he glanced back. Maeng Ryonghwi was standing right behind him, having approached him silently.

Seeing the blood splattered across Maeng Ryonghwi's clothes and face, the Phantom King clicked his tongue. "Don't cut that one up. It'll lower his grade when I make him into a jiangshi later."


Chapter 455: Fight Poison with Poison

Baek Suryong first visited the Phantom King at dawn on the meeting day.

"How incredibly gloomy... or should I say, just as expected of the Mount Mo Sect?"

A thick fog shrouded the peak where the Phantom King had set up camp. Even at predawn, a gloomy and ominous energy flowed from the mist, serving as a silent warning against intrusion.

Baek Suryong crossed the boundary without hesitation.

"Who goes there!" a sharp voice echoed.

The milky fog churned violently, as if alive and wary of the invader. Tendrils of fog crept forward, trying to cling to Baek Suryong's skin.

[What unpleasant sorcery,] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword grumbled. Since Baek Suryong arrived at the Viridian Forest, she had been wrapped in cloth and strapped to his back like luggage. Now, she released her divine energy.

The approaching fog flinched and retreated.

"You don't have to do this, you know? This kind of fog doesn't work on me."

[But it'll keep playing tricks on you until you make an example of it.]

"That's true." Baek Suryong chuckled and strolled leisurely toward the Phantom King, who was currently both angry and bewildered. 

"What in the world...?!"'

The fog in this area was a simplified version of one of the formations that had kept the Mount Mo Sect hidden for hundreds of years. It was a terrible sorcery formation that made intruders lose their way, see illusions, and go mad with terror. It definitely wasn't supposed to break that easily!

Unfortunately, the Phantom King had no idea that his opponent this time was simply too much for him. To the world's greatest sorcerer, this was just a slightly damp fog.

One minute later, Baek Suryong stood before the Phantom King, who sat on a palanquin and looked down at him.

"...You're quite skilled to break my formation and come this far," the Phantom King commended.

Baek Suryong's eyes flashed. The Phantom King tried to project authority and erase the shock from his voice, but he could tell the man was nervous after being caught off guard.

He might be easier to handle than I thought.

He offered the Phantom King a clasped hands greeting but showed no excessive courtesy. "Greetings, I'm Maeng Ryonghwi of the Yama Keep, follower of the Viridian Scholar."

"...How dare a mere bandit come to my residence uninvited!" The Phantom King unleashed a ghostly energy and glared at Maeng Ryonghwi. His purple robe fluttered fiercely as jiangshi emerged from the fog to surround the intruder.

"Grr..."

Even the most courageous martial artist would be chilled to the bone by the sight of the jiangshi approaching through the fog, but Maeng Ryonghwi was unfazed, as if he couldn't see them at all.

"I wanted to discuss something quietly," he said calmly. "I know it's rude, but I had no choice but to visit you like this."

"I've got nothing to discuss with a mere subordinate! If the Viridian Scholar has something to say, then...!"

"Pfft!" The corners of Maeng Ryonghwi's mouth curled into a strange smile. "Do you seriously think I'm the Viridian Scholar's subordinate?"

"...What did you say?" The Phantom King blinked in confusion. 

Indeed, Maeng Ryonghwi's attitude and aura were far too extraordinary for a mere subordinate. Besides, what kind of ordinary bandit could have broken the Mount Mo Sect's sorcery formation alone?

He studied Maeng Ryonghwi closely, and noticed an object on the man's back.

"Hmm? You...!" He shot up from his palanquin, his eyes glittering with greed. "You possess a treasure! And a very rare, high-quality one at that..."

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword trembled in displeasure. [Can't you just drag him down and threaten him with your blade?]

[Nope. I came here to propose a partnership, not blackmail him.]

[What's blackmail to you...]

[That's my last resort, if he doesn't listen to me.]

Soothing the grumbling Divine Azure Dragon Sword, Baek Suryong took another step forward. The jiangshi simultaneously lowered their stances and threatened him. "I'll make a direct proposal. Let's join hands. Lend your strength to the Viridian Scholar at today's meeting."

"Hah, and why should I?" The Phantom King scoffed. "Unless you're offering that treasure on your back..."

[I'd like to start by slicing off that bastard's mouth.]

Baek Suryong shrugged. "Don't covet my treasure. Greed will only bring you disaster. I'll propose a different condition instead."

"A different condition?"

Maeng Ryonghwi grinned meaningfully. "For starters, how about the corpses of two high-level peak masters who've learned demonic arts?"

"...What're you talking about?"

"The Giant Spirit and Tiger Pass Bosses, of course. Those two have learned the Blood Cult's demonic arts."

"......" The Phantom King fell silent. He had no idea the two bandit bosses knew such arts.

"If you form an alliance with us, I'll promise you the corpses of the Giant Spirit Boss and the Tiger Pass Boss. Not right away, but I'll hand them over after the Viridian Scholar takes control of the Viridian Forest Alliance."

"......"

"What reason do you have to hesitate? There's no better material for making jiangshi than a demonic master."

The Phantom King's eyes widened in surprise. "That's not something a mere bandit should know. How do you know that?"

He contemplated for a moment. Maeng Ryonghwi was right. Demonic practitioners generally had deep grudges, and their bodies were naturally compatible with the poisons used to create jiangshi. In other words, masters like two bosses were top-tier jiangshi materials.

He made his decision. For a moment, the eyes behind his jade mask gleamed with killing intent.

"Fine, you're indeed correct. But..." He waved his hand lightly.

The surrounding fog thickened, and ghostly cries echoed from all directions.

SHAAAA...

The jiangshi began to twist their bodies and tighten the encirclement.

Cackling, he narrowed his eyes greedily at Maeng Ryonghwi. "...It's a worse offer than killing you right here and taking the treasure you possess."

Baek Suryong sighed softly. "Why is it that you lot never listen to reason?"

He drew his willow leaf dao like a thunderbolt and cut down the nearest jiangshi.

CHWAAAAK!

Split in two from head to groin, the jiangshi fell apart in an instant.

The Phantom King immediately had the jiangshi retreat. "...You were qualified to stand before me, after all," he said quickly, pretending to be calm.

Holy shit, I couldn't even see his blade! If that attack had been aimed at me instead... 

He shuddered at the thought. The jiangshi carrying the palanquin discreetly shuffled backward.

"Fighting me will cost you dearly. If you don't mind losing all your jiangshi, then by all means, give it a try." Baek Suryong looked up at the Phantom King, nonchalantly resting his blade over his shoulder. Gone was the polite tone, replaced by a warning. "I'll make you the same offer again. I'll hand the two Bosses who learned demonic arts over to the Mount Mo Sect when the Viridian Scholar takes control of the Viridian Forest. Do with them as you wish, be it turning them into jiangshi or boiling them. In addition, you need to agree to the alliance to strike the Blood Cult."

"...This isn't a fair deal. Just those two aren't enough," the Phantom King insisted. He was surprised by Maeng Ryonghwi's martial prowess, but he was no pushover. While the corpses of peak-level demonic masters weren't easy to come by, they weren't enough for him switch allegiances. He needed to negotiate a greater reward.

Maeng Ryonghwi chuckled as if he had read his opponent's mind. "Of course, I've got to offer more. Did you think I came to negotiate with just two jiangshi?"

"...Go on, then. Spit it out."

"When the war with the Blood Cult is over, all the spoils related to sorcery, talismans, jiangshi arts, and formations are yours."

"That's...!" The Phantom King swallowed dryly. In the past, the Blood Cult was famous for its mysterious sorcery and usual formations. The previous Blood Demon himself was once the world's greatest sorcerer. In fact, he had intended to side with the Blood Cult in the first place in the hope that some scraps would fall his way.

However, those scraps are nothing compared to the benefits of raiding their warehouse...

Still, there was one important problem.

What right does a mere bandit have to decide how the spoils of war would be distributed?

He glared at Maeng Ryonghwi suspiciously. "Are you qualified to promise me that?"

Maeng Ryonghwi nodded nonchalantly. "Of course I am. I have ways to smuggle the Blood Cult's treasure out beforehand."

"How can I believe you?"

Maeng Ryonghwi chuckled as he grabbed the Divine Azure Dragon Sword. He didn't unwrap the cloth, but the divine energy it contained was palpable. "I swear it on my divine artifact!"

HWAAAAK!

A divine light flowed from the Divine Azure Dragon Sword and enveloped Baek Suryong's entire body.

Among sorcerers, it was common knowledge that words sworn on a precious artifact carried spiritual power. If the promise was broken, the artifact would no longer lend its power to its master.

Of course, this didn't apply to the Divine Azure Dragon Sword, but the Phantom King didn't know that, did he?

[...Now you're even using me to commit fraud.]

[It's better than actually handing over the Blood Cult's sorcery. Besides, you said you don't like that guy.]

[Well, that's true, but...]

Even as they conversed, the Divine Azure Dragon Sword continued to emit her divine energy.

The Phantom King couldn't help but marvel at the sight.

Baek Suryong smiled mysteriously. "How about it? Isn't this tempting enough?"

"...You. You're definitely no mere bandit."

Finally, the Phantom King realized Maeng Ryonghwi wasn't a Viridian Forest bandit. However, it didn't matter. They weren't looking to make friends, they were just cutting a business deal.

"Fine. I'll cooperate with you."

A cackling laugh flowed from behind the jade mask of the Phantom King, who had made his decision.

That was the story of what happened at dawn.

[image: sep]


"Ugh..."

"Kugh..."

The Giant Spirit Boss and the Tiger Pass Boss lay collapsed on the ground, barely clinging to life. 

The Phantom King checked their condition and clicked his tongue. "They're barely breathing. Even if they survive, they'll only live for a year at most."

"They've learned demonic arts, so their bodies will regenerate quickly. Their lifespans will be shortened, but that's none of my concern."

"Well, it's no good for me if these guys live long anyway." The Phantom King, tired from performing sorcery, eyed Baek Suryong. "I've done my part, so you must keep your promise."

"Of course. I swore it on my divine artifact."

The Phantom King nodded and climbed back onto his palanquin. 

Soon, the palanquin disappeared into the darkness.

"...Looks like cleaning up is my job."

After the Phantom King left, Baek Suryong cleaned up the area. He gathered the unconscious bandits in one place and sealed their acupoints again to ensure they wouldn't wake up for a few more hours.

Next, he propped up the Tiger Pass Boss and the Giant Spirit Boss.

"You know what you need to do from now on, right?"

"Return to the mountain keep and declare that we'll recognize the Viridian Scholar as Chairman..."

"Loyalty to the Viridian Scholar... never betraying him..."

Brainwashed by the Phantom King's sorcery and drugs, the two bosses answered with vacant, unfocused eyes. Since it was the initial stage, their speech was clumsy. By dawn, however, they would forget they had been manipulated.

"You'll forget everything about meeting me and the Phantom King. Understand?"

The two bosses nodded blankly.

Baek Suryong left them and turned away, heading back to the Viridian Scholar's camp.

[...Did you really have to deal with it that way?] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword asked concernedly.

Baek Suryong replied indifferently, "I didn't have much of a choice. Sometimes, you have to fight poison with poison."

He had committed terrible acts of violence and brainwashed people with sorcery. No matter how evil his opponents were, he couldn't deny that his actions were equally cruel and wicked. It was enough to remind him of himself in his past life.

He sighed bitterly. "Still, it had to be done."

[...No one can live their life doing only the right thing.]

"What's this? You're actually comforting me?" Baek Suryong chuckled. His complicated feelings eased a little at the Divine Azure Dragon Sword's comfort.

Suddenly, he stopped in his tracks and stared ahead.

SHIING! SHIING!

A man sat on a rock, earnestly sharpening a blade on a whetstone like a master craftsman who had spent his life perfecting the craft. Seeing how engrossed he was, Baek Suryong patiently waited for him to finish.

"Your methods are quite cruel," the Black Snake Alliance Chairman finally remarked in a low voice, looking at his reflection in the blade. Moonlight glinted off the edge of the terrifyingly sharp blade, reflecting a faint, dark red light.

"...Why are you here?" Maeng Ryonghwi demanded.

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman smiled and continued inspecting the blade as if checking if the edge was sharpened evenly. "I took great care to hide my presence, but you don't seem surprised to see me," he said offhandedly. "Hmm... This should be good enough."

Nodding in satisfaction, he raised his head and looked at Maeng Ryonghwi. "You knew I was watching you all along, right?"

"......" Maeng Ryonghwi stiffened.

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman slowly rose to his feet. For a moment, it seemed as if darkness spread around him. "Interesting. You pretend to be flustered when you're not. Why are you hiding such impressive martial arts while supporting the Viridian Scholar? What deal did you make with the Phantom King? Maeng Ryonghwi... I've never heard that name before, but it feels strangely familiar. Are you related to Maeng Ho'ak?"

"......" Baek Suryong stayed silent. The Black Snake Alliance Chairman was simply delivering a monologue, he wasn't expecting a reply. He had already reached his own conclusion and had only come here to confirm it.

He's even stronger than I thought.

Every hair on his body stood on end. A monster beyond comparison to those he had faced before was standing before him.

"Do you know what I'm most curious about among all those things?"

"...What is it?"

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman laughed joyfully under the moonlight. "Why, your bladesmanship, of course."

A dark red trajectory cut through the darkness.

At the same time, Baek Suryong drew his willow leaf dao in one smooth motion and swung it.
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Chapter 456: The Black Snake Alliance Chairman (1)

When Baek Suryong sensed the Black Snake Alliance Chairman's presence, he raised his guard and didn't let it down for a single moment.

He's the one whose intentions for this meeting are the most inscrutable...

He was also a peerless master and the world's strongest bladesman.

Fortunately, his vigilance paid off, allowing him to block the attack just in time.

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman laughed joyfully under the moonlight. "Why, your bladesmanship, of course."

A dark red streak cut through the darkness as the Black Snake Alliance Chairman's blade sliced through the air at lightning speed.

Baek Suryong's pupils dilated as he focused. Even though he was on high alert, the edge closed in on him at a hair-raising rate.

He hadn't seen such a precise and powerful slash in a long time. Although the attack reminded him of the Murim Alliance Elimination Corps Commander, Ryu Seol, the Black Snake Alliance Chairman's bladesmanship was clearly leagues above hers.

CLAAANG!

Sparks flew before Baek Suryong's eyes. If he had reacted even a fraction of a second slower, there would be a gash several centimeters long across his throat, just shallow enough not to be fatal.

He knocked the blade aside and stepped back, narrowing his eyes. "What's the meaning of this? Why are you attacking me right before the meeting?"

"That was thirty percent." The Black Snake Alliance Chairman lowered his blade and relaxed, smiling in satisfaction as if he knew Maeng Ryonghwi would block his ambush for sure. "You blocked that quite easily."

"...No, it wasn't easy at all."

"This time, I'll go with fifty percent."

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman shifted his grip.

SHHHHH...

His aura intensified, growing denser and more majestic than before. Darkness spread from his billowing black robes, seeming to consume everything around them.

He swung his blade again.

FWOOSH!

The dark red blade seemed to incinerate the darkness and burn away space itself.

Baek Suryong dodged.

RIIIP!

He looked down at his sleeve. He was certain the blade hadn't touched him, yet his clothes were torn and a faint scratch had appeared on the back of his hand.

This is only fifty percent?

He immediately tightened his grip on his blade and discarded all complacent thoughts. His opponent was the greatest bladesman in the current murim and the leader of a top unorthodox organization. No amount of words could persuade a man like him. It would be more effective to display his martial might.

"Your eyes have changed for the better." Noticing the shift in Maeng Ryonghwi's mentality reflected in his eyes, the Black Snake Alliance Chairman grinned with delight.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

A silver trajectory intercepted and deflected each of his crimson arcs. Shockwaves from the fierce clash kicked up a chaotic cloud of dust, while the lines traversing the darkness resembled the tails of a meteor shower. Together, they sketched a beautiful yet transient painting.

"Haha! This is great!" the Black Snake Alliance Chairman laughed, drunk on excitement. Once again, he increased the speed of his swings.

Baek Suryong smirked as well. "Heh... so you're a politely insane man."

He stopped bothering with pleasantries. In fact, he struggled to control his own rising fighting spirit.

Once their blades crossed, rank and seniority no longer mattered. They were now simple martial artists. 

The Asura Blood Heaven Blade was the cause.

This is the first time I've unleashed Master Crazy Demon's martial arts to this extent.

Until now, he had refrained from using the Asura Blood Heaven Blade in combat both because of its exceptionally strong killing intent and a lack of necessity. For outer arts, he had the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest; for inner arts, the Heaven Defying Divine Art; for fighting techniques, the Unlimited Sword; and for movement arts, the versatile White Ice Divine Art.

Consequently, his proficiency in the Asura Blood Heaven Blade was the lowest among the five martial arts he practiced.

Master Crazy Demon would be disappointed if he knew about this.

He gritted his teeth and focused. This duel with the Black Snake Alliance Chairman presented an opportunity for him to reflect on and improve his Asura Blood Heaven Blade.

As expected, the more they crossed blades, the more his deficiencies became apparent. 

Still, he quickly corrected himself. The changes weren't dramatic , consisting of only slight movements, minor habit adjustments, and split-second judgments. However, it was these small things that combined to create a more solid martial art. 

Since he had already reached an exceptional level overall, it wasn't hard for him to grasp and implement these improvements right away.

I'll be able to give that kid Wonkang some more detailed advice now.

Epiphanies gained through training were different from those acquired through real combat experience, and right now, his teacher was the world's strongest bladesman, a private tutor worth more than a thousand gold.

"Hah! I was trying to see your true skill, but you're stealing my secrets instead," the Black Snake Alliance Chairman remarked joyfully, having noticed Maeng Ryonghwi's bladesmanship improving in real time.

A smile spread across his face. After ten years of seclusion training, he had finally met a worthy opponent.

"Can you handle seventy percent?" he taunted.

Baek Suryong couldn't ignore his opponent's provocation and subtle anticipation. "Of course. This time, I'll show you what I'm made of, too."

"Haha! Looks like we won't be getting any sleep tonight."

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman withdrew his blade and stepped back. His fierce aura subsided as if it had never existed.

However, this didn't mean his will to fight had disappeared. It was simply the calm before the storm.

Writhing darkness slowly seeped into his crimson blade.

"Crimson Moon. That's the name of this blade. A friend I'm unworthy of," he mumbled, gently caressing the blade.

WOOONG!

Crimson Moon quivered visibly.

HWAAAAAK!

In that instant, man and blade became one. A vast darkness spread like a curtain, staining the night sky even deeper.

"This is the martial art I created after ten years in seclusion. I call it the Ultimate Blade Technique."

The world's strongest bladesman stared at Baek Suryong with deep, sunken eyes, as if to say, 'Your turn'.

"...My blade doesn't have a name. I haven't yet found one worthy of the bladesmanship I've learned." Baek Suryong raised the willow leaf dao he received from the Viridian Scholar and took his stance. "The Asura Blood Heaven Blade. It's the name my master gave it."

A subtle emotion flickered across the Black Snake Alliance Chairman's face. "...The Asura Blood Heaven Blade. I see."

Baek Suryong felt something off about the man, but he ignored it. Their upcoming duel was more critical right now.

There are no openings. If we compete with bladesmanship... I can't win.

Still, he didn't draw the Divine Azure Dragon Sword. If the Black Snake Alliance Chairman had intended to kill him, he would have used his full strength from the start, not started with thirty percent and increased it gradually.

No, the old master was more interested in his bladesmanship than anything else, even going so far as to deliberately provoke him into fighting at his best. 

He's truly just curious about my bladesmanship.

Speed, feints, weight, strength, flexibility. The Blade Demon's blade seemed to contain every martial arts principle in existence. It was truly the result of a lifetime spent honing the blade.

Baek Suryong recalled an anecdote. In his youth, the Black Snake Alliance Chairman had sought out every renowned bladesman to test his skills. Looking at the blade now, he could tell it was forged by that vast combat experience.

He reminds me of Master Crazy Demon.

The Crazy Demon Hyonwon Hu was perhaps the most talented bladesman in the history of the Hyonwon Clan. Nonetheless, he was branded a public enemy of the murim because of the Hundred Duels Trial he undertook to perfect his martial arts.

While Hyonwon Hu was usually a gentleman, his passion, obsession, and madness for martial arts had no equal among his four masters.

"Shall we begin now?" the Black Snake Alliance Chairman asked.

"Even your politely insane personality is similar to my master."

"......"

Baek Suryong smirked and drew forth the power of the Asura Blood Heaven Blade.

HWAAAAAK!

Across from the Black Snake Alliance Chairman's black sky, a blood-red sky appeared, resembling an asura poised to stain the heavens with blood.

"Indeed...!" The Black Snake Alliance Chairman felt a thrill run through his body. The corners of his mouth trembled and curled upward. 

His figure scattered into an afterimage, then reappeared directly in front of Baek Suryong.

CLANG!

The black and red skies collided, with two blades at their epicenter. A flash of light exploded like a thunderbolt, swallowing all sound.

Before the dust could settle, Baek Suryong leaped back. The Black Snake Alliance Chairman was a formidable opponent. A stinging pain shot through his badly abrasioned palm, almost causing him to drop his blade.

"This can't be all you've got. " The Black Snake Alliance Chairman emerged from the dust cloud and swung Crimson Moon, his eyes gleaming. Enhanced qi swirled around his blade, ready to annihilate everything.

"You said seventy percent?" Baek Suryong retorted doubtfully as he parried. 

With each clash, hairline cracks spread across the willow leaf dao. The blade the Viridian Scholar had gifted him was decent, but it paled in comparison to a divine weapon like Crimson Moon.

"How could I possibly hold back now?! Ninety percent. Let's go that far."

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman charged forward with the same greedy expression Baek Suryong often saw on Master Crazy Demon's face.

"Fuck... Even your annoying persistence is similar!" Sighing, Baek Suryong swung the willow leaf dao in rapid succession.

CLANG! CLAAAANG! CRACK...!

After several more clashes, the damaged willow leaf dao finally shattered.

Baek Suryong immediately dropped the hilt and coated his hand with enhanced qi to deflect the incoming strike. At the same time, he brought the Divine Azure Dragon Sword from his back with telekinesis to block the subsequent blow.

The cloth wrapped around the scabbard was torn to shreds, revealing the elegant sword.

Baek Suryong drew it without hesitation.

CLANG!

Crimson Moon and the Divine Azure Dragon Sword, two legendary weapons, collided, sending out a massive reverberation.

Baek Suryong desperately calculated his next move. This won't be easy even at full power. First, I need to shake him off, and then...

His train of thought was interrupted by a groan of annoyance.

"Damn it! Of all the times..." The Black Snake Alliance Chairman halted his attack and stared at the shattered remains of Baek Suryong's blade, looking crestfallen. After a while, he looked back up at Baek Suryong. "Do you have a spare blade?"

"...Of course not."

"Tsk. My excitement is fading."

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman glanced at Baek Suryong, before sheathing Crimson Moon impassively. Instantly, the Blade Demon transformed back into a composed leader.

Baek Suryong's eye twitched. Fuck, I should've just let it break sooner.

The fight was brief, yet they learned a lot about each other. Sometimes, one fight revealed more than years of acquaintance did. This was especially true for peerless masters, whose keen sense of qi provided them with profound insight into their foes.

""......""

The two men stared at each other in silence for a while. 

Finally, the Black Snake Alliance Chairman said, "At first, I thought you were an assassin who came to kill me."

"An assassin...? What the hell are you talking about all of a sudden?" Baek Suryong tilted his head, puzzled. Who would dare assassinate the Black Snake Alliance Chairman, one of the unorthodox's absolute rulers?

"Your bladesmanship." The Black Snake Alliance Chairman regarded Baek Suryong with deep, sunken eyes. "I've fought against it before."

"What!? When...?" Baek Suryong strode toward the Black Snake Alliance Chairman without realizing it. 

TWANG!

Perched atop the mountain peak, the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom released her bowstring.


Chapter 457: The Black Snake Alliance Chairman (2)

The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom's arrow tore through the air, crossing hundreds of meters in a heartbeat.

SWOOOSH!

Trees buckled as if slammed by a typhoon. Leaves exploded downward with a fierce scream.

Is this what a lightning bolt with a gust of wind would look like?

"...!" Baek Suryong stood firm before the arrow rippling through space and hurtling toward him. Not even a catapult's spear could match the savagery of this attack.

He already knew the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom was lurking nearby, but the Black Snake Alliance Chairman's words had momentarily rattled his composure, prompting him to approach the man carelessly. At that exact instant, the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom had fired, as if waiting for this opening.

He could block it, of course.

CRACK!

He deflected the arrow with the Divine Azure Dragon Sword and used a circular motion to distribute the impact. 

In that split second, however, he spotted a second arrow. This one was soundless and formless. Hidden within the starlight, the arrow flew slower and quieter than the first, but it was far more lethal.

"Bow Phantom! Stop!" The Black Snake Alliance Chairman unleashed a Lion's Roar too late and swung his dao. The fierce blade wind caught the second arrow and knocked it slightly off course.

At the same time, Baek Suryong twisted his shoulder aside.

SHWIIK!

The arrow grazed his shoulder by a hair's breadth. His martial arts uniform, already shredded from his fight with the Black Snake Alliance Chairman, disintegrated completely, exposing his reddened skin.

A stinging pain followed, sending a chill racing down Baek Suryong's spine.

If I'd been even a little late, my shoulder would've been pierced.

He braced for the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom's third arrow. 

Among the murim, some said, 'The world's number one assassin isn't Skykiller, but the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom.' It was a joke, because who could survive being sniped by a peerless archer from hundreds of meters away? To him right now, though, it no longer felt like one.

However, no matter how long he waited, the third arrow never came.

"Stop? Why?" the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom said icily, appearing behind Baek Suryong.

He was stunned. She had covered hundreds of meters in an instant. Even if she'd moved the moment she fired the second arrow, he movement arts were astonishingly fast.

Was this a trap from the beginning?

Amid the crisis, Baek Suryong's thoughts raced wildly. He stood surrounded by two peerless masters, one in front and one behind. One was a member of the Ten Supremes, and the other was a part of the Three Blights. No one could be sure of survival under these circumstances.

He recalled his recent conversation with the Black Snake Alliance Chairman and put the pieces together.

He said he thought I was an assassin, and that he's experienced the Asura Blood Heaven Blade before...

In hindsight, the Black Snake Alliance Chairman's blade arts were not only exceptional, he was skilled at countering the Asura Blood Heaven Blade's techniques.

At first, he thought it was because the Black Snake Alliance Chairman had witnessed every blade technique in the world, but that wasn't it.

He really has experienced the Asura Blood Heaven Blade before... It must be Number Three.

He clenched his teeth as he thought of his former student.

Staring coldly at Baek Suryong, the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom nocked a third arrow and aimed it at him. "His energy's fluctuating like a thunderbolt about to explode. It's better to kill him right here."

Meanwhile, the Black Snake Alliance Chairman studied Baek Suryong with a puzzled look. "Hmm... how strange. For a master of his caliber to reveal such emotional turmoil..."

"......" Baek Suryong tensed. If these two judged him to be an enemy from the Blood Cult, a clash was inevitable. Worse, the situation left no room to clear up the misunderstanding.

In the worst case, I'll have no choice but to use the Heaven Defying Divine Art.

His eyes glowed with a faint red tint.

"...Maeng Ryonghwi isn't from the Blood Cult. I guarantee it," the Black Snake Alliance Chairman said firmly. He pondered for a moment, then sheathed Crimson Moon and clasped his hands behind his back to show he had withdrawn his hostility.

The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom frowned, but didn't put down her bow. "How can you be so sure?"

"I crossed blades with him myself." As if no further explanation was needed, the Black Snake Alliance Chairman quietly looked at Baek Suryong.

Baek Suryong slowly lowered his sword, finally realizing why the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom had misunderstood. "I wasn't trying to attack the Coalition Leader. I was just surprised by what he said and approached without thinking."

The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom scoffed. "A peerless master moved first just because he was agitated? And you're telling me you have nothing to do with the Blood Cult?"

"......" Baek Suryong stayed silent instead of explaining. Better to save his words if he couldn't explain properly.

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman coaxed the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom in a low voice. "Bow Phantom. Lower your bow."

Still, she didn't back down. "Even you don't have the right to order me around."

"This isn't an order. It's a request from a friend. There's something I want to discuss with him in private, so please step back."

"......"

"Do you want me to bow my head?"

The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom bit her lip slightly, then sighed. "Fine, do as you please. This time, I won't care if you really die."

At the Black Snake Alliance Chairman's insistence, the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom finally lowered her bow and leaped onto a tree branch. "...If you disturb my sleep again, I'll put a hole in both of your heads."

She left behind the chilling threat and vanished into the darkness. Within seconds, her presence faded into the distance.

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman turned back to Baek Suryong. "My apologies. My old friend's a bit sensitive."

Baek Suryong clasped his hands together sincerely. "Thank you for your consideration. This isn't a story I can tell in front of many people."

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman smiled faintly. "Shall we walk for a bit?"

"Sure."

The two men strolled together along a mountain path. They didn't have a destination in mind and simply went wherever their feet took them. Leaves rustled in the wind, insects buzzed, and twigs snapped occasionally underfoot. The night of Mount Heng hummed with many ambient sounds, until finally, the Black Snake Alliance Chairman broke the silence.

"I'm not the world's strongest bladesman."

This wasn't humility or empty formality. The Black Snake Alliance Chairman was a prideful man, not a martial artist who cared about such things. He was simply making a calm, honest confession.

"About a decade ago, I defeated the head of the Peng Clan in front of numerous martial artists and was acknowledged as the world's strongest bladesman. On my way back to the Black Snake Alliance, however, someone stood in my way."

Baek Suryong remained silent, listening to the tale. The Black Snake Alliance Chairman's low voice was devoid of emotion, but he could tell the old man was deliberately suppressing his emotions.

"He was someone whose name and alias I'd never heard, but I could tell at a glance that he likely surpassed me as a bladesman." The Black Snake Alliance Chairman halted and gazed up at the sky. "He called himself the Third Apostle."

"......" Baek Suryong suddenly had difficulty breathing. Even though he had a feeling it was something like this, he couldn't help reacting when his suspicions were confirmed.

A decade ago, an outsider from the Blood Cult sought out the Black Snake Alliance Chairman and requested a duel to the death, which he accepted. On a nameless, wild mountain, the two peerless bladesmen engaged in battle.

"Who do you think won?"

"...The Third Apostle," Baek Suryong answered honestly.

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman nodded as if pleased. "It was my complete defeat. My flaws were exposed before we exchanged a hundred blows, and I was completely overwhelmed before we reached two hundred. My head would have flown off before we reached three hundred if it weren't for the Bow Phantom."

He stared blankly in the direction where the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom had disappeared.

"...Using the opening she gave me, I fled for my life. I threw away all pride and honor and ran for the hills. I had never run so fast in my life." The Black Snake Alliance Chairman laughed heartily, as if remembering a funny memory.

"......" However, Baek Suryong couldn't laugh along.

"I only learned the name of the blade technique he used today. The Asura Blood Heaven Blade, huh? What a fitting name! So this is the blade technique of the Third Apostle that forced me into ten years of seclusion training..."

SSSSSS...

Without realizing it, the peerless bladesman released a formless qi which clawed at the dirt in every direction. He quickly caught himself, however, and withdrew his energy. "Now, you tell me," he said seriously. "Are you from the Blood Cult?"

"No." Baek Suryong shook his head firmly.

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman didn't press further, as if he'd already guessed the answer. He moved on to his next question. "Then why do you use the same blade technique as the Third Apostle?"

The reason he and the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom had suspected Maeng Ryonghwi of being from the Blood Cult was because he used the same blade technique as the Third Apostle, who had crushed the Black Snake Alliance Chairman ten years ago.

Baek Suryong sighed and met the Black Snake Alliance Chairman's deep gaze, which seemed to pierce his soul. "...The Asura Blood Heaven Blade isn't a Blood Cult martial art. It originally branched off from the Hyonwon Clan," he replied honestly.

"The Hyonwon Clan?" The Black Snake Alliance Chairman's eyes gleamed.

Isn't that the prestigious family that once vied with the Hebei Peng Clan for the title of the world's strongest blade clan, but declined due to the terrible tragedy known as the Crazy Demon Blood Massacre?

He came up with a hypothesis.

"Could it be... is the Crazy Demon Hyonwon Hu the Blood Cult's Third Apostle?"

"Nonsense!" Baek Suryong's eyes blazed fiercely. "The Blood Cult was the Crazy Demon's sworn enemy. On top of that, the incident known as the Crazy Demon Blood Massacre was fabricated by the Blood Cult. The culprit wasn't the Crazy Demon, but..."

"The Third Apostle, I presume."

"......" Baek Suryong couldn't shy away from the truth any longer. The Third Apostle of the Blood Cult, his own former trainee, was indeed the perpetrator of the massacre that claimed countless innocent lives.

Noticing the deep pain on his face, the Black Snake Alliance Chairman clicked his tongue softly. "It seems this martial art's got quite a history behind it, one way or another."

"...Could you describe the nature of the Third Apostle's Asura Blood Heaven Blade?"

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman paused to think, then answered, "It was terrifyingly strong. As the name suggests, I felt as if a blood-soaked asura clung to the blade. His martial art existed solely to kill. Even after reaching such a formidable skill level, he swung his blade like a butcher. It made me wonder if that man even had a human heart."

"......" Each word stabbed Baek Suryong's heart like a dagger. He was the one who had taught Number Three martial arts. He asked in a strained voice, "What will you do if you meet the Third Apostle again?"

"Either I die, or I kill him. It'll be one of the two."

"......"

"I don't plan on running away a second time." The Black Snake Alliance Chairman regarded Baek Suryong calmly. "Well, I was going to suggest we spar until dawn, but looking at your face, I doubt you're up for it."

"...I don't have a spare dao anyway. You broke my only one."

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman chuckled. "If you ever visit the Black Snake Alliance later, I'll gift you a decent dao."

"Huh? Why?"

"I broke your weapon, didn't I? Fortunately, I have many other good blades. Of course, none of them are as good as this one." The Black Snake Alliance Chairman tapped his waist.

His legendary blade, Crimson Moon, hummed in response.

Baek Suryong smiled weakly. "I won't refuse that offer, just so you know. I'll be sure to come and get it someday."

"Then I'll see you at the meeting tomorrow."

Now that most of his questions have been answered, the Black Snake Alliance Chairman turned around, looking relieved.

Baek Suryong shot him a puzzled look. "Aren't you curious about my identity?"

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman gestured toward the Divine Azure Dragon Sword with his chin. "Given the sword at your waist, I have a pretty good idea."

He stomped lightly on the ground, and his figure blurred and vanished. Only his last words remained, like an afterglow.

"Let's spar again next time, Azure Dragon Hero."

"......"

Once alone, Baek Suryong's mood darkened.

Number Three.

Of all his former students, Number Three had the strongest killing intent, fueled by the Asura Blood Heaven Blade. Master Crazy Demon had warned him not to be consumed by the martial art, but back then, Number 27 hadn't told his pupil about such side effects.

If you were really the one who massacred the Hyonwon Clan...

His thoughts naturally drifted to the other student who had inherited the Asura Blood Heaven Blade.

"...Damn. I don't know how I'll be able to face Wonkang," he muttered bitterly, staring blankly toward the direction of the Azure Dragon Academy.


Chapter 458: The Training Ground at Dawn

"Hoo..."

A puff of white steam escaped a boy's lips with every exhale, and the cold dawn air chilled the sweat on his skin. Autumn had fully arrived.

He had changed just as much as the seasons.

THUD!

Hyonwon Kang stomped his foot lightly, sending a pile of fallen leaves swirling into the air. His eyes tracked every single leaf, and sweat scattered from his face as the Black Dao cut through them. 

SWOOSH!

A single swing sliced eight leaves into sixteen perfect halves.

Hyonwon Kang frowned, despite his artistic bladesmanship. "...That didn't feel quite right."

He slowly repeated the movement, moving almost painfully slow this time. He shifted his feet, extended his arm, and focused completely on the sensation at his blade's tip.

"......"

A light seemed to flow from his eyes as he held his breath, concentrating intensely.

Suddenly, his blade's tip accelerated.

SWIIISH!

The Black Dao cut fiercely through the dawn air before stopping abruptly. 

Hyonwon Kang furrowed his brow again. "No, this still isn't it." 

He shook his head, displeased, and resumed his training.
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Hyonwon Kang swung his dao alone in the tranquil early dawn training ground. He maintained peak concentration, moving with light steps and keeping his blade free of qi so he would not wake his seniors and juniors.

The weather was chilly, but the build-up of heat from exercise had long since made him throw off his shirt. His well-defined muscles twitched ceaselessly as white mist rose from his entire body.

"...Just a little more."

He did not realize how many times he had repeated the words 'a little more,' 'just a little,' 'one more time'...

He knew he was overdoing it, but he did not stop. Training like this would leave him with less than two hours for sleep, but he felt even those two hours were too precious to waste.

If only I had come to my senses sooner.

People used to call him the delinquent of the Hyonwon Clan. Today, while no one called him that anymore, he still carried the regrets from those days deep in his heart.

If only I had started training hard sooner.

He could never get back the time he wasted resenting his fallen clan's martial arts and giving up on everything. He had to make up for it now. He could not reclaim the time he spent being lazy and weak. He had to work twice, no, three times harder than everyone else.


"I will inherit the title of the Sky Sundering Blade!"[1]



At that time, he hadn't realized how heavy the responsibility of representing an entire clan would be.


"Hahahaha! Please, no more excessive praise, this is too much of an honor for us!"[2]



He recalled his father's joyful face when he went home for the summer break. The Hyonwon Clan had suffered a long decline after the Crazy Demon Massacre, but was finally on the road to recovery. Although Baek Suryong's help was invaluable, Hyonwon Su's efforts to protect the clan during its darkest days were also paramount.

From a young age, he had watched his father borrow money from various clans, including the Hebei Peng Clan.

"Kang, please forgive your worthless father. I couldn't provide someone as talented as you with a proper opportunity to soar..."

"...Go to sleep, Father."

"I'm sorry, so sorry..."

Recalling his father's drunken face as he repeatedly apologized, Hyonwon Kang wanted to kill his past self.

From now on, I have to protect my family.

This was a vow he repeated to himself whenever he felt tired or struggled. He was determined to ensure that no one would ever again look down on the Hyonwon Clan.


"See you at the Heavenly Martial Festival. I'll definitely win next time."[3]



Suddenly, Peng Sahyuk's detestable face popped into his mind. His grip on the dao tightened.

WHOOSH!

Wind surged from beneath his feet, stirring up the fallen leaves and sending them spiraling into the air again. The Black Dao cut a swath through the erratically moving leaves along a singular trajectory.

SWIIISH!

Twelve leaves shattered into dust. A few fragments stuck to Hyonwon Kang's sweat-drenched shoulders and chest, but he did not stop swinging his dao.

The concept of time held a different meaning for a genius compared to an ordinary mortal. They understood in one try what took an ordinary person ten attempts. They succeeded in one attempt what usually took a hundred failures to achieve. Sometimes, they even skipped the process entirely, reaching a higher realm after a single moment of enlightenment.

The result of absurd talent, intense contemplation, and bone-grinding effort often surpassed even their teachers' expectations.

Hyonwon Kang unknowingly fell into a state of selflessness as he swung his dao. His eyes, absorbed in the moment, appeared distant.

All of a sudden, however, he froze mid-motion.

"Don't move on your own," he growled, warning the Black Dao.

The Asura Blood Heaven Blade was the perfect martial art for Hyonwon Kang. Recently, though, he had started feeling that his blade sometimes moved on its own.

This usually occurred during intense sparring sessions when his competitive spirit flared. His technique would sometimes become imbued with killing intent, contrary to his intentions.

I already endangered the people around me several times.

This was his biggest worry, and it made it difficult to display his true skills. Even when he was fighting well, his technique would turn vicious if he let his guard down for a moment. Worse yet, it had occurred so frequently lately that he hadn't sparred with his fellow Five Young Azure Dragons for a few days.

There was only one person in the White Dragon Manor against whom he could swing his blade freely without such worries, but he wasn't here right now.

Hyonwon Kang glanced toward the direction of Mount Heng, grumbling under his breath, "Just you wait. When you get back, I'll show you Beat Up Baek Suryong Number Two Thousand Eighty Eight."

He prepared to swing his dao again.

"YAAAAAAWN... You'll hurt yourself at this rate, you know?" Wiji Cheon muttered as he walked onto the training ground, yawning.

Hyonwon Kang scratched his cheek awkwardly. "Sorry, did I wake you?"

Wiji Cheon rubbed his sleepy eyes and shook his head. "It's almost time to get up anyway. Can I watch?"

"Sure."

Wiji Cheon sat on the wooden floor and watched Hyonwon Kang train. At first, he nodded, marveling at his senior's skill with the blade, but soon, he tilted his head in confusion. The smooth flow of the dao techniques had become choppy and disjointed halfway through Hyonwon Kang's demonstration.

"...You shouldn't do it like that," he mumbled softly.

"What?" Hyonwon Kang's eyebrow twitched at Wiji Cheon's unsolicited advice. Annoyed, he spun around. Objectively, he knew Wiji Cheon was still a cut above him, but he wasn't one to tolerate disrespect from a junior.

However, Wiji Cheon, usually quick to apologize, remained firm. Now fully awake, he shook his head. "Senior, you just need to accept it."

"...Accept it? Accept what?"

"The Killing Sword. No, for you, Senior, I should call it the Killing Blade."

"What are you talking about...?"

"It's better to see it for yourself than to hear about it."

Wiji Cheon rose to his feet, stepped onto the training ground, and drew his sword.

VWOOONG!

The Soul Sword let out an ominous hum. Simultaneously, the corners of Wiji Cheon's eyes tilted up and his lips twisted.

A chill ran down Hyonwon Kang's spine, and the fine hairs on his body stood on end. Without realizing it, he pointed his dao at Wiji Cheon. "You, that's qi deviation..."

"Kikiki!" Wiji Cheon giggled ominously and charged straight at Hyonwon Kang, thrusting at his heart.

CLANG!

Sparks flew as the Black Dao and the Soul Sword clashed. In an instant, the two boys switched positions. 

Hyonwon Kang quickly whirled around to prepare for the next onslaught. "You bastard! Snap out of it!"

"Kikiki!"

Judging by the look in his eyes, Wiji Cheon was no different from a bloodthirsty sword demon. Hyonwon Kang had seen this happen several times before, and each time, blood was shed.

Didn't Baek Suryong completely cure his qi deviation!? Why did it suddenly relapse?

He steeled his resolve and gripped the dao's hilt with both hands. "Fuck! Of all times, why did this have to happen when Mr. Baek isn't here..."

Before he could finish speaking, though, the killing intent vanished from Wiji Cheon's eyes.

Hyonwon Kang blinked in shock. "...What?"

"As you can see, I can control it now," Wiji Cheon chuckled, his eyes once again drooping like a puppy's.

In the past, he had suffered from qi deviation while learning the flawed Unlimited Sword, which had awakened the Killing Sword. Back then, he had unknowingly stained his hands with the blood of many martial artists, but now was different. He had finally gained control over the Killing Sword, and could now draw it out at will.

"You can do it too, Senior... no, you have to."

Of course, it was not as easy as he made it sound. He went through much trial and error, but in the end, he conquered the Killing Sword, and his swordsmanship reached a new level.

"From what I can see, your blade techniques are far more sensitive to killing intent than mine. If you could just control it perfectly..."

You might become stronger than me.

He did not say those words out loud.

Am I worried that Senior Wonkang would become complacent? Perhaps. Or maybe my own pride won't allow me to say it.

He smiled meaningfully. 

Hyonwon Kang asked seriously, "...How do I do it?"

"First, you have to accept it. Entrust your body to your killing intent and swing your blade to your heart's content."

Wiji Cheon had delved deep into the Killing Sword because of his qi deviation. Even Baek Suryong would find it hard to give this advice, which was based on experience.

"...You want me to just let this loose?" Hyonwon Kang glanced down at his Black Dao anxiously. 

The killing intent of the Asura Blood Heaven Blade was still too much for him to handle. He was afraid of hurting those around him, afraid of being consumed by it.

"No one can do it perfectly from the start. That's why we need to train, right?" Wiji Cheon raised his sword and pointed it at Hyonwon Kang again, signaling that he would help with the training.

However, Hyonwon Kang shook his head. "It's too dangerous for us to do it alone. We can discuss this with Mr. Baek when he gets back."

"Pfft! Senior..." Wiji Cheon smirked. "Are you worried about me right now? I think you're better off worrying about yourself."

Seeing that crooked grin, Hyonwon Kang was reminded of a certain someone who was currently away from the White Dragon Manor. "...Look at this little bastard," he growled, his face twitching with irritation.

Wiji Cheon thrust his sword toward the enraged Hyonwon Kang. The sparring match began before they knew it.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

Sparks flew as the Black Dao and the Soul Sword repeatedly clashed. Their trajectories overlapped, cutting through the crisp dawn air and scattering fallen leaves chaotically across the ground.

"Kikiki!"

Having drawn out the Killing Sword, Wiji Cheon continuously taunted Hyonwon Kang, provoking him into unleashing the Asura Blood Heaven Blade. At first cautious, Hyonwon Kang gradually revealed his killing intent.

"Senior Wonkang! Is this all you can do? At this rate, you won't even be able to touch a single hair on my..."

"Be careful."

SNIP!

A few strands of hair fell to the ground right before Wiji Cheon's eyes. Shocked, he quickly stepped back and swung his sword forcefully.

CLAAANG!

A wide gap opened between the two warriors.

Hyonwon Kang stopped attacking. He repeatedly clenched and unclenched his palm on the Black Dao, savoring the sensation from a moment ago.

"...Is this how it's supposed to feel?" Grinning, he looked up at Wiji Cheon. A similar excitement blazed in his junior's eyes. "How about a round of morning sparring, just like this?"

"...Okay." Wiji Cheon smiled and nodded. Gone was the creepy laugh, replaced by the innocent smile of a boy delighted to meet a worthy opponent.

The two boys clashed again.

"Yaaaaawn~"

"Why are those two so energetic this early in the morning?"

Ya Suhyeok and Geo Sangwoong emerged from their rooms, yawning so widely that their mouths almost split open. Soon, Yeo Min emerged from her room behind the two hulking figures, tying up her messy hair.

The three of them sat on the wooden floor, watching Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon spar.

"Wonkang's really overflowing with energy today, isn't he?"

"He was moping around for the last few days, lost in thought..."

"Thanks to that, it was nice not having to do morning or cleaning duty."

"Tsk. Senior Wonkang is surprisingly good at cooking, too."

While Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok chatted idly and watched the sparring match, Yeo Min noticed Hyonwon Kang's altered movements and smiled strangely.

"You know, Cheon once said that if he were ever defeated by someone his own age, that person would probably be Senior Wonkang."

"...What? Did he really say that?"

"That arrogant brat!"

She had spoken without much thought, but the two prideful figures shot up from their seats.

"You bastards! Don't you dare get stronger without us!"

"Time for a brawl!"

Fighting spirit blazed in the two giants' eyes as they sprinted toward the training ground. 

Yeo Min sighed and followed them. "Honestly, I really can't say anything around you guys without causing some kind of commotion..."



Footnotes:

[1] From Chapter 186 


[2] From Chapter 327 


[3] From Chapter 329 


Chapter 459: In Their Respective Places

"Mr. Namgung Su. Are you heading to class?"

Namgung Su looked up from his documents. Ak Yeonho was walking over from the opposite direction, smiling brightly.

"That's right. I'm substituting for a class," he replied flatly.

"It must be Suryong-hyung's class. Thanks for helping out even though you're busy enough as it is."

"......" Namgung Su nodded silently and looked at Ak Yeonho. Unlike a typical scion of a martial clan, he was easygoing and friendly. Almost no one, student or instructor, disliked him.

Expectations for him were high from the start. Everyone said that if a new Star Instructor were to emerge at the Azure Dragon Academy, it would be Mr. Ak Yeonho.

It wasn't just Ak Yeonho, either. Most of the new instructors this year were exceptionally skilled. Jaegal Soyeong, the youngest instructor from the Jaegal Clan, stood out as well. Myeong Il'oh had a solid foundation and theoretical knowledge. The same was true for Kwak Duyong, who had recently regained his motivation.

...And they're all instructors who are close to Baek Suryong.

Namgung Su furrowed his brow. The thought of Baek Suryong infuriated him. The man was the main reason for his increased workload, yet there was no news of where he was or what he was doing.

Although he had a rough idea, he decided against making any hasty assumptions. The mere thought of the damn bastard causing even more chaos gave him a headache.

"...Mr. Namgung Su?" Ak Yeonho swallowed dryly, misunderstanding Namgung Su's frown. "Did I say something to offend you...?"

Namgung Su had always seemed unapproachable. After his eyes turned golden, except for Baek Suryong, few instructors could look him in the eye. Consequently, the Star Instructor of the Azure Dragon Academy had become an even more intimidating figure to most people.

"...I was just lost in thought. Are you also on your way to class, Mr. Ak Yeonho?"

"Yes! I've been in charge of basic spearmanship since start of this semester. The students are so motivated these days that teaching is a real joy."

Namgung Su could tell that Ak Yeonho wasn't just saying those words superficially. He was beaming and looked genuinely happy.

The rookie instructor's joy reflected the recently changed atmosphere at the Azure Dragon Academy. The students, who had long been mired in defeatism, now thought, 'We can do it too!' 

Moreover, their experience fending off the Deathshroud attack brought them closer together.

Namgung Su welcomed this renewed sense of positivity. This was exactly the kind of environment he had wanted to create for years.

"...I have high expectations for you, Mr. Ak Yeonho. Please continue working hard."

"Huh? Ah, yes!"

"And..."

"...?"

"...Hmm. It's nothing."

Namgung Su considered telling Ak Yeonho about the academic schedule adjustments he made last night, but decided against it. Even though this matter concerned Ak Yeonho, he would find out about it soon enough from the public notice.

"My class is starting, so I'll be going."

Namgung Su gave a light nod and walked past Ak Yeonho.

"Mr. Namgung Su! Do your best today too!"

He could sense Ak Yeonho waving enthusiastically from behind him.

Is he really that excited about his upcoming class?

He found it curious, but somehow, he felt that he could relate. After all, he, too, had recently found more joy in teaching.

"...You do your best, too, Mr. Ak Yeonho," he replied in barely more than a whisper. A very faint smile flickered across his lips, invisible to all but the most observant.

He quickened his pace toward the grand training ground. He had planned a special lesson just for today.
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The students gathered at the grand training ground for Defense Against the Blood Cult class.

"Group Four, assemble!"

"Group Six! Form up as we practiced!"

"Group Seven! If you lose today, don't even think about going home! Everyone will be doing special training all night!"

The students gathered in their groups, their eyes glinting like soldiers marching to war. In particular, the group leaders looked like seasoned veterans after only half a semester on the job. A few of them, including the Five Young Azure Dragons, could have even been mistaken for lieutenants of an unorthodox sect.

Still, the students' fierce aura paled in comparison to the two grown men facing off at the front.

"You... damn son-in-law..."

"...Father-in-law."

Two swordsmen glared at each other like mortal enemies standing on a thin log bridge.

"The time has finally come to settle things with you."

"I won't go easy on you just because you're an old man."

Mae Geuklyom and Baek Muheun, two swordmasters with an average age over sixty, snarled at each other like cats and dogs. Their fierce gazes clashed in mid-air.

Namgung Su sighed and stepped between them. "...I didn't call you two here for a duel."

The two men whipped their heads around.

"You didn't?"

"Then why did you call us?"

Namgung Su rubbed his throbbing temples. "Didn't I tell you? I asked you to assist me with the mock battle class."

""Ah, right...""

Namgung Su twitched in resignation. Haa... I have absolutely no chemistry with this absurd family. 

He looked back at the students. "As announced in the previous lesson, today we will hold a large-scale mock battle between the Blue and White teams. This is a major undertaking, so be careful to avoid any unexpected injuries."

""Yes, Mr. Namgung!""

Namgung Su immediately decided he should call a few physicians in advance. The students' response was thunderous, but their killing intent was unsettling.

"...Mr. Mae Geuklyom will lead the Blue Team, and temporary instructor Mr. Baek Muheun will lead the White Team. I'll observe from here. You have fifteen minutes for a strategy meeting."

Mae Geuklyom and Baek Muheun went to their respective teams. They huddled with the group leaders, whispering and scheming together with the kids.

Suddenly, shouts erupted from the Blue Team's side, starting with Group Four, which was led by Hyonwon Kang.

"Blue Team! For victory!"

Not to be outdone, Geo Sangwoong from the White Team immediately boomed back. "White Team! Let's crush them!"

The spontaneous shouting match, which began as an attempt to gain the psychological advantage, grew louder and louder.

"UOOOOOH!"

"UWAAAAAH!"

"Kill them!!"

"Wipe them out!!"

Soon, the students were just screaming at each other incoherently. Passersby stopped to watch the commotion, and students in nearby classrooms opened their windows.

"Hohoho! Everyone's in such high spirits. Good! Let's sweep away the enemy with this energy."

"White Team, raise your weapons! Today is our chance to defeat Father-in-law, I mean, the Blue Team, and seize victory!"

"I can see right through your wicked intentions."

"Are they as bad as a father-in-law's dark scheme to justify beating up his aging son-in-law?"

Instead of calming things down like a responsible instructor should, Mae Geuklyom and Baek Muheun tightened their headbands and boosted morale, turning up the heated atmosphere on the battlefield.

"...Damn you, Baek Suryong. This is all your fault." Namgung Su rubbed his throbbing temples again as the Blue and White Teams charged at each other like they were at war.
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The class concluded with much difficulty.

"That's all for today."

""...Thank you for your hard work...""

Namgung Su called out to a few students sprawled on the ground like corpses. "Dokgo Jun. Mok Hyungwoo. Yoo Yiran. Gun Sojin. Yoo Geon. Yoo Gon. The students I just called will stay behind. The rest of you are dismissed."

""...Yes!""

He gave the named students martial arts instruction and personalized advice. None of the Five Young Azure Dragons were on the list, though, because he knew Baek Suryong had already set a detailed training plan for them. Adding his own methods would only disrupt the process.

Unfortunately, some students and instructors misunderstood his actions, and their whispers occasionally reached his ears.

"Hey, about Mr. Namgung Su... Don't you think he feels threatened by Mr. Baek Suryong and is trying to raise other students as rivals?"

"If the Five Young Azure Dragons are the only ones who achieve good results at the Heavenly Martial Festival, Mr. Namgung Su's reputation will be ruined..."

"Honestly, shouldn't he step down from his position as the Azure Dragon Academy's Star Instructor?"

The stories were not even worth refuting, so Namgung Su ignored them and silently focused on his work. He convened the Heavenly Martial Festival committee on Baek Suryong's behalf to delegate tasks. He analyzed each student's strengths, weaknesses, and areas for improvement daily. He processed the documents piling up on his desk.

All in all, he was so busy that he did not notice the days pass. Despite his workload, however, he showed no fatigue. His self-management was perfect. He never allowed a speck of dust on his freshly laundered white robes.

One day, as usual, he returned to his office and wrestled with a mountain of paperwork. His only breaks were to occasionally lift his head and glance at the New Moon White Ice Dance scroll that Baek Suryong had re-hung in the office.

"...Hm?" While checking the express delivery documents, one from the Namgung Clan caught his eye. "A letter from my family?"

Wondering if it was important, he hurriedly broke the seal, only to realize it was written personally by the Namgung Patriarch.

Namgung Cheon cut to the chase.

I hear the Azure Dragon Hero has not been seen outside his home for over ten days. Rumor has it he is recuperating from a severe injury. Is this true? I sent some miracle herbs by messenger just in case, so you must personally brew them for our benefactor...

"Why is he believing baseless rumors?" Namgung Su grumbled as he folded the letter filled with concern for the Namgung Clan's benefactor. 

He glared at the black scorch mark on one wall, which he had created the day Baek Suryong abruptly announced that he was going on a home visit.

"...That bastard's probably flying around in perfect health."

Recently, absurd rumors about the Azure Dragon Hero had been spreading rampantly throughout the city. Baek Suryong sudden departure from the academy without any explanation had created a stir. Some said he was recuperating from a severe injury, having nearly died from poisoning by Skykiller, while others speculated that he had lost all his inner arts and become a cripple.

Of course, the Azure Dragon Academy officially denied the rumors. The Five Young Azure Dragons also clarified that their teacher had simply gone on a short trip.

However, since not even his students would disclose Baek Suryong's whereabouts, the rumors would likely persist until he returned.

"Once again, he's making everyone worry." Namgung Su clicked his tongue and picked up his brush. He had to reply to his family's letter.

He meticulously explained the situation in his reply to the Namgung Clan, then set the letter aside to dry.

"...Is it night already?"

He stared out the window. The sky had already grown dark.

He pinched the bridge of his nose. He was used to working late, but his workload had grown heavier. 

...They say you don't notice someone's presence, but you immediately notice their absence. Somehow, it feels awkward to work late alone now.

He had always done his work alone before. He occasionally asked other instructors for help, but after giving half of his work to Baek Suryong, he felt he had gotten lazy lately.

I don't know where you are or what you're doing, but...

Namgung Su gazed at the empty seat across from his desk. He knew Baek Suryong was not the type to abandon his post irresponsibly and must have left for a matter no less important than the preparations for the Heavenly Martial Festival. 

He also surmised that it was related to the Blood Cult. For this reason, he resolved to remain here and do his best to cover up for his colleague.

"...If you don't come back soon, I'm getting rid of your desk."

Yes. He would work hard so that when Baek Suryong returned, his absence would not be felt at all.

Namgung Su returned his attention to the documents piled on his desk. In the silent office, the sounds of rustling paper and the scratching of a brush lingered for a long time.


Chapter 460: An Ominous Sign

A new morning dawned. Traces of an all-night feast littered the summit of Zhurong Peak, and men sprawled everywhere, snoring loudly.

After decades, the bandits had finally welcomed a new Viridian Forest Alliance Leader. The strong scent of alcohol drifted on the wind, evident proof that they had downed every drop of liquor they had secretly brought.

Off to one side, Silver Tiger slept in the arms of a large, purring tiger.

"What a mess..." The Viridian Scholar sighed as he emerged from his tent.

Jang Geol, Gu Gil, and the other bosses who followed him immediately frowned.

"You bastards! Get up this instant!"

"You all got wasted while your bosses were stuck in a meeting?"

"Is the order of the Viridian Forest being turned upside down?"

The bosses stormed around Zhurong Peak, kicking their subordinates awake.

While their carefree subordinates feasted and drank all night, they could not. Along with the Viridian Scholar and the strangely meek Giant Spirit and Tiger Pass Bosses, they had discussed the future of the Viridian Forest through the night.

Normally, days and nights would not have been enough, but they focused on only the most important topics and reached a conclusion a short while ago.

"We'll be taking our leave now, Big Boss."

"Call on us anytime!"

The Viridian Scholar smiled benevolently as he saw off the Viridian Forest bosses who had decided to support him despite the risks. "Everyone, travel safely. I'll send word to all of you as soon as I return to the Yama Keep."

One of the bosses joked, "Hehe... While our Big Boss is great and all, no matter how you look at him, he doesn't seem like a bandit."

Everyone burst into boisterous laughter. ""Hahahaha!""

Finally, all the bosses left, and the Viridian Scholar got some time to himself. Clasping his hands behind his back, he stared absently at the mystical scenery of Mount Heng. "...I still can't believe it."

He had attained the position he had dreamed of his entire life. The prospect of following in the footsteps of the Bandit King, who had once unified the Viridian Forest, thrilled him. At the same time, the weight of his new responsibilities fell heavily on his shoulders.

"I will honor your legacy to the best of my ability. Please watch over me, Master."

In the past, he had been too ashamed to call the Bandit King Maeng Ho'ak his master, but not anymore. Since learning the complete Savage Tiger Fist from Baek Suryong, he could now proudly proclaim himself the Bandit King's rightful successor.

"...Still, once in a while, whenever I waver, I should seek Senior Brother's advice."

A gentle breeze blew, tousling his hair like a large hand. Smiling unconsciously, he turned around.

The meeting of the unorthodox sects, postponed for a day, was about to recommence. He planned to thank the leaders for their consideration and then assert the will of the Viridian Forest.

Suddenly, he spotted a familiar face coming up from below. A smile lit up his face, and he hurried toward the new arrival. "Senior Brother! Did you sleep well last night? I had so much to discuss with the bosses that I didn't even check on your sleeping arrangements."

"Mmm, yeah... it was fine," Baek Suryong mumbled, nodding wearily. 

The Viridian Scholar was not so unobservant as to believe his Senior Brother blindly. Studying Baek Suryong's pale complexion, he asked hesitantly, "I sensed a clash of qi at the base of the mountain last night. I wasn't worried since I didn't think you would be in danger, Senior Brother... but is your fatigue related to that?"

"Actually..." Baek Suryong briefly explained what happened with the Black Snake Alliance Chairman.

Upon learning the circumstances, the Viridian Scholar's expression hardened slightly. "So that's what happened. No wonder the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom came to my tent last night and warned me with such a menacing glare..."

"...The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom did that? What did she say?"

"She told me not to go down the mountain. Said she'd put an arrow in my back if I dared defy her."

"Wow! That woman has one hell of a temper, too." Baek Suryong shook his head. He had wondered why no one came to spy on his duel with the Black Snake Alliance Chairman last night, but it all made sense now. The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom must have intercepted them.

Not that it was a bad thing. Due to her intervention, only she and the Black Snake Alliance Chairman had gotten a proper look at his martial arts.

He probably won't say anything about my true identity... I think.

Considering the Black Snake Alliance Chairman's personality, he was unlikely to reveal Maeng Ryonghwi's identity at the meeting. In any case, everyone except the Phantom King already knew who he was, so it wouldn't make a difference even if he did.

Baek Suryong scanned the vicinity. "What about the other leaders?"

"They haven't arrived yet, but they should start showing up soon."

As soon as he finished speaking, Blue Eyed Freak ascended Zhurong Peak with his subordinates from the Valley of Evil. The moment he saw Baek Suryong, he sent him a telepathic message asking about the commotion last night.

[What happened last night? I felt a huge clash of qi.]

[It was nothing. I just had a little spar with the Black Snake Alliance Chairman.]

[...You call that nothing?]

Baek Suryong shrugged nonchalantly. [I'll tell you the details after the meeting.]

Blue Eyed Freak furrowed his brow slightly before nodding.

The Phantom King was the second leader to arrive. As before, he rode in a palanquin, but he did not proceed directly to the meeting place. Instead, he surveyed the area from a distance.

Noticing him searching for someone, Blue Eyed Freak clicked his tongue. "If I were you, I'd get out of the palanquin before the Black Snake Alliance Chairman gets here. It'll look a lot less embarrassing if you walked here on your own two feet."

"...Insolent brat! Don't you dare order me around," the Phantom King snapped irritably, but he obediently alighted from the palanquin. The jiangshi who had set it down flanked their master, acting as bodyguards.

He had also made a contract with Maeng Ryonghwi the previous night, so they quickly exchanged glances.

[What happened last night after I left?]

[Nothing much. I was feeling stiff, so I just loosened up a bit under the moonlight.]

[Hmm...]

Baek Suryong felt no obligation to explain the details to the Phantom King. Although he seemed displeased with the vague answer, he soon sat down as if it didn't matter.

Finally, the Black Snake Alliance Chairman and the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom arrived last, as if it were a matter of course.

"Everyone's here," the Black Snake Alliance observed, appearing so composed that one would never guess he was the same enraged ghost who had rampaged last night.

His eyes met Baek Suryong's for a moment, and he smiled slightly.

"Let's begin the meeting," he said, seeing no reason to drag things out. "Now, does anyone object to us forming an alliance to oppose the Blood Cult?"

""......""

None of the unorthodox leaders objected.
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The unorthodox sects quickly agreed to join forces. However, when it came to the finer details, each faction had different desires that necessitated in-depth discussion.

The Mount Mo Sect wanted the spoils of war. The Valley of Evil wanted to restore the honor of martial artists who had been falsely accused and forced to take refuge in the valley. The Viridian Forest and the Black Snake Alliance sought revenge.

"Are you suggesting we work with the Murim Alliance?"

"As the saying goes, the enemy of my enemy is my friend. Naturally, we should consider it seriously."

"Nonsense. We cannot trust those orthodox sect hypocrites."

"Are you saying we should face the Blood Cult by ourselves, then?"

"We can wait for the Murim Alliance and the Blood Cult to clash, and then swoop in for the kill."

"That's stupid. We could end up being attacked by both sides."

"By the way, about the corpses of those who fall in battle... If you hand them over to my sect, we can put them back to use right away."

Everyone's individual interests and stances clashed sharply. Had they competed in martial arts, the outcome would have been decided quickly. However, since these were negotiations, no one yielded an inch.

Baek Suryong quietly observed the meeting, refraining from intervening. Unlike his usual self, he sometimes appeared dazed.

Eventually, the Viridian Scholar shot him a worry-filled glance. [Senior Brother, please leave the meeting to me and get some fresh air.]

[...Mm, okay. I'll leave it to you.]

Baek Suryong left the meeting area. His mind was preoccupied by various thoughts, making it difficult to concentrate.

He exhaled deeply as he took in the magnificent view of Mount Heng stretching out below him. While the reformation of the Viridian Forest Alliance was undoubtedly a good thing, he simply couldn't stop thinking about the events of the previous night.


"What will you do if you meet the Third Apostle again?"

"Either I die, or I kill him. It'll be one of the two."



The idea of meeting his former students again had haunted him all night.

"So this is where you were?"

Sensing a now familiar presence, he winced. He really didn't want to talk to this person right now.

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman strolled up beside Baek Suryong, and both men admired the magnificent view together.

"I like it a lot better out here after all."

"...Why are you here? I doubt the meeting is over."

"I was kicked out. They told the fool who only knows how to swing a blade to get out. Said I was just getting in the way."

Baek Suryong snickered. It was obvious who would say such a thing. Besides the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom, no one present could insult the Black Snake Alliance Chairman and escape unscathed. "I see the Bow Phantom has it rough."

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman took Crimson Moon from its sheath and began wiping it with a clean cloth, each of his movements as delicate and meticulous as a master craftsman's technique.

Baek Suryong watched him silently, but his curiosity soon got the better of him. "How long have you been friends with the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom? I've never heard any rumors about your relationship in the murim."

Judging by their conversation, he estimated that they had known each other for at least twenty years. Since the Black Snake Alliance Chairman was not yet fifty, that meant they had been friends for nearly half a lifetime.

For a moment, he wondered if he had overstepped his bounds, but the Black Snake Alliance Chairman replied casually, "The Bow Phantom was originally a member of the Black Snake Alliance."

"...This is the first I'm hearing of that."

"I suppose so. She ran away before she made a name for herself."

"...?"

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman put the cloth away and examined his reflection in the blade. His indifferent face was clearly reflected on Crimson Moon's black-red surface. "The Bow Phantom's master was a very spiteful man. He was so jealous of his talented student that after years of harassment, he tried to murder her. Fortunately, she sensed his hostility early on and fled."

"You helped her escape, didn't you?"

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman regarded Baek Suryong with interest, but it wasn't because the young instructor had guessed correctly. "You don't seem surprised that a master tried to kill his student," he noted.

Baek Suryong clenched his teeth and replied monotonously, "...Isn't that a fairly common occurrence in the unorthodox?"

"It's not exactly common, but it does happen sometimes. The reverse is also true. In the end, the Bow Phantom killed her master."

"......"

"Some time later, she rose to the rank of Ten Supremes, but she refused to return to the Black Snake Alliance for a long time. Still, we did meet outside occasionally. She only truly came back a few months ago."

"...Is it because her master is dead now?"

"Well... who knows? I didn't ask."

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman paused, then swung Crimson Moon lightly through the air. For him, swinging his blade was not training, but a part of daily life. It was as natural as breathing, eating, and sleeping. In fact, it was even more natural than those basic acts.

After executing a few blade techniques, he placed the tip of his blade between Baek Suryong's eyebrows.

Baek Suryong stared unblinkingly at the sharp weapon, completely unfazed.

"I don't know why you're doubting yourself like this, but you won't be able to cut anything properly in your current state."

"...Thanks for the advice."

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman chuckled. "You don't look very grateful."

He was not normally the type to offer someone comfort. He had simply come out because he was curious about the source of the deep anguish and pain on the face of a bladesman who had mastered the Asura Blood Heaven Blade.

He sheathed Crimson Moon and turned to return to the meeting.

THUD!

Suddenly, the blue tassel on the Crimson Moon's hilt snapped and fell to the ground. The ornament was too plain and worn for a legendary weapon, yet he could not hide his shock when it broke.

"...Well, it's been attached for twenty years, so I guess it's about time it fell off," he muttered, reaching down to pick up the tassel.

He tucked it deep inside his pocket, reluctant to throw away one of the few gifts he had ever received from a friend.
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"Why, why...?"

The Giant Spirit Boss trembled, barely managing to utter a single word. He couldn't understand why this was happening, or who or what the being that had suddenly blocked his path was.

At first, he had ignored it, sensing no qi, but now, he couldn't even tell if 'that thing' was human.

STEP, STEP...

Although it walked normally, none of the Giant Spirit bandits could move. For the first time, they, who reigned through terror in the mountains, were frozen in place.

SHWIIIIK!

Something cut them down without touching them. Overlapping lines cut through bone and muscle alike, and down they went.

PWAAAK!

Even as the faces of their companions disintegrated into dozens of pieces around them, no one moved a muscle.

A suffocating killing intent pressed down on the space, paralyzing them completely.

"Why, why..." 

The Giant Spirit Boss repeated the same word over and over again. His mouth would not allow him to say anything else.

Everyone was dead. Not a single bandit from the Giant Spirit Keep had survived. The disaster had struck without warning.

"The cross-section."

The being stopped before the Giant Spirit Boss, its glassy eyes staring intently at one spot.

"The cross-section is clean."

The being's gaze remained fixed on the stump where the Giant Spirit Boss's arm had been severed. The bandages had come undone, and blood dripped from the wound.

"...He did ten years of seclusion training, but he hasn't improved much."

Muttering incomprehensible words, the being nodded to himself.

The Giant Spirit Boss finally realized that the threat was human. "Ah..."

He looked up.

The sky is as red as blood...

That was his final thought.

The moment the man walked past the Giant Spirit Boss, his body split into dozens of pieces and plummeted to the ground.


Chapter 461: Indistinguishable

"Apostle."

The First Apostle stared blankly at the Blood Demon's jade throne, but when he heard a voice call him, he turned around.

An old man with stark white hair and a blood-red robe approached him. Despite his age, his physique was dignified and his eyes were sharp.

Among the elders, only the Night Emperor was bold enough to address an apostle in such a manner, but the elderly man before him was an exception. He had earned the right to speak equally to an apostle.

"Head Elder. What is it?"

"I heard the Third Apostle left to pursue the Black Snake Alliance Chairman. Is that true?"

"Yes."

The Head Elder's eyes darkened. Though there was no wind, his robe rippled. "It could be a trap! How could you permit this so carelessly?"

The First Apostle regarded the Head Elder of the Blood Cult with a steady gaze. The old man was also known as the Undying Supreme Demon. He possessed martial arts far more outstanding than any other elder, and he had experienced the last war alongside them. The turbulent times he lived through were different from those of the elders who had not seen war.

Furthermore, he had reached complete mastery over his Undying Demonic Art, placing him on equal standing with the Ten Supremes. For this reason, even the apostles respected him as an important member of the Blood Cult.

Still, he replied in a chilling tone, "...The apostles don't need to seek my permission. They simply dedicate themselves to the Cult in their own ways. Do you doubt that?"

The Head Elder snorted. "Deathshroud has been annihilated and Skykiller is dead. Don't you see that the followers are unsettled? If something were to happen to one of the apostles in this situation..."

"Who could kill the Third Apostle? The Black Snake Alliance Chairman?" the First Apostle asked, tilting his head as if he genuinely did not understand. 

The Head Elder's eyebrows twitched. "Do you truly think you apostles are invincible? If that were true, our cult wouldn't have fallen fifty years ago, and we wouldn't have needed to hide in the shadows and build our strength until now."

"......"

The Head Elder's aura intensified. "I know you've mastered the world's most powerful martial arts, but unless the revered Blood Demon returns, no one can dominate the vast murim alone. If several masters at the level of the Ten Supremes set a trap for you, not a single one of you has a chance of survival!"

The martial artists guarding the Blood Demon Palace gulped nervously, their faces tense. A clash between the First Apostle and the Head Elder would result in bloodshed unlike anything since the Night Emperor's rebellion.

"There is some truth in your words." The First Apostle nodded placidly, showing no anger. With a voice completely devoid of emotion, he went on, "However, sufficient preparations have already been made, so there's no need to worry."

"Hmph... I'll be watching."

The Head Elder did not provoke the First Apostle any further. Despite his unrestrained words and actions, the century-old monster was careful not to cross the line.

"Is that all you came for?"

"We couldn't find any trace of the Unlimited Sword at the Moyong Clan. We searched every branch family, but it was all for nothing."

"......" After a moment of silence, the First Apostle asked, "What about Moyong Jun?"

"We have confirmed that he's alive and well within the Murim Alliance. They say he shows no signs of qi deviation at all."

"...He has learned the complete Unlimited Sword."

"There's no other explanation."

Some time ago, the First Apostle had personally visited the Moyong Clan and erased them from existence.

He had two reasons for doing so. One was to exact retribution on Moyong Jun for betraying the Blood Cult. The second was to search for traces of the Unlimited Sword, which the Sword Saint might have left behind.

In the end, he discovered that the Moyong Clan really didn't have it.

He muttered to himself, "...So it really was the Azure Dragon Hero."

He had thought that the Sword Saint might have hidden the Unlimited Sword's secret manual in the Moyong Estate, but the Moyong Clan had almost no records of the Sword Saint, let alone the Unlimited Sword.

Only one possibility remained. If the Azure Dragon Hero had passed the complete Unlimited Sword on to Moyong Jun, then everything fell into place. After all, Baek Suryong had proudly declared to the Murim Alliance that he had inherited the Unlimited Sword.

But how?

In fact, before the Azure Dragon Hero revealed he was the successor to the Unlimited Sword, he had believed himself to be its sole inheritor.

Even when he first heard the rumor about the Azure Dragon Hero, he remained skeptical. He thought that even if the Sword Saint's martial arts had truly been preserved somewhere, it would be far inferior to the techniques he learned.

However, today, upon hearing the Head Elder's confirmation that Moyong Jun's qi deviation had been cured, he was certain.

The Azure Dragon Hero knows the complete Unlimited Sword.

If that were not the case, Moyong Jun's blood vessels should have burst long ago, killing or driving him mad.

"...Is the Azure Dragon Hero still in school?"

The Head Elder shook his head. "His whereabouts have been unknown recently. There are all sorts of rumors, but most are baseless, so we can't trust any of them. The only thing we know for sure is that he's not in Nanchang."

"Hmm..."

The Azure Dragon Hero had annihilated Deathshroud and slain Skykiller. The Blood Cult's plans had been thwarted countless times because of him, and they had suffered immeasurable damage. In particular, the death of Skykiller, who had inherited the Blood Demon's sorcery, was a devastating loss for them.

"What a twisted karma," the First Apostle muttered quietly.

Twisted karma, huh?

For some reason, those words, spoken indifferently, created a strange resonance in his heart.

"One more thing. It seems there's a traitor within the Cult." The Head Elder stared directly at the First Apostle's face, but it was hidden beneath the black bamboo hat, making it impossible to read his thoughts. "Someone must have given the orthodox bastards information beforehand. Otherwise, there's no way the Deathshroud assassins could have been discovered so easily."

His eyes burned with anger, and a vicious killing intent filled the Blood Demon Palace.

However, it had no effect on the First Apostle. He simply commanded indifferently, "Find the traitor."

"Of course." Having said all he needed to, the Head Elder turned to leave. At the last moment, however, he paused. "Sometimes, I have no idea what you're thinking."

"......"

"I can't tell whether you truly desire the revival of our Cult and the unification of the murim... or if you have some other purpose."

The First Apostle remained impassive despite the obvious taunt. "Is that all you have to say?"

"Fuck... It would've been better if you'd just gotten angry."

The Head Elder clicked his tongue, whirled around, and strode out of the Blood Demon Palace.

When he was gone, the First Apostle left the Blood Demon Palace and headed for the underground prison.

STEP, STEP...

The deeper he went, the fewer phosphorescent pearls illuminated the passages, giving off the impression that he was slowly succumbing to the darkness.

A short while later, he arrived in front of a massive iron door. A grotesque image of a demon bleeding and gazing at the sky was carved into it.

He pushed the door open with both arms. With a heavy creak, it swung to the left and right.

CREAK... THUD!

He walked into the deepest, darkest part of the underground prison like he had done many times before. Soon, an inhuman blood-curdling screech rent the air.

"Grrraaaaagh...!"

A naked man knelt before him, tightly bound in ink-black chains as if he were caught in the coils of dozens of snakes.

"Fifth Elder," he greeted.

The Night Emperor whipped his head up and glowered at him. "Why, if it isn't the First Apostle? Kikiki!"

The whites of his eyes could no longer be seen. One of his eyes was pitch black, and the other was blood red. Gone was all trace of the stunningly handsome man, replaced by the hideous visage of a demon.

Moreover, crimson and pitch-black energies swirled around him, intertwining and struggling to devour each other.

The First Apostle sighed. "...You still haven't given up on merging the Heaven Defying Divine Art and the Black Night Demonic Art."

The chains wrapped tightly around the Night Emperor's body were not put there by him. The madman had bound himself.

"Even if you possess the greatest talent of all time, it's a near-impossible task, and even if you succeed in combining the two martial arts, there's no guarantee it'll be superior to the original Heaven Defying Divine Art," he advised.

However, the Night Emperor simply burst out laughing, reveling in his lunacy. "I'll manage my own martial arts. Just you wait. The day I make all of this mine..."

PWAAAK!

Crimson blood energy mixed with the vast expanse of darkness. The Night Emperor's hair turned red and shot up toward the sky. The chains, imbued with pitch-black darkness, shook wildly as if they would snap.

His power was incredibly destructive and unstable. There was no telling when it would explode. The First Apostle shook his head. If the Night Emperor perfected this power, he would certainly surpass the apostles, but for now, it was only eating away at him.

The Night Emperor licked his parched lips with a snake-like tongue. Even as his entire body trembled in pain, his lips curled into a faint arc.

"...You'll all have to kneel before me," he sneered.

"If you can truly complete the Heaven Defying Divine Art, I'll gladly do so."

The First Apostle threw the food he had brought to the beast, which the Night Emperor devoured with his bare hands.

The First Apostle watched the gruesome scene impassively. Although the Blood Cult had grown so powerful that its existence was difficult to hide, the Blood Demon Palace remained vacant.

However, his intuition told him that it would not remain that way for much longer.

"...It won't be long now."

He had a feeling that, in the not-too-distant future, the master of the Blood Cult would return. He could not guess what form he would take, but he was certain he would return.

Perhaps the Night Emperor could be his new vessel, or perhaps it could be another, unexpected being.


"I will return."



At that moment, he could have sworn he heard the Blood Demon's voice from the past once more.

Before the suicide squad of the orthodox sects invaded the Blood Cult, the Blood Demon had summoned him and his fellow apostles and delivered his final words.


"Until I return, you will prepare for what is to come."



His eyes glowed like crimson jewels, and his presence seemed to transcend the mortal world. Any word he uttered was more binding than any prohibition placed upon them by their old master or the Demonic Strategist.

The Blood Demon was the reason for their existence and their reason for living.


"Wait for me."



They had engraved that one phrase onto their souls and waited for decades.

And yet...

Strangely, this time, his old master's voice was the one that sprang to mind.


"I'll promise you one thing."



He had recently had a strange dream about the time when he and his companions learned martial arts from their old master. That day, their master was completely drunk and unusually disheveled.


"Someday, I'll go see you, and..."



His old master stared at them with an expression he had never seen before, yet his memory of that expression was astonishingly vivid.


"I want to give you real names!"



His scarred face, hidden by the black bamboo hat, wrinkled subtly.


"I will return."

"Someday, I'll go see you, and..."

"Wait for me."

"I want to give you real names!"



Inside the First Apostle's head, the voices of the Blood Demon and his old master gradually blurred together.

Before long, they became indistinguishable.


Chapter 462: Squelch!

"Why do you keep following me?"

Baek Suryong looked back at the Black Snake Alliance Chairman with an annoyed expression. He had expected the man to return to the meeting, but he had come back and was now trailing him like a lazy, sauntering tiger.

"I'm bored! The meeting seems neverending..."

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman nodded his chin toward the meeting place at the summit of Zhurong Peak. A simple tent had been set up there. Occasionally, fierce waves of qi and loud shouts erupted from within, shaking the tent as if it were being battered by a gale.

"...I despise tedious negotiations. If I go back, I'll just have to deal with the Bow Phantom's irritation." The Black Snake Alliance Chairman furrowed his brow and shook his head, then moved to walk beside Baek Suryong. "Hey, how about we have a bladesmanship exchange duel?"

"...A what? Don't people usually call it a swordsmanship exchange duel?"

A swordsmanship exchange duel was a contest of martial arts through words instead of actual combat. Baek Suryong, well-versed in both practical application and theory, rarely ever lost such duels.

I've never lost to anyone except my four masters at this. Not that I engaged in them often.

More importantly, he had little interest in such duels, even if his opponent was the Black Snake Alliance Chairman, a man called the world's strongest bladesman.

"Only swordsmen call it a swordsmanship exchange duel. Bladesmen like us should call it a bladesmanship exchange duel."

Baek Suryong lost his desire to play along upon seeing the sincerity in the Chairman's expression, as if he truly believed the nonsense he was spouting. "Sorry to disappoint you, but I've never really thought of myself as a bladesman."

"How could you..." The Black Snake Alliance Chairman stared at Baek Suryong in shock and disbelief. Soon, tragic gravity clouded his eyes. "This won't do. Today, I must guide you into the world of the bladesman."

"Can't you just leave me alone? I have a lot on my mind right now."

"There's no better way to forget your worldly troubles than to focus your mind on something else."

Ugh... This is why one shouldn't get involved with martial arts maniacs!

Shaking his head in resignation, Baek Suryong finally accepted the Black Snake Alliance Chairman's proposal. "Fine, but if you lose this duel, don't bother me again."

That rock over there will do."

The two men sat facing each other on a large rock. It was a duel of words between peerless masters who looked down on the world. If word got out, crowds would gather, hoping to overhear a single phrase, yet the two men remained calm.

"I've discussed the blade with countless bladesmen. I haven't lost once in over twenty years, so don't blame yourself if you lose to me," the Black Snake Alliance Chairman offered comfort in advance.

Baek Suryong raised an eyebrow and smirked at the ambiguous statement, both a consideration and a provocation. "I understand, so stop glaring at me. You probably scared everyone into surrendering by glowering at them like that during your previous exchanges."

"...I'll let you go first."

"I won't refuse. I'll use my movement arts to step left and aim for the Qimen acupoint with Sweeping the Thousand Armies."

"Bold right from the very start, huh? I'll press down with Mount Tai Crushing the Summit and advance one step. Then I'll rotate my waist to deflect it and immediately strike the Xinting acupoint."

Baek Suryong and the chairman of the Black Snake Alliance recited detailed techniques. At the same time, they formed mental images of themselves brandishing their blades. 

As time passed, they spoke faster and faster. The movements appeared in their minds as vividly as if they were real. A gleam shone in the peerless masters' eyes, and their shoulders and fingers twitched with excitement.

"Three steps left. Quchi acupoint. One inch below."

"I take a step back with Iron Plate Bridge, then kick up and aim for the Juque acupoint."

"Hah! Your core strength is incredible!"

"The Coalition Leader's concentration is also amazing. There are hardly any openings."

Their mental images aligned with increasing precision, and eventually, they no longer needed to exchange many words. This was only possible because they were masters of similar caliber. 

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman admired Baek Suryong's extensive martial arts knowledge, and Baek Suryong was surprised by the Chairman's tenacity and solidity. They competed with words, not blades, but their high levels meant they both gained insight from the exchange. 

The duel, which started lightly, continued until the sun reached its zenith. The scorching sunlight beat down on them, but the two men didn't budge an inch, only their mouths moved without rest.

Suddenly, the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom called out, "Coalition Leader!"

The two men were instantly robbed of their immersion.

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman furrowed his brow slightly, then turned to Baek Suryong regretfully. "...Let's stop here."

"Agreed."

They rose from their seats and turned toward the unorthodox leaders, who all wore grim expressions as they emerged from the meeting tent.

"It doesn't seem like they came to a proper consensus."

"I half expected the meeting to become chaotic... We should count ourselves lucky that today ended peacefully."

All the participants were hegemons of their respective domains. Naturally, their interests clashed, and there were some points on which they could not compromise. Additionally, there were concessions they could not make in their quest to secure even the slightest advantage. 

They differed from the orthodox sects, who valued just causes. The unorthodox sects were faithful to their desires, making finding common ground much more difficult.

This was the reason Baek Suryong was cautious about intervening in the finer details, even though they had already agreed on a broad framework.

"We must settle our match next time." With a heavy sigh, the Black Snake Alliance Chairman slowly ambled over to the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom. "Bow Phantom. Did the talks go well?"

"I successfully resisted the urge to pierce all their mouths with arrows. What about you?"

"I had a bladesmanship exchange duel with Maeng Ryonghwi. Still, what a shame... if only I had a spare blade, we could have had a rematch..."

The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom sighed deeply. "Do you think you're here on vacation? Can't you see that someone is suffering a pounding headache from negotiating with selfish scoundrels, while her Alliance Chairman is just leisurely playing around..."

"But you were the one who said I could leave..."

"I told you that you could take a short break. We decided to resume negotiations after resting for fifteen minutes. Next time, just sit next to me and at least try to look intimidating."

"...Okay." The Black Snake Alliance Chairman nodded gravely, as if determined to protect his authority to the very end. 

Baek Suryong, who had overheard their entire conversation, couldn't help but chuckle dryly.

She's trained him really well, haha...

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman was a man of many facets, contrasting with his initial impression. His reputation as one of the Three Blights and the world's strongest bladesman was merely the tip of the iceberg.
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Baek Suryong approached the Viridian Scholar and erected a sound-blocking qi barrier around them. "Has there been any progress in the negotiations?" he asked.

The Viridian Scholar shook his head wearily. "No, not yet. Coming to a compromise won't be easy."

Baek Suryong nodded. He didn't doubt that an unorthodox alliance would be established. The Blood Cult was a common enemy that threatened everyone's interests and represented an unprecedented crisis. Still, they were having a hard time ironing out the specifics.

He contacted Blue Eyed Freak telepathically, only to receive a similar answer.

[Stubborn bastards, the lot of them. No one's willing to concede, and it just ended in a battle of wills.]

Sighing, he turned back to the Viridian Scholar. "Let me participate in the negotiations."

At this rate, he didn't have much choice but to step in personally and reduce the time spent on bargaining. The Viridian Forest and the Valley of Evil were his allies, so securing their support would not be difficult. His plan was to offer the Phantom King appropriate compensation and try to meet the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom's demands.

"...Are you feeling a bit better, Senior Brother?" the Viridian Scholar asked worriedly. He knew that Baek Suryong's mental state had been poor since morning.

Baek Suryong forced a smile and nodded. "I'm fine now."

His mind had been troubled by thoughts of his former students, but the task at hand was more important.

I need to completely isolate the Blood Cult.

Once the unorthodox sects had formed an alliance, he planned to persuade the Murim Alliance and the orthodox murim to form an unprecedented alliance between the two groups. Only then could they minimize the damage.

After all, no matter how powerful the Blood Cult was, it was still just one organization. If the orthodox and unorthodox murim joined forces, they could surely win.

No, we must do more than simply win. We must completely, utterly overwhelm them.

He had to corner the Blood Cult and perfectly control the flow of battle to end the war as quickly as possible.

Only then... can I prevent those kids from committing more sins.

He clenched his teeth tightly. He didn't care if his actions were hypocritical, he just didn't want any more blood on the hands of his former trainees, whom he would one day have to face.

Unfortunately, unless one was a god, predicting and preparing for everything was impossible. An unforeseen circumstance arose without warning.

WHOOSH!

Baek Suryong and the Black Snake Alliance Chairman simultaneously drew their weapons and whirled around in the same direction. The Divine Azure Dragon Sword and Crimson Moon glittered brilliantly in the sunlight.

"What are you doing?!"

"What's going on all of a sudden?"

Startled, the unorthodox leaders and their bodyguards either retreated or drew their weapons. Evidently, none of them had sensed the approaching danger yet.

Nevertheless, silence soon fell over the conference area. Starting with the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom, the leaders' faces began to stiffen one by one.

"It's coming," the Black Snake Alliance Chairman whispered.

All sound ceased. The chirping of mountain birds, the rustling of grass, and the trembling of leaves faded away. Time itself seemed to stand still. 

From below Zhurong Peak, an alien presence revealed itself.

SQUELCH. SQUELCH.

Though it clearly had a human form, it did not look human at all. The blade hanging from its side loomed ominously large. 

Should this entity be called a phantom with a blade? An inexplicable, surreal phenomenon was walking toward them. It wore blood-red robes that must have originally been black, and left distinct, bloody footprints with every step. There was no expression on its face, as if it were a wooden doll.

""...!""

The unorthodox leaders held their breaths and instinctively tensed. In the face of the dense and subtle killing intent that felt like it was carving away at their flesh, none of them dared open their mouths rashly.

Sadly, martial artists below a certain level could not perceive the threat.

"Who are you?!" one of Blue Eyed Freak's subordinates shouted, stepping forward.

He was a peak master from the Valley of Evil, and he would not miss the chance to show off his martial arts in front of the others. He strode toward the uninvited guest, the qi gathered at the spear's tip swirling fiercely as he threatened him with his spear.

"We clearly told everyone to stay down. Where did you come from? If you don't get lost..."

"...Shut up!" Blue Eyed Freak hastily shouted at his impetuous subordinate, but he was too late. The creature had already swung its blade.

PWAAAK!

The man who had stepped forward crumbled into dozens of pieces alongside his shattered weapon. The sickening metallic stench of blood wafted on the wind.

SQUELCH!

Standing in the pool of blood he had created, the Third Apostle muttered, "...Black Snake Alliance Chairman."

Everyone froze like stone statues.

Only the Black Snake Alliance Chairman stepped forward, the corners of his mouth curving up into a smile. "Third Apostle."

Darkness erupted from his body and stained the sky. Despite it being broad daylight, the world plunged into shadow.


Chapter 463: What's Your Game?

The moon shone brightly that night.

"Are you the world's strongest bladesman?"

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman instantly recognize from the sharpness of the approaching man's suppressed killing intent and the ominous energy flowing through his body he was no ordinary master.

Noticing that the man appeared to be waiting for him, he left all his bodyguards behind. Somehow, instinct told him that this man harbored no good intentions.

Still, he welcomed the challenger. He always felt this way when meeting a powerful bladesman.

"That's right, I am the world's strongest bladesman."

He had defeated the head of the Peng Clan less than ten days ago, so his body was not in perfect condition. The aftereffects of his injuries, both internal and external, remained.

Nevertheless, he never considered defeat. He was the world's strongest bladesman. The path he had walked to earn this title was filled with countless unpredictable battles. This one would be no different.

"I request a life-and-death duel with you."

"Haha! I like how straightforward you are. Let me just finish this, and we'll fight."

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman heartily drained his gourd and drew Crimson Moon. Under the moonlight, its red blade stood out vividly.

He had planned to meet his old friend, the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom, before returning to the Black Snake Alliance. He wanted to be the first to tell her about his victory over the Peng Clan Patriarch, but this strange bladesman appeared just one mountain away from their meeting place.

"Looks like I'll have one more tale of valor to tell."

The nameless mountain on which they stood became the dueling ground. The two peerless bladesmen gathered their qi for the life-or-death duel. Around them, trees screamed under the swirling torrent of energy.

"Before you try to take my life, couldn't you at least tell me your name? I am the Blade Demon, the world's strongest bladesman."

"Third Apostle."

"A man of few words, I see."

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman smiled slightly and aimed Crimson Moon at his opponent's brow. He offered the first strike, and the Third Apostle accepted.

CLANG!

The mountain split apart, and the sky rent asunder. Within a hundred blows, the Black Snake Alliance Chairman foresaw his impending defeat. The stench of blood filled the blood-red sky.

The Third Apostle was an unbeatable monster.

"Pledge your loyalty, and I'll let you live."

"...Loyalty to whom?"

Like an emotionless wooden doll, the Third Apostle answered the battered Black Snake Alliance Chairman. "The Blood Demon Divine Cult."

"......" The Black Snake Alliance Chairman grit his teeth silently, bracing himself to die. He would not allow the Blood Cult to extend its evil grasp to the Black Snake Alliance. "...I'd rather risk my life to kill you."

"So you choose a meaningless death."

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman squeezed out all his qi and poured it into Crimson Moon. The Third Apostle did not underestimate him and also prepared for the final clash.

WHISTLE!

A meteor shower shot across the night sky and descended upon the Third Apostle.

"Run!" the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom screamed.

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman immediately whirled around and fled with all his might, ignoring the sounds of pursuit. For three days and three nights, he ran until he lost consciousness.

When he opened his eyes again, he discovered that the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom was carrying him on her back. Bloodstains smeared her clothes.

"Bow Phantom..."

"Don't say anything."

"......"

After returning to the Black Snake Alliance, he holed himself up in his room. While the martial artists of the Black Snake Alliance congratulated their chairman for becoming the world's strongest bladesman, his heart plunged into the depths of despair.

He had suffered a devastating defeat. Worse, he had run away like a coward. Consumed by self-disgust, he set aside the blade he had cherished for decades and lived like a total wreck.

SLAM!

One day, the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom broke down his door and grabbed him by the collar. "How long are you going to stay like this, you idiot?"

"......"

"Go into seclusion training. Swing your blade like a madman. Like your old self. It's not the first time you've lost. World's strongest bladesman? What's so great about a stupid title like that? Please, just stop being so pathetic!"

"...If I suddenly enter seclusion training, the Blood Cult might target us."

"No, they won't be able to," the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom denied, her eyes flaring as she threw the sturdy man's collar aside. "I'll keep an eye on the Black Snake Alliance for you, so just focus on your training."

"...Why go so far for me? Didn't you hate the Alliance?"

The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom stared at her old friend in frustration. After a long pause, she explained, "Because I hate the Blood Cult more than the Black Snake Alliance. A title like the 'world's strongest bladesman' should belong to an arrogant, insufferable bastard like you."

"Haha... Hahaha!" The Black Snake Alliance Chairman laughed for a long time, his shoulders shaking.

The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom breathed a sigh of relief. Her friend's laughter was weak, but the light in his eyes was returning. "Stop your silly giggling. When are you going to start your seclusion training?"

"...Right now."

Ten years passed.
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"Long time no see," the Black Snake Alliance Chairman said as he studied the Third Apostle. 

They were meeting again after ten years, but his opponent looked exactly the same as before. Whether it was the dense killing intent that could slice his skin, or the expressionless face like a wooden doll, nothing about him had changed.

In the early days of his seclusion training, he had tried to imitate that appearance. He struggled for countless days and nights, striving to close the gap somehow.

Ten years ago, this man was an unbeatable monster. I wonder what he's like now?

He entered a seclusion training room and immersed himself in martial arts for ten years. He deconstructed, analyzed, and re-established the blade techniques he had developed over a lifetime, then repeated the process all over again. 

Sometimes, he swung his blade for days on end like a madman, and other times he abstained from food for weeks and meditated like a monk practicing zazen. He fought against inner demons that suddenly appeared, ceaselessly striving to attain enlightenment.

And now... his lips curled into a thin arc. The darkness flowing from his body stained the sky, growing ever deeper.

"You don't look as strong as you used to," he remarked.

"...There are a lot of people here." The Third Apostle slowly observed the unorthodox leaders. Each one appeared formidable, releasing their killing intent and summoning their qi the moment their gazes met.

The moment his eyes landed on Baek Suryong, though, he froze.

"......"

His expressionless face tilted his head minutely to one side. Baek Suryong's qi fluctuated wildly, like boiling oil. The bandit was clearly a strong martial artist, yet his breathing was irregular and his body overly tense. His eyes were shaking, and his face was as white as a sheet.

He did not know much about human emotions, but he knew from his training that these physical changes represented a state of great emotional turmoil.

He asked Baek Suryong, "Do you know me?"

"......" Baek Suryong clenched his teeth tightly. If he didn't, he might blurt out the truth about who he was. Countless possible answers rose and fell in his mind, but none felt appropriate.

"I'll ask again. Do you know me?"

"......"

Again, Baek Suryong remained silent. Everyone was puzzled. For such a confident man, this was completely out of character. However, they could not dwell on this for long.

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman took a step toward the Third Apostle. "Don't mind the others. Didn't you come looking for me, Third Apostle?"

Although it was only a single step, the Third Apostle immediately focused his attention on the Black Snake Alliance Chairman. His eyes widened slightly as he muttered, "...You've gotten stronger. More than I expected."

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman grinned. "You have no idea how long I've waited for this moment."

WHOOOOSH!

A wave of jet-black qi blanketed the sky. Despite its demonic appearance, the energy was pure, reflecting the Black Snake Alliance Chairman's lifelong dedication to his craft.

"This is my fight. I won't permit anyone to interrupt me," he warned.

The unorthodox leaders, who had been contemplating a joint attack, scowled.

BOOM!

One stomp sent tremors through Zhurong Peak. While the other martial artists struggled to steady themselves on the quaking ground, the two peerless bladesmen simultaneously drew their blades and leaped into the air.

Their eyes met. The Black Snake Alliance Chairman swung his blade diagonally like a lightning bolt. The Third Apostle raised his own blade to meet it, his face impassive as ever. 

A red light invaded the blackened sky, spreading like blood.

CLAAAAANG!

A terrifying shockwave swept through the area. Trees creaked and boulders rattled. Animals below the mountain ridge fled in terror. With one blast, half of Zhurong Peak was blown away.

The two bladesmen remained suspended in midair. Despite having caused a near-natural disaster, they remained impassive.

The corners of the Black Snake Alliance Chairman's mouth turned up in a smile. "That was eighty percent. Now, let's try ninety percent."

FLASH!

Once again, a black lightning bolt flickered. The strike surpassed the speed of sound, causing a sonic boom. Still, the Third Apostle's blade intercepted its trajectory precisely, setting off an explosion.

KABOOM!

A deafening roar rocked the heavens and earth as if dozens of bombs had exploded simultaneously. Such violence far exceeded the limits of humanity.

"Excellent. This time, I'll go all out."

ROAAAAAAR!

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman unleashed the essence of the Ultimate Blade Technique he had established over the past ten years.

This was the divine dance of a bladesman in a state of selflessness. He declared that all blades under heaven were represented here, and that this was their pinnacle.

Even the Third Apostle of the Blood Cult seemed to have trouble confronting the technique, recoiling in the face of its power. His expressionless face gradually showed signs of distress.

"So that's the world's strongest bladesman..."

"...I think he can drop the word 'bladesman'."

"Just how much was he holding back when he intimidated us?"

Even the unorthodox leaders could not hide their awe at the sight of the Black Snake Alliance Chairman.

Martial artists instinctively admired strength. Simply witnessing a life-or-death duel between supreme masters at the pinnacle of the jianghu sent shivers down their spines.

The Phantom King, who had previously been at odds with the Black Snake Alliance Chairman, rubbed his forearms repeatedly in an attempt to calm his goosebumps.

Yet in the midst of all the excitement, someone groaned, "No, this isn't right..."

Startled, the Viridian Scholar looked to his side. He had thought that Baek Suryong's condition was unusual for some time, but now it seemed especially strange.

Why is a peerless master like him breaking out in a cold sweat?

[Are you alright, Senior Brother?]

Baek Suryong clenched his teeth and took a deep breath. Number Three had not changed at all since the last time they saw each other. Although more than five decades had passed, he still had the same face, as if the years had just passed him by.

"Something's wrong," he muttered under his breath.

"What do you mean?" The Viridian Scholar asked aloud, alarmed. For a moment, he forgot they weren't alone.

The other unorthodox leaders kept their eyes on the diel, but attuned their ears to Baek Suryong's every word.

"...It shouldn't be like this," Baek Suryong added. The unexpected encounter with his former trainee left him reeling, but he was certain of one thing.

"What do you mean, 'it shouldn't be like this'? What are you talking about?" the Phantom King asked impatiently, butting into the conversation.

KABOOOOM!

At the same time, the Black Snake Alliance Chairman's blade cleaved down on the Third Apostle from above.

Baek Suryong winced as he watched his former trainee get slammed into the ground. "The Third Apostle isn't this weak."

""...!!"" Everyone's jaws dropped in disbelief.

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman was the only one who approached the Third Apostle icily, as if he agreed with the shocking statement. "So? What's your game? Third Apostle."



Translator's Note: The fever finally went down, feeling better now. Thanks for all the well-wishes!


Chapter 464: A Sincere Warning

"He's not this weak?" the Phantom King asked Baek Suryong sharply. Disbelief and anger flickered in his eyes, visible beyond his jade mask. "Are you saying the Third Apostle is going easy on the Black Snake Alliance Chairman?" 

His martial arts did not reach the level of the Ten Supremes, but he was an exceptional sorcerer with keen insight.

"If he can afford to be so relaxed against the Black Snake Alliance Chairman, then he must be the world's strongest. However, that's not how it seems to me."

Even now, the two peerless masters were clashing with all their strength. There was no sign of leeway or room for carelessness. Neither could overwhelm the other, and the repeated collisions steadily turned the Zhurong Peak into ruins.

"...I agree. This isn't a fight where one person's going easy on the other," Blue Eyed Freak added. 

Although he was not as sarcastic as the Phantom King, he could not agree with Baek Suryong. He gritted his teeth and glared at the Third Apostle, killing intent festering in his blue eyes.

"The Blood Cult..."

During his childhood, the Blood Cult forced him to learn the Blue Eyes Demonic Art in a laboratory. He escaped with the help of an unknown boy, but he still couldn't live a normal life. After committing many crimes to survive, he eventually settled in the Valley of Evil.

Nevertheless, looking at the Third Apostle now, he felt as if he could still hear the screams of his young friends who died in that horrific laboratory echoing in his ears.

Back then, he had caught a fleeting glimpse of the Third Apostle who had come to check on the children learning the Asura Blood Heaven Blade. That first impression was so strong that it remained vivid in his mind, even though a lot of time had passed.

"T-That man's from the Blood Cult?" the Phantom King asked, startled.

The Viridian Scholar looked at Baek Suryong worriedly. "It doesn't look like he's holding back to my eyes either... Do you know him?"

Since the situation was escalating quickly, he no longer cared about listening ears and addressed Baek Suryong as Senior Brother.

"...I didn't mean he's going easy on him," Baek Suryong replied, calmer than before.

The shock of encountering his former trainee had not completely faded, but he was trying to adapt to the situation little by little.

It was bound to happen someday, so it might be better that we met like this now.

He calmed down, reasoning that nothing would change just because it happened sooner than expected. As he carefully observed the Third Apostle's movements, the trembling in his eyes gradually subsided. 

He explained, "The Third Apostle has only been blocking the Black Snake Alliance Chairman's attacks since just now."

The Asura Blood Heaven Blade was a martial art characterized by its incredibly dense killing intent. Most of its techniques emphasized offense, employing ferocious assaults that disregarded one's own safety.

However, the Third Apostle was now focused on defending against the Black Snake Alliance Chairman's blade. This did not match the impression of him that Baek Suryong remembered.

CLANG! CLANG!

Meanwhile, the Black Snake Alliance Chairman was thinking the same thing as Baek Suryong.

"I asked what you're scheming!" he roared and swung Crimson Moon ferociously. Wave after wave of blade qi shot out in every direction before overlapping and crashing forward like a savage tsunami.

SWOOSH!

The Third Apostle swung his blade precariously against the raging wave. The image of an asura stained the sky red and confronted the roiling black tide.

ROOOOAR!

It split the waters, tore through it, and advanced with bared fangs. Then, at the right moment, it retreated to catch its breath.

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman's eyebrows twitched impatiently at the calm response. "Let's see how long you can keep dragging this out."

"...You've gotten surprisingly strong."

The darkness emanating from the body of the Black Snake Alliance Chairman raged even more fiercely. The conflict between the two peerless masters had reduced Zhurong Peak to ruins.

RUMBLE!

As the two men's energies mixed, a dark red vortex formed with them at its center.

"Get back if you don't want to die!"

"Gather your qi and form a protective aura! Getting caught in the crossfire will cause internal injuries!"

Following the Viridian Scholar and Blue Eyed Freak's call, their subordinates retreated, visibly shaken. Despite being elites of their factions, they struggled just to breathe. An immense pressure crushed the very space in the area.

"Is this truly a battle between humans...?"

Only the unorthodox leaders and Baek Suryong could observe the earth-shattering battle through the storm of energy unharmed.

"...Is that man the Blood Demon?" the Phantom King asked anxiously as he summoned the jiangshi of the Mount Mo Sect around him and formed a defensive formation.

Baek Suryong shook his head, but he could understand the Phantom King's feelings. The sky was dyed red by the Asura Blood Heaven Blade's terrifying divine power. Anyone who saw it was bound to misunderstand.

"No, he's the Third Apostle, one of the peerless masters who assists the Blood Demon," he replied stiffly, but the panic in his voice had subsided.

The Phantom King's eyes widened in disbelief. "Are you saying there are more masters like that?"

"......" Baek Suryong did not answer.

CHAENG!

Unable to contain his anger any longer, Blue Eyed Freak drew his sword and stepped forward. "Let's attack together and kill him. If we let the Third Apostle escape today, we'll regret it forever!"

His bright blue eyes were filled with killing intent. 

The Viridian Scholar nodded gravely in agreement, but glanced at Baek Suryong to assess his opinion.

"Stop."

However, it was the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom, not Baek Suryong, who stopped Blue Eyed Freak. She glared at Blue-Eyed Freak with a cold gaze. An arrow was nocked on the bow she held lowered at her side.

"Didn't you hear what the Chairman said earlier? No one is to interfere in this fight."

She had watched over the Black Snake Alliance Chairman for ten years while he was in seclusion. She knew better than anyone how important this fight was to him.

Still, Blue Eyed Freak did not back down, instead glaring back at the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom. "That man's a Blood Cult apostle. If we let him escape, will the Black Snake Alliance take responsibility?" 

The distance between them was only about three meters—a highly disadvantageous distance for the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom. For Blue Eyed Freak, who had trained his ocular arts to the extreme with the Blue Eyes Demonic Art, there was a chance he could win if he dodged the first arrow.

"How dare you speak of responsibility to me?"

A translucent haze shimmered from the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom. At the same time, the muscles in her bow arm tensed.

The Phantom King joined the explosive argument as well. He faced the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom, seemingly siding with Blue Eyed Freak. The jiangshi followed their master, baring their fangs. "Of course we should attack together while we have the chance. What are you going to do if the Third Apostle summons more of his subordinates?"

"That's impossible. The Third Apostle always moves alone. He probably tracked the Chairman as soon as he learned of his whereabouts. Do you think there are any martial artists in the Blood Cult who could keep up with him?"

The Viridian Scholar, who had been listening quietly, joined the conversation. "I disagree. Let's attack together, but capture him alive instead of killing him. We might be able to extract information about the Blood Cult from him. If the masters present here join forces..."

"...This is your last warning. Nobody move. Not unless you want a hole in your head."

"Are you really going to take on the three of us by yourself? That seems impossible, even for one of the Ten Supremes."

"Ha! These bastards really..."

With the sudden appearance of the Third Apostle, even the unorthodox leaders clashed, unable to come to an agreement.

Only Baek Suryong stayed out of the argument, deep in thought.

The Third Apostle must have a reason for holding back. Either he's wary of the unorthodox leaders gathered here, or he's waiting for reinforcements... Wait, that's it! Could he be waiting for reinforcements from the Blood Cult?

He assumed the worst-case scenario. The apostle fighting over there was his former trainee. Not only that, but the entire de facto leadership currently running the Blood Cult were his trainees.

Especially the First Apostle. In the past, Number One was the leader of the trainees. It was likely no different now.

If I were Number One, what would I do to avoid repeating the same mistake?

The Third Apostle's target was the Black Snake Alliance Chairman, one of the strongest of the Ten Supremes and an opponent he had failed to capture once before.

"Fuck... I wouldn't have sent him here alone, that's for sure."

His intuition bordered on certainty.

BOOM!

Baek Suryong immediately stomped his foot hard on the ground, and the arguing unorthodox leaders all turned to look at him at once.

"Everyone, prepare for battle," he said, releasing the full force of his inner qi. There was no longer any point in hiding his identity.

RUMBLE!

His black martial arts uniform flapped wildly, and his wild blonde hair stood on end. Although he did not use the Heaven Defying Divine Art, a tremendous aura spread out in all directions all the same.

""...!!""

Everyone's jaw dropped in shock, including not only the Phantom King and the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom, but also the Viridian Scholar and the Blue-Eyed Freak, who knew Baek Suryong's true identity. Even the Black Snake Alliance Chairman and the Third Apostle briefly disengaged their crossed blades to stare at him.

CRACK...

A faint crack of emotion appeared on the Third Apostle's expressionless face. 

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman frowned, a mix of competitiveness and wariness coloring his features. "Surely you don't intend to interfere with my fight?" he growled.

"Leave the Third Apostle to the Black Snake Alliance Chairman," Baek Suryong commanded, speaking informally without hesitation despite the masters around him. His authority came across so naturally that those listening felt no sense of incongruity. "We'll take on the other one."

"The other one?" The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom tilted her head in confusion.

Baek Suryong turned his head to the west in answer. Despite the incredible distance, a faint presence was approaching swiftly. With every breath, the initially faint presence grew dozens of times stronger.

WHOOSH!

The clouds scattered, and something shot high into the air. It was a tiny figure, like a dot. With each leap, however, it soared over a mountain peak and rapidly increased in size.

"That's...!"

"No way...!"

The unorthodox leaders sensed the presence, and their eyes widened. The approaching presence was no weaker than that of the Apostle fighting the Black Snake Alliance Chairman.

Baek Suryong was the first to recognize the opponent. "The Blood Cult's Fourth Apostle is here," he announced impassively.

No sooner had he spoken than Zhurong Peak shook with a massive impact.

KABOOOOOM!

Rocks were pulverized and dirt scattered everywhere. From within the cloud of dust emerged a man who had landed with slightly bent knees. He straightened up and raised his head.

Although the Fourth Apostle was not as colossal as the Giant Spirit Boss, he radiated a larger and heavier aura than any living creature, as if the very earth supporting the man was screaming under his weight.

"You're late," the Third Apostle grumbled.

The Fourth Apostle gave a small nod instead of a reply.

Baek Suryong sighed inwardly. Another one of his former trainees had shown up.

Number Four...

Fortunately, unlike when he first met the Third Apostle, his wavering heart had now settled completely.

"Everyone, stay sharp," he said, stepping forward.

The terrifying energy of the trainee he had not seen in decades prickled his skin. This coming battle was one he had to take more seriously than ever before.

"Don't try blocking him head-on. Your body might just explode on the spot."

It was a sincere warning.


Chapter 465: Why...!?

"The Fourth Apostle? How many more of those monsters are there...?" the Phantom King muttered in disbelief. He took a bell from his robes and shook it.

DING! DING!

The iron-masked jiangshi let out a grim, ominous cry as their ashen muscles swelled and their fingernails elongated. "Grrr..."

"It seems I'm running into a lot of enemies today," Blue Eyed Freak mumbled as he drew two daggers, one for each hand. 

A thick killing intent pouring from his piercing blue eyes. His Blue Eyes Demonic Art was originally a martial art practiced by the Blood Demon's shadow bodyguards. Now though, the boy who had been raised in anticipation of the Blood Demon's return had grown into a man who despised the Blood Cult more than anyone else.

The Viridian Scholar stared at the Fourth Apostle, stunned. "That man's martial arts... could it be...?"

Having inherited the Bandit King's martial arts and learned the Savage Tiger Fist from Baek Suryong, he could sense the similarity. Not only had the opponent learned the same type of martial art, he had fully mastered it. 

Never before had he seen such a flawless human body. Before learning the Savage Tiger Fist, he wouldn't have even been able to estimate his opponent's abilities.

"...This hurts my pride. Five of us against one apostle?" The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom clicked her tongue in disbelief, but still, she nocked an arrow to her bowstring, her eyes tracking the Fourth Apostle's every movement.

Baek Suryong stood at the forefront of the unorthodox leaders and stared intently at his former trainee. While the others moved into formation, the Fourth Apostle remained still and simply observed them expressionlessly.

He's gotten stronger.

He could feel a transcendent presence from his former trainee. The man seemed to distort the very air around him just by standing still.

Number Four.

That boy had been a frustratingly straightforward child, and the only trainee who had never rebelled against his master. Each day, he would silently complete his assigned training, then collapse soundlessly upon returning to his room. 

Although he had the lowest aptitude for martial arts of the four, Baek Suryong had predicted that patience and perseverance would one day lead him to greatness. Now, it seemed his prediction had been correct.

He's surpassed Master Maeng in his prime.

Oddly, like Number Three, his outward appearance had barely changed even though fifty years had passed. Only the youthful sparkle in his eyes was gone, replaced by a gaze as tranquil as a stone weathered by time.

Sensing everyone's fighting spirit, the Fourth Apostle's left eyebrow twitched ever so slightly.

"Be careful," Baek Suryong warned, gathering his inner qi.

With three unorthodox leaders and two of the Ten Supremes, they were a formidable force, with enough power to annihilate most sects overnight. Nevertheless, the five masters were overwhelmed with a sense of hopelessness, as if they were facing an insurmountable wall.

"Hoo..." The Fourth Apostle exhaled slowly, then moved.

In an instant, his figure vanished.

CLANG!!

Baek Suryong barely raised his sword to block the fist and was sent flying back over thirty meters. Even though he had deflected the force of the blow, his hands still throbbed with pain.

At the same time, the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom's arrow shot out like a beam of light, precisely aiming for the apostle's brow.

CRUNCH!

The Fourth Apostle caught the incoming arrow with his hand and crushed it. Any master in the murim could perform such a feat, but it was a completely different story when the archer was the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom.

"Crazy bastard," she groaned as she repeatedly drew her bowstring, unleashing streaks of lightning.

Dozens of arrows rained down upon the Fourth Apostle.

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

Though the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom could not imbue the arrows with her full power in such rapid succession, each arrow had enough force to shatter boulders and pierce steel plates.

Nevertheless, none of the arrows left a single scratch on the Fourth Apostle's body. A translucent, protective enhanced qi shielded his entire form.

STOMP! STOMP!

He charged at her, deflecting the arrows with his body as if they weren't worth dodging. The distance between them closed in an instant.

SWOOSH!

His fist grazed the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom's face by a hair's breadth. 

She retreated with extremely swift movement arts, when a chill suddenly ran down her spine. "Watch out!"

The Blue-Eyed Freak and the Viridian Scholar simultaneously charged at the Fourth Apostle from behind. A fierce energy gathered on their weapons and palms as they prepared their ultimate techniques.

SWISH!

The Fourth Apostle spun around and swung his hand in a wide arc. The air distorted for a moment and a great vortex formed, disrupting the Viridian Scholar's and Blue Eyed Freak's attacks slightly. Seizing the opportunity, he struck at the pair with both palms. 

The two grit their teeth and countered the attack.

BOOM!

With a sound like a bursting drum, the Viridian Scholar and the Blue-Eyed Freak were both sent flying backward. Their faces pale, they struggled to breathe.

Although they had deflected as much force as possible by remembering Baek Suryong's warning, they still felt as if their insides had been violently shaken. Their hands, which had made direct contact, quivered uncontrollably.

FWOOSH!

The Fourth Apostle immediately closed in on the Viridian Scholar. 

For a moment, a flicker of doubt appeared in his eyes. He, too, recognized the bandit boss's martial arts and thought they were worth a closer look.

SHAW!

Before he could attack, though, a sorcerous fog spread across the battlefield, cast by the Phantom King. His senses ran wild, and illusions of ghosts began to appear.

Angry, he stomped his foot.

BOOOOM!

With that single stomp, all the impure qi was blasted away.

"What a monster..." the Phantom King gasped, but he froze when he saw a fist flying toward him, filling his field of vision. He hastily retreated and called for his jiangshi, but it was too late.

CLANG!

Fortunately, Baek Suryong intercepted the attack, deflecting it to the side. In that time, the Phantom King had retreated to a safe distance.

His eyes met the Fourth Apostle's. Gritting his teeth, he groaned, "How heavy... Just how brutally have you trained?"

"......" The Fourth Apostle stared blankly at Baek Suryong for a moment before forcefully shaking him off.

The Viridian Scholar and the Blue-Eyed Freak charged in again. The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom aimed her bow, watching for an opening, while the Phantom King shook his bell and mumbled an incantation.

Looking at the masters surrounding him, the Fourth Apostle furrowed his brow, as if acknowledging they were not easy opponents. There was not a hint of fear in his eyes, however.

RUMBLE! RUMBLE!

Every time he swung his fist, the atmosphere trembled. When he stomped his foot, the mountain shook. He pressured the top masters, displaying his formidable divine might.

Conversely, the more Baek Suryong received the Fourth Apostle's attacks, the more his expression darkened , and it wasn't simply because his former trainee's fists were difficult to withstand.
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CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

A curtain of darkness blanketed the sky. Each time the pitch-black energy split open, crimson streaks of blood were revealed, resembling torn flesh. Through the gaps, two peerless masters who seemingly existed in a different world could be glimpsed.

Raging waves of qi turned Mount Heng into ruins. Ancient trees fell, and the ground was carved with marks as if clawed by a dragon.

"Were you waiting for your comrade? Are you afraid I might run away again?" the Black Snake Alliance Chairman asked.

"......" The Third Apostle did not answer.

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman snorted. Hah! I was a fool for believing those who called me the world's strongest bladesman.

He was the owner of a clownish title created by a small jianghu where the Blood Cult had vanished, by the weak praising each other. Little wonder the Third Apostle found it laughable.

"Well, now that your comrade has arrived, I suppose I'll get to see your full power?"

The Third Apostle muttered, "...I should have killed you back then."

Ten years ago, the Black Snake Alliance Chairman was no match for him, but that was no longer the case. The Bladesman had returned as a troublesome and annoying foe.

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman burst out laughing and said, "Haha! That's the highest praise."

FWOOSH!

The Third Apostle unleashed his suppressed killing intent, instantly replacing half of the Black Snake Alliance Chairman's darkness with crimson.

ROOOOAR!

From the red sky, the Asura of the Blood Heaven roared. 

The Third Apostle's mental imagery had taken astonishingly vivid form. Skin touched by that formidable killing intent stung as if cut.

"As expected...!" The Black Snake Alliance Chairman bared his teeth and grinned.

Yes, this is the true face of an apostle! An unbeatable monster, a despairing existence that doesn't feel human. 

"Oh, Apostle."

To fight you again, I lived the last ten years as if they were a hundred.

"I believe it's time I take back what I left with you last time."

"...What are you talking about?"

"The title of the world's strongest bladesman. I'll take it back."

The Third Apostle's brow twitched at the arrogant declaration. His expression, indifferent to any provocation, finally distorted. "...You're dreaming a futile dream."

Nevertheless, he had to admit that the bladesman before him was not an opponent he could cut down while distracted. One of the people fighting Number Four unnerved him, but he had to focus on the greater threat before him.

"...I'll kill you."

"Of course. Try your hardest, won't you?"

The two peerless bladesmen charged, aiming for each other's lives. The trajectories of their blades intertwined fiercely, splitting the sky again and again.
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"What... what kind of monster is that...?" The Phantom King stared at the Fourth Apostle, appalled. Though hidden by the jade mask, his face was stricken with terror.

The unorthodox leaders gathered here were all top masters and hegemons of their regions who could wield enhanced qi. Still, their attacks were almost completely ineffective against the Blood Cult apostle. His body was so robust that it brought to mind the legendary Vajra Body. Attacks below a certain level were completely ineffective. 

Only attacks imbued with enhanced qi could deal any damage, but even those were blocked by the defensive enhanced qi that flawlessly enveloped his entire body.

"...Can defensive qi even be that sturdy?" the Viridian Scholar gasped, exhausted.

"Even attacks that penetrate the skin and damage the interior don't work at all. Just how in the world did he train his body...?" Blue Eyed Freak added.

"......" The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom could not focus properly. Her gaze occasionally shifted toward the Black Snake Alliance Chairman. Formidable shockwaves erupted one after another from that direction.

Maeng Ryonghwi remained silent, his face like an expressionless corpse. His exhaustion was palpable. He had been the one receiving the Fourth Apostle's attacks head-on and protecting the others.

The Phantom King quickly assessed his chances and made a decision. He contacted the apostle telepathically. [I'm the Phantom King, the Sect Leader of the Mount Mo Sect. Apostle, I have a proposal for you.]

He didn't feel a shred of guilt. After all, his relationship with the other leaders was based on mutual interest. If the situation changed, so too would their alliance. In that case, it was better to strike first before someone else betrayed them.

[The Mount Mo Sect will cooperate with the Blood Cult. I'll help you kill these men right now. In return, please promise me a few things. First, leave their corpses as intact as possible so that...]

The Fourth Apostle paused his attack and seemed to give a slight nod.

A sinister smile spread beneath the Phantom King's jade mask.

[I'll take that as agreement. Then let's kill the most annoying one, Maeng Ryonghwi, first.]

"......"

The Phantom King, who had been standing in the back, suddenly charged forward. It looked as if he were attacking the apostle, but he was actually aiming for Baek Suryong's back.

SWISH!

Unfortunately, Baek Suryong sensed something was wrong and quickly veered to the side.

WHOOSH!

The Phantom King's nails clawed through the empty air, barely grazing Baek Suryong's shoulder.

"Phantom King! What are you doing?" the Viridian Scholar shouted, his face enraged after witnessing the scene. Blue Eyed Freak and the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom's expressions also hardened.

"Betrayal?"

"We should've killed him sooner..."

The Phantom King turned his back to the Fourth Apostle and clicked his tongue. "Tsk. You're quick on the uptake, but now that I've changed allegiances, none of you will leave this place alive."

RING! RING!

He rang his bell, and the jiangshi protecting him scattered and charged at the unorthodox leaders.

The unorthodox leaders tensed. The jiangshi themselves were hardly a threat. The problem was the Phantom King, who was letting out a strange laugh, and the Fourth Apostle behind him. They could not gain the upper hand when it was five against one, and now the balance of power was clearly in their enemies' favor.

The Phantom King cackled, certain of his victory. "Oh, Apostle. Don't forget my contribution. For your reference, I've always been interested in the Blood Cult's sorcery..."

GRAB!

A large hand seized the Phantom King's shoulder. Startled by the immense force, he spun around. "W-Why...?!"

He did not hear an answer. No, he could not hear the answer.

The Fourth Apostle ripped him in half as if he were a piece of paper.



Translator's Note: There will be no Master Baek later today as I am going to The Witcher 3's 10th Anniversary Concert.


Chapter 466: You Must Kill Him

RIIIP!

The Phantom King couldn't even let out a proper scream before his body, torn in two, was flung onto the ground. Tears of blood flowed from the eyeholes of the jade mask, intestines spilled out along with blood, and a disgusting metallic scent spread through the air.

"Guk, gurgle..."

THUD! THUD!

As the purple robe that had been twitching like it was having a seizure stopped moving, the jiangshi controlled by the Phantom King crumpled to the ground one after another.

"...It's hard to laugh at his misfortune when our situation isn't very good either." The Viridian Scholar let out a deep sigh and prepared for the Fourth Apostle's subsequent attack.

The Phantom King's sorcery had hindered the Fourth Apostle's movements even just a little, and the other martial artists were able to secure time to attack or defend during that opening. However, the balance that was barely being maintained had collapsed due to the bastard's betrayal just moments ago.

Although it was surprising and fortunate that the Fourth Apostle killed the Phantom King right away, the fact that they were at a disadvantage remained unchanged.

Above all, Senior Brother isn't in his normal state.

The Viridian Scholar glanced toward Baek Suryong, who was unable to display his true abilities for various reasons.

"Huff... huff..." Baek Suryong panted. He clenched his teeth, seemingly fighting harder than anyone else.

BOOM! KABOOM! KABOOM!

Since the fight began, he clashed head-on with the Fourth Apostle more frequently than anyone else, and hence suffered the most injuries. It was no exaggeration to say that he deflected the vast majority of the dangerous attacks. He had already saved the Viridian Scholar and Blue Eyed Freak several times.

Nevertheless, the Viridian Scholar felt that Baek Suryong wasn't performing at his usual level. His body moved sluggishly, as if he were carrying a ton of iron. His expression, normally confident, now flashed with agony whenever he swung his sword, as if he was reluctant to harm the enemy.

"Everyone, focus!" Baek Suryong shouted, wiping the blood from the corner of his mouth with the back of his hand.

In truth, he was only pretending to be fine. His body was trembling from the aftermath of blocking the Fourth Apostle's reckless attacks, and he had sustained more serious injuries than anyone else.

We might have to bury our bones here.

As he watched that sight, the Viridian Scholar was struck by a sudden realization, prompting him to reflect deeply.

Since when...? Before I knew it, I was always relying on Senior Brother.

He had already guessed that Baek Suryong and the Blood Cult had a complicated history. He didn't know the detailed story of how the young man inherited the martial arts of the Bandit King, who fell into the Blood Cult's trap and was imprisoned, and he didn't bother to ask either. He believed that his Senior Brother would tell him someday, when he was ready.

Even now, his thoughts remained unchanged. He trusted Baek Suryong and depended on him. Also, he wanted to repay the kindness he received, even if only a little.

...Since I've only been receiving, I should repay him at least once.

The Viridian Scholar's eyes shone with determination as he assumed the starting stance of the Savage Tiger Fist.

The Fourth Apostle's pupils dilated in recognition.

BOOM!

The earth was pushed back with a single stomp as he narrowed the distance in an instant and reached for the Viridian Scholar.

"Dodge!" Baek Suryong immediately roared from behind the Fourth Apostle.

The Viridian Scholar ignored him. Instead, he calmed his breathing and prepared to receive his opponent's attack.

Just once.

He had practiced the martial arts left by the Bandit King for several decades. His past efforts greatly reduced the time he needed to master the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest. As such, he could predict the movements of the Fourth Apostle, who had also trained in the same martial arts, albeit just a little.

If it's just once... I can create an opening.

SWISH!

He boldly dove into the Fourth Apostle's embrace.

"!" Faint surprise appeared on the Fourth Apostle's face. It had been decades since an opponent had chosen to close in rather than fall back. Even when he sparred with the other apostles, they always kept their distance from Number Four.

Furthermore, this bandit's outer arts mastery wasn't trivial enough that he could ignore the man.

The Viridian Scholar smiled broadly as he met the Fourth Apostle's eyes. "There are few people who know how big guys think as well as I do."

WHIRL!

He twisted his body violently to add rotational force to his next attack. Then, with all of his energy, he slammed his shoulder into the Fourth Apostle's chest.

WHAM!

The Tiger Smashes the Mountain of the Savage Tiger Fist, which had blown away the Giant Spirit Boss in a single hit, struck the Fourth Apostle.

"It worked!" Blue Eyed Freak exclaimed, his deep blue eyes glittering as he rushed at the Fourth Apostle.

Similarly, the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom drew her bowstring with lightning speed.

This was an opportunity the Viridian Scholar had risked his life to seize. They had to inflict significant damage on the Fourth Apostle!

Despite the desperate situation, the Fourth Apostle remained calm. At the moment of impact, he relaxed the muscles of his entire body to disperse the shock and reached out to grab the Viridian Scholar's shoulder. At the same time, he rotated his body using his left foot as an axis, letting the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom's arrow graze past his face. He also kicked up his right foot to deflect Blue Eyed Freak's attack.

All of those movements happened in the blink of an eye.

"Urgh!" The Viridian Scholar tried to push the Fourth Apostle's hand away, but it didn't budge.

Ultimately, he had only recently mastered the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest. In contrast, the Fourth Apostle had already surpassed the late Bandit King.

CRACK!

"...!" The Viridian Scholar clenched his teeth in pain. His shoulder was dislocated. If he hadn't anticipated and prepared for the Fourth Apostle's retaliation in advance, his arm would have been torn off entirely.

The Fourth Apostle furrowed his brow and applied more force to his hand, determined to rip off the Viridian Scholar's arm and incapacitate him for good.

SWISH!

A blinding white sword flash cleaved down upon his arm.

The Fourth Apostle immediately let go of the Viridian Scholar and retreated. No regret was visible in the eyes. The Viridian Scholar was no longer in a state to fight.

"Junior Brother!" Baek Suryong shouted, grabbing the Viridian Scholar and pulling the man to the rear. "Junior Brother, are you okay?"

"...I'm fine," the Viridian Scholar mumbled, though he was breaking out in a cold sweat.

The shoulder dislocation wasn't his only injury. In that short moment, the Fourth Apostle had fractured all the bones in his right arm and damaged his muscles. If he did not get this injury treated in time, he might never be able to use his arm again.

"Sorry, Senior Brother... I tried to create an opportunity..."

"Shut up and rest here," Baek Suryong muttered, looking unspeakably pained.

After quickly sealing a few acupoints to prevent the Viridian Scholar's condition from worsening, he stepped forward again.

Now, along with the Phantom King, even the Viridian Scholar had retired from the battlefield. Their situation was getting more and more dire.

"Apostle!" Blue Eyed Freak screamed. His blue eyes were turning from blue to dark navy, proof that he was drawing upon more inner qi than he could handle.

He had held a grudge against the Blood Cult for a long time. Upon meeting the Fourth Apostle, a leader of the Cult, his pent-up resentment exploded like ignited gunpowder.

SLASH!

His sword drew blood, cutting the Fourth Apostle's forearm.

Blue Eyed Freak immediately leaped back and giggled. "It seems you get tired, too. Your enhanced protective qi is weaker than it was before."

"......"

The Blue Eyes Demonic Art was the martial art practiced by the Blood Demon's shadow bodyguards, and focused on training the eyes to the extreme. Having blue eyes was a side effect of that training. 

Blue Eyed Freak examined the Fourth Apostle with his eye technique pushed to its limits. The bastard was by no means unscathed after the long battle. The section of skin hit by the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom's arrow was swollen, and he and the Viridian Scholar's repeated attacks had inflicted considerable damage on the man's thick muscles. Baek Suryong's sword had also scored several cuts on his skin.

Grinning, he taunted, "...Curious. Will you be able to keep your mouth shut like now even if your limbs are cut off or a sword is stuck in your heart?"

"......" The Fourth Apostle didn't react to Blue Eyed Freak's provocation, nor did he reply. He simply stood there like a great mountain.

Blue Eyed Freak scowled like an evil spirit. "Do you know the Blue Eyes Demonic Art?" he asked drearily, his voice dripping with malice.

"......"

"It's one of the martial arts that you forced people to learn in the Blood Cult's laboratories. You kidnapped young children and forced them to learn how to kill while beating them. Even though you knew the majority of them would die, you still went ahead with it... Surely you won't try to deny it, will you?"

"......"

"...Are you saying I'm not even worth answering?"

Blue Eyed Freak's eyes burned with fury. It was no exaggeration to say that the screams and pain caused by the Blood Cult during his childhood had molded him into who he was now.

"If you bastards had any human emotions, you wouldn't have done such things in the first place."

He chuckled to himself. In the first place, he never sought a grand victory. He just craved revenge.

How many times have I imagined tearing my enemies apart and killing them for ruining my and my friends' lives?

"Kukuku..."

At this moment, he forgot that he was the leader of the Valley of Evil.

CRACK, CRACKLE!

He charged the Blue Eyes Demonic Art with full power. Veins bulged on his body, his muscles swelled, and an intense blue aura surrounded him.

RUMBLE!

He succumbed to the rampage of the demonic art. The inner qi forcefully running through the acupoints of his entire body gave him more than double his usual strength, but the toll it took on his body wouldn't be remedied with just a few days of recuperation.

He might become crippled or even die, but he didn't care. He would do anything to kill the enemy in front of his eyes.

"Do you see the vengeful spirits of my friends hovering around me? They're screaming for me to tear you to shreds!"

Blue-Eyed Freak rushed in like a thunderbolt, giggling like a madman. Dark, navy-colored qi swirled around the daggers he held in both hands, taking the form of saw blades.

"Blue-Eyed Freak! Stop!" Baek Suryong roared as he rushed at the Fourth Apostle with him, but Blue-Eyed Freak heard nothing.

"Die! I'm taking you down with me!"

Tears of blood dripped from the blue eyes that had drawn on inner qi beyond their limit. Blue-Eyed Freak's determination and power raised his attack power to a level that not even the Ten Supremes would dare underestimate.

SMASH!

Still, it was insufficient to bring down the martial artist with the most outstanding protective enhanced qi among the apostles.

The Fourth Apostle blocked Blue-Eyed Freak's attack with his left forearm, then immediately counterattacked by thrusting his right hand at the berserk demon's chest.

CRUNCH!

Blue Eyed Freak's chest caved in, and he vomited blood from his mouth. Thanks to Baek Suryong snatching the back of his neck and dragging him back at the moment of impact, though, he narrowly avoided instant death.

Still, even while blood poured from his eyes and mouth, he glared menacingly at the Fourth Apostle. "Cough! Cough! Is this all..."

SMACK THWACK WHACK!

The Fourth Apostle parried and deflected the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom's arrows, which rained down one after another. Unlike before, however, blood dripped every time he moved.

The wound Blue Eyed Freak left on him was by no means shallow. The last ditch move had successfully slashed through his defensive enhanced qi and tough muscles, leaving a forearm wound so deep that white bone was exposed. 

Finally, he had sustained a severe injury.

"Baek Suryong..." Blue Eyed Freak reached out and gripped Baek Suryong's collar tightly, staring at him with a face full of desperation, malice, and simmering anger. "You must... kill him..."

"...Rest now."

Baek Suryong sealed Blue Eyed Freak's acupoints and set the bones as an emergency measure. Fortunately, the fool's life wasn't in immediate danger.

"Fuck."

Swearing, he rose back to his feet.


Chapter 467: On His Heart

Baek Suryong surveyed the ruined field, his expression dark. The Phantom King lay torn in half. Blue-Eyed Freak was lying on the ground, vomiting blood. The Viridian Scholar slumped unconscious against a tree, his face pale and his shoulder shattered.

The world was drenched in vivid crimson, just like the world praised by the Blood Cult.

And all of it was created by the apostle who was once his student.

"This probably barely scratches the surface of what you've done, huh?"

The Fourth Apostle continued to fight relentlessly. His body bled from countless wounds, yet still he drove the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom back with terrifying ferocity.

BOOOOM!

She barely avoided his next strike and leaped away.

"Crazy..." she muttered, a chill running down her spine.

Only she and Baek Suryong were still able to fight. They were both members of the Ten Supremes, revered by the murim, yet all that felt meaningless before the Fourth Apostle.

I expected him to be strong, but this is nuts...

If she wasn't one of the fastest among the Ten Supremes, or if the Viridian Scholar and Blue Eyed Freak had not worn the Fourth Apostle out, she would already have been crushed.

She glanced toward the Black Snake Alliance Chairman.

Fuck... He's fighting something like that all by himself?

Before she knew it, the two bladesmen had taken their duel far away. Off in the distance, black and red energy waves collided like wild beasts fighting to the death.

She bit her lip at the destructive sight.

"...Don't you dare die on me, idiot."

If she were alone, she would have fled long ago. She was not someone who clung to pride.

However, if she backed off now, the monster in front of her might charge toward the Black Snake Alliance Chairman. She had to hold him back here no matter what it took.

CREAK...

She drew her bowstring, closed one eye, and aimed at the Fourth Apostle below her.

"As for you... hurry up and just die already!"

BOOM!

The Fourth Apostle shot upward, crushing the ground, and approached the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom so quickly that he appeared blurry. Even so, her sharp eyes tracked him. She had been waiting for him.

SWISH!

Blood sprayed everywhere like a fountain as her arrow grazed the Fourth Apostle's shoulder, piercing through his defensive qi. 

He has definitely weakened.

Unfortunately, as the price of that shot, she had left herself exposed to danger.

RUMBLE!

A swirling mass of deadly energy formed around the Fourth Apostle's fist. 

The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom knew that even a graze would end her at close range. Still, she ignored the danger and nocked another arrow. She could see someone rushing in from the apostle's flank.

Maeng Ryonghwi.

He was a very suspicious man. She hesitated to trust him, but she trusted the Black Snake Alliance Chairman's judgment and her own instincts.

Thankfully, both of them were correct about the man.

CLANG!

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword blocked the blow meant for her.

Baek Suryong grimaced at the pain shooting up his arm to his shoulder, but clenched his teeth and parried the blow aside.

Meanwhile, the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom fired again, sending the Fourth Apostle retreating back to the ground.

THUD!

"......" His eyebrow twitched, and his mouth tightened with displeasure.

"Hoo..." The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom landed beside Baek Suryong, exhausted. "I guess that monster is human after all."

"......" The Fourth Apostle stayed silent.

The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom clicked her tongue. "He's tired too. We can do this if you pull yourself together."

"...I'm already doing my best," Baek Suryong grumbled.

The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom snorted. "Don't make me laugh. You're not this weak."

As one of the Ten Supremes, she could notice details that others missed. Despite looking battered and strained beyond his limits, she could tell that Baek Suryong hadn't given it his all.

She continued, "The Chairman never told me who you were, but I had my suspicions, and... I guess I was right, huh?"

The cloth wrapped around Baek Suryong's sword had been torn away, and through the gaps in the broken scabbard, she could see the gleaming Azure Dragon Sword.

Naturally, she recognized the young hero who had shaken the Blood Cult time and time again.

"Since you killed so many demonic cultists, I assumed you had a deep grudge against them. I didn't know you could use the same martial arts, though. I happened to overhear Blue Eyed Freak's story, but were you in a similar situation?"

"...You could say that." Baek Suryong smiled bitterly. Blue Eyed Freak's past and Number 27's pasts were indeed very similar. They were both children who were kidnapped by the Blood Cult and forced to learn demonic arts.

"......" The Fourth Apostle listened to their conversation quietly.

"If that's the case, then..." The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom tilted her head in confusion. For some reason, Baek Suryong's attitude toward the apostle was nothing like Blue Eyed Freak's. "...Why are you hesitating? He's your enemy."

Baek Suryong shrugged. "I didn't hesitate, I just needed to warm up a bit."

"...Men who play dumb at times like this are usually unpopular."

"You have simple taste in men, eh?"

"...Shut up. If you hesitate any longer, we're going to die. Snap out of it."

Baek Suryong nodded and stepped forward. He recalled what the Black Snake Alliance Chairman had told him.


"I don't know why you're doubting yourself like this, but you won't be able to cut anything properly in your current state."



At that time, he had agonized over the fact that he might soon meet his former trainees, who had become apostles.

Why do I keep hesitating?

He lowered his head. In a fight like this, hesitation was a shackle. Because of it, he failed to stop his junior brother's arm from breaking. Because of it, he watched his allies scream as their blood spilled all over the ground.

This was payback for the mistakes he had made in his previous life.

Just then, the Fourth Apostle began his slow advance. The tension in the air reached a fever pitch.

Baek Suryong finally acknowledged his former student properly. "Let's... stop now."

In response, however, the Fourth Apostle stomped hard on the ground and closed the distance.

WHOOOOSH!

A large fist hurtled straight at Baek Suryong with the speed and power of a divine weapon, grazing his cheek and whipping his hair in every direction.

WHIRL!

Baek Suryong pivoted on one foot to dodge, then knocked the Fourth Apostle's fist upward with the Divine Azure Dragon Sword before delivering a slash across his waist.

CRACK!

Sparks burst from collision between sword and defensive qi.

"......" The Fourth Apostle's eyes widened faintly. 

Baek Suryong could see surprise, admiration, and a flicker of anger reflected in those eyes. "You still haven't kicked that bad habit of twitching your eyebrow whenever you're frustrated," he muttered.

"......"

Baek Suryong brushed past the Fourth Apostle, who spun around and delivered a hand blade strike aimed at his heart.

SWISH!

Baek Suryong let the attack slip through the gap between his armpit and waist, clamped down, grabbed the trapped arm, and twisted.

CRACK...!

He nearly succeeded at dislocating the joint, but the Fourth Apostle's ridiculously strong muscles tightened, preventing severe injury. He raised his arm, lifting Baek Suryong clear off the ground, and slammed down.

BOOOOM!

Baek Suryong released the Fourth Apostle just before impact and leaped back. 

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

Immediately, an arrow barrage poured down from above. An enormous cloud of dust engulfed them.

Moments later, the Fourth Apostle walked out, brushing away the layer of dust that had settled on him.

"Ptui!" Spitting blood to the side, he thumped his fists together like a gorilla.

BANG!

A shockwave burst outward, deflecting the arrows. Then, with a flick of his hand, he sent them flying back at his attacker.

"...How dare you!"

Rage flashed in the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom's eyes, but she quickly grabbed the arrows with telekinesis, letting them hover around her. She nocked a few arrows and fired the rest like hidden weapons.

"Ugh..." Baek Suryong groaned, but he charged again, ignoring the pain that radiated through his bones with every clash.

The ground split open beneath their feet, and everything became a blur.

SPLURT!

Blood burst from the Fourth Apostle's hand.

THUD!

Baek Suryong was sent flying from a punch and coughed violently.

Blood smeared both warriors' bodies, and their clothes were nearly shredded. Still, neither backed down.

The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom lowered her bow without realizing it. The fight had reached a point where any interference would be dangerous.

BOOOOM!

A heavy blow forced Baek Suryong and the Fourth Apostle apart, giving them both time for a quick breather.

"...Soul Hunting Bow Phantom," Baek Suryong gasped, wiping blood from his lips. 

The Fourth Apostle immediately glared daggers at him, but he needed time to stem the bleeding from his countless wounds.

"Speak." The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom sighed. Somehow, she had a feeling she already knew what he would ask.

As expected, Baek Suryong said, "Leave this place to me. Take the wounded and retreat somewhere safe."

He glanced toward the Viridian Scholar and Blue Eyed Freak. Even after moving them earlier, their safety was not guaranteed if the fight intensified.

"Please, I beg of you."

The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom hesitated for a moment, but eventually nodded. Nevertheless, Baek Suryong's expression resembled a final farewell, and she had seen someone else make that exact same expression ten years ago.

"...Men, seriously."

After a moment, she turned away. Part of it was because of his request, and another part was concern for the Black Snake Alliance Chairman.

"Don't die. The Chairman took a liking to you."

She carried the unconscious pair away. As they passed, the Fourth Apostle did not look at them.

""......""

Now, only two battered men remained.

"...Will you give me a chance to explain?" Baek Suryong choked.

The Fourth Apostle shook his head.

Baek Suryong nodded. "Understood. I'll beat you down and then explain."

RUMBLE!

His pupils glowed crimson, while his hair reddened and whipped about despite the lack of wind. The demonic qi of the Heaven Defying Divine Art surged like a storm.

"......" The Fourth Apostle did not look surprised, as if he had expected this.

VROOOOM!

Energy rippled from his body as well.

[This is...!] The Divine Azure Dragon Sword vibrated with shock. 

Baek Suryong asked, [What's wrong?]

[I sense the Blood Demon's energy inside him.]

Baek Suryong froze. "...What?"

[The Blood Demon's sorcery! It's engraved on his heart!]


Chapter 468: You're Asking If I Can Do It?

"...What?" Baek Suryong asked the Divine Azure Dragon Sword even as he kept his guard up against the Fourth Apostle, [What do you mean, you sense the Blood Demon's sorcery?]

Conversing with the Divine Azure Dragon Sword in front of the Fourth Apostle wouldn't necessarily reveal her identity, but since this involved the Blood Demon, it was better to err on the side of caution.

[...How cruel. To think he carved sorcery into a living person's heart. I can't imagine how terribly painful it must have been...]

Baek Suryong felt a powerful wave of emotion hit him as the Divine Azure Dragon Sword's sorrow and rage were conveyed directly to him.

[Like yours, I couldn't see the Fourth Apostle's fate at all, but now I understand. It was because his fate had been bound by a heaven-defying spell. Oh my goodness, just how horrifying is the Blood Demon?]

VWOOONG!

The blade of the Divine Azure Dragon Sword vibrated, emitting spiritual qi.

The Fourth Apostle narrowed his eyes and frowned, instinctively repulsed by that pure energy.

BOOM!

He took a step forward, shifting his center of gravity to the front. 

Baek Suryong was familiar with this movement. Number Four had a habit of always doing this right before an attack.

Anyway, he didn't exactly have the leisure to hear the details from the Divine Azure Dragon Sword. Channeling the Heaven Defying Divine Art, he quickly asked, [That spell. What exactly does it do?]

[I need to examine the sorcery a bit more to know for sure, but my guess is...]

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword trailed off, but Baek Suryong could guess the Blood Demon's intentions well enough without hearing it.

[It's either a sorcery to enforce eternal loyalty or something to strengthen the restrictions already in place.]

[...Yes, probably.]

Baek Suryong bit his lip. As expected, the Blood Demon or the Demonic Strategist must have done that to ensure that no matter how strong the Fourth Apostle became in the future, he would never harbor thoughts of betrayal or seek freedom.

No wonder it felt strange.

The current Number Four had surpassed Master Maeng, and it was likely the same for the others. Regardless of how intense the restrictions and brainwashing they experienced as children were, it was abnormal for a peerless master who had transcended human limits to remain mind-controlled.

However, he could understand why it was like that if a transcendent existence like the Blood Demon was involved.

WHOOSH!

Suddenly, a fierce wind assaulted him, and a giant fist filled his vision. The Fourth Apostle didn't miss even the slightest lapse in his opponent's focus.

CLANG!

A thunderous roar erupted as Baek Suryong slid backward. Thankfully, the Divine Azure Dragon Sword was sturdy enough to deflect the attack, as any other weapon would have shattered from that impact.

The Fourth Apostle didn't give Baek Suryong time to catch his breath. He unleashed a barrage of attacks, determined not to lose the initiative he had seized.

RUMBLE!

Despite his injuries, the Fourth Apostle hadn't weakened at all. Rather, the force behind each of his strikes seemed even greater than before, as if he were venting his anger.

"Kuh...!" Groaning, Baek Suryong frantically blocked the Fourth Apostle's relentless onslaught. If he slipped up even once, his entire body would be crushed.

Despite using the Heaven Defying Divine Art, he couldn't gain the upper hand. Since the Fourth Apostle had never learned demonic arts, but rather the Bandit King's divine art, he was unaffected by the Blood Demon Eyes.

RUMBLE...!

The ground where the two were fighting sank lower and lower with each impact. 

Baek Suryong clenched his teeth and called upon the Divine Azure Dragon Sword. [Is there no way to remove the sorcery carved into his heart?]

[If you could make direct contact, even for a moment, I could give it a try...]

WHAM!

Baek Suryong deflected the Fourth Apostle's roundhouse kick.

[What do you mean by direct contact? What do I have to do?]

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword paused for a moment before replying, [...If you let me touch the Fourth Apostle's heart, even for a moment, I might be able to remove the spell carved there.]

"......" Baek Suryong ground to a halt, hesitating.

SWISH!

Above his head, the Fourth Apostle's foot swooped down like an axe. Baek Suryong stared blankly at the terrifying sight before spinning his body around and executing a powerful back kick, matching the Fourth Apostle's leg technique move for move.

BOOM!

Baek Suryong allowed himself to be propelled backward by the force of the collision, widening the distance between them. However, the Fourth Apostle pursued him immediately, refusing to give him even a moment of respite.

BOOM! RUMBLE!

Severed red hair fluttered in the air as the two combatants exchanged dozens of blows in rapid succession.

Baek Suryong winced painfully. [...You want me to stab his heart?]

[......] The Divine Azure Dragon Sword couldn't bring herself to acknowledge that. She could sense Baek Suryong's agitation through their mental connection.

However, Baek Suryong no longer tried to avoid thinking about the worst-case scenario. [What happens if the sorcery is removed?]

[...I can't be certain, but the Blood Demon's influence on the Fourth Apostle will decrease. There's a chance... he might even break free from the restrictions that have bound his soul for so long.]

It wasn't definitive, just a theory, and the odds were extremely low.

Still, Baek Suryong couldn't ignore it.

"...You should've told me that earlier, damn it!"

CLANG!

Feeling a repulsive force unlike anything he had felt before, the Fourth Apostle ceased his offensive and retreated briefly. The look in Baek Suryong's eyes had suddenly changed.

The Blood Demon Eyes were shining like jewels. 

The instructor was still staring at him stiffly, but a new resolve now shone in his eyes.

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword said worriedly, [Can you really do it? If you make even a slight mistake, you'll end up killing your own student!]

She knew how Baek Suryong felt about his former students. If he made even the slightest mistake and stabbed the Fourth Apostle's heart, could he live with the result?

"You're asking if I can do it?"

Flames blazed in Baek Suryong's eyes. He knew what the Divine Azure Dragon Sword was afraid of. He understood how dangerous a plan this was against a peerless master who could adjust his movements dozens of times in a split second.

However, having found the only method that might save his old trainee, dismissing it was impossible.

"If that's the only way I can help him, then I'll do it no matter what it takes."

WHOOSH!

Baek Suryong's fighting style changed dramatically. His resolve had sparked a metamorphosis. Clad in crimson enhanced qi, his tattered robes burst apart as he disappeared for an instant before reappearing in front of the Fourth Apostle.

The Fourth Apostle didn't dodge and swung his fist.

CLANG...!

Baek Suryong locked eyes with his old student. For a moment, fist and sword competed for dominance.

"Number Four."

"......" The Fourth Apostle's eyebrow twitched. 

That was all he had in the way of a reaction. Since the old days, he had rarely expressed emotions.

Baek Suryong studied the countless scars on the Fourth Apostle's body. "There's no way those don't hurt, yet you don't let out a single groan, let alone a scream."

"......"

There was no answer. 

The Fourth Apostle pushed Baek Suryong away and swung his fist with destructive force.

SWISH!

His fist grazed the side of Baek Suryong's face, leaving a sharp cut. 

Blood flowed down Baek Suryong's cheek and dripped off. "You weren't like that from the start. It's because I told you to endure the pain, isn't it? I commanded you to become accustomed to suffering. Every time you failed and whimpered, I whipped you even more harshly."

"......"

Baek Suryong sighed. Number Four was a gentle soul unsuited for the Blood Cult, and had never once rebelled against him in the ten years they had known each other. That must have made it even more painful, yet at the time, Number 27 had only pushed him even harder, berating him for being weak-minded.

SLASH!

The Fourth Apostle's kick grazed Baek Suryong's shoulder, tearing flesh and spraying blood.

However, it was him, not Baek Suryong, whose emotions were shaken. His eyes, which had remained unfazed even when surrounded by the unorthodox leaders, shook as if an earthquake had hit.

"Do you recognize me now?"

"......" The Fourth Apostle shook off Baek Suryong with all his might and pounded the ground with both fists.

BOOM!

The ground collapsed and swallowed Baek Suryong, but the Fourth Apostle jumped in after him. Even in the pitch-black darkness, he spotted the jewel-like red eyes and swung his fists wildly.

BOOM! BANG! RUMBLE!

There was no way he wouldn't recognize that man. His opponent's face, voice, and identity weren't important. He had learned martial arts from that man for ten years. Above all else, the proof was in his martial arts.

He was confused at first, but now he was convinced. No, he had no choice but to believe his eyes, despite the ridiculousness of it all.

This man... is my old instructor, the person who taught me the strongest martial arts in the world.

"RAAAAAARGH!"

A rough, cracking scream burst from his damaged vocal cords, and blood vessels popped in his eyes. The emotions that had always remained perfectly suppressed in any situation exploded in an instant.

Baek Suryong bit his lip as he watched the Fourth Apostle rushing at him recklessly. "...As expected, your emotions weren't obliterated."

He just became overly skilled at hiding his feelings, to the point where he believed it himself.

He had deliberately stirred up the deeply buried past in his former student's heart, causing him to lose his reason and go into a frenzy.

And this was only the beginning.

"...I'll apologize later. For now, I have to defeat you."

The berserk Fourth Apostle rampaged like a madman. Baek Suryong dodged his fists and deflected his kicks. He advanced, constantly searching for a chance to thrust the Divine Azure Dragon Sword into his former trainee's chest.

Of course, the Fourth Apostle was still strong even after losing his marbles. He wasn't an opponent who would easily expose a vital point.

Baek Suryong had to use every trick in his arsenal. He employed meticulous psychological warfare, considering the opponent's martial arts, personality, habits, and everything else. Even if it meant paying a devastating price himself, he was determined to win.

"Let's see how much you've improved."

He threw the Divine Azure Dragon Sword to the ground and approached the Fourth Apostle, challenging him to a fistfight. 

The Fourth Apostle didn't refuse and swung his fist.

BOOM! RUMBLE!

Baek Suryong endured the steady barrage and continued to press forward.

Finally, he succeeded in pulling the Fourth Apostle into a tight embrace.

"...!"

For a moment, the Fourth Apostle's eyes widened in alarm, but soon killing intent flooded his gaze.

Physically, he was overwhelmingly superior. He squeezed Baek Suryong as if attempting to crush his bones right then and there. 

CRACK!

Baek Suryong's ribs fractured, but suddenly, pure white ice qi surged from every pore of his body. For the first time ever, he used the White Ice Divine Art in battle.

CRACKLE...!

The Fourth Apostle stood frozen. Without prior preparation, the cold made even his body temporarily sluggish.

"...I told you, right? That I'd defeat you no matter what," Baek Suryong gasped into his former student's ear. Hugging him tighter, he closed his eyes. "I'm sorry. I need you to endure the pain for a little longer."

SWOOSH!

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword, which he had thrown aside earlier, levitated into the air.

[You, don't tell me...! Telekinesis...!] The Divine Azure Dragon Sword exclaimed in shock, but before she could finish talking, the sword shot through space...

THUNK!

...And skewered right through Baek Suryong's back before plunging into the Fourth Apostle's chest.

"...!" The moment the Fourth Apostle felt the sword dig into his chest, he pushed Baek Suryong away as hard as he could.

Blood gushed from Baek Suryong's mouth. Wobbling, he stared at the Fourth Apostle. "Did it... reach?"

With a face distorted like a demon's, the Fourth Apostle stumbled toward Baek Suryong, but stopped and sank to his knees before reaching him.

Grabbing his head, he screamed in agony. "GRAAAAAAAAAH!"


Chapter 469: Back Off

So Jigwang had loved blades since he was a boy.

"I'm going to be the world's greatest bladesman!"

Adding the word 'bladesman' to 'world's greatest' made it sound even cooler. Whether it was a sword, a fist, or a spear, no weapon could compare to a blade. Even as a child who thought martial artists could fly and break rocks, he always chose the wooden dao when playing with friends.

Later, he followed an old martial artist to the Black Snake Alliance simply because of the dao at the man's waist. The old man had praised him, saying he had good bones. This led So Jigwang's parents to sell their son as a disciple for one silver tael. If life had gone differently, he might have died on the road while caring for the old man. 

Fortunately, So Jigwang was lucky. His master was first-rate at best, but he had a solid grasp of the fundamentals of bladesmanship. With his natural talent, So Jigwang caught the attention of the Black Snake Alliance's top experts in less than three years.

He met the girl who would become the Bow Phantom a little later.


"So, Jigwang? Why's your name so tacky?"

"Chu Biyeon is just as bad. You look just as mean as your name."

"Little Jigwang, today is a beautiful day. Would you like Noonim to beat you up?"

"Are you challenging me to a duel? Good! Draw your blade right now!"

"What the fuck are you saying? Why would I use a blade? Are you an idiot?"



On a clear day like today, he met a fierce-eyed girl named Chu Biyeon. She was close to his age and highly talented in martial arts. Although she wasn't a bladesman, they frequently crossed paths at events where the Black Snake Alliance's prodigies convened.

After that, many things happened.


"You want to duel with me? Haha! Do greenhorns have no fear?"

"Please spare me, Master! I didn't realize you were an expert."

"You fool! Why are you so reckless? You go crazy whenever you see a strong-looking bladesman!"

"That guy is the most dangerous bladesman since the Crazy Demon Hyonwon Hu. He should be designated a public enemy of the murim!"

"Does anyone here oppose me, Blade Demon So Jigwang, becoming the Black Snake Alliance Chairman?"

"The Black Snake Alliance Chairman defeated the Peng Clan Patriarch! A new world's greatest bladesman is born!"



So Jigwang traveled the world, meeting and dueling countless bladesmen. If fighting wasn't an option, they would discuss the blade all night. He won most of the time, lost a few matches, and sometimes settled for a draw. Still, he never doubted that he was the man most suited for the title of world's greatest bladesman.

"Kh... haha..." So Jigwang laughed as he coughed. The rock he leaned against was stained dark red from all the blood flowing from his wounds, yet a faint smile played on his lips as he reminisced about the past. "This must be what people mean when they say they experienced their life flashing before their eyes during their last moments."

"......" The Third Apostle of the Blood Cult stood before his opponent like a ghost. Like the Chairman, he was in rough shape. His martial arts uniform was shredded as if he had been in a hurricane, and he was drenched in blood. The deep gash on his chest was especially disturbing.

"Is that sorcery?" So Jigwang asked.

"......" The Third Apostle did not answer. No, he couldn't answer, because he didn't know how to explain the miracle that had just occurred, either. 

His opponent's blade had grazed his heart, yet he was still alive. Even more astonishingly, he had managed to block the Black Snake Alliance Chairman's finishing move from the Ultimate Blade Technique and launch a counterattack, dealing a fatal wound.

Had his heart not mysteriously withstood the blow, he was the one who would have met his end today.

"Fuck, this sucks. I didn't expect sorcery to intervene in a fight between the best bladesmen in the world..." So Jigwang grumbled, but he didn't appear too upset.

After all, he was the master of the Black Snake Alliance, one of the greatest unorthodox organizations. He had survived countless attempts on his life, including ambushes, schemes, and encounters with hidden weapons and poison. Even if the Third Apostle used sorcery, he wouldn't deem it cowardly.

He just thought it was a bit of a pity.

"I have no regrets about losing to a stronger bladesman than me. What really irks me is losing to a bladesman who hates the dao."

He lowered his head and stroked his beloved weapon, Crimson Moon.

VWOONG!

Crimson Moon cried sadly on his knees. After decades together, the divine weapon recognized its master and grieved for him.

The Third Apostle strode toward the Black Snake Alliance Chairman.

Jigwang looked up and straightened his back, intending to meet his end calmly. Nevertheless, he couldn't suppress a groan, "Ugh..."

A stinging pain shot through his damaged qi center. The inner qi he had nurtured his whole life was dissipating, yet surprisingly, the pain was more tolerable than expected.

"World's Greatest Bladesman, So Jigwang," the Third Apostle suddenly muttered.

"...Hmm?"

"I'll remember you as that."

The Third Apostle raised his badly chipped dao. Although it was one of the Blood Cult's finest blades, it was now little more than junk after clashing with Crimson Moon.

"Haha, hahahaha...!"

Suddenly, the Black Snake Alliance Chairman burst into a fit of hysterical laughter. Life returned to his face, as if newfound strength was surging through him.

The Third Apostle immediately recognized this phenomenon as terminal lucidity, when a person experiences a brief period of mental clarity shortly before dying.

"I'm the world's greatest bladesman? Me? Are you acknowledging me, Apostle? You, the master of the most devastating blade technique in history?"

"......" The Third Apostle said nothing.

Nevertheless, the dying man took his silence as sufficient response. "Haha! It seems you have a conscience, too. Right. Honestly, that was dirty. How can you be okay after I split your heart in half? Isn't that like having two hearts?"

"You only grazed my heart." The Third Apostle corrected, though the words felt awkward coming out of his mouth.

Did I always have such a competitive streak?

He had never felt this way before. 

Does this agitation have something to do with my damaged heart?

So Jigwang's laughter faded, and he regarded the Third Apostle seriously. "Will you deliver a will to my friend?"

"No."

"...That's a shame."

So Jigwang smacked his lips at the Third Apostle's firm refusal. He wanted to say a few last words, and regretted not doing so earlier for fear of pissing the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom off.

"...Damn."

He stared blankly at the blade descending upon his neck. The flawless technique was worthy of admiration, yet for some reason, his thoughts were consumed by something else entirely.

"It's a bit of a shame... that I couldn't say it."

"Wait! It's not too late!"

CLANG!

An arrow struck the Third Apostle's blade so forcefully that he was knocked backward.

THUD!

The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom landed between the two bladesmen.

"Bow Phantom..."

The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom couldn't turn around, even though the Black Snake Alliance Chairman was calling her name. She wanted to tend to his wounds immediately, but turning her back on the Third Apostle now would be suicide.

CREAK...

Drawing her bow as far back as it would go, she glared at her enemy. "...I'll be your opponent now, Apostle."

"......" The Third Apostle hesitated. The Black Snake Alliance Chairman was strong. Strong enough to shock him, someone who considered the current Ten Supremes beneath himself.

While he didn't sense the same level of strength from the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom, fighting her in his current state seemed unwise.

He'll die soon even if I just leave him be.

He glanced at the pale Black Snake Alliance Chairman lying down behind the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom. The old man's qi center had already been shattered. He would never again live as a martial artist.

Furthermore, the Asura Blood Heaven Blade's killing intent had infiltrated his body and was likely tearing him apart from the inside out. Unless he expelled all that energy, death was inevitable.

"...You'll only prolong the pain."

"Shut up. That's none of your business."

The Third Apostle decided to retreat. He was more concerned about the Fourth Apostle, who seemed to be in dire straits, than about the dying Black Snake Alliance Chairman. After taking a few steps back to create some distance, he spun around and used his movement arts to sprint away.

The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom fixed her gaze on the Third Apostle until he disappeared completely, then hurried over to her old friend.

"So Jigwang, you stupid bastard!"

Unaware that she was calling him by his real name, she took out golden medicinal ointment and smeared it all over his body.

"...Bow Phantom. You came at the right time."

"Shut your trap! I need to stop the bleeding."

"I want to tell you something."

"Didn't you hear me telling you to shut up? Just how did you fight for your body to become so messed up?!"

"...Bow Phantom..."

"If you call me that one more time, I'll gag you. Close your eyes and focus. I'll help guide your qi..."

So Jigwang reached out and grabbed the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom's wrist. "Biyeon."

"W-What?" Surprised, she looked up at him. Where did that strength come from?

"...Finally, you're looking at me. It's so hard to get you to look at my face."

"......" Chu Biyeon stared blankly at So Jigwang. He was smiling just like he did in their childhood.

"I don't have much time left, so shall we talk for a moment?" he whispered.

Faced with her old friend's final request, she could only bite her lip and nod.
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"GWAAAK!" A rough, cracking sound burst from the Fourth Apostle's damaged vocal cords as he kneeled on the ground and tore out his hair in agony.

"Ugh..." Baek Suryong used telekinesis to slowly push out the Divine Azure Dragon Sword that had pierced his back, even as his own screams echoed in his head.

[You! How could you pull such a crazy stunt without telling me?!] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword shrieked.

"...Don't make a fuss. This is a useful technique, provided you know where to stab to avoid the vital organs. I'll heal in time." Baek Suryong stopped the bleeding and forced a smile. Even though his face was as pale as a ghost, he acted like it was no big deal. "That guy's the problem, not me," he insisted.

Wiping the blood from his mouth, he observed the Fourth Apostle. Seeing his former trainee in such anguish hurt him more deeply than his own wounds could ever hope to.

"Did you succeed in breaking the spell?" he asked, knowing that the Fourth Apostle's suffering didn't stem from the cleanly cut chest wound, which didn't bleed much, but rather from the Divine Azure Dragon Sword's sorcery.

[I did my best, but...] The Divine Azure Dragon Sword sighed uncertainly.

Her sword tip had only touched the Fourth Apostle's heart for a split second. Although it was difficult to fully grasp the Blood Demon's sorcery within that brief moment, she had nonetheless carved a new formula to destroy the sorcery into his heart. 

Consequently, the two sorceries were now competing for dominance inside his body.

[Maybe... it might have no effect at all.]

Although she was acknowledged by all as the world's greatest sorcerer, even the Dark Heaven Goddess found the heaven-defying sorcery left by the Blood Demon difficult to fully understand.

"Don't blame yourself. I was the one who said I'd bet on even the smallest possibility."

Baek Suryong smiled bitterly and walked toward his suffering former student. The Fourth Apostle was smashing his surroundings in his pain. Everything his fists touched was demolished.

RUSTLE...

His hair returned to its original color as he deactivated the Heaven Defying Divine Art. One reason was that he was exhausted, but more importantly, he didn't want to stand before his student looking like the Blood Demon any longer.

"...It's okay now," Baek Suryong carefully soothed the suffering boy, who was now an old man.

Just as he reached out to hold the Fourth Apostle's hand, however, he instinctively recoiled and leaped backwards.

SLASH!

A sharp blade qi raked the spot where he had been standing just a moment ago.

"...Back off," the Third Apostle growled, glaring at Baek Suryong with killing intent fierce enough to sting skin.


Chapter 470: Do You Seriously Think I'd Leave You To Die?

PSSSHHH...

All grass touched by the Asura Blood Heaven Blade's materialized killing intent disintegrated bit by bit. Gravel scattered into the air like sand.

The Third Apostle's overwhelming bloodlust further devastated the area, which had already been ravaged by the battle between peerless masters. Mount Heng, renowned for its exceptional scenery even among the Five Great Mountains, was now a desolate wasteland.

Baek Suryong watched as the Third Apostle, who had perfected the Asura Blood Heaven Blade, approached him. Even among martial masters, few could meet those terrifying eyes.

Number Three...

He gritted his teeth and forced himself to face yet another former trainee of his. The terrifying killing intent seemed to slice his entire body, but the true pain he felt wasn't physical.

"How... dare you...!" The Third Apostle spat viciously, as if he wanted to shred his foes to pieces.

Even so, he didn't attack right away. The Fourth Apostle was still in pain, and he couldn't turn a blind eye to him.

"UUUUUGH...!"

Honestly, he was bewildered. For decades, the Fourth Apostle hadn't let out a single groan, no matter how grievous the injury he suffered, but now he was pulling out his hair in agony.

There were only four of them. Four beings who shared the same past and existed for the same purpose. They were the only ones who understood each other, who shared a destiny. 

In other words, they were the closest of friends.

He asked cautiously, "...Are you alright, Number Four?"

"AAAAAAH!"

He had come here thinking that no matter how many enemies attacked together, the Fourth Apostle wouldn't be easily defeated, but he was wrong. He should have killed the Black Snake Alliance Chairman quickly and come back. Had he done so, Number Four might not have ended up in this state.

He ground his teeth at his complacency. After observing his friend closely, he discovered the deep wound on his chest, near the heart.

He whipped around and glared at Baek Suryong. "I'll kill you. Then, I'll track down your family, friends, and anyone else remotely related to you and kill them all. I'll make them die painfully, cursing your name."

His eyes glazed over with insanity as his rage and killing intent boiled over. At the same time, wave after wave of energy clawed at the surroundings, growing more violent with each passing moment.

"You..." Baek Suryong croaked as he recognized the Third Apostle, who was currently being consumed by the Asura Blood Heaven Blade's killing intent.

His body was a wreck. Not only had a sword pierced his body, he also accumulated many more serious injuries. Fighting any further was impossible, but he had no intention of fleeing.

There was just one thing he had to confirm before they fought.

"...Were you the one behind the Hyonwon Clan Massacre?"

Perhaps because he had lost too much blood, Hyonwon Kang's face seemed to overlap with the Third Apostle's.

They're children who learned the same martial arts. Why did their fates have to intertwine so tragically?

The Third Apostle sneered nonchalantly. "Yes, I massacred the Hyonwon Clan."

"......" Baek Suryong's eyes dulled, losing their vitality.

The Third Apostle strode toward him and raised his blade.

"Stop!" the Viridian Scholar shouted, rushing back to the battlefield.

After being carried down the mountain by the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom and resting safely for a while, he regained consciousness. Behind him, Jang Geol and Gu Gil also came into view.

"...Why are you guys here?" Baek Suryong muttered blankly, surprised. He could see that the Viridian Scholar's dislocated right shoulder was firmly secured with a splint and bandages.

Nevertheless, the Viridian Scholar stood next to Baek Suryong and stated firmly, "How could this Junior Brother sleep peacefully when his Senior Brother is fighting so hard?"

Jang Geol and Gu Gil nodded in support. 

Baek Suryong was stunned speechless. He thought these two bandits had fled when the fight with the Fourth Apostle began, but it seemed they hadn't gone far.

"...Hyung-nim! We'll fight too!"

"...Bastard! You'll have to step over our dead bodies if you want to hurt our hyungs!"

Although the pair's legs trembled in fear, they didn't back down. Rather, they screamed at the top of their lungs, resisting the suffocating killing intent with all their might.

Furthermore, the Viridian Forest bandits weren't the only ones who returned to the thick of things.

"...I'll lend a hand too," Blue Eyed Freak added determinedly through clenched teeth, forcefully joining the battle even though his face was pale as a corpse and his breathing rough and uneven.

"Grrr...!" Silver Tiger showed up as well. He had been thumping his feet while watching Baek Suryong's fight from afar. Unable to stay still any longer, he finally ran over. Crouching low, he stood ready to bite into the Third Apostle's neck at any moment.

"All you bugs..."

The Third Apostle glared at the sudden increase in enemies and unleashed his killing intent.

WHOOSH!

The sky was bathed in red as an Asura of the Blood Heaven roared from behind the Third Apostle, brandishing a bloodied dao.

"I'll kill you all!"

Baek Suryong stepped forward and asked everyone for help. "You guys, avoid facing him directly and focus on keeping him busy."

Now wasn't the time to be stubborn about fighting alone. He was worried about the Black Snake Alliance Chairman, but he knew he had to put aside his other concerns for the moment.

Gripping the hilt of the Divine Azure Dragon Sword tightly, he said to her, [Can you use sorcery one more time? I want to break the spell on Number Three's heart, too.]

[...You wouldn't listen even if I said it's impossible anyway,] she sighed.

Baek Suryong smiled bitterly. [I'll try not to get a hole in my body this time.]

He had a slight advantage. The Third Apostle still didn't know who he was. He had been too busy fighting the Black Snake Alliance Chairman to pay attention to this side, and they hadn't clashed head-on yet.

He wouldn't even imagine that I know the Heaven Defying Divine Art. Moreover, Number Three is clearly exhausted. If I can take advantage of that opening...

While maintaining his outward composure, he calculated various strategies until his head felt hot.

The tension spiked to the point where a sudden attack by either side wouldn't have been surprising.

RUMBLE!

Suddenly, the ground quaked violently.

Everyone turned to look at the Fourth Apostle, the cause of the commotion. The man, who had been lying prostrate, was now hoisting himself up. 

Despite his bloodshot eyes and heaving shoulders from labored breathing, he still struck fear into the hearts of those who remembered his terrifying might.

It was hard enough with one, but now we have to deal with two apostles at the same time?

Despair took root in everyone's minds.

At that moment, however, the Fourth Apostle used sign language to communicate with the Third Apostle.

"We retreat."

The Third Apostle's eyes widened. "...What?"

"If we fight any longer, we'll also be in danger."

"Bullshit. I can wipe them all out by myself."

The Fourth Apostle shook his head stiffly and moved his hands busily. "What if one of us dies here? It'll be a massive loss to our Cult. Please prioritize our great cause over some petty deaths, Number Three."

Everyone watched the gesturing apostle anxiously. Unfortunately, the Third Apostle was the only person here who knew sign language.

"...Did you kill the Black Snake Alliance Chairman?"

The Third Apostle hesitated for a moment before nodding. He hadn't confirmed the death, but he felt the man was as good as dead.

"Since we achieved the most important goal, there's no need to risk our lives for nothing. We retreat."

The Fourth Apostle rarely expressed his opinions, but once he started being stubborn, no one could bend his will.

"...Understood." Sighing, the Third Apostle withdrew the Asura Blood Heaven Blade. The sky that had been dyed red regained its original color.

He glared at the surrounding martial artists before turning toward Baek Suryong and hissing, "You. I hope we meet again."

Baek Suryong fiddled with his sword hilt for a moment before nodding. For now, letting the duo go was the best course of action. "...Right. That's a promise."

The apostles turned around and kicked off the ground simultaneously. No one dared to get in their way.

BOOM!

Baek Suryong stared distantly at his former trainees' backs as they turned into tiny specks and disappeared. "...He was hesitating," he mumbled to himself.

He clearly remembered Number Four gazing at him one last time before they left. Unlike before, when he seemed completely emotionless, his feelings were noticeably more intense.

I thought he would want to kill me, so why wasn't there any killing intent in those eyes?

Well, he had no way of verifying it right now. Perhaps Number Four was just staging a strategic retreat. 

In all likelihood, his was a vain hope. Those children could never forgive him.

He just... prayed that the sorcery engraved by the Blood Demon had disappeared.

With that, all the fighting ended.

THUD! THUD!

Jang Geol and Gu Gil collapsed on the ground, their legs buckling beneath them. The Viridian Scholar sighed deeply. The Blue Eyed Freak sat down cross-legged and resumed his recovery meditation.

"Nyaaah!" Silver Tiger ran over and licked Baek Suryong's wounds, his large eyes brimming with worry. 

Baek Suryong petted the furball's head. "...I'm okay," he whispered, although he didn't look okay at all. Rather, he was the most severely injured person present. 

Still, he looked for the missing person.

"Where's the Black Snake Alliance Chairman?"

[image: sep]


"...You came here sooner than I thought."

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman leaned comfortably against a tree, basking lazily in the warm sunshine.

The fight that started at midday lasted until the afternoon. Now, he watched as the mountain ridges were slowly dyed orange by the sunset.

"Chairman," Baek Suryong greeted as he approached.

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman frowned. "Don't block the sunset. It's the last scenery I'll see, and I'd hate for a naked man to ruin it."

"...Who says I'm naked? My clothes just got a little torn while fighting."

"That guy must've been quite something too. Stil, you managed to survive."

"He withdrew on his own. I was lucky."

"Luck is also a skill."

Baek Suryong looked at the gaping wound where the Black Snake Alliance Chairman's qi center should be. The inner qi he had built up his entire life must have all scattered. He understood that devastating sense of loss better than anyone, so he didn't bother trying to console the man.

"Are there any other fatal injuries besides that one?" he asked.

"I did first aid," the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom replied weakly, squeezing the Black Snake Alliance Chairman's hand tightly. "I sealed his acupoints and stopped the bleeding... but his inner injuries are too grave."

"......" Baek Suryong fell silent, feeling shaken. He'd noticed the dried tear marks at the corners of her eyes.

Surprisingly, the Black Snake Alliance Chairman was the calmest person present.

"Hmm... I've been thinking." He stroked Crimson Moon, which was resting on his lap, one last time before offering it to Baek Suryong. "You should take this."

"...What? Why?"

"I promised you something before, didn't I? I said that if you ever visited the Black Snake Alliance, I would give you a good blade. Of all the daos I own, this one is the best."

Baek Suryong shook his head. "That's too precious for me."

"At first, I considered leaving it to one of my disciples, but none of them are outstanding enough that the others would accept my choice peacefully. Hell, they'd probably start fighting amongst themselves just to claim Crimson Moon."

"......"

"So you take it. I can't bear to see an unqualified guy swinging it even in death, so you keep it... and if you meet a suitable bladesman, you can pass it on."

WOOONG!

Crimson Moon cried, unwilling to leave its master. The Black Snake Alliance Chairman gently stroked his trusted companion, then placed it in Baek Suryong's hands.

Staring blankly at Crimson Moon, Baek Suryong let out a long sigh. "Do you seriously think I'd leave you to die?"

He put Crimson Moon down next to him and sat cross-legged.

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman chuckled. "It's useless."

The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom had tried everything to save him, but the Asura Blood Heaven Blade's energy was relentlessly ravaging his insides. If handled carelessly, it would wreak even more havoc and speed up his demise.

However, one thing had slipped his mind—Like the Third Apostle, Baek Suryong had learned the Asura Blood Heaven Blade. Moreover, his understanding of martial arts theory was far superior to his student.

"I can't fix a broken qi center, but I can save your life."

"...Don't bother trying, it's pointless."

"We'll see if it's pointless or not. Soul Hunting Bow Phantom, will you help me?"

"...Can you really save him?" The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom's eyes, previously resigned and lifeless, shook with renewed vigor. 

Baek Suryong nodded assertively. "If you lend me a hand, I'm confident I can pull it off."

The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom turned the Black Snake Alliance Chairman around, and Baek Suryong placed his palm on the man's back.

"Mmm..." The Black Snake Alliance Chairman frowned. He still thought Baek was doing something meaningless, and he didn't want to give the Bow Phantom false hope. "...Should just let me go comfortably on my last journey..."

"Shut up and bear with it. This is going to hurt quite a bit."

Baek Suryong began to extract the energy of the Asura Blood Heaven Blade from the Black Snake Alliance Chairman's body.


Chapter 471: I'm Just Curious

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman slowly opened his eyes. For a moment, he felt dizzy because his body had not yet adapted to the complete loss of his inner qi, but his vision returned after he blinked a few times.

"...I guess this isn't the afterlife."

If he were in the afterlife, the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom would not be glaring at him with such an indescribable expression.

"SO JIGWANG, YOU BASTARD!"

"...!" The Black Snake Alliance Chairman panicked, but he couldn't move freely yet.

Consequently, the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom pounced on him, checked his pulse, and examined him from head to toe. Although everyone saw him flinch in fear of getting slapped, they all pretended not to notice.

"...How are you feeling?" Baek Suryong asked tiredly. Having performed a qi transfer immediately after a major battle, his already pale complexion was even paler than the Black Snake Alliance Chairman's.

"It feels a bit awkward, and it hurts," the Black Snake Alliance Chairman replied, staring down at his strangely unfamiliar body. He still ached as if needles were pricking his acupoints, but it was nothing compared to being saved from the brink of death.

Baek Suryong smiled bitterly. "As you know, I couldn't heal your qi center."

He had succeeded in extracting all the Asura Blood Heaven Blade's qi from the Black Snake Alliance Chairman's body. However, there was nothing he could do about the shattered qi center.

The pain of a destroyed qi center was difficult to endure, even for inner arts novices, much less one of the Ten Supremes and the world's greatest bladesman. Therefore, he thought the Black Snake Alliance Chairman must be devastated, but to his surprise, the old man seemed pretty calm.

"That would be expecting too much. I owe you my life. I will definitely repay your kindness."

"You'll have to be patient. There's a long waiting list."

"...Hm?" The Black Snake Alliance Chairman tilted his head in confusion.

Baek Suryong let out a weak chuckle. "It was a silly joke. I just felt like spouting nonsense. Also, please take this back."

He tried to return the Black Snake Alliance Chairman's beloved weapon, Crimson Moon. 

However, the Black Snake Alliance Chairman shook his head firmly and refused to take it back, even though his eyes betrayed his regret. "I no longer possess the qualifications to carry Crimson Moon. There's no way I can wield a legendary weapon with this crippled body."

VWOOOM!

Crimson Moon cried out as if it understood what was being said.

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman chuckled. "You rascal! Get along well with your new master. There's another legendary weapon by your side, so you won't be lonely."

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword trembled in response. [I do not like that dao.]

Baek Suryong was bewildered. [What's there not to like?]

[First of all, isn't the color ominous?]

Baek Suryong shook his head at the Divine Azure Dragon Sword's averse reaction to Crimson Moon.

Why is she so overly immersed in her new identity as a sword...

In the end, though, he accepted the blade. He tried to reject it for a while, but after the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom also tried to push it on him, remarking that the Chairman no longer had any use for it, he caved in.

"...I will keep it safe and pass it to someone worthy."

"Bow Phantom, please help me up." The Black Snake Alliance Chairman stood up with the help of the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom. "My apologies for making you wait for me," he addressed the Viridian Scholar and Blue Eyed Freak, who were waiting for the conversation to end. 

Everyone naturally focused their attention on him. Despite losing all his inner qi, the dignity of an absolute master still radiated from the Black Snake Alliance Chairman.

"Many have perished or sustained grievous injuries today. Even the survivors can only be described as lucky."

""......""

The atmosphere grew oppressive in an instant. The Phantom King was dead, and the Black Snake Alliance Chairman had lost his inner arts. The Viridian Scholar and the Blue-Eyed Freak were also badly injured and would need at least fifteen days to recover. The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom was relatively unharmed, but she was drained.

The most seriously injured person, however, was Baek Suryong. His self-inflicted sword wound would likely leave him with a permanent scar on his back and chest.

Nevertheless, Baek Suryong covered his wounds with a robe Jang Geol had brought and said casually, "Soon, the Murim Alliance and the Beggars' Gang will swarm here. We caused such a commotion that it would be weird if they didn't notice anything."

The intense battle had devastated Mount Heng, one of the Five Sacred Mountains. The tremors could probably be felt from far away.

Blue Eyed Freak frowned. "It'll be a real headache if we run into those orthodox bastards in this state."

Even so, the unorthodox leaders did not leave immediately. There was still work to be finished.

The Viridian Scholar glanced down the mountain. "We don't have much time, so let's conclude this meeting quickly."

Everyone nodded, sharing the same thought.

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman made eye contact with each of them. "I believe we must set aside our individual interests and form an alliance immediately to face the imminent threat of the Blood Cult. What do you think?"

The unorthodox leaders agreed unanimously. Having experienced the Blood Cult's power firsthand while fighting their apostles, they had by now realized that the enemy was too powerful to be taken lightly.

"The Black Snake Alliance will gladly stand at the forefront of the war."

"The Viridian Forest will plan routes and manage communication channels."

"The Valley of Evil is always ready to fight."

Nodding solemnly, the leaders all shifted their gaze to Baek Suryong. Although they did not say it aloud, they were thinking the same thing: Now that the Black Snake Alliance Chairman had lost his martial arts, Baek Suryong was the only person who could become their focal point.

Baek Suryong sighed, "...Understood. I will take on the role of temporary Chairman of the Unorthodox Alliance."

And so, the Unorthodox Alliance was formed.
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Martial artists from all over, whether from the Murim Alliance or the Beggars' Gang, started flocking to Mount Heng after getting wind of a battle that shook the heavens and earth.

The unorthodox martial artists panicked. They had to leave before the orthodox busybodies showed up. They decided to perform only the minimum treatment necessary to stabilize their injuries and leave in a hurry.

"My god... It's a miracle you're alive!"

"We should get a palanquin. Hyung, please just lie down and let us carry you!"

"...Stop making a fuss."

Baek Suryong gazed blankly in the direction where the apostles had disappeared while Jang Geol and Gu Gil slathered wound-healing medicine on him and bandaged him up.

"Are you going to chase them?" the Black Snake Alliance Chairman, who was bandaged up next to him, asked. After being meticulously mummified by the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom, he could barely even wiggle an inch.

"I don't know where they went." Baek Suryong chuckled and shook his head, then stared in the general direction of the Azure Dragon Academy. "...I need to go back to school soon, too. If I delay any longer, more than a few people there are going to hunt me down. Anyway, what do you intend to do now, Chairman?"

"Well... I should step down from my position first."

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman appointed the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom as the new Chairwoman. While the shock of this decision might last a while, the backlash would not be too significant since she was also one of the Ten Supremes.

"I can't use inner arts anymore, but my body is still in good shape, so I'm thinking of training the younger generation of bladesmen."

An idea popped into Baek Suryong's head. "There's a very talented bladesman among my students, and unlike me, he focuses only on blade techniques."

"Oho?" So Jigwang's eyes lit up with interest. When it came to anything related to blades, he simply couldn't help but get excited.

"He's quite promising, so may I send him to the Black Snake Alliance for training later?"

So Jigwang's eyes sparkled like an eager little boy's. "Of course. He's a prodigy worthy of your praise, eh? I'm already looking forward to meeting him."

Baek Suryong chuckled and subtly suggested, "If you like the kid, please pass on the Ultimate Blade Technique to him as well."

"...What? Hahaha! You are trying to steal everything I have, aren't you?!" So Jigwang laughed heartily,

Fortunately, he doesn't seem upset by that suggestion. Well, I literally just praised his life's work, after all.

By suggesting that So Jigwang pass on his martial arts, Baek Suryong was essentially admitting that Ultimate Blade Technique no inferior to the Asura Blood Heaven Blade. 

The Ultimate Blade Technique would also help Wonkang control the killing intent of the Asura Blood Heaven Blade.

So Jigwang nodded readily, anticipation burning in his eyes. "I will be waiting."

While they were talking, the emergency treatment was completed. The two men got dressed and stood up. 

Finally, it was time for them to go their separate ways.

"Then, let us meet again."

Baek Suryong and the Viridian Scholar's party left Mount Heng, and the Blue-Eyed Freak accompanied them.

So Jigwang watched the departing group for a moment, then turned to the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom. "Shall we go too, Bow Phantom?"

The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom turned her back to him, leaned forward, and bent her knees slightly. "Okay. Get on."

"Uh..."

"Surely you don't intend to walk with your body in that condition? Or will you run after me? I even purposely waited until everyone left so that you could preserve your dignity. Now stop complaining and get on."

"Ugh." So Jigwang had no choice but to admit that her words made sense. He quietly climbed onto her back. "...Then I will impose on you."

"It's not like it's the first time I'm piggybacking you. Why so shy?"

The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom was as tall as most men, ensuring that So Jigwang's legs wouldn't drag on the ground. Still, he couldn't help but blush with embarrassment. "Ahem! Bow Phantom."

"What?"

"Do you remember this?"

He took the blue tassel that had fallen off Crimson Moon's handle out of his pocket and showed it to her. He had received it from the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom over twenty years ago. Even while fighting the Third Apostle, he had managed to protect this precious memory.

"What's this? A tassel? Why are you showing it to me?"

"...You're too much."

The Soul Hunting Bow Phantom chuckled. Of course she remembered the tassel. After all, it was the first gift she had ever given to a man. "When did you detach that from Crimson Moon?"

"...It fell off during the battle, perhaps for this very moment." So Jigwang fiddled with the tassel for a moment, then giggled and put it back into his pocket.

WHOOSH!

Against the backdrop of the setting sun, the pair soared skyward and vanished into the distance.
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The First Apostle gazed blankly at the Fourth Apostle, who had returned covered in wounds. "How are your injuries?"

The Fourth Apostle answered in sign language. "I just need to rest for a few days."

The First Apostle stared at the wound on his old friend's chest. "A few days will not be enough..."

He knew how sturdy the Fourth Apostle's body and enhanced defensive qi were. Few martial arts in the world could injure him. However, although faint, he sensed a trace of the Unlimited Sword's qi lingering on that wound.

"...Number Three reported that he met a very suspicious individual at the gathering of unorthodox leaders."

"......" The Fourth Apostle fell silent.

Knowing he was a man of few words, the First Apostle continued without waiting for a reply. "He said that since you fought him personally, you should be able to figure out his identity."

The Third Apostle, who had exhausted most of his energy fighting the Black Snake Alliance Chairman, was now resting after meeting the First Apostle.

For some reason, though, his muttered words, 'my heart was grazed,' were burned into the First Apostle's mind.

"Do you know who he is?"

"......" Again, the Fourth Apostle did not answer. The memory of the battle surfaced in his mind.


"I'm sorry. I need you to endure the pain for a little longer."



He clearly remembered the chilling sensation as the Divine Azure Dragon Sword pierced his chest and made contact with his heart. At that moment, the opponent's emotions had flooded in through the divine sword, accompanied by a burning pain in his heart.

Master...

Among the countless hateful memories related to that person, unfamiliar scenes began to come to mind one by one.


"Do you resent me?"[1]



He saw the trembling eyes, the deep sigh that reeked of alcohol, and his instructor's pained expression as he threw them out of the training hall.


"...Step aside. I don't want to kill you with my own hands."[2]



He had been plagued by confusing flashbacks all the way back to the Blood Cult. Even worse, the sequence of the memories was jumbled and out of chronological order.


"You injured your vocal cords? Why didn't you tell me sooner?!"



Back then, he hadn't learned sign language yet, so he answered with crooked writing on the ground: It won't affect my training. 

"...Still, you should have told me! If you had told me sooner, I could have somehow...!"

At the time, he couldn't understand why his instructor was so angry.

I'm sorry. I don't understand why you're angry.

The expression on his old master's face at that moment... remained strongly etched in his memory.

"...I need to know everything about you, or I can't teach you properly. Whether you perish or become strong under my tutelage depends on you as well. From now on, tell me everything. Understood?"

In retrospect, the training seemed a bit less arduous that day compared to usual.

Other memories also surfaced. For example, he remembered the sight of his master getting slapped by the Demonic Strategist for their mistake, and the wound healing medicine that appeared in their bedrooms after a particularly cruel training session.

Why couldn't I remember all that until now?

"Hey, Number Four. Are you listening to me?"

The First Apostle's voice brought him back to reality. 

The Fourth Apostle slowly shook his head. "I don't know. He's an unknown master."

"......"

The Fourth Apostle blinked innocently, even though he had just lied.

Of course he knew who he had just fought. The Azure Dragon Hero Baek Suryong was famous.

However, while fighting, the young man had clearly used the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest, the Unlimited Sword, and even the White Ice Divine Art.

There was only one person who knew all of those martial arts, so it could only mean one thing.

Still, he lied, and it wasn't because he planned to let the man off the hook. He was just curious, and he felt that if he told the First Apostle the truth, he would never be able to resolve this curiosity.

"...Is that so? If you find out later, let me know."

"Okay."

The Fourth Apostle stepped outside the meeting hall and applied pressure to the wound on his chest. A faint pain rippled through him, but it could not extinguish the burning curiosity stirring within him for the first time in decades.

What kind of person is our old master now?

The next day, the Fourth Apostle of the Blood Cult disappeared without a trace.



Footnotes:

[1] Chapter 420. 


[2] Chapter 332. 


Chapter 472: Thank Goodness

The Viridian Scholar gazed at Baek Suryong worryingly. "Are you sure you'll be alright?"

They left Mount Heng at full speed to avoid being swarmed by nosy martial artists. After parting ways with Blue Eyed Freak, they journeyed together for a few more days.

However, their time together came to an end when they arrived at the edge of the Jingang Mountains. The Viridian Scholar was returning to the Yama Keep with Jang Geol and Gu Gil, while Baek Suryong planned to head straight back to the Azure Dragon Academy.

"You weren't able to sleep well all the way here. Please rest for a few days before you go," the Viridian Scholar pleaded, aware that Baek Suryong hadn't fully recovered from his injuries.

How many times had they changed the bloodstained bandages? Aside from his internal and external injuries, the wound pierced by the Divine Azure Dragon Sword had left a vivid scar.

Still, Baek Suryong hadn't let out a single groan on the way here.

Even now, despite being terribly pale, Baek Suryong simply chuckled and shook his head. "Even if I go to the Yama Keep, I won't be able to sleep soundly because there's too much on my mind. I can sleep when I get home."

"Senior Brother..." 

The Viridian Scholar eyed Baek Suryong with concern. Although his Senior Brother was well-dressed and clean, he knew that the man only looked fine on the outside. Unfortunately, since he was being so stubborn, he could not forcefully drag him to the Yama Keep.

"Then please rest here for a moment while I go to the mountain keep and send some guards to escort you."

"I told you I'm fine. I have these two fluffy pals by my side, so what are you worried about?" Baek Suryong reached out and stroked Silver Tiger's head.

"Nyan!" Silver Tiger lifted his head high and puffed out his chest, as if guaranteeing that he would bring Baek Suryong home safely. After that, he patted the fluffy orange fur beneath his feet with his front paw.

"Grr..." The great tiger he was riding on growled, its bright yellow eyes glowing. 

Once the Giant Spirit Boss's most cherished pet, it now acted as Baek Suryong's mount in place of a horse. As for the other beasts, Silver Tiger had sent them away once they were deemed useless.

"Can anyone at the Yama Keep match this guy's running speed?"

"That... would be difficult. Fine, I understand." Ultimately, the Viridian Scholar had no choice but to concede. It was impossible for him to overcome Baek Suryong's stubbornness. "Silver Tiger, please take good care of Senior Brother."

He reached out and stroked Silver Tiger's back, and he purred contentedly.

"Let's part ways here. The lengthier the farewell, the greater the grief."

Baek Suryong hopped onto the great tiger's back, and Silver Tiger settled down in front of him.

Jang Geol and Gu Gil also said their final goodbyes.

"Hyung-nim! I'll never forget the martial arts you taught me!"

"Come visit with Suhyeok next time! We'll treat you like royalty!"

Although they had only spent a short time training under Baek Suryong, they had become significantly stronger. They were still lacking in his eyes, but if they continued to devote themselves, one day they would grow into masters representing the entire Viridian Forest, not just the Yama Keep.

Baek Suryong smiled. "Sure. You guys take care too."

"Nyan!"

Silver Tiger tapped the great tiger on the back, prompting it to kick off the ground and dash forward like lightning.

Jang Geol and Gu Gil shook their heads as they watched Baek Suryong disappear into the distance. "Suryong-hyung must be an iron man. His wounds haven't even closed yet, but I didn't see him frown once on the way here."

"Do you think the Ten Supremes are pushovers? You need that much endurance and perseverance to become a peerless master."

"Well, maybe masters can block out their pain?"

The Viridian Scholar sighed wistfully, gazing at Baek Suryong's distant figure. "Senior Brother's human, too. How can a person not feel pain? It's just... I'm worried because he appears to have suffered a deep emotional wound, one that far surpasses his physical pain."

Over the past few days, he had seen Baek Suryong break out in a cold sweat and toss and turn whenever he took a short nap, all the while muttering apologies and begging for forgiveness. Many times, he had wanted to wake his Senior Brother up, but in the end, he buried the memory and pretended he hadn't noticed anything.

I don't know what kind of story Senior Brother has, but...

He stared blankly ahead for what seemed like an eternity, even after Baek Suryong's figure had long since faded from view.

"I earnestly pray that Senior Brother finds happiness after all this fighting is over."

At last, the newly crowned Bandit King returned to the Yama Keep with his brothers.
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"Hurry up."

"Nyaaah!"

Baek Suryong spent most of the return trip to the Azure Dragon Academy dozing off on the great tiger's back, yet he still urged the great tiger on. Several times, he almost fell off, but thankfully, Silver Tiger supported him with his small body each time. Otherwise, he would have tumbled ungracefully onto the ground.

This was all because he hadn't been able to sleep soundly since meeting his former trainees.

His consciousness sat on the boundary between dream and reality, past and present. Whenever he closed his eyes, the sight of Number Four glaring at him with bloodshot eyes came to mind.


"GRAAAAAAAAAH!"



The primal howl, a cry that could have been a shout or a scream, was seared into his memory with vivid clarity. 


"Do you recognize me?"



He had asked that stupid question in the hope that Number Four had forgotten about him, that he had erased his painful past from his mind. It had been less than a year since he recalled his previous life, but his old students had lived through more than fifty years.

"...But he remembered."

Number Four clearly remembered everything. Not long after they clashed, he noticed that all doubt and suspicion had vanished from his eyes.


There is no problem with training.



He recalled the young face staring blankly at him with eyes devoid of emotion. No, they weren't actually empty, but rather hiding a multitude of feelings that could never be revealed.


"Do you resent me?"



If the four children had answered him honestly back then, would the future have been any different?


"Yes, I massacred the Hyonwon Clan."



Besides Number Four, Number Three's smug sneer also haunted him. His presence was so ominous that one might call him the incarnation of an asura. At least during their meeting, while Number Three exuded terrible killing intent, it wasn't strong enough than it would be if he were recognized.


"You, I hope we meet again."



Baek Suryong was certain that Number Three would keep his promise and that neither of them would back out of a fight.

Anyway, he had many dreams since that day, though thankfully, none of them were induced by the Blood Demon's sorcery. Rather, they were dreams created by the fatigue accumulated from the big fight, the guilt that had accumulated in his heart over time, and the mixed-up memories of the past and present.

Most of the dreams were unhappy, but sometimes they were happy. Number One and Number Two were in them, too. There were moments he wished he were real but had never happened, and times when he hoped he would never wake up from the dream again.

However, each time that happened, he forced his eyes open. For the first time, he was relieved to feel pain from the wound, because it helped him distinguish between dreams and reality.

"Hurry up."

Always, whenever he returned to reality, the landscape had changed. He was undoubtedly moving toward his destination.

Meanwhile, the Heaven Defying Divine Art and the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest healed his body. The Heaven Defying Divine Art, which boasted the most bizarre energy in the world, repaired his internal injuries spontaneously. At the same time, the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest, the greatest outer arts technique in existence, boosted his vitality.

Of course, he still needed proper rest to fully recover, but just closing his eyes and sleeping improved his condition slowly but surely.

"Purr... purr..."

Additionally, each time he drifted off to a deep sleep, Silver Tiger would purr and lick his cheek, worried that he might never open his eyes again. Only when he opened his eyes and stroked the restless furball's head did it relax and snuggle up to him in relief.

[...Are you alright?] The Divine Azure Dragon Sword asked repeatedly, casting sorcery to keep him warm.

Baek Suryong chuckled weakly, "Being cared for by the two of you makes me feel like a child again."

[You survived a hard battle. It's okay to spoil yourself a little.]

"Spoiling myself, huh..." Baek Suryong closed his eyes again. "I've never done that before, so I don't know how to do it. Regardless, I'm starting to feel better, so let's pick up the pace."

[Why are you in such a hurry?]

"Because I'm afraid that something might happen to the people I care about while I'm not around."
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How many days did I spend traveling in that hazy daze?

Baek Suryong arrived in Nanchang at the crack of dawn, but he couldn't enter the city with a house-sized tiger in tow. He released the great beast in a nearby mountain, promising to return later, and then immediately sprinted toward the White Dragon Manor with his movement arts.

WHOOSH!

When he arrived in front of the White Dragon Manor, he suppressed his presence and climbed over the wall sneakily, not wanting to wake the students who should still be sleeping soundly at this hour.

"Snore~ Phew~"

Suddenly, he passed by a room with the door slightly ajar. Peeking inside, he saw Hyonwon Kang lying spread-eagled, completely passed out from an exhausting day.

"......"

He silently observed Hyonwon Kang's sleeping face from outside the door for a while, before entering the room and gently draping the blanket, which had been kicked away, back over the boy.

"Wonkang..."

A glance was all he needed to see that Hyonwon Kang had trained harder than he had instructed him to.

Lightly stroking his messy hair, he stared at his student's face and mumbled in a barely audible voice, "I'm sorry."

Hyonwon Kang stirred at the faint whisper, but remained asleep. Since the voice and touch were so familiar, he was not on guard at all.

Baek Suryong tiptoed out of the room. He closed the door, crept out to the yard soundlessly, and looked around.

Nothing had changed. Everything in the White Dragon Manor was the same. He checked on Geo Sangwoong, Ya Suhyeok, and Wiji Cheon and found them sleeping soundly. He also detected Yeo Min's steady breathing from outside her room.

"Thank goodness. Everyone's safe. Nothing happened."

Only after confirming that all of the students were safe did he finally heave a sigh of relief. He had feared that something might have happened here too, so he had urged the great tiger to hurry despite his fatigue and injuries.

"Nyan!" Silver Tiger jumped out of his arms and hopped up to the roof.

[You... are normally surprisingly clever, but sometimes extremely foolish. Go to your room and sleep already!] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword cried out from his waist.

Meanwhile, Crimson Moon hungrily soaked in the moonlight on the other side of his waist.

Baek Suryong chuckled and looked up at the night sky, sporting a much more relaxed air. "I was going to sleep soon anyway. I have to go back to work starting tomorrow..."

STUMBLE!

"Ah..."

Just as all the tension left his body, Baek Suryong slumped to the side. Only now, after returning to the White Dragon Manor, had he realized that he had reached his limit, both physically and mentally.

Fortunately, before his body hit the ground, a hand gently supported him.

"Mr. Baek!"

Voices shouting his name erupted all around him. Although he had dreamed so many dreams that he was a little disoriented, he didn't doubt for a second that the approaching presences were real, even with his eyes closed.

"I'm just a little tired, no need to make a fuss..."

His voice trailed off. In the end, he couldn't even force his eyelids, which felt like they weighed a thousand tons, to open, and passed out.

The next day, he opened his eyes at noon, only to immediately come face-to-face with a pair of terrifying eyes.



Translator's Note: Home at last!


Chapter 473: I'm Fine

"...Are you awake?"

It was a familiar voice, steeped in emotion.

Baek Suryong could guess the speaker's expression even without opening his eyes. Countless similar scenes filled his childhood memories.

The speaker sighed. "Keeping your eyes closed because you don't want to get scolded is a habit you've had since you were ten, you know."

"......" Baek Suryong stealthily opened his eyes. As expected, Baek Muheun's face loomed over him, shadowed with worry and anger.

He smacked his lips a few times, wondering what excuse to make, but eventually smiled awkwardly and said, "Sorry, Dad."

He had no idea what happened after he collapsed, but judging by the look on his father's face, cracking a joke like usual wasn't a good idea.

"You rascal." Baek Muheun patted his son's head. 

Recently, while his son was away, he often dropped by the White Dragon Manor to oversee the Five Young Azure Dragons' morning training. This morning, he was approaching happily as well when he saw that Baek Suryong had returned home and was wandering around the manor.

Suryong's home!

Unfortunately, his joy was short-lived. When Baek Suryong stumbled without hearing his call, his heart skipped a beat. Without hesitation, he employed his movement arts at full speed, narrowly catching his son before the punk hit the ground.

Needless to say, the Five Young Azure Dragons were awoken by the sudden commotion. And the first thing they saw when they opened their eyes? An unconscious Baek Suryong lying in Baek Muheun's arms.

Naturally, chaos ensued.

"Do you know how noisy the neighborhood was at dawn because of you?"


"...Is he alive!?"



Hyonwon Kang had dashed out of the manor at the crack of dawn, vowing to bring a physician. Yeo Min pursued him at once, fearing he might wreak havoc before the clinics even opened for business.

Meanwhile, Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok combed the entire manor in search of medicine, while Wiji Cheon drew his sword and stood guard warily, radiating such intense killing intent that not even a mouse would have dared to approach for fear of being hacked to pieces.

"You should've seen how flustered the kids were. If anything, you're blessed with good students."

"Haha..."

Baek Muheun snorted. Thanks to the ruckus the others caused, though, he was actually able to regain his composure and examine his son properly. Confirming that Baek Suryong had merely collapsed from exhaustion, he brought his son to his room, changed his clothes, and tucked him into bed.

After that, there was a bit of a stir when he had to send back the physician Hyonwon Kang had practically kidnapped, but except for that brief interruption, he stayed by his son's side until he woke up.

"I'm shocked at how soundly you slept amidst that chaos. Even if lightning struck next to you, you wouldn't have stirred."

Baek Muheun patted his son's head again. Even though it had only been a few days, his child had lost a significant amount of weight.

Baek Suryong grumbled, "Why is everyone making a fuss over nothing... Ahem!"

At the sight of Baek Muheun's icy gaze scanning him from head to toe, he hurriedly coughed and swallowed his words.

"You call this... nothing?" Baek Muheun mumbled incredulously.

Baek Suryong glanced down at himself. Numerous cuts and scrapes were visible through the wide collar of his pajamas, which was loosely tied to let him sleep comfortably.

Among them, the wound on his right chest was particularly vivid. That one was definitely going to leave a permanent scar.

...Fuck, I should change the subject.

"What about the kids?" he asked.

"...They insisted on sticking by your side, but I kicked them out and sent them to school. I told them to keep your return a secret for now."

"That's a good call. It'd be bad if they missed any more classes this year. A day or two might be fine, but..."

"Don't change the subject."

Baek Muheun glared at his son sternly. The Five Young Azure Dragons didn't see it, but he saw the wound in his son's back that was the same size and in the same place as the one on his chest. That was evidence of being literally skewered by a sword, a ghastly injury that could have pierced through his child's heart if it were even slightly offset.

No parent's heart could remain unbroken upon seeing such a wound on their child's body.

"...Just where and what have you been doing?" he choked, barely suppressing his distress. No matter how much he loved his son, he wasn't going to forgive Baek Suryong if he dodged the question again this time.

"I fought the Blood Cult," Baek Suryong answered honestly.

His father already knew that he had memories of his past life, so he was one of the few people to whom he could honestly confide in regarding the Blood Cult.

"At first, I went to find the Viridian Scholar with the intention of forming an unorthodox alliance to keep the Blood Cult in check..."

Lying on the bed with a pale face, Baek Suryong recounted his journey.

He first met the Viridian Scholar in the Jingang Mountains and saw the traces of Master Maeng's martial arts in him. Consequently , he passed on the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest and the Savage Tiger Fist so that he could inherit Master Maeng's dream. As a result, they unexpectedly formed a bond as senior and junior brothers.

After that, he arrived at the unorthodox sects' meeting place afterwards and got to know their leaders. He even formed a special bond with a good-natured person called the Black Snake Alliance Chairman...

Baek Suryong belatedly remembered Crimson Moon and glanced nervously around the room. Unlike the Divine Azure Dragon Sword which had breathed a sigh of relief from the moment he woke up, Crimson Moon was rather shy.

"What are you looking for?"

"I received a dao from the Black Snake Alliance Chairman..."

"I've stored it well, so don't worry. Wonkang was really surprised to see it."

"Really? I knew he would be." Baek Suryong chuckled, but his expression gradually turned bitter.

Baek Muheun did not miss that small change in his son. "And? What else happened?"

"...A Blood Cult Apostle appeared at the meeting place."

"Apostle?"

"It's a position that assists the Blood Demon from the closest distance..."

Baek Suryong hesitated. He did not know how to explain the relationship between the apostles of the Blood Cult and himself. Not only was he not confident in explaining it accurately, but he was also worried that he might make Baek Muheun worry unnecessarily.

"Were they people you knew in your previous life?"

"...Yes."

"....." Baek Muheun waited patiently for his son to calm down.

Baek Suryong stared at the ceiling with empty eyes for a long while. Finally, he began, "...Dad. Actually, back then..."

"Yes?"

"I abused numerous children to satisfy my own selfish desires. I carved terrible, indelible scars into their bodies and minds... I'm sure they resent me. No, they must hate me enough to want to kill me, so why..."

Baek Suryong recalled Number Four's farewell glance. He wanted to know what the complex emotion was behind that gaze. He had spent the entire ride home mulling it over, but he couldn't find an answer.

"...Why did he just leave?"

"Hmm..."

Despite the lack of context, Baek Muheun folded his arms and fell into deep thought. However, the answer he gave after careful deliberation was absurdly simple.

"How would I know? You should just ask him directly the next time you meet."

"...He might try to kill me though?" Baek Suryong's eye twitched in disbelief, as if saying, 'What kind of shitty father give such an answer?'

However, Baek Muheun was firm. "Then you just have to bring me along when you meet him. Parents are responsible for their children's mistakes, so I should be by your side when you apologize."

"What the fuck are you talking about...?" Baek Suryong laughed hollowly at his father's absurd logic.

How could a mistake committed by my past self be Baek Muheun's fault? Then again... he's been like this since I was little. He would crack jokes when I had a fever to make me feel at ease. Even though he looked as though the world was coming to an end, he always pretended to be calm so I wouldn't be scared.

As memories of the past surfaced, it suddenly hit him that his personality resembled his father's. 

He laughed weakly, "You passed down something bad..."

"Look at this rascal? I passed down a handsome face that you're too incompetent to put to use, and you say what now?"

"Why are you suddenly bringing up my face?"

"Because ever since you got a little stronger, all you do is fight every day. How can I accept that a 27-year-old virgin who can't even find a date despite his looks is my son?"

"...Is that something to sigh over?"

The father and son exchanged lighthearted banter for a while. It was their way of expressing their feelings indirectly.

Finally, Baek Muheun pulled the blanket up to his son's neck. "Anyway, I'm just glad you've returned home in one piece. You must have had a hard time, so rest well for the next few days."

However, Baek Suryong pushed the blanket away and sat back up. "I don't have the luxury of resting for even one day."

Baek Muheun frowned, but his son, who inherited his mother's obstinacy, insisted stubbornly, "The Blood Cult will figure out who I really am soon. If we're unlucky, they might send all their elite forces here."

Baek Suryong assumed the worst. If the Fourth Apostle revealed his true identity upon returning to the Blood Cult, the other apostles would not remain idle. Whether to seek revenge against their former instructor or to retrieve the four masters' ultimate martial arts, they would undoubtedly take action.

I hate to disappoint the kids, but the Heavenly Martial Festival isn't all that important right now.

He had no intention of running away from his old trainees' justifiable anger, but he couldn't let it affect the White Dragon Manor and the Azure Dragon Academy.

"We need to come up with a plan quickly. I need to meet the Principal right now..."

"I'll bring him here. You stay here and rest."

Baek Muheun placed a hand on Baek Suryong's shoulder and pushed him back down. He knew the situation was dire, but he didn't want his injured son rushing around.

"I'm fine. Walking is no big deal. Besides, I feel more comfortable discussing things at the academy."

However, Baek Suryong was stubborn. He had returned with all his might to stay one step ahead of the Blood Cult. Although half of the apostles were also grievously wounded, he didn't know how much time that would buy them.

"I said I'll go!"

"I said I'm really fine!"

Father and son bickered back and forth.

Suddenly, Baek Muheun shut his mouth and stared at the door in horror. At the same time, Baek Suryong sensed a presence approaching at a terrifying speed and face palmed.

There could only be one way this person found out about his return... and it was if his students betrayed him.

"I told those brats to keep it a secret, damn it..."

BAM!

Mae Geuklyom flung open the door and strode into the room.

Baek Suryong tensed, expecting a scathing lecture. Since he had come back with severe injuries and hadn't sent word right away, he couldn't defend himself even if the old man flew into a rage.

To his surprise, though, Mae Geuklyom merely approached the bed and held his hand tightly, his eyes trembling with anxiety. "Suryong! Are you okay? Where are you hurt? I heard you fainted as soon as you arrived home."

"That's..."

Mae Geuklyom reached out to caress his grandson's gaunt cheek, then abruptly pulled him into a hug. "How much did you suffer out there to lose so much weight in such a short time?"

"...Grandpa?"

Baek Suryong and Baek Muheun were both taken aback by Mae Geuklyom's unexpected bizarreness.

What happened to the stubborn old man...!? they both thought.

Considering the Mae Geuklyom of the past, a martial artist who kept public and private matters separate as Headmaster for decades, these words were unimaginable. Not only had he run out of the Azure Dragon Academy without permission during work hours, he was also revealing his true feelings without restraint.

Baek Suryong was taken aback. Clearly, his unusual behavior was a sign that his grandson's safety mattered enough to make him forget his usual decorum.

"Did you have a hard time out there?" Mae Geuklyom asked worriedly, affectionately patting his beloved grandson's back.

Baek Suryong fidgeted awkwardly. Unfamiliar emotions were stirring inside him, and he didn't know what expression to make during times like these.

"I'm fine, my injuries aren't as serious as they look. Those guys just made a fuss and worried you needlessly..."

"You rascal!" Baek Muheun sat on the edge of the bed and patted his son's head. "If it's hard, just say so. You can be honest with family."

The strength drained from Baek Suryong's body in an instant. He felt like he had been punched while defenseless.

He hesitated for a moment, but eventually closed his eyes and muttered, "Yes, I had a hard time. Really..."

He acted like a spoiled child with his family for the first time. The feeling was awkward and unfamiliar, but not unpleasant.

"I see. Everything will be fine now."

"...Kid."

Mae Geuklyom gently patted his grandson's back, while Baek Muheun smiled quietly and stroked his son's hair.

"Hmm...?"

Baek Suryong's eyes snapped open abruptly. He could sense the Five Young Azure Dragons outside the room. It seemed those troublemakers just couldn't stay quietly at the academy and had come back after all.

"Don't just stand there distracting me, come in, all of you."

As soon as he finished speaking, the students tumbled into the room like falling dominoes.

""Mr. Baek!""

Baek Suryong burst out laughing at the sight.


Chapter 474: What's Wrong with Him?

Ultimately, everyone agreed to keep Baek Suryong's return a secret for a while. If the fact that he came back with serious injuries became known to the outside world, all sorts of absurd rumors would spawn endlessly.

Baek Suryong gathered the students and instructed, "Only those here right now and the people who absolutely need to know will be informed. It'll eventually be made public, but I need a few days of peace and quiet to recover."

""Yes, Mr. Baek!""

The Five Young Azure Dragons nodded solemnly, swearing to keep the secret even if a sword were pressed to their throats. Mischief and fussing around were only possible when the injury was moderate.

Still, they couldn't help but be worried. Their teacher looked unusually thin and fragile sitting on the bed in his pajamas right now.

He looks like he's suffering...

Is he really okay?

What on earth happened?

The Five Young Azure Dragons were unaccustomed to seeing Baek Suryong in such a weakened state. Although they had witnessed him get injured several times before, this time was different.

Previously, he would always grin no matter how severe his injuries were, but today he seemed mentally exhausted and out of sorts. Since it was the first time seeing him like this, everyone was flustered.

It doesn't seem like he's suffering because his body's hurt...

Did something bad happen?

Geo Sangwoong and Yeo Min were the only ones who guessed that there was more to Baek Suryong's troubles than just physical pain. The others simply looked on, unsure of how to proceed.

Hyonwon Kang scratched his head and spoke timidly. "Uhm, I caused a big commotion at dawn. Will it be okay?"

He was the one who ran out saying he would bring a physician as soon as he saw the collapsed Baek Suryong. In the process, he caused quite a stir when he practically kidnapped a sleeping physician.

Baek Suryong smirked. Although he did not witness the chaos firsthand, he could imagine what it was like. "Don't worry, there won't be any big problems, Wonkang. Dad managed to pacify the physician you brought and send him home. I also asked the Beggars' Gang and the Rogues' Guild to suppress the rumors."

"That's a relief."

With the help of the two largest information organizations in the world, the Beggars' Gang and the Rogues' Guild, controlling the spread of rumors wasn't difficult. Of course, they could not hide the fact that Baek Suryong had returned forever, but a few days was no big deal.

In a few days, my body will be mostly recovered.

Baek Suryong looked around at the students huddled in the room and nodded in satisfaction. They had all grown a little in the short time he was away. "You guys go back to school now. There's a limit to skipping class. Are you planning to be absent all day?"

"But...!"

"Wouldn't it raise some eyebrows if all Five Young Azure Dragons didn't show up to class?"

"Ugh..."

Eventually, the kids reluctantly went back to school. Even after leaving the White Dragon Manor, though, they kept glancing back, worried about their teacher.

Baek Suryong saw the students off to the front gate, then turned around and chuckled to himself. "Hah! It's too early for those little chicks to worry about someone else."

"Says the overgrown chick who returned injured, worrying the little chicks," Baek Muheun, who had come out of the kitchen at some point, grumbled.

In his hands, he held a medicinal decoction.

Baek Suryong scrunched his nose at the terrible odor emanating from the brew. "Wait, don't tell me that's..."

"It's the medicine the Beggars' Gang gave us last time. Here, drink it all down in one gulp."

Baek Suryong backed away in horror and disgust. "There are many other types of medicine. Why this one of all things?"

Baek Muheun snorted and held out the decoction. "So, are you saying you don't want to drink the decoction your aging father brewed himself?"

"It's not that I don't want to drink it..."

"Father-in-law. What do you think?"

Baek Suryong froze when he saw the person behind his father. Mae Geuklyom, who had not yet returned to the Azure Dragon Academy, appeared in the doorway, having just finished making his grandson's bed.

Folding his arms firmly, he said in a no-nonsense tone, "Stop complaining and just drink it."

Not even the world-famous Azure Dragon Hero could escape the stern gaze of his grandfather and the devoted nursing of his father. In the end, Baek Suryong drank the pungent decoction without further objection.

"Ugh...!"

Even though he wasn't picky about the taste of food, the beggars' medicine made his eyes water and his nostrils flare.

"What on earth did those damned hobos put in the medicine?!"

"Father-in-law. Look at the strength going into Suryong's eyes. It seems the Beggars' Gang medicine is indeed effective."

"Feed him three meals a day starting today. Ask the Beggars' Gang for a little more medicine too."

"I should fatten him up while we're at it. Look how thin the child has gotten!"

"...I should ask Mr. Namgung to teach me how to cook chicken. He eats particularly well whenever Mr. Namgung cooks."

"We're always indebted to Mr. Namgung, aren't we?"

Although they had been growling at each other like dogs and monkeys just a few months ago, the father-in-law and son-in-law were somehow completely in sync right now.

Baek Suryong sighed inwardly. Fuck, I'm going to suffer for a while.

Of course, he knew it was all self-inflicted.
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The Beggars' Gang Jiangxi Branch Manager, the Strongman Wang Son, visited the White Dragon Manor secretly as soon as he received contact from Honorary Beggar Baek Suryong.

"Who dared hurt a Beggars' Gang brother?" he bellowed with rage as soon as he laid eyes on the wounded Baek Suryong.

Seriously, not that brother nonsense again!

Baek Suryong sighed deeply, feeling uncomfortable because the brotherhood seemed to grow stronger every time he received help from the beggars. Nevertheless, now was not the time to be picky about cold rice or hot rice.

He explained the circumstances to Wang Son. Of course, since he couldn't divulge the whole truth, he had to mix in a significant amount of fiction.

"First, I should tell you why I went on a trip in the middle of the semester. Suddenly, a small hint about martial arts enlightenment popped into my head..."

He made up a story about how he left the Azure Dragon Academy on a whim to seek enlightenment in the deep mountains, when he coincidentally came across some suspicious martial artists.

"They were all unorthodox martial masters."

"...Unorthodox martial masters?" Wang Son's eyes sparkled. He was the one who had visited Baek Suryong last time and tipped him off about the unorthodox forces' peculiar actions.

Could a huge incident that the Beggars' Gang doesn't know yet about be happening in the murim?

Without realizing it, he leaned closer to Baek Suryong.

Baek Suryong immediately flinched and held his breath. "...Y-Yes. Each and every one of them was an extraordinary master, at least on par with a major sect leader. I decided to hide and continue watching, and lo and behold, they turned out to be the unorthodox sect leaders you said you were keeping an eye on the other day."

"Hoh!"

Although Baek Suryong was badly injured, his silver tongue and quick wit remained undiminished. Additionally, it wasn't difficult to deceive the Beggars' Gang, who trusted him like a brother.

Unknown to him, however, Wang Son's thought process was quite different from what he expected.

Why does he look so pitiful, like a beggar who had a dumpling snatched from his mouth?

Wang Son's eyes became teary. "T-Then! Did you fail to achieve enlightenment because of them?" he stuttered.

"...Is that important?" Baek Suryong tilted his head in mock confusion. "How does my enlightenment compare to whatever sinister plot the unorthodox leaders gathered to hatch?"

"How could that be...?!" Wang Son stared at Baek Suryong in disbelief.

Baek Suryong's heart skipped a beat. Is there a loophole in my story?

Upon closer inspection, it was evident that certain parts of the story lacked coherence. Since it was common for martial artists to suddenly go into seclusion or embark on a journey for enlightenment, though, he judged that it was sufficiently convincing.

Fortunately, the reason Wang Son was astonished turned out to be the exact opposite of what he worried about.

Isn't the Azure Dragon Hero already a peerless master? To him, even the smallest clue to enlightenment should be more precious than a miraculous encounter, yet...

He looked at Baek Suryong in awe and reverence. As a martial artist, he understood just how important a flash of enlightenment was. Typically, when one encountered such a situation, they would avert their gaze and immerse themselves in training.

Although it was shameful, he would have done so himself. However, the Azure Dragon Hero postponed his chance at enlightenment, which may never come again, and spied on the unorthodox leaders instead. He even deemed it unimportant compared to uncovering their plot.

Naturally, he couldn't help but be amazed.

This man is truly a great hero! He's different from those who only talk about justice and chivalry!

"Anyway, the masters of the Black Snake Alliance, the Viridian Forest, the Valley of Evil, and even the Mount Mo Sect attended the meeting," Baek Suryong continued, unaware of the misunderstanding racing through Wang Son's mind. As he approached the climax of his tale, he paused for dramatic effect, then announced grimly, "The purpose of that meeting was to form an Unorthodox Alliance in response to the threat of the Blood Cult."

"A-An Unorthodox Alliance, you say...?!" Wang Son's voice trembled. This was too serious of a matter for him, a mere branch manager, to handle. "Is that really true, Azure Dragon Hero? It's not that I don't believe you, but..."

"Yes, I heard it directly from their mouths."

"T-Then did you get injured fighting them...?"

"Could you let me finish my story before asking questions?"

"Ah, yes. I apologize."

Baek Suryong resumed telling his story. He shared the rough outline, appropriately adapting the story as he went along. At some point, though, Wang Son didn't just listen attentively, he took out a notebook and started writing furiously, afraid of missing even the slightest detail.

He only stopped writing when a certain name was mentioned.

"Did you just say the Unorthodox Alliance Chairman's name is Maeng Ryonghwi?"

"Yes."

Wang Son tilted his head. He couldn't remember ever hearing the name Maeng Ryonghwi before. Even after racking his brain, he couldn't recall any similar names. 

"I'm not the most knowledgeable person, but as a Beggars' Gang branch manager, I thought I was familiar with all the major experts. However, this is the first time I've heard the name Maeng Ryonghwi."

Could the Unorthodox Alliance Chairman really be a totally unknown master? Would the Blade Demon, the world's strongest bladesman and formerly the unorthodox's strongest, acknowledge another person as Chairman?

Baek Suryong fibbed, "...I've never heard of him before either, but his martial prowess was real. He was more than qualified to assume the role of Unorthodox Alliance Chairman."

"Can you tell me more about Maeng Ryonghwi's appearance, the martial arts he uses, his personality, etc.? Even trivial things are fine."

"Well, his appearance's on the handsome side... and he seems to mainly use blade techniques..."

Baek Suryong was careful with his descriptions of Maeng Ryonghwi. It was obvious that the Beggars' Gang would analyze his words very carefully.

"Hoh! To think such a great villain would appear in the unorthodox sects! The orthodox murim has even more to worry about now."

"Hmm...it seems so." Baek Suryong nodded with a grave expression and feigned ignorance.

Well, I can't say that I'm Maeng Ryonghwi...

Due to the Black Snake Alliance Chairman's crippling injury, he had unexpectedly taken on the role of Unorthodox Alliance Chairman. Still, if he ever needed to step forward in that role, he planned to do so under the guise of Maeng Ryonghwi.

Dear Master Maeng, I'm going to make a name for myself with the name you gave me!

Baek Suryong briefly recalled Master Maeng's boisterous laughter, then shook his head and pushed the distracting thoughts aside. He had yet to recount the most important part of the story.

"Listen closely now. Suddenly, as the conference was proceeding... the Blood Cult appeared and attacked the unorthodox leaders. I too got swept up in that fight and was injured badly."

THUD!

Wang Son dropped his brush. He had thought that there was nothing more that could surprise him, but he was wrong.

"Now even the Blood Cult..." he muttered blankly, before recalling a recent incident. His eyes grew wide. "Could this be related to the natural disaster at Mount Heng a while ago?"

Baek Suryong nodded grimly. "Yes, but that was no natural disaster."

Wang Son recalled the urgent message he had received about Mount Heng becoming a complete ruin. According to the report, not even a fight between a dragon and a phoenix could have caused such destruction, so it must have been the result of a fierce clash between peerless masters.

The Beggars' Gang kept their senses sharp to find out who fought and why, but only now was the full story revealed through Baek Suryong.

The Black Snake Alliance Chairman, the Soul Hunting Bow Phantom, and the Azure Dragon Hero. Three of the current Ten Supremes took part in that epic battle, but more surprising was the fact that they were not fighting each other.

"There were only two Blood Cultists, but they drove three of the Ten Supremes, including me and the unorthodox leaders, to the brink of death. If we were unlucky... all of us would have died there."

Baek Suryong then added that the Phantom King had died and that most of the others had sustained serious injuries. However, he did not mention that the Black Snake Alliance Chairman's qi center was shattered.

"To think the Blood Cult was that powerful..." Cold sweat dribbled down Wang Son's pale face.

As if he had been waiting for that moment, Baek Suryong reached out and grasped his large, grubby hand. "Branch Manager, I think special measures are needed to fight the Blood Cult. We have to consider the possibility of an alliance between the orthodox and unorthodox. If necessary, I'll arrange that meeting."

He took a letter out of his pocket with his other hand and handed it over. It contained a summary of what he had told Wang Son so far.

Deep down, he hoped Wang Son would realize the seriousness of the matter and lend even a little support to his cause rather than just acting as a messenger.

"Please deliver this letter to the Beggars' Gang Chief and the Murim Alliance Chairman..."

"Don't worry!" Wang Son's hands quivered as he tucked the letter securely deep his shirt pocket, his eyes glittering solemnly. "I'll meet with them in person and deliver the letter. I'll make sure to clearly pass on the information you uncovered by risking your life, Azure Dragon Hero!"

"...T-Thank you." Baek Suryong smiled faintly at the more intense-than-expected reaction.

"Once again, I'm impressed by your spirit of chivalry, Azure Dragon Hero. It's an honor to live in the same era as you."

"...Pardon? Ah, thank you."

Wang Son was overcome with emotion, to the point that he was on the verge of tears. Biting his lip hard, he sprang up from his seat. "Since time is of the essence, I'll take my leave now. Take care!"

He clasped his hands in farewell and rushed out the door, looking ready to sprint all the way to the Murim Alliance.

"...What the fuck is wrong with him?" Baek Suryong tilted his head in confusion, then opened the door wide to ventilate the room.


Chapter 475: I Might Have to Give Up

Even after Wang Son left with the letter, Baek Suryong remained lost in thought.

The Murim Alliance Chairman and the Dragon Head Chief are taking the Blood Cult's threat seriously. They aren't stubborn people. If I vouch for it, they'll consider an alliance between the orthodox and unorthodox factions.

The problem was how to persuade the Nine Sects and the Five Great Clans. To the heroes of the orthodox sects, who had spent the past few centuries shouting about slaying evil and destroying demons, the Blood Cult and the Unorthodox Alliance probably seemed like two of a kind.

However, that wasn't Baek Suryong's main concern.

He sat blankly in the room and stared out the window. It was almost evening. Mae Geuklyom had returned to the Azure Dragon Academy, and Baek Muheun had left the White Dragon Manor, saying he would soon return. Fallen leaves, tossed about by the wind, danced through the yard, bathed in the golden light of the setting sun.

[Your body is resting, but your mind cannot rest at all. Are you worried that the Blood Cult has discovered your true identity?] The Divine Azure Dragon Sword asked as he took in the vista, his eyes distant.

Baek Suryong replied more calmly than expected, "Yes, I didn't expect to meet the apostles this early in the game."

He had not expected to run into the apostles at Mount Heng. Although he intended to meet his old trainees someday, he wasn't quite mentally ready yet.

Fate, however, had other plans. The sudden encounter with them had left him with no choice but to fight.

Given the circumstances, he could neither have a calm conversation nor hide the Heaven Defying Divine Art. The trainees he had personally trained in the past were all so strong that even if he used his full power, he could not guarantee victory.

"Soon, the other apostles will know my identity, too. It's only a matter of time. No, they might already know by now..."

Baek Suryong's voice trailed off as he recalled Number Four's parting gaze. He could force himself to push the memory aside when he was with his family and students, but Number Four's expression haunted him whenever he was alone.

[We still don't know if the Fourth Apostle will inform the Blood Cult of your identity. If we succeeded at lifting the Blood Demon's spell, he would definitely be confused...]

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword wanted to remain optimistic, but Baek Suryong shook his head and said indifferently, even coldly, "People don't forget hatred that easily."

He tried to analyze the present circumstances as calmly as possible. Now was the time to think rationally. Betting on a sliver of hope was not an approach he subscribed to.

"...That was likely a strategic retreat. Since he realized who I am, he judged that he could come back anytime. Next time, he'll surely return with reinforcements."

[By reinforcements, do you mean...]

"In the worst case, all four apostles will come."

No, they might have already set out for the Azure Dragon Academy with the Blood Cult's elites. 

Since he had reached out to the Beggars' Gang and the Rogues' Guild, someone would contact him immediately if any suspicious activity occurred. Still, that did not solve the fundamental problem.

I have to make a new plan.

Baek Suryong assumed that his old students had already figured out that he had reincarnated. Given the Blood Cult's attachment to the Heaven Defying Divine Art and his four masters' divine arts, not to mention the apostles' personal hatred for their old instructor, they had sufficient reason to take action.

Everyone will be swept up in the chaos, not just me.

Baek Suryong frowned and racked his brain. He squeezed out all the knowledge and information he possessed to figure out a way to overcome this crisis.

Should I set a trap and wait for them to take the bait? If I ask the Murim Alliance and the Nine Sects One Gang for help...

He shook his head. There was no time for that. Moreover, there was a high probability that various uncontrollable problems would arise.

What if I evacuated everyone first? If I issue a temporary closure order to the Azure Dragon Academy, tell all the students to go home, and then use myself as bait to wage guerrilla warfare...

He shook his head again. Other apostles might hesitate, but Number One would take his students hostage without a second thought. After all, he was the trainee who most resembled the Number 27 of the past. He would stop at nothing to achieve his goal.

Should I... invade the Blood Cult alone?

[Nonsense!] The Divine Azure Dragon Sword trembled while emitting divine energy. 

VWOOONG!

As if reacting to it, Crimson Moon on the other side cried out as well.

Baek Suryong patted the sword hilt and smiled bitterly. "I was only entertaining the idea briefly, so calm down. Besides, I don't know where the Blood Cult Headquarters is located."

[...If you think such crazy thoughts one more time, I'll bind you with sorcery so you can't move an inch!]

Baek Suryong chuckled, but the smile quickly faded. He thought of the only person who might know the location of the Blood Cult Headquarters.

"I wonder... if Elder Wiji is alright?"

He feared for Wiji Yeol's safety. The old man had willingly entered the Blood Cult, and he hadn't heard from him in quite some time.

"Haa... I haven't received a single piece of good news," he sighed resignedly as he left the room. While he was worrying, the sky had already darkened. Everyone would be home soon.

"Mr. Baek!"

"Are you feeling better now?"

Is it okay for you to walk around already?"

The Five Young Azure Dragons, who had rushed out of class as soon as it ended and ran until they were out of breath, swarmed Baek Suryong and fussed over him.

"Did you think I caught a terminal illness or something? I said I'd be fine after resting for a few days."

Baek Suryong laughed and assured them he was fine. As a matter of fact, his internal and external injuries were healing quickly. His head was just so crammed with thoughts and worries that it might explode.

Moreover, the more he thought about it, the more he came to a single conclusion.

The Heavenly Martial Festival... you kids might have to give up on it...

But he couldn't bring himself to say those words to the students looking at him with sparkling eyes.
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The next day, Noh Goonsang secretly visited the White Dragon Manor at dawn after hearing the news from Mae Geuklyom. As soon as he opened the door and saw Baek Suryong, however, he stiffened.

"I thought the Sword Addict was exaggerating because he was too worried about his grandson, but..." he sighed deeply. "Your injuries are much worse than I thought."

Baek Suryong gave an awkward smile. "My apologies. I should have gone to meet you instead."

"This simply won't do."

Although Baek Suryong was wearing loose pyjamas that concealed his wounds, an experienced master like Noh Goonsang could easily see through his facade. Of course, this was also because Baek Suryong wasn't actively trying to hide it.

"Pardon?" Baek Suryong asked, puzzled.

Noh Goonsang's pure white eyebrows shot up in anger. "You're fired as of today," he declared firmly.

"...What?" Baek Suryong's eyes widened, and his jaw dropped at the unexpected job termination.

I've been.. fired!? All of a sudden? Just because I got a bit injured? Does that make any sense?

He protested indignantly, "Fired? Don't you know how hard I worked for the Azure Dragon Academy?"

"I'm grateful for your hard work until now. Even though you don't meet the qualifications, I'll personally ensure that you receive a generous severance package."

Baek Suryong thought Noh Goonsang was joking at first, but by this point, it didn't really seem like a joke anymore.

Losing his composure, he pointed a finger at the Principal of the Azure Dragon Academy. "What kind of rotten principal are you?!"

Noh Goonsang snorted at the aggrieved reaction. "I'd like to fire you to force you to rest, but..." A playful grin formed on his lips. "Just this once, I'll grant you a special ten-day suspension."

"For a moment, I really thought I was fired."

"If you go on a trip and come back with another injury, I might really fire you."

Baek Suryong was astounded. Noh Goonsang had always been sly, but now he was even more brazen. Was it because he would soon step down as Azure Dragon Academy Principal? His current self looked very relaxed, both in body and mind.

He chuckled. "You're only properly exercising your authority now that your term is ending."

"Hohoho! I have to do at least this much so that I won't be treated like a toothless tiger." Noh Goonsang returned the chuckle and sat down across from Baek Suryong.

Baek Suryong could sense a subtle change in the old man.

His aura has changed.

Clearly, Noh Goonsang's state of mind had changed after his decision to step down as Principal of the Azure Dragon Academy. Such a shift in mindset was bound to affect his martial arts.

"Wait... Did you just overcome a big obstacle in your martial arts?"

"Well, I don't know either." Noh Goonsang shrugged and smiled broadly.

Martial artists could reach a new realm overnight with a single epiphany, even after decades of stagnation. Of course, that fortune was only obtainable by those who were prepared, but Baek Suryong knew that wasn't a problem for Noh Goonsang.

"Let's stop with the niceties." Noh Goonsang lowered his voice and set up a qi barrier to ensure their conversation was private. "There aren't many people in the world capable of putting you in this sorry state. Did you go up against the Blood Cult again?"

Given the old master's experience and standing, he immediately deduced the cause of Baek Suryong's injury. However, Baek Suryong's subsequent revelation surprised even him.

"I met an apostle of the Blood Cult."

"An apostle...!"

A cry of astonishment rang out inside the qi-barrier.

Baek Suryong recounted his story exactly as he had told Wang Son. 

Noh Goonsang's expression changed by the moment, and groans escaped him several times. While he didn't know about Baek Suryong's relationship with the apostles, he knew that he had mastered the Heaven Defying Divine Art.

"There's a high possibility that the Blood Cult will come after me with everything they've got. If that happens, the preparations for the Heavenly Martial Festival... I might have to give it up."

Noh Goonsang stared intently at Baek Suryong for a moment, then sighed deeply. "Even when you're on the brink of death, you only think about your students. Is the Heavenly Martial Festival important right now?"

"...But I promised everyone."

"Hoho! How can someone who's usually so smart be so foolish at times like this?"

[That's what I'm saying!] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword screamed, but unfortunately, all Noh Goonsang heard was a vibrating tremor.

"For now, I'll mobilize all my connections and ask for support," he said gravely. "It'll probably be of some help."

He was well aware of how strong the Blood Cult apostles were, because he had fought them personally at the end of the war. However, he neither agreed nor disagreed with Baek Suryong's statement that they had to give up the Heavenly Martial Festival. In his opinion, it was too soon to make such a decision.

He met Baek Suryong's anxious gaze calmly. "The Azure Dragon Academy is strong. Perhaps much stronger than you or I think."

Besides Baek Suryong, one of the Ten Supremes, many of the instructors—including Namgung Su, Mae Geuklyom, Noh Goonsang, and Kwak Cheolwoo—were formidable enough to rank among the murim's top hundred masters. Furthermore, the students had also shown rapid progress recently.

Truthfully, it wasn't an exaggeration to say that the current Azure Dragon Academy possessed power on par with the great sects of the jianghu.

"...I know that too."

"Well, I'm not sure if you really know. In any case, this isn't a decision to make in a hurry, so try to give it some more thought." Noh Goonsang rose from his seat. Given the new revelations, there was no time for leisurely tea and conversation. He had a lot of work to do. 

"You should rest well. I'll look into this and that on my end... Ah, right!" He handed over the two bundles he had brought. "Take these. One is a healing medicine from me, and the other is from Mr. Namgung Su."

"Who? Namgung Su?"

Noh Goonsang nodded. "Mr. Namgung said it's a restorative medicine he had shipped from the Namgung Clan. He also asked me to pass on this message: 'Don't even dream of coming to work until you're fully healed.'"

"...Please tell him I'll eat it well," Baek Suryong mumbled as he accepted the gift.

If he was going to give me something, he should have come and given it to me himself... We have a lot of work-related stuff to discuss, too...

"Then I'll be going now. Take care of yourself."

"Wait!" Baek Suryong stopped Noh Goonsang, who turned to leave the room. "Um... Principal. May I ask you one favor?"

Noh Goonsang burst into hearty laughter at the cautious tone that was so unlike Baek Suryong. "Speak. I'll grant any request within the limits of my power. I'll show you what it means to have absolute authority."

Nevertheless, upon hearing Baek Suryong's request, his expression, which had been lightened only moments before, darkened immediately.

"About the ten-day suspension... could you reduce it to five days?"

"...This rascal, really! You still haven't come to your senses! You really want to get fired, hmm!?"

Baek Suryong flinched at the Principal's thunderous roar, but taking ten days off was too much. "How about seven days? Or, just let me work from home..."

"NONSENSE!"

Unfortunately, because Noh Goonsang shouted after releasing the qi barrier, Baek Muheun and Mae Geuklyom came running over in surprise.

As a result, Baek Suryong had to endure nagging from the two angry family members for hours on end.



Translator's Mote: Ugh... Hangover...


Chapter 476: Isn't This Too Much?

Hyonwon Kang stared at Baek Suryong reluctantly. "...Are we really doing this?"

Only a few days had passed since Baek Suryong had returned looking like a corpse, shocking everyone. He knew a peerless master recovered at a pace beyond common sense, but in his eyes, there was no doubt that Baek Suryong was a patient in need of rest.

How could he call me out for a sparring match in that state?

"Aren't you overdoing it? If your wounds reopen, are you going to chew me out using that as an excuse?" he grumbled, clearly unwilling to comply with the ridiculous request.

Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes. His student's words sounded half like concern and half like an insult. "Since when did the guy who's always scheming to land a hit on me become so timid?"

"What's the fun in landing a hit on a sickly patient?"

"A sickly patient...?"

Smirking, Baek Suryong drew Crimson Moon from his waist.

VWOOONG!

The crimson black blade hummed with a low cry, pleased to return to the world after so long.

"Enough talk. Come at me. Let's see how much you've improved."

"!!!" Hyonwon Kang's mouth fell open at the sight of Crimson Moon's elegant form. It was a legendary weapon once wielded by the world's strongest bladesman as if it were part of his own body, after all.

"Tsk!" Baek Suryong clicked his tongue. "Wonkang. You're drooling."

"Ssshlurp!" Hyonwon Kang hurriedly wiped the corner of his mouth with his sleeve.

Baek Suryong pointed Crimson Moon straight at Hyonwon Kang, smiling provocatively. "Pretty blade, isn't it? Do you want it?"

"......" Hyonwon Kang didn't answer, simply swallowed dryly.

Baek Suryong grinned. Although the boy said nothing, that visible gulp was already enough of an answer.

Every martial artist desired a good weapon. That held true even though Hyonwon Kang already possessed the finely crafted Black Dao.

In that sense, Crimson Moon was a peerless legendary blade comparable to the Divine Azure Dragon Sword. Moreover, it's color and style matched the Asura Blood Heaven Blade perfectly.

"Defeat me and I'll pass this blade down to you," Baek Suryong taunted.

Hyonwon Kang's eyes sparkled. "...Really?"

Still, he did not fall for the provocation as easily as he used to. Instead of rushing in recklessly, he raised his Black Dao to a middle guard and slowly assumed his starting stance.

"How about we spar using only technique, without inner arts?"

"Oh? You're confident that you can beat me with only your technique?" Baek Suryong chuckled and nodded without hesitation. This was actually better for assessing the results of Hyonwon Kang's training.

Of course, he knew that wasn't Hyonwon Kang's primary intention. The punk had likely proposed this method to avoid overexerting him, seeing as he had not fully recovered.

Such needless worry.

Baek Suryong flicked the tip of Crimson Moon haughtily. "Give it everything you've got, okay?"

Hyonwon Kang focused, then abruptly sprang into action. An afterimage resembling a stretched-out version of him lingered before he abruptly appeared in front of Baek Suryong.

SWISH!

A few strands of severed hair scattered in the air.

Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes slightly as he tilted his head back to dodge the blade. "You..."

Hyonwon Kang's skills had improved more than expected, but that wasn't the reason he was surprised. 

He's managed to control the killing intent of the Asura Blood Heaven Blade.

Of course, Hyonwon Kang's achievement paled in comparison to the Third Apostle's, but the fact that he had reached this level on his own was nonetheless astonishing.

Hyonwon Kang grinned proudly at his teacher's surprise. Feeling as if the results of his training had been acknowledged, he yelled, "You'd better surrender quickly if you don't want to get hurt!"

The Black Dao tore through space like the claws of a beast, each stroke fluid and alive.

FWOOSH!

Even though the sun had not yet risen, a red glow blanketed the sky. The sight of the Black Dao raining down powerful, wild slashes was like a black meteor shower streaking across the crimson horizon.

Baek Suryong admired the blurred slashes aimed at him. "Hah! Since when did this punk get this good...?"

To think he's wielding the killing intent of the Asura Blood Heaven Blade on his own, without being taught.

Once again, he was reminded that Hyonwon Kang was a genius who shared the same blood as Master Crazy Demon.

Looking at the eyes of the boy completely immersed in his blade arts, though, another bladesman came to mind.

Black Snake Alliance Leader, perhaps I'll be passing down Crimson Moon sooner than I thought.

Baek Suryong smiled with satisfaction. One day, Hyonwon Kang would undoubtedly claim the title of the strongest bladesman, previously held by the Black Snake Alliance Chairman.

"...But not today."

While he was surprised and pleased to see his student's progress, Hyonwon Kang still wasn't ready to become the master of Crimson Moon.

"You've improved quite a bit," he acknowledged.

"Ha! For someone who says that, you seem to be having a hard time just dodging!"

"...Do you really think so?"

Smirking, Baek Suryong strode into the domain of the Asura Blood Heaven Blade that Hyonwon Kang had created. It was a space where formless killing intent raged, where one's skin could be cut just by entering.

"It's dangerous to enter so recklessly...!"

Startled, Hyonwon Kang tried to withdraw his killing intent. He couldn't control the finer details of his technique yet. Baek Suryong, who had not fully recovered from his injuries, might get swept up in the domain and get hurt.

"Watch out, Wonkang!"

SHWAAAA!

Crimson Moon split the red sky in two, dispersing the fierce killing intent with a single strike.

"...!" Hyonwon Kang froze in shock as the domain of the Asura Blood Heaven Blade shattered.

"Who's worrying about whom right now?"

CLAAAANG!

The second attack came crashing down from above. Hyonwon Kang immediately raised his blade to block, but despite being slightly taller, the impact hit him with the force of a giant several times his size.

"Ugh!" As he staggered backward, he stared blankly at Baek Suryong as if seeing a monster.

His teacher was clearly right in front of him, looking no different than usual. Still, as the most sensitive of the Five Young Azure Dragons, he could feel that something was different about Baek Suryong.

Something... has changed about him.

Baek Suryong gained more than just serious injuries from the battle at Mount Heng. He had met and fought the current era's strongest bladesman, the Black Snake Alliance Chairman, and they had discussed the way of the blade intensely for a few hours. Through this encounter, he had experienced the essence of the Ultimate Blade Technique, a peerless blade technique on par with the Asura Blood Heaven Blade.

Not only that, but he had also witnessed the Third Apostle's Asura Blood Heaven Blade. Although he hadn't clashed with the Third Apostle directly, he had watched his former trainee engage in a earth-shattering battle with the Black Snake Alliance Chairman.

Consequently, his understanding of bladesmanship was bound to expand.

It was for this reason that he could overwhelm Hyonwon Kang despite his weakened state and without using a shred of inner qi. 

Furthermore, there was another detail that only Hyonwon Kang, who had learned bladesmanship from Baek Suryong, could notice.

"That just now, that wasn't the Asura Blood Heaven Blade, was it?"

Baek Suryong nodded readily, then glanced at Crimson Moon. Now that he had wielded it himself, he understood why it was classified as a legendary weapon. "I tried imitating the Ultimate Blade Technique, but it's harder than I thought."

"What the fuuuuuck?!" Hyonwon Kang's jaw dropped. 

How could any bladesman not have heard of the Ultimate Blade Technique? That was the signature martial art of the Black Snake Alliance Chairman, the world's strongest bladesman!

Feeling incredibly wronged, he shrieked, "I-Isn't this too much?! You're already strong, but now you're even learning things like that on your own?!"

Well, technically, Baek Suryong said he had merely imitated it, but it was all the same to him.

"Are those your last words?"

Grinning, Baek Suryong rushed at Hyonwon Kang.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

The Black Dao and Crimson Moon clashed fiercely for a moment, but the subsequent bout was completely one-sided. Within seconds, Hyonwon Kang was pushed onto the defensive and completely outmatched.

CLAAAAANG!

Seeing his Black Dao knocked right out of his hand and soar through the air, Hyonwon Kang muttered dumbly, "Fucking crazy son of a bitch... I thought he was on the verge of death, but he came back even stronger..."

"Tsk, tsk. How could you use such vulgar language in front of your teacher?"

SMACK!

Hyonwon Kang was slapped across the face by the flat of Crimson Moon's blade, signaling the end of the sparring session.

"Damn it... One day... I'll definitely crush your ass..." Hyonwon Kang muttered as he toppled backward, blood streaming from both nostrils.

THUD!

Baek Suryong nudged the fallen Hyonwon Kang aside with his foot, then turned to face the other students, who were looking at him with sparkling eyes.

"So? Who's next?"

Before he could even finish speaking, the remaining four Five Young Azure Dragons surrounded him.

"Mr. Baek! Please spar with me, too!"

"I was here first! It's my turn!"

"Hey! Have you no respect for your elders? As the senior, I should go first!"

"How does seniority affect the sparring order?"

At first, the students watched the duel between Baek Suryong and Hyonwon Kang anxiously. However, after seeing that their teacher was in better shape than expected, their anxiety turned to anticipation. Now, they were just itching for a fight.

"Why do we need to decide the sparring order? Just come at me all at once like you always do."

Chuckling, Baek Suryong shifted Crimson Moon to his left hand and held the Divine Azure Dragon Sword in his right. He did this not only to prepare the students for the threats that could come at any time, but also for his own growth.

I have to become stronger than I am now.

If he could simultaneously wield both the Unlimited Sword and the Asura Blood Heaven Blade, his overall martial prowess would advance to the next level.

"Damn it! Let's go with Beat Up Baek Suryong Formation Number 1118!" Hyonwon Kang shouted as he wiped his nose, having regained consciousness at some point and scrambled back to his feet.

As if waiting for his cue, the Five Young Azure Dragons moved into position. The look in their eyes was quite something to see.

"Pfft!" Baek Suryong laughed. His body wasn't in perfect condition yet, but he finally started to feel like he had returned home.
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Even with support from the Beggars' Sect and the Rogues' Guild, it was impossible to completely suppress the rumors about the Azure Dragon Hero's return. The news spread slowly through the city, eventually becoming widespread enough that Baek Suryong could occasionally sense presences lurking outside the White Dragon Manor.

"Hoo..."

He finished circulating his energy and opened his eyes. As a result of focusing on energy circulation and recuperation for several days, his internal and external injuries had recovered significantly.

"...At this point, can I even be called human?"

He himself was the most surprised by his recovery rate, which could only be described as miraculous. Having reached the Eighth Star, the Heaven Defying Divine Art rapidly healed his internal injuries, while the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest repaired his external ones. 

Most of the minor cuts had now disappeared, and only the wound that had pierced his chest left a distinct scar. 

Baek Suryong was hardly surprised about that. The wound was not only incredibly deep but also influenced by the lingering energy of the legendary weapon, the Divine Azure Dragon Sword.

"......"

After tracing the scar with his finger for a moment, he put on his coat and went outside. It was late, and all the students were asleep. He completely concealed his presence and tried to leave the house quietly.

"Where are you going at this hour?" a voice rang out from behind him.

Baek Suryong flinched and turned around. Baek Muheun was standing there with his arms folded and a frown on his face.

How did Dad find me out?

He immediately made up an excuse.

"I couldn't sleep, so I thought I'd go for a short night walk," he said, chuckling awkwardly and scratching the back of his head.

Baek Muheun sighed deeply. He glared at his son for a moment, then nodded. "...I understand. You must've felt stifled being stuck at home all the time. Just don't go too far."

"Geez. It's not like I'm a child..."

Grinning, Baek Suryong leaped over the wall, since the sound of the gate opening might wake the students.

As it was late, the streets were empty. He wandered wherever his feet took him, lost in thought.

The Blood Demon's goal. My former trainees. The Azure Dragon Academy and the Heavenly Martial Festival.

He mulled over the various worries and thoughts he had yet to make a decision on, one by one. Some were easily resolved, but no solution came to mind for others.

Suddenly, a lit shop in the distance caught his eye. It was strangely captivating.

Is there a place open at this hour?

He approached the shop, only to see that it was a small, old bookstore. 

He was suddenly reminded of the old bookstore where Master Eun's portrait had hung, where the worn interior showed the passage of time and the smell of old books. The old man who had looked after that bookstore alone was an old acquaintance of Master Eun.

Baek Suryong walked toward the bookstore without much thought. As it happened, there was a book he wanted to buy.

"I don't know if they'll have it, but..."

If he could find a related book, he planned to learn from it, even if just a little at a time.

A long distance away, out of the range of his senses, a humongous shadow secretly stalked Baek Suryong.

"......"

The giant rubbed the scar on his chest as he silently watched the martial arts instructor enter the old bookstore.



Translator's Note: Merry Christmas! Has Santa(?) snuck up on Suryong!?


Chapter 477: You're Gravely Mistaken

CREAK...

Baek Suryong opened the door to the old bookstore and stepped inside to the moan of old hinges. The space was filled with the scent of paper, which had seeped into it over many long years, and the dim interior was lit by only an oil lamp.

Hmm?

A strangely familiar feeling made him tilt his head. He was certain this was his first time visiting this bookstore, yet the atmosphere and the neatly arranged items evoked a sense of déjà vu.

The reason for this feeling was soon revealed. A handsome young man with a cool demeanor leaned against a wall while reading a book, looking as if he had just stepped out of a painting by Artist Pung Wol.

"Namgung Su?" Baek Suryong muttered, bewildered.

Namgung Su looked up at the person who had called him. For a moment, his eyes widened in surprise. Although it was a subtle change that only someone as observant as Baek Suryong would notice, it indicated just how shocked he was.

"...Baek Suryong?" he groaned. There were never any other customers at this hour, so he always read here alone in quiet solitude. Yet here was Baek Suryong, whom he thought was recuperating at the White Dragon Manor, standing before him.

He narrowed his eyes and eyed Baek Suryong suspiciously. "What are you scheming? Don't tell me you tailed me?"

The cheerful grin vanished from Baek Suryong's face, and his jaw dropped, as if he had heard the most absurd thing possible. "What nonsense are you spouting? The joy I felt at running into a familiar face by coincidence is melting away."

"Your voice is too loud." Namgung Su frowned and gestured with his chin toward a corner of the bookstore.

An old woman who appeared to be the owner was sitting there, dozing. A book lay on a small table in front of her, as if she had been reading until just a moment ago.

Baek Suryong clicked his tongue softly and lowered his voice. "It's past closing time. How could you make an old lady stay up so late just for you?"

"That's baseless slander. I pay a considerable monthly fee to make use of this place at night."

Indeed, most of the bookstore's income came from Namgung Su's wallet. This was his go-to place when he wanted to rest and read quietly.

Namgung Su examined Baek Suryong's complexion critically. "I heard you were back. You look better than I expected."

"I've been taking the medicine and eating the food you sent."

"Those remedies were made using the Namgung Clan's secret manual, so of course they're effective. Make sure to take them on time with a nutritious meal, according to the instructions."

Baek Suryong let out a soft laugh at Namgung Su's characteristically blunt yet considerate reply. With a playful air, he asked, "Just how many of those secret manuals does your clan have?"

"Having a long history also means owning a wide variety of secret manuals. Now, I'd like to get back to my book."

Namgung Su stuck his nose back in his book, making it clear he did not want his private time to be disrupted any further.

However, Baek Suryong wasn't finished. He hesitated for a moment, then asked, "Why don't you stop by the White Dragon Manor when you have time? We have a lot of backlogged work to discuss."

The room instantly frosted over, as if Namgung Su had unleashed an ice art.

"I don't discuss work with patients," Namgung Su shot back icily.

"As you can see, I'm almost..." Baek Suryong was about to say he was almost fully recovered, but upon seeing the gleaming golden eyes, he decided against it. "I'll be back to work in a few days, so let's talk then."

Namgung Su nodded silently, and their conversation ended there. In any case, this was not the ideal place for a conversation, as the dozing old woman had woken up and was now quietly scrutinizing the two of them.

"Don't mind me. I'll just find the book I need and leave."

"I wouldn't have minded you if you left me alone."

Baek Suryong brushed past Namgung Su and searched the aisles for the book he wanted.

"......" Namgung Su glanced at Baek Suryong once before refocusing his attention on his book.

For a while, the only sound in the quiet, dimly lit bookstore was the rustling of turning pages.
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"...Why are you following me?" Namgung Su grumbled irritably.

Baek Suryong replied shamelessly, "Our paths home just happen to be the same, don't they?"

Namgung Su furrowed his brow. This bastard deliberately stuck around the bookstore until I left, and now he's denying it? How am I supposed to believe that?

"Do you have something to say to me?"

"...I should probably read a bit."

Baek Suryong pulled out the book he had bought at the bookstore and started reading. Though the dim moonlight was the only light source, reading in the dead of night was no trouble for the eyes of a peerless master.

Namgung Su sighed softly. "If you have something to say, say it. If not, go your own way."

"Why don't you stop bothering someone who's reading?"

Namgung Su stared at Baek Suryong, who was trailing him at a moderate distance, in disbelief. Eventually, he shook his head and turned away. "Whatever. Do as you please."

He began walking, pretending that Baek Suryong wasn't there. Approximately ten steps behind him, Baek Suryong ambled along, reading his book.

It was a strange procession. The two men didn't exchange a single word. They simply walked in the same direction.

"......"

"......"

"...What if, just what if..." Baek Suryong muttered to himself in a low voice.

Namgung Su stopped and looked back. Baek Suryong was still reading the book.

"What do you think would happen if we couldn't participate in the Heavenly Martial Festival?" Baek Suryong continued, his gaze still on the book, though his eyes looked somewhat empty. 

To Namgung Su, his voice sounded strangely distant. He strode over and snatched the book from Baek Suryong's hands. 

"What are you talking about all of a sudden?" he demanded fiercely. Lightning flickered in his bright golden eyes.

Baek Suryong replied nonchalantly with a light shrug. "Well, you know, it's just a possibility, isn't it?" 

Somehow, Namgung Su could tell that their conversation was anything but lighthearted. "Baek Suryong. Explain yourself clearly."

"Could you return my book? I had a hard time finding it."

"Explain. Yourself. Clearly. Now."

Baek Suryong looked at Namgung Su for a moment before sighing softly. "The Blood Cult's threat is growing, isn't it? The students could get caught up in it and be in danger. Given the situation, I started to wonder if it's right for us to be focusing on the Heavenly Martial Festival."

Namgung Su twitched. He had a feeling that Baek Suryong was hiding something. If not, there was no way the man would avert his gaze while spouting such nonsense.

Baek Suryong scratched his head awkwardly and stared up at the sky. "I know it's embarrassing for me to say this after boldly declaring that I would lead the Azure Dragon Academy to victory, but I can't endanger the students. So, I'm just saying, we should think about it."

".….." Namgung Su scowled. Baek Suryong seemed to be trying to persuade him to give up on the Heavenly Martial Festival they had been preparing for nearly a year.

Baek Suryong tensed, waiting for an inevitable outburst. Contrary to his expectation, though, Namgung Su listened to the story calmly and didn't get upset.

He sighed deeply. Namgung Su was the most difficult person to have this conversation with. He now knew just how much effort this man, as the Star Instructor of the Azure Dragon Academy, had put in over the past few years, and how much he had despaired whenever the students fared poorly.

"The Blood Cult's movements have been unusual lately. I think we might soon have to declare a temporary closure and evacuate the students. We won't be able to prepare for the Heavenly Martial Festival anymore, but that's better than someone dying, right?"

"......"

"I know, if we pull out of the Heavenly Martial Festival now, the ignorant gossipers will tear us apart. They'll say that we're using the Blood Cult as an excuse after bragging about winning. Don't worry about it. I'll take all the blame. It's something I started, after all."

"Baek Suryong."

"I'm sorry. I know how hard you've worked, but no matter how I think about it, this is the best course of action..."

"You're gravely mistaken," Namgung Su snapped, cutting Baek Suryong off sharply.

"...About what?" Baek Suryong asked quizzically.

Namgung Su glared at him as if he were a pathetic worm. "Did you follow me just to say that?"

"Who are you calling a puppy that needs to go for a walk?"

Namgung Su roughly shoved the indignant Baek Suryong's book into his chest. It happened to hit his wound, but Baek Suryong said nothing, only winced at the pain.

"If you want to back out, back out alone."

"...What did you say?" Baek Suryong's eyes widened in disbelief. Back out alone? Did this guy even hear a word I said?

"Do you think winning the Heavenly Martial Festival is just your goal?"

"That's..." Baek Suryong faltered, at a loss for words.

Namgung Su continued, "I understand what you're saying. As the threat of the Blood Cult grows, the students' safety is obviously the top priority. The Heavenly Martial Festival may even be canceled because of it. We might also be forced to give up due to other variables. Do you think I haven't considered that possibility?"

Eyes flashing with golden lightning, he glared at Baek Suryong. As the Star Instructor who had protected the Azure Dragon Academy for years, he scolded his junior as a senior should.

"Don't be arrogant, new instructor."

"......"

"You may have declared that you would lead the Azure Dragon Academy to victory at the Heavenly Martial Festival, but that isn't your goal alone. All the instructors and students at the academy, myself included, are working toward the same goal. You don't have the right to make others give up on it."

Baek Suryong stood there dazed for a moment, then let out a hollow laugh. Despite the sharp rebuttal, his expression had actually brightened. "...Ha. You're right. I was being too arrogant."

"Being praised as one of the Ten Supremes seems to have made you forget your place. From now on, remember your position as a new instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy."

"Yes, sir. I understand, Mr. Namgung Su."

Namgung Su glared at Baek Suryong, who had reverted to his usual shameless self, and sighed. "If you're done talking nonsense, go home."

With those words, he whirled around and strode off. Not once did he look back.

Baek Suryong did not follow him any further.

"Good grief..."

He scratched his head as he watched Namgung Su's figure recede into the distance.

"He always has to act so cool by himself."

The fundamental problem had not been solved, but the conversation with Namgung Su did clear his muddled mind a little.

"Right. It's not a decision I can make alone."

He had been mistaken in thinking everything was his responsibility, so he had felt that he had to be the one to make the decision. He hadn't considered others' views at all. He had forgotten about the students and instructors of the Azure Dragon Academy and the many people who supported them.

"I'll have to talk with everyone soon."

He strolled toward the White Dragon Manor, looking slightly more relaxed.

SWOOSH!

Suddenly, a man in a black bamboo hat appeared, blocking his path.

Baek Suryong's face hardened.

Since when... even though I'm not at my best, to think I failed to sense someone this close?

He secretly gathered his inner qi, warily eyeing his opponent.

"Who are you?" he demanded.

The man slowly removed his black bamboo hat. He was a young man with a simple, unassuming appearance that contrasted with his sturdy build. However, his deep, penetrating eyes belied his outward age, and his tightly closed lips suggested a taciturn personality.

Baek Suryong shuddered as if struck by lightning. "You...!"

Although the man had used a bone contortion art to shrink his body, Baek Suryong recognized him at a single glance. 

Standing before him was none other than his former trainee, Number Four.


Chapter 478: Fortunately, I Learned That Phrase Today

Baek Suryong was stunned. This reunion came far too soon. He had prepared himself for the possibility of meeting his former trainees again in the near future, but he never expected it to happen so soon.

WHOOSH!

A gust breezed between the two men, who stood about twenty paces apart. For peerless masters, this was a distance at which they could take each other's lives in an instant.

Baek Suryong mumbled under his breath, "I'm sure you were badly injured too..."

He sighed as he regarded his former student, but Number Four's face was an expressionless mask, impossible to read.

He had thought he would have at least a month, even with the most pessimistic estimate. He figured the two injured apostles needed time to heal and come to grips with the truth about him before they were able to dispatch forces to the Azure Dragon Academy.

So why?

He expanded his senses to the fullest to see if he was being surrounded, but couldn't detect anyone else nearby.

"...Did you come alone?" he asked softly.

"......" Number Four remained silent.

Baek Suryong sighed. Beneath the slightly lifted black bamboo hat, the young man with deep-set eyes studied him curiously, probably because this was his first time seeing his real face. After all, the last time they met, he had been wearing the face of Maeng Ryonghwi.

STEP.

Number Four took a step forward.

"Not here," Baek Suryong said sharply, reacting with instinctive ferocity like a desperate mother wolf raising her hackles to protect her cubs. 

The White Dragon Manor was close by. If a fight broke out, Baek Muheun would arrive in less than fifteen minutes, and all the students would wake up. Mae Geuklyom or Namgung Su might come running as well.

He didn't want them to be caught up in his karmic retribution.

"...Let's go somewhere quiet. It won't do you any good to be surrounded. Even if we fight, let's do it far from here."

Baek Suryong slowly backed away, trying to lure Number Four to a less populated area.

However, Number Four did not move. He remained in the same position after taking that single step, observing Baek Suryong's anxious expression with great interest.

"This isn't a lie. Follow me. I'll do whatever you want then..."

Number Four shook his head, indicating he would not follow. He didn't initiate a fight either.

Baek Suryong bit his lip in frustration. What does he want?

RUSTLE!

Number Four took something out a palm-sized notebook from his pocket. As if he had written what he wanted to say in advance, he opened it and showed it to Baek Suryong.

Follow me.

Baek Suryong stared blankly at the notebook. Compared to the past, the handwriting was remarkably neat. 

Did he practice his calligraphy extensively before learning sign language? 

Number Four returned the notebook to his pocket and began to walk away. It was a signal for Baek Suryong to follow.

"...Fine."

Baek Suryong followed Number Four to the outskirts of the city. He couldn't rule out the possibility that he was walking into a trap, but the plan seemed too clumsy to be one.

Besides, Number Four had no reason to set a trap now that he knew Baek Suryong's identity. There were many easier and more effective ways he could corner his old teacher. 

Baek Suryong knew because he had taught him himself. Although Number Four had a large frame suited for external arts, he was incredibly intelligent. He just didn't show it often.

Why did he come alone? How long has he been here? Did he wait until I was alone? His injuries... are they fully healed?

Baek Suryong's heart pounded from anxiety. He had wanted to think alone so badly that he even left the Divine Azure Dragon Sword at the White Dragon Manor. If a fight broke out now, he would be at a great disadvantage.

Still, now was not the time to dwell on regrets.

"Let's avoid people," he repeated.

Number Four glanced back at Baek Suryong and gave a small nod.

The two peerless masters easily avoided notice. After walking through winding alleys and avoiding main roads for about an hour, Number Four stopped in front of their destination—a small, shabby tavern that remained open late into the night.

"Well, look at these handsome young men! Honey! We've got customers!"

"Come sit over here. Can I get you some drinks?"

The tavern's owners, a friendly couple with no connection to the murim, greeted the two men with warm smiles.
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After more than fifty years, instructor and trainee sat facing each other with a single table between them. Casually ordered liquor, dumplings, and noodles sat on the worn table, but neither of them touched the food.

""......""

A heavy silence hung in the air. Number Four stared intently at Baek Suryong from across the table, while Baek Suryong's lips twitched several times as he hesitated, unsure of what to say.

Finally, Baek Suryong asked awkwardly, "Have your wounds healed?"

Number Four's eyebrows twitched. He took out his notebook, pulled out a thin brush, and wrote down the question he wanted to ask in his neatly printed script.

Baek Suryong remembered this particular quirk perfectly. Number Four always twitched like this whenever he was feeling emotional.

I remember watching you die. How did you come back to life?

"...I didn't come back to life, simply regained memories of my previous life after reincarnating."

A qi sound barrier enveloped them. The middle-aged couple, who frequently glanced at their only two customers who strangely hadn't touched their food, couldn't hear a thing.

Number Four had many questions for his old instructor. Even after thinking about them the entire way here, they remained unresolved, so he cut to the chase.

What exactly did you do when you stabbed me?

Baek Suryong's expression darkened with anger toward the Blood Demon. "...So you didn't know? The Blood Demon cast sorcery on your heart. In order to break the spell, I had to touch your heart with my sword."

What kind of sorcery was it?

"I don't know the details either, but it was likely a type that forces loyalty to the Blood Demon, messes with your memories, and strengthens the... restraint you all received when you were young."

Number Four's eyes flickered at Baek Suryong's slight change in expression right before he said the word 'restraint.' He was reminded of his old instructor's pained face when he had revealed that his vocal cords were damaged. 

Because of this, though, more questions arose than were answered.

Why didn't you kill me?

"......" Baek Suryong bit his lip so hard it turned white.

Number Four watched him in silence, his steely gaze demanding an answer. If the sword that had pierced his heart had gone just a little deeper, he would have died.

From his old instructor's perspective, it should have been a golden opportunity to end the fight. Yet, at that moment, his instructor had faltered and squandered the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

There's no way he doesn't know that, so why?

Baek Suryong looked Number Four straight in the eye. "That's... because I didn't want to kill you."

Number Four scribbled in his notebook: Why not?

"......" Baek Suryong's eyes glazed over. He didn't know what to say. He felt as if Number Four's earnest, sincere eyes were asking if any other destiny could possibly exist for them besides killing each other, and why he was saying such strange things after all this time.

He sighed and averted his gaze for a moment, glancing out the window. The night was loud with the chirping of crickets. 

After a moment, he turned his attention toward the table. The dumplings were already cold, so he poured some of the strong liquor into his cup and downed it in one gulp.

Number Four didn't wait for an answer. He didn't want to torment his old instructor with difficult questions. He simply wanted to clear up his doubts.

He scribbled in his notebook: I heard your story after arriving here. You're still teaching martial arts.

The Azure Dragon Hero Baek Suryong was the most famous person in this city, and one could hear countless stories about him just by sitting in an inn. There were grand tales not only of his fights against the Blood Cult, but also of him teaching students at the Azure Dragon Academy.

So I became curious about your current students.

"Did you... meet the kids?" Baek Suryong gasped, the blood draining from his face. If Number Four had any malicious intent, the lives of the Five Young Azure Dragons would be snuffed out like candles in the wind.

I only observed them from a distance.

Baek Suryong let out a sigh of relief without realizing it.

Number Four frowned at the sight. The old instructor he knew was a man without weaknesses. He could not be broken with threats or hostages; in fact, he was the one who taught them to mock hostage-takers.

Now, though, he felt like he could easily shatter the man's will.

The urge to test his theory suddenly struck him. He picked up a pair of chopsticks on the table and glanced at the tavern owners, who were still eyeing them. 

Even ordinary chopsticks could become terrifying weapons in the hands of a peerless master. A single flick of the wrist was all he needed to pierce their throats.

Baek Suryong's heart sank. "Stop!" he demanded as he too picked up a pair of chopsticks, preparing to intercept Number Four.

For a while, tension hung thickly in the space between them.

"...They're just innocent commoners," Baek Suryong pleaded. "Don't touch them."

Number Four put the chopsticks back on the table. Just moments ago, his old instructor had seemed weak enough to be toppled by the wind, yet now he was warning him with eyes as cold and sharp as a blade.

You've changed.

Unaware that their lives had just been threatened, the owners muttered in disappointed tones, wondering if the food was not to their liking.

After watching them for a moment, Number Four moved his brush again.

I haven't told anyone who you are.

Baek Suryong's eyes widened in shock. This was something he had never considered. "...Why?"

Number Four paused his brush. He didn't know the exact reason himself, and the answer 'because I was curious' felt somehow inadequate. He paused to think for a moment, then wrote: As long as you don't reveal my identity to anyone too, no one will die.

Baek Suryong nodded. "...I'll won't say a word."

It was a strange promise. As long as both sides kept their true identities a secret, nothing would happen for now.

Let me observe you for a while. I'll decide whether to kill you or not after that.

Baek Suryong was inwardly relieved. Although he could not understand why Number Four suddenly appearing and saying such things, being able to converse with his old student like this felt like a dream come true.

"Are you planning to stay in this city?" he asked.

Number Four nodded.

Baek Suryong's expression softened, appearing both worried and pleased at the same time. "There are a few spare rooms at the White Dragon Manor... No, never mind."

His words trailed off as he saw Number Four's intense gaze.

"Before that, there's something I want to ask you..."

He started to speak, but the words would not come. To steel himself, he gulped down the remaining liquor. There was a question he had desperately wanted to ask his former trainees if he ever got the chance.

Soon, the strong scent of alcohol wafted from his hesitant breath.

"Do you... hate me?"

Number Four stared down at the notebook for a moment. Finally, he set the brush aside and answered in sign language.

It was a whim. Since his old instructor didn't know sign language, no matter what he said, the man wouldn't understand.

Nevertheless, Baek Suryong reacted with surprise and relief. "...Fortunately, I learned that phrase today."

Number Four tilted his head in confusion for a moment, when he noticed the book tucked inside Baek Suryong's shirt pocket.

Could that book be...

"I'll learn more next time, so you won't have to use a notebook." Baek Suryong stood up from his seat. "I'm afraid we'll have to end the conversation here tonight," he apologized. "I can feel the presence of a doting father approaching."

In the distance, he could sense Baek Muheun rushing toward him. Apparently, he had come out to find his son who stayed out later than expected.

"If you have anything you want to ask me, you can come find me anytime."

Number Four did not stop the departing Baek Suryong. He listened quietly to a man outside the tavern shouting, "Suryong! Suryong!", followed by the voice of his old instructor making excuses, and finally the fading sounds of bickering as they vanished into the distance.

Even after Baek Suryong left the tavern, he remained seated, staring blankly at the spot where his old instructor had sat. He replayed their conversation in his mind, piece by piece.

They hadn't talked for very long. Though some of his questions were answered, he was only left with more puzzling ones.

"Did you two have a fight or something? You both looked so serious," the husband suddenly asked, gesturing for permission to clear the dishes.

Number Four nodded.

"Young man. Are you unable to speak, by any chance?" the wife asked.

Number Four nodded again.

The hardy middle-aged woman clicked her tongue and looked at him in pity. "I have a relative who can't speak either. Life must be hard for you, young man."

Number Four rose from his seat, took out a gold coin, and offered it to the couple.

They were flabbergasted.

"Oh my! We don't have change for such a large sum!"

"Who pays for dumplings, noodles, and a bottle of liquor with a gold coin?"

Despite the couple's objections, Number Four placed the gold coin on the table. He didn't need change.

As he was about to leave the tavern, however, the husband grabbed his arm. "How can we just let you go like this? It's getting late. I'll give you our best room, so please stay the night. Don't worry, we won't charge you extra."

His wife chimed in from the side, "Do that. You look like you're from out of town. Even if you try to find an inn now, there aren't many places open at this hour."

Number Four hesitated for a moment before nodding. It wasn't as if he had anywhere else to go.

A short while later, he entered the room the couple had provided and lay down on the clean but old and shabby bed.

He repeated the sign language he had shown his old instructor into the empty air.

"I hate you."

He just couldn't understand why his old instructor had brightened up at those words.
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Chapter 479: Someday

"Mr. Baek, what book are you reading?"

Baek Suryong was resting against a pillar on the porch, reading a book, but he looked up when he heard the familiar voice.

Wiji Cheon was approaching him with sparkling eyes, brimming with curiosity despite the beads of sweat on his forehead from practicing his swordsmanship.

Baek Suryong smiled warmly. More than any other student at the White Dragon Manor, Wiji Cheon aspired to become like him. This goal included not only becoming an exceptional martial artist, but also a martial arts instructor once he graduated from the Azure Dragon Academy.

Recently, the boy had been trying to understand and imitate what he usually did, from the way he prepared for classes to the methods he used when teaching.

What a weird kid. Despite having the makings of the world's greatest swordsman, he wants to be a martial arts instructor instead of venturing out into the jianghu and making a name for himself.

Chuckling, he showed the book to Wiji Cheon. "You mean this? It's a sign language manual."

"A sign language manual?" Wiji Cheon studied the book, which contained pictures of various hand gestures and their associated meanings. "Why are you suddenly learning sign language?" he asked.

"Nothing we learn is ever useless," Baek Suryong replied. "I might have to teach a deaf or mute student someday."

Wiji Cheon's eyes glittered with renewed respect for his teacher. "Wow! I've never thought of that possibility before!"

Baek Suryong patted Wiji Cheon's head, impressed by his attitude. Unlike a certain someone who was constantly scheming to mess with his teacher, Wiji Cheon was a model student.

"What are the others doing?" he asked.

Only Wiji Cheon, the final winner of this morning's student battle royale, was freed from chores. The others were all still hard at work.

Wiji Cheon smiled brightly. "Senior Sangwoong and Senior Yeo Min are cleaning the training grounds. Senior Wonkang and Suhyeok are helping the elder Mr. Baek prepare breakfast. The cooking is almost done, so you should come to the dining hall soon."

"Got it." Baek Suryong nodded and tucked the sign language manual into his pocket, planning to read it whenever he had a chance.

Suddenly, Wiji Cheon cocked his head in puzzlement. "By the way, has something good happened to you lately?"

The corners of Baek Suryong's mouth turned up slightly. "...Is it that obvious?"

There could only be one reason for his happiness.


"I hate you."



He had finally gotten the honest answer he hadn't received fifty years ago. One of his former trainees, who had always pretended to be emotionless, finally expressed his true feelings for the first time.

That means the Blood Demon's sorcery has been broken.

Just that fact was enough to make him ridiculously happy, though of course, he did not expect to be easily forgiven.

More importantly, even though the spell is broken, Number Four still seems extremely confused.

He sighed. Not even the Divine Azure Dragon Sword could predict how breaking the sorcery would affect Number Four's state of mind in the future. That was a problem.


Let me observe you for a while. I'll decide whether to kill you or not after that.



At least that sentence, written in neat handwriting, was the truth. Neither of them had lied during their brief exchange.

"...Mr. Baek? Are you okay?"

Baek Suryong snapped back to reality upon hearing Wiji Cheon's voice and let out a small laugh. "You know, someone told me that they hate me enough to want to kill me."

"And that's why you're in a good mood?" Wiji Cheon gave Baek Suryong a strange look, and took a step back from his respected teacher. No matter how much he admired Baek Suryong, there were aspects of the man that he felt he really shouldn't emulate. "A-Anyway, I'm going to go wash up! See you in a bit!"

"Hmm...? Okay." Baek Suryong stood puzzled as Wiji Cheon hurriedly left as if fleeing. 

After a moment, he went to his room and grabbed the Divine Azure Dragon Sword and Crimson Moon. Despite being legendary weapons, neither scabbard was particularly ornate, so he could carry them both without drawing much attention.

Just then, Baek Muheun's voice echoed across the manor, "Suryong! Hurry up and come eat!"

"I'm coming!" Baek Suryong shouted back.

Minutes later, he sat with his family and students around a wooden table and enjoyed a normal breakfast. The students, hungry from their morning training, wielded their chopsticks like weapons of war, while the adults dined gracefully and engaged in small talk.

"Are you going back to work already?" Mae Geuklyom grumbled, glaring disapprovingly at his grandson. Baek Suryong was neatly dressed in his blue martial arts uniform for the first time in a while.

Baek Suryong grinned and nodded. "My body's too restless to wait any longer. I also feel bad for the other teachers who had to cover for me while I was away."

Baek Muheun shook his head, sighing. "You have a lot more to feel bad about. You know what state your body was in. How can you go back to work after only resting for a few days? Don't you feel sorry for your poor body?"

"I never thought that being too responsible and diligent could be a problem. At times like this, it would've been better if you took after your lazy and debauched father a little..."

"Father-in-law, Suryong doesn't take after Yakbing either, does he? Who do you think this part of him really resembles, hmm?"

"...What did you just say?"

"Please, just admit it already. I recently saw her school records, so I know everything. Yakbing played hooky more often than anyone else back in the day."

"How dare you slander my daughter, you scoundrel!"

"Why are you two fighting again?" Baek Suryong sighed. As expected, the in-laws' civility was only momentary. Within seconds, the two men initiated a dazzling chopstick duel across the dining table.

He had grown used to this sight over the past few days, so he didn't bother trying to stop them. Instead, he simply reached in and snatched side dishes from between their clashing chopsticks.

From time to time, whenever he thought he felt a familiar gaze from afar, he glanced outside the White Dragon Manor.

...It would be nice if we could eat together.

He finished his meal, hoping against hope that someday, that dream could come true.

After breakfast, he left the White Dragon Manor with his students.

"Let's go!"

Today was the day he finally returned to work at the Azure Dragon Academy.
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"See you later!"

"Don't any of you dare slack off during class, especially you, Hyonwon Kang."

"Why me again?"

"If I hear one more time about you dozing off in class, I'll forbid you from training alone at dawn. Did you think I wouldn't notice that you've been waking up an hour early by yourself?"

"No..."

Baek Suryong left the grumbling Hyonwon Kang behind and parted ways with the students.

Not even ten minutes passed before he encountered a welcome face.

"Hyung!" Ak Yeonho cried out, kicking up a cloud of dust as he came running toward him. Face filled with worry, he asked, "Are you all better now?"

While Baek Suryong was recuperating at the White Dragon Manor, his fellow new instructors had taken turns visiting him. To keep their visits a secret from prying eyes, they had even taken care to visit him separately.

Baek Suryong grinned and nodded. "As you can see, I'm all better. How are things going at the academy?"

"Work? There's always a lot of it these days. The Heavenly Martial Festival is less than two months away, after all."

The pair walked side by side, chatting casually. 

Ak Yeonho was friendly and well-connected, which made him a valuable source of news. Thanks to him, Baek Suryong was already mostly up to date with the things that had happened while he was away.

"I heard the Principal's contemplating who to choose as his successor."

"Who are the possible candidates?"

"There are three candidates within the Azure Dragon Academy: Vice Principal Kwak Cheolwoo, Mr. Pung Jinho, and Mr. Mae Geuklyom."

Baek Suryong blinked in surprise. "My grandfather too?"

I know that both Vice Principal Kwak Cheolwoo and Pung Jinho long for a promotion, but Grandpa?

"...Even if the Principal offers my grandfather the position, he'll probably refuse," he added.

Considering Mae Geuklyom's character, the probability of him refusing the principal position was very high. After all, if he had desired authority, there was no way a man like him would still be Headmaster.

"Still, the Principal seems to be pushing hard for Mr. Mae Geuklyom. Whether it's public acceptance or teaching ability, Mr. Mae has it all."

"Well, of course he does. He's the best candidate," Baek Suryong said proudly. "It's just a matter of whether Grandpa wants to do it or not."

Ak Yeonho rolled his eyes at his friend's sudden display of pride in his family. "Anyway, the students have been really excited about the school trip lately. I heard the location is going to be announced soon," he chirped excitedly, eyes sparkling.

The school trip was the biggest event of the school year before the finals and the Heavenly Martial Festival. However, Baek Suryong had little interest in the trip itself. Something else about Ak Yeonho's words bothered him more.

"The location for the school trip still hasn't been decided?" he asked.

"It's been finalized, but apparently, the announcement will be made later than usual due to security concerns. I think only the Principal and the teacher in charge know the exact location."

"Who's in charge? I can just go and ask them discreetly."

"Mr. Namgung Su."

"Fuck." Baek Suryong sighed. Of all people, it just had to be the one guy who wouldn't open his mouth even if tortured.

"Originally, the plan was to go to the Namgung Clan this year, but that's become difficult."

"True..."

The Namgung Clan had sustained significant damage from the Blood Cult's attack. Although they seemed to be recovering, it was simply not possible for them to host an external event.

"That's why there's so much speculation among the kids right now. Word has spread that they might get to visit one of the Nine Great Sects or Five Great Clans."

"It's not that easy to visit the headquarters of the Nine Great Sects. At best, we'll probably go to one of their larger branches," Baek Suryong pointed out, even though he himself would have liked to visit one of the Nine Sects.

Ironically, this was both Ak Yeonho's and Baek Suryong's first school trip. Neither of them had attended school before, so they didn't know what to expect.

Baek Suryong rolled his eyes at the overly excited Ak Yeonho. "Why are you so excited about a short vacation?"

Ak Yeonho's mouth twitched. "You said the same thing during the festival, yet you were the one who had the most fun..."

"Ahem! This is this and that is that."

"Hyung-nim. The hair you pulled out during the cavalry battle hasn't even fully grown back yet!"

The two instructions crossed the grand training ground, bickering all the way.

Finally, they reached the fork in the road where their paths diverged.

Grinning, Ak Yeonho said, "Anyway, it's great to have you back, Hyung-nim. The Azure Dragon Hero belongs at the Azure Dragon Academy."

"It's good to be back. When we have time, should we call Il'oh and Soyeong and throw a party?"

"Yep! I'm up for that anytime!"

Baek Suryong nodded. As always, Ak Yeonho appeared bright and cheerful.

Since they had gotten to know each other, he had rarely seen the man without a smile on his face. Ak Yeonho was a surprisingly sensitive and observant person who always paid attention to the emotions of those around him, making sure never to cross any personal boundaries.

For some reason though, the shadow hidden behind Ak Yeonho's smile bothered him a lot today.

"From now on, don't go off to fight alone, hyung-nim," Ak Yeonho quipped playfully. "Call me, too. What's the point of having colleagues if not to help each other out?"

"You too. Don't go suffering alone either, you damn punk."

"...Huh?" Ak Yeonho was stunned. The Baek Suryong he knew would never say something like this.

Baek Suryong met his friend's gaze evenly. "You're hiding a lot of secrets, aren't you?"

For a moment, Ak Yeonho's eye twitched, but he quickly composed himself and laughed awkwardly. "Haha. I don't know what you're talking about. I have to prepare for my class, so I'll get going!"

Pretending to be clueless, he spun around and headed for his office.

Nevertheless, Baek Suryong did not miss the fact that he was stiffer than usual.

"...Talk to me whenever you're ready," he said to his departing friend.

Ak Yeonho flinched barely perceptibly.

"I'll wait as long as it takes," Baek Suryong added.

Everyone had secrets they couldn't easily share. 

Didn't it take he himself a long time to honestly face his own past?

He could only hope that his colleague, who always seemed so cheerful, would someday be able to do the same.


Chapter 480: What is this Place?

"...Baek Suryong."

"Yeah?"

"Haven't you heard that your office has been fully renovated?"

"Of course I have. So?"

BLAM!

Namgung Su slammed his palm on the desk and glared at Baek Suryong with terrifying, gleaming golden eyes. "Then why are you acting like coming to my office to work is the most natural thing in the world?"

An ordinary person's legs would have given out under that intense gaze. No, actually, they wouldn't even be able to make eye contact.

Nevertheless, Baek Suryong strode over with a shameless grin, seemingly accustomed to such treatment. Placing the pile of documents he had brought on the desk opposite Namgung Su with a thump, he replied, "Well, working here is just more convenient."

CRACKLE...!

Lightning qi sparked from Namgung Su's fingertips. 

Baek Suryong raised a hand to calm him down. "Whoa, whoa! Are you trying to burn down your own office this time? You'd have to move into my office with me then. Would you be okay with that?"

"...!" Namgung Su's eyes widened in horror. The thought of setting foot in Baek Suryong's messy office was so dreadful that he instantly regained his composure. 

He secretly thanked the Namgung Clan for instilling patience and self-control in him since he was young.

Of course, that didn't mean he condoned Baek Suryong's intrusion. 

Massaging his throbbing temples, he sighed. "Give me a reason I can accept. If you keep spouting nonsense about how comfortable this place is, I'll kick you out immediately."

Finally, Baek Suryong shed the playful facade and turned serious. Although it was not entirely untrue that Namgung Su's office was more comfortable, he was here for another, more practical reason.

"The Heavenly Martial Festival isn't far off. We need to frequently communicate with each other. Wouldn't it be more efficient to work in the same space instead of running back and forth between our offices?"

"......" Namgung Su stared blankly at Baek Suryong. For masters like them, the distance between their offices was virtually nonexistent, yet Baek Suryong was saying he wanted to save even those few seconds. Furrowing his brow, his mumbled, "I seem to recall you spouting some nonsense not too long ago about giving up on the Heavenly Martial Festival."

"Me? Did I say that?" Baek Suryong shrugged and played dumb.

According to Number Four, none of the other apostles knew Baek Suryong's true identity yet. If that was true, then while the threat of the Blood Cult hadn't completely vanished, at least the immediate danger was gone.

Therefore, he decided to get a little greedy.

"We can prepare for the Heavenly Martial Festival and the Blood Cult war at the same time. Ultimately, we are here to teach martial arts."

Noticing the firm resolve in Baek Suryong's eyes, Namgung Su frowned. "Why does that sound like a declaration that you'll continue to abuse your body recklessly?"

"...Anyway, spending time traveling between offices is inefficient. How about we share an office until the Heavenly Martial Festival is over?"

Namgung Su considered the idea for a moment before reluctantly agreeing. "You're right that it would save time."

It was a de facto agreement.

A smile that said 'I knew you'd agree' spread across Baek Suryong's lips.

"However, you're only allowed to freeload in my office until the end of the year," Namgung Su added firmly.

"Hmph, I wouldn't stick around after that even if you begged me to." Baek Suryong rolled his eyes, then set the documents he brought on the desk and comfortably got to work.

"......" Namgung Su stared blankly at his colleague sitting opposite him.

During Baek Suryong's absence, he had shouldered most of their work. While he was not as exhausted as Baek Suryong, he had been so busy that even having two bodies wouldn't have been enough.

The accumulated fatigue had cast faint shadows under his eyes. He hadn't rested even as Baek Suryong recuperated at the White Dragon Manor.

Consequently, it kind of irked him that Baek Suryong looked relatively relaxed after returning to work. Even more annoying was the fact that he knew the man wasn't scheduled to teach any classes today, and he had already taken care of most of the other urgent matters.

"Oh! You've organized these documents neatly."

"......"

Even now, Baek Suryong was looking over and reviewing the documents he had prepared. 

Those are already perfect. There's no need to look over them again. There are countless more important things than that. For example...

A barely noticeable smirk flashed briefly on his face.

"Perfect timing," he said enigmatically.

Baek Suryong looked up at him, blinking in confusion. "Perfect timing? For what?"

Namgung Su reached into his drawer and pulled out a thick file. "I was short-handed anyway. You can take charge of this chore."

Baek Suryong read the title written on the folder. "Club Activity Report?" he muttered quizzically. "What's this?"

"Don't you remember that the Peer Activity Evaluation was added to the Heavenly Martial Festival's participation requirements starting this year?"

"Of course." Baek Suryong nodded. That was one of the new conditions for participating in the festival. Only students who met the minimum standards in the Upbringing, Peer Activity, and Chivalry Evaluations were allowed to compete.

Didn't Wonkang run for Club Union President specifically because of this requirement?

"This Club Activity Report is the most important part of the Peer Activity Evaluation. Each club's president and supervising instructor signed off on it, but we still need to verify the authenticity of the report's contents."

"...All of this? One by one?" Baek Suryong's jaw dropped at the vast amount of paperwork piled before him.

Most students at the Azure Dragon Academy participated in club activities, and it wasn't uncommon for students to belong to two or more clubs. In other words, there were dozens of club activity reports.

Do I seriously need to verify all the facts and submit an audit?

"Focus on checking for discrepancies in the activity and expenditure records," Namgung Su instructed firmly. "Students from clubs with questionable records will have points deducted from their peer activity scores."

Baek Suryong pouted. "Are you telling me to do all this by myself?"

Namgung Su raised an eyebrow at Baek Suryong, as if saying, 'Are you suggesting two people are needed to complete such an easy task?'

Baek Suryong twitched uncomfortably. Namgung Su's face was the same as always, yet he couldn't shake a strange feeling of irritation.

"Why are you..." he began, about to demand why the responsibility was being pushed onto him, but the words caught in his throat when he saw Namgung Su's condescending expression.

Holy shit. How can he be so shameless?

Namgung Su. This man was no emotionless statue, he was a master of facial expressions. More so than he had thought.

Tsk... Come to think of it, this isn't the first time he did my work for me.

Ultimately, Baek Suryong reluctantly accepted the club activity reports from Namgung Su. 

"When's the deadline?"

"Three days. Visit every club in person and verify everything within that time."

"...Are you fucking kidding me?"

"Do I look like I'm joking to you? Or are you just that incompetent? I handled far more paperwork in the last three days than that."

"......"

Namgung Su shut Baek Suryong's mouth with just a few words.

Baek Suryong rose to his feet, realizing that arguing further would only make him look more pathetic. "Fine, I'll do it. Wow, I just got back, and I'm already swamped with work!"

Grumbling, he left the office. 

It was only after Baek Suryong's presence had completely vanished that the corners of Namgung Su's mouth turned up ever so slightly.

"...Heh."

He filled the kettle on one side of the office with water and began to prepare tea. For the first time in a long while, it seemed he would be able to enjoy a leisurely tea ceremony in his office.

[image: sep]


"Damn son of a bitch . He must've saved the most annoying job for me to do when I got back," Baek Suryong complained as he flipped through the documents he had received from Namgung Su. His attitude was laid-back, but his eyes quickly and accurately scanned the papers.

[Is it truly all right for you to be so relaxed?] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword asked worriedly.

[What do you mean?] Baek Suryong asked back.

[...I'm talking about your former student. How can you be so carefree when a Blood Cult apostle is hiding somewhere in the city?]

Last night, upon learning that Baek Suryong had met Number Four, the Divine Azure Dragon Sword had nagged him all night, saying things like 'From now on, I won't leave your side for even a moment!'

He had managed to calm her down by explaining things one by one, but it seemed her worries had not yet faded.

[You should at least try to grasp his movements. Even if the Blood Demon's sorcery has been dispelled, the apostles are still beings whose way of thinking is completely different from that of ordinary people!]

[Are you suggesting we put him under surveillance? Who in the world could tail that guy without being noticed?]

The Apostles were peerless masters surpassing the current generation's Ten Supremes. Surveilling them without their knowledge was impossible.

[If Number Four decides to hide his presence, even I would have a hard time finding him.]

[With my sorcery...]

"Don't even think about it," Baek Suryong warned, shaking his head firmly.

He didn't say this simply because he trusted Number Four. Peerless masters were extremely sensitive to qi, and he himself could easily see through most sorcery. Even if he couldn't identify a spell at first glance, he could usually sense that something was off.

Of course, the sorcery of the Dark Heaven Goddess, the world's most powerful sorcerer, might escape detection, but he didn't want to take the risk, no matter how small.

"...He said he would observe me without harming anyone, and I trust him to keep his word. For now, let's just go with that. Also, I think you're underestimating him too much..."

Baek Suryong explained how he had gotten lucky at Mount Heng. In addition to the unorthodox leaders fighting alongside him, his true identity had also rattled Number Four psychologically.

In contrast, he had already mentally prepared himself to one day meet his former trainees, and he was familiar with their martial arts. Although the apostles had improved a lot since he last saw them, their foundation was ultimately rooted in his own teachings.

Still, if they were to fight again, he couldn't guarantee he would win against Number Four or any of the other apostles.

"...And that's the only reason I was barely able to win."

[...I see. I understand now.]

"Don't worry too much. I already have a plan for managing the whole situation," Baek Suryong reassured, patting the hilt of the Divine Azure Dragon Sword. Somehow, he always felt both grateful and apologetic toward her, who was always working hard and worrying for his sake.

"Mr. Baek! I'm so happy you're back!"

"I heard you were injured. Are you feeling okay?"

"I think you've gotten even more handsome since I last saw you!"

Meanwhile, the students approached and greeted Baek Suryong warmly whenever they spotted him, and he waved back. After working as an instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy for nearly a year, he recognized quite a few faces and names, including people who didn't even take his classes.

"Okay, you lot. I'll see you in class later."

He headed toward the club listed at the very top of the Club Activity Report, which was located at the far, quiet end of the Club Union building.

When he arrived in front of the clubroom, though, he tilted his head in confusion.

"What...the hell? Is this really the Paparazzi clubroom?"

[...I sense a sinister energy behind that door. Does the Azure Dragon Academy have a sorcery club?]

"Uh... I think I sense something creepy too..." Baek Suryong hurriedly re-read the Paparazzi Club's activity report. "But it says here that this is an art club."

His expression hardened. If the club's actual activities differed from those written in the report, that was a serious problem.

Don't tell me...is the very first club I inspect going to be one of the troublesome ones?

Fortunately, he could sense people inside, so he knocked on the door.

KNOCK KNOCK!

"...Who is it?" a flustered voice came from within.

"It's Mr. Baek Suryong. Open the door."

"......"

"......"

Several uncomfortable seconds of excruciating silence went by.

All of a sudden, a clattering sound erupted from inside the clubroom.

"Hurry, clean it all up!"

"O-Of all people!"

"Throw that out the window!"

"But this one is..."

Baek Suryong frowned at the urgency in the club members' voices. "Hey. What kind of scheme are you kids plotting in there?"

KABAM!

Raising a foot, he kicked the door open.

The true nature of the Paparazzi Club unfolded before his eyes.

"What in the... world?"

What is this place? A secret base for the Blood Cult? Did they infiltrate the academy while I was away?

Baek Suryong couldn't help but have such suspicions. After all, every inch of the clubroom's walls was plastered with wanted posters of his own face.

"...Tang Soso?"

Also... standing in a corner of the clubroom was a very guilty-looking Tang Soso.


Chapter 481: The Worst Duo

Tang Soso, the Vice President of the Azure Dragon Academy Student Council, was known as the Cold-Blooded Poisoner because of her cool-headed judgment and ruthless nature, befitting a direct descendant of the Sichuan Tang Clan.

She only showed a different side of herself around Baek Suryong. Because of this, she was the only person in the Azure Dragon Academy that he truly feared.

And currently, that Tang Soso was looking very guilty.

"Tang Soso? Why are you here?"

"Everyone..." A resolute determination filled Tang Soso's eyes. Stepping forward, she shouted to her Paparazzi comrades, "Escape through the window! I'll buy time somehow!"

Sixteen hidden weapons shot out from each of her sleeves and shot toward Baek Suryong. Given who her opponent was, she had to go all out right from the start.

"Would you look at this?" Baek Suryong stared at the hidden weapons flying toward him in disbelief. The sound of them tearing through the air was fearsome, yet not a single one was aimed at his face.

Regardless, the gap in their abilities was too great. With a single wave of his sleeve, Baek Suryong transformed the deadly hailstorm into a dance of fallen leaves caught in a gust of wind.

"Everyone, stay where you are," Baek Suryong warned the students trying to escape through the window.

BOOM!

He stomped his foot, sending a wave of inner qi rippling across the floor and walls. The students hanging from the window frames flinched and retreated, and then suddenly went stiff like wooden statues.

"Uh, when did...!"

"We're done for...!"

Before they knew it, Baek Suryong had taken control of Tang Soso's hidden weapons and used them to seal all of their paralysis acupoints. Still, even though they had been attacked by sharp weapons, none of the students had so much as a scratch on their skin.

"Running away? This just makes you more suspicious."

Baek Suryong surveyed the immobilized and dismayed students, then turned to Tang Soso.

"Ugh!" Tang Soso froze, caught red-handed trying to take poison out of her pocket.

"Tang Soso and Paparazzi Club members, you're all under arrest for falsification of club activity information."

"What did we do wrong?"

"I'll find out starting now. Why would you try to run away unless you did something you shouldn't have?"

Baek Suryong grinned and released the students' paralysis acupoints. A few attempted to escape through the windows again, but it was futile.

TATATATA!

As the Black Dragon Pointer created a bump on each student's head, the last vestiges of rebellion were quelled.

Shortly after, the Paparazzi Club members knelt in a row and raised their hands above their heads. 

Baek Suryong tapped his palm with the Black Dragon Pointer and demanded, "Did you guys draw all these wanted posters?"

"That's too much..."

"Those aren't wanted posters， they're portraits."

The number of wanted posters—no, portraits—hanging inside the clubroom was staggering. Each one even had an extremely detailed description attached.

"This level of detail... Did you kids stalk someone all day just to draw them?"

Baek Suryong couldn't help but marvel at his portraits depicting his daily life. There were drawings of him eating in the cafeteria, lecturing, strolling down the street with his colleagues, and even smacking Hyonwon Kang.

"There are quite a few portraits of others besides me, too."

There were almost as many portraits of Namgung Su as himself. Occasionally, the figures of Ak Yeonho or Jaegal Soyeong could be seen.

Apart from the teachers, there were also portraits of Dokgo Jun, Wiji Cheon, Yoo Yiran, and Yeo Min. One or two of Hyonwon Kang, Ya Suhyeok, and Geo Sangwoong.

Holy shit, how did they know about the mole on the back of my hand!?

The detailed and precise description of appearance and physical characteristics reminded him of the wanted posters the Blood Cult used to create when researching their enemies. In fact, that was the reason he had briefly suspected this place might be a Blood Cult secret base.

However, judging by the students' reactions, including Tang Soso's, this place could not be farther removed from that.

"To think we got caught by Mr. Baek of all people..."

"I want to die..."

"Aren't you staring too intently?"

Baek Suryong sighed. No matter how I think about it, this is...

"Did you guys run away because you were embarrassed to be caught by me with this?" he asked.

The students' faces flushed bright red with shame.

Baek Suryong smirked. Bingo.

Nevertheless, Tang Soso held her head up proudly.

"We're a pure creative arts club. Personally, I don't mind being scolded, but strictly speaking, you can't persecute us for this even if you're a teacher. We haven't done anything illegal or against school rules."

"Who was the one who threw hidden weapons at me without warning? I believe that counts as assault... Wait a minute. Aren't you brats also from the Student Council?"

Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes. He thought some of the students looked familiar, and indeed, he eventually recalled seeing several of them run around diligently during the Azure Games.

""Gasp...!!"" The Student Council members held their breaths and hurriedly bowed their heads.

"Oho." Baek Suryong's lips twisted into a crooked smirk like a back-alley hoodlum who had discovered an opponent's weakness. "Does Dokgo Jun know about this? Does he know that not only are his Student Council members involved in other clubs, but they're also satisfying their impure desires in this way?"

"W-What impure desires?!"

"Please keep it a secret! I-If the Prez finds out, we're all..."

"I'll die of embarrassment!"

Baek Suryong grinned triumphantly. Judging by how restless and flushed the students were, he had hit the nail on the head.

Come to think of it...

Ever since the beginning of the school year, he had sensed fiery gazes trailing him everywhere he went. He generally left them alone because they didn't contain any killing intent, but it seemed that those individuals were the ones who drew the portraits here.

"Well, it's not as good as the real thing, but it's not bad," he complimented.

The fidgety students' mouths fell open.

"R-Really?"

"I thought you'd get angry..."

"I thought you'd tear them all up."

Everyone stared at Baek Suryong in a mixture of surprise and relief. 

Of course, he wasn't quite finished speaking yet. "However, this is far from the wholesome club activities written down here."

He quickly flipped through Paparazzi's Club Activity Report, which clearly stated that its members cultivated their minds and bodies through landscape and portrait painting. The portraits in their clubroom, on the other hand, only blatantly revealed their impure desires and individual tastes.

"Who on earth drew this?" he asked, pointing to a portrait of himself lying leisurely on the grass taking a nap. This scene was purely a product of imagination, depicting him lying half-naked on the grass in a shabby martial arts uniform.

"......" Everyone's eyes turned to Tang Soso. 

Tang Soso's eyes widened in shock at her trusted colleagues' betrayal. "These traitors..."

"I'm not even surprised. As expected, you were the ringleader all along, Tang Soso."

Baek Suryong sighed. At this point, questions were bound to arise about the integrity of Paparazzi's club activities. If he submitted the audit report honestly, the club's future activities would inevitably be restricted significantly.

Tang Soso bit her lip slightly, then cautiously said, "Mr. Baek. I, the Club President of Paparazzi, propose we make a deal. Won't you listen to me for a moment?"

"...You're even the President of this club?"

"Is that trivial matter important now?"

Baek Suryong was skeptical, but he eventually nodded, thinking that it wouldn't hurt to at least hear her out.

Tang Soso stood up and declared confidently, "If you'll overlook this matter just once, Mr. Baek, I'll actively cooperate with your efforts."

"Do you know why I came here?"

"You're here for the club audit, right? We're in the middle of that period right now..."

"You knew that and still hung up things like that in the clubroom? What were you going to do if Namgung Su caught you?"

Tang Soso sighed and admitted she had let her guard down. "I only checked Mr. Namgung Su's calendar. He was definitely scheduled to visit here for the club audit in two days. I planned to smuggle all the items out before then, but who would've thought he'd arrange for the Azure Dragon Hero to ambush us instead?"

Baek Suryong stared at Tang Soso in exasperation. "Anyone listening to you talk would think you were carrying out a top-secret mission."

Tang Soso bit her lower lip, looking somewhat resentful. "It can't be helped. To silence you, Mr. Baek... I have no choice but to propose a deal."

"A deal?" Baek Suryong raised an eyebrow, indicating his interest was piqued.

Tang Soso nodded solemnly. "Starting tomorrow, I'll move into the White Dragon Manor and take charge of your meals and housekeeping. I'll pack my bags tonight and..."

SMACK!

Baek Suryong flicked Tang Soso's forehead and clicked his tongue. "Tsk, tsk. I can't believe you're still trying to satisfy your own selfish desires in this situation. You get an additional penalty for being cheeky."

"...I'm sorry, I was just kidding. I have a much better proposal." Tang Soso pouted and pointed at the folder in Baek Suryong's arms. "That's the club activity reports, right? You're trying to verify that the contents are accurate."

"......"

"I assure you that no one knows the inner workings of each Azure Dragon Academy club better than I do. If we work together, you can thoroughly investigate any club without difficulty. " Tang Soso straightened her shoulders and confidently placed both hands on her waist. "I need to know their weaknesses so I can keep them in check whenever necessary, so I've been collecting intelligence on all of them since Peng Sahyuk was Club Union President."

"Hmm..." Baek Suryong stroked his chin thoughtfully.

Honestly, it's not a bad proposal... With her help, I'll finish much faster than if I went around alone, and I'll be able to round up all the problematic clubs all at once. Namgung Su said three days, but if things go well, I might be able to finish it within two.

Of course, he would have to turn a blind eye to Paparazzi's misdeeds, but he could just think of it as letting one fish go to catch a whole school.

"...It's a decent deal," he said.

"Are you accepting the proposal?"

"I'll accept it on one condition."

Tang Soso's expression stiffened briefly when she heard Baek Suryong's condition, but she eventually nodded in resignation. "Fine. I'm not keen on it, but I'll do it."

Just like that, Baek Suryong and Tang Soso struck a secret deal.
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Lunch had not even come around yet when a disturbing rumor began to circulate throughout the Club Union building. According to the story, Baek Suryong and Tang Soso had teamed up to raid the clubrooms, wreaking havoc and leaving no blade of grass left untouched.

"N-No way...!"

"Why's Baek Suryong suddenly doing this?"

"The club audit? Wasn't Namgung Su in charge of that?"

Not many students believed the rumor until they experienced it for themselves. Even when Baek Suryong actually visited them, most club presidents remained calm. They even thought that Baek Suryong, who was sly and unconventional, was better than Namgung Su, who was famous for being meticulous and impeccable.

Unfortunately, this belief could not have been further from the truth. Baek Suryong was a member of the Discipline Committee and the grandson of Headmaster Mae Geuklyom. He was every bit the perfectionist that Namgung Su was, but quicker on the uptake and better at catching misbehaving students.

"Oi, you little punks. How dare you hide alcohol inside the sacred clubroom?"

"H-How did you...?!"

Even worse, unlike Namgung Su, Baek Suryong had no qualms about using force against students. The Black Dragon Pointer breathed fire from his very first day back at school.

"Haha! As you can see from the report, we've engaged in club activities more diligently than anyone else for the past year!"

Of course, some clubs had written up a plausible activity report to avoid being busted.

"Oh my, really?"

Sadly, the Azure Dragon Academy's greatest schemer was on Baek Suryong's side.

"Close Combat Club President. Your birthday was last month, correct? Coincidentally, there are traces of club funds being used on the same day for a dinner with all the members... Shall we contact the inn in question to verify this?"

"T-That's..."

"Would you look at this? Using sacred club funds to satisfy selfish desires?"

"Hieeeek!"

Tang Soso had the club presidents in the palm of her hand. As the information she had collected to keep the Club Union in check began to surface, their faces paled.

"Swift Sword Club President. The activity report says that your club did public service activities last month. Coincidentally, our student council also did volunteer work nearby on the same day. What are the odds of that? Why didn't we see you guys there?"

"No, that's..."

"Do you want to get hit moderately and confess? Or do you want to get hit severely and confess?"

"I'm sorry!"

The students who witnessed the two people stirring up the Club Union building all shared a revelation that day. Although Baek Suryong and Tang Soso might not have been the strongest duo at the Azure Dragon Academy, there was no doubt that they were the worst.


Chapter 482: The Strange Guy

On the roof of the Red Flower Pavilion, the tallest building in Nanchang, Number Four observed his old instructor. For most martial artists, watching from such a dizzying distance would be impossible, but it was no challenge for him.

MUNCH MUNCH...

He chewed on his food with a taciturn face. In one hand, he held meatbuns wrapped in cloth that the tavern owner couple had packed for him.

When he wrote in his notebook asking if he could stay for a while since he had nowhere else to go, they readily agreed. According to them, the gold coin he gave them on the first day was enough to cover a month's worth of room and board.


"You're going out this early in the morning? We just steamed these, so take them with you!"



He wasn't particularly hungry, but Number Four accepted the meatbuns the couple offered him. He felt they would keep pestering him if he didn't take them.

MUNCH MUNCH...

He took out another meatbun from the bundle. Baek Suryong was leaving the White Dragon Manor and making his way toward the Azure Dragon Academy, accompanied by noisy students.


"If you have anything you want to ask me, you can come find me anytime."



He had many questions for his old instructor, but he had no intention of paying him a visit right now. He wanted to see and judge with his own eyes rather than hear answers from the bastard's mouth. That way, he wouldn't regret whatever decision he ultimately made.

SWISH!

Seeing Baek Suryong disappear into one of the Azure Dragon Academy buildings, he jumped down the building without hesitation. 

Despite his massive body, he landed on the ground soundlessly. If he decided to hide his presence, no one in this city could detect him, not even his old instructor.

Without hesitation, he made a beeline for his old instructor's house. He knew the Beggars' Gang monitored suspicious people approaching White Dragon Manor , but at their level, they wouldn't sense him even if he walked right past them.

He climbed over the wall of White Dragon Manor undetected and surveyed the training ground. Traces of martial arts training were visible everywhere, from sweat marks on the wood, to messy footprints from movement arts training, to craters in the ground from powerful attacks.

Much of it was similar to the training ground in his memories, evoking a sudden flashback of the time he had learned martial arts from his old instructor.

Yet, there was one key difference between the training ground in his memory and this place-the smell of blood.

After looking around the training ground for a while, Number Four headed inside. Finding his old instructor's room wasn't hard. People were bound to leave traces in their own space, and he followed those traces.

RATTLE!

The interior of Baek Suryong's room, which contained only the most essential furniture, came into view. A bed, a table, and a chair. On the bed, a neatly folded blanket and a wooden pillow.

Though bare, the room didn't feel as desolate as he thought it would. Rather, a subtle warmth lingered in the room, perhaps because people went in and out frequently.

Number Four searched the room. A note sat on the table, its corner held down by a paperweight. It was a note from his old instructor.

If you happen to stop by here, eat before you go.

Beside the note, there was a cloth bundle. Number Four unwrapped it to discover that it was neatly filled with rice cakes and several other snacks.

Did he know that I would come here?

Number Four stared at the food for a while before wrapping it back up. The food might be poisoned. There was no telling what kind of trick his old instructor, a brilliant schemer, had set up for him.

...He should know that poison doesn't work on me, though.

He reached out for the cloth again, feeling perplexed. Maybe it would be better to check the food, after all. He could reach a decision far more easily if it really contained poison.

"...!" Sensing an approaching presence, he quickly looked up. Although the presence wasn't moving very quickly, it was heading straight toward him, unobstructed by beggars.

SWISH!

Number Four immediately left Baek Suryong's room. Within the span of a single breath, he crossed the training ground and climbed over the wall.

"Damn it! Why do I need textbooks to learn martial arts? So annoying..." someone grumbled.

Number Four immediately started to hide his tracks, but suddenly, he changed his mind. There were not one, but two presences approaching. If they had come straight here without being stopped, they must be people close to his old instructor. It wouldn't hurt to see their faces up close at least once.

He walked toward the two approaching figures.

"Sniff sniff... I smell fragrant meatbuns..."

A massive boy with copper-colored skin was sniffing the air. A small furry animal yawned lazily on his shoulder.

Number Four recognized the boy as a practitioner of the same martial arts at a glance. On top of that, the child's physique was equal to or even better than his own.

Ya Suhyeok.

The boy was one of two students learning the Bandit King's martial arts from his old instructor. 

He strode toward Ya Suhyeok.

"Grr..." Silver Tiger growled and bristled his fur. He recognized Number Four from their previous encounter at Mount Heng. Small, sharp claws poked out from between soft toes and tore Ya Suhyeok's martial arts uniform.

"Hey hey, furball! What's wrong with you? Huh?" Ya Suhyeok's eyes went wide with surprise, but following Silver Tiger's gaze, he soon noticed the young man with a taciturn demeanor in front of him.

Even by his standards, the man's build was impressive. He wasn't as big as himself or Geo Sangwoong, but he was definitely bigger than Senior Wonkang.

Ya Suhyeok whispered to Silver Tiger, "Do you know him?"

"Grr..." Silver Tiger bared his teeth, his eyes swimming with anxiety.

Ya Suhyeok tilted his head in confusion. He sensed no hostility or killing intent from the young man. As for martial arts? Honestly, the man didn't look very strong. There didn't seem to be anything special about him except for the mouth-watering smell wafting from the cloth bundle he held in one hand.

"What an enviable yet strange hyung. Strolling around eating meatbuns early in the morning..." he muttered, even as he raised his guard and stroked the tense Silver Tiger's back.

This little guy wouldn't be nervous for no reason.

Ya Suhyeok waited for a while, but the taciturn hyung showed no reaction to his remark. Still, he felt neither killing intent nor fighting spirit from him.

He tensed all the muscles in his body and closely observed the opponent. Since neither of them were stopping, the distance between them gradually decreased.

Is he just passing by?

There was no indication that the man was suddenly trying to pick a fight. He didn't make any preparatory movements, and there were no signs suggesting that he was about to attack.

Of course, Ya Suhyeok had no way of knowing that he was facing a peerless master who practiced the same martial arts as him. The gap between them was so vast that, unless Number Four intentionally revealed it, Ya Suhyeok would never catch on to his skill.

In any case, Ya Suhyeok continued on his way to White Dragon Manor, hoping to walk past the man without incident. He felt a bit uneasy, but there was no reason to run away or avoid the man. He would only look strange if he went out of his way to go around him.

SWISH!

Unfortunately, Number Four, whom he thought would just pass by, held out his hand and obstructed him.

Ya Suhyeok's face fell. All the muscles in his body twitched. "What do you want?" he barked.

People often picked fights with him just because they recognized him as Baek Suryong's student. He judged that this was one of those times.

"Looks like you've worked out quite a bit. If you attack me trusting in that, you might get hurt. Don't regret it later... hmm?" Ya Suhyeok continued warning the man, but blinked when Number Four held out a meatbun. "...Are you giving this to me? To eat?"

Number Four nodded.

For a moment, Ya Suhyeok stared at Number Four as if he was crazy. Ultimately, however, he was unable to resist the tempting smell of the meatbun. He took it and eagerly sank his teeth into it. "I'm not usually, munch munch, the type to accept food from strangers, munch, but breakfast was really shitty today."

In a flash, a meatbun the size of a child's fist vanished into Ya Suhyeok's belly. 

His eyes widened in surprise. "Wow! This is yummy! Which shop did you get this from?"

Number Four silently held out another meatbun, which Ya Suhyeok also snatched and devoured. Strangely, the idea that the buns might be poisoned didn't seem to occur to the kid at all.

He took out a third meatbun.

"Another one for me? Thanks, kind Hyung-nim!" Ya Suhyeok grinned and happily accepted the food.

"......" Number Four was perplexed. It was already the third bun, so why wasn't this boy the least bit suspicious? Or had he already achieved poison immunity? He carefully examined the boy's body to check his mastery of the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest.

"Nyaa! Nyaan!" Silver Tiger smacked Ya Suhyeok's head with his front paws, chastising his pathetic willingness to accept food from an enemy.

"Why are you hitting me all of a sudden? You want a meatbun too?"

"Nyaaa! Nyaa!" Silver Tiger waved his front paws wildly, as if to say, 'That's not it,' when he suddenly felt something strange and tilted his head.

The opponent was a monster who had almost killed Baek Suryong, but despite being a spirit beast with an acute qi sense, he detected no killing intent from Number Four.

"Nyan...?"

Number Four stared blankly at Silver Tiger, then shook his head slightly, indicating that he meant the child no harm and that he preferred to keep their meeting a secret.

During this time, Ya Suhyeok scarfed down three more meatbuns. Grinning, he clasped his hands together in appreciation. "Thanks for the free meatbuns! Let's get to know each other! I'm Ya Suhyeok."

Instead of answering, Number Four handed Ya Suhyeok the entire bundle of meatbuns. There weren't many left anyway.

"Are you saying I can have them all?"

Number Four responded by turning around and walking away.

Ya Suhyeok shouted from behind, "Thanks a ton, Hyung-nim!" but no answer came back.

"Geez, what a strange hyung." He tilted his head curiously, his hand automatically grabbing a meatbun and shoving it into his mouth. "His body looked pretty well built. Should I ask him to arm wrestle the next time we meet?"

With that thought, he tossed the last meatbun into his mouth and chewed as he resumed his journey to the White Dragon Manor. He didn't have much time to retrieve the textbooks he'd forgotten before his next class.

"Nyaa! Nyaa!" Silver Tiger smacked Ya Suhyeok's head wildly with his small front paws, as if to ask if he knew he had just survived a near-death experience.

WHACK WHACK WHACK!

The paws looked like smooshy cotton buds, but surprisingly, he was quite strong.

Ya Suhyeok winced in pain. "Aaargh! Seriously, this furball! Why do you keep picking a fight? Do you want to go at it, huh?"

"NYAAA!"

Some distance away, Number Four watched Ya Suhyeok grapple with Silver Tiger, then turned around. Since he had already explored the White Dragon Manor, he decided to continue his investigation at the Azure Dragon Academy.


Chapter 483: You're Amazing

Baek Suryong and Tang Soso's club inspections continued. This time, it was the Assassination Arts Club's turn.

True to its name, a scene of carnage reminiscent of an assassin's training ground came to life in the dimly lit underground clubroom.

"Ugh..."

"M-My legs..."

Truthfully, none of the AAC executives wanted this assassination training, but such trivial matters meant little to Baek Suryong.

"Tsk, tsk. Are you wobbling because you can't balance properly? Should we start over?"

"No, sir!"

Clad in black camouflage attire, all of the AAC executives planted their heads on the ground with their hands behind their backs. Each of them raised one leg high and swayed precariously as they fought desperately to maintain their balance.

There was a good reason for that. Caltrops covered the entire floor except for where their heads and feet rested. Their very lives depended on not falling over.

"Patience and self-control are an assassin's most important virtues. Today, I will initiate you into the true art of assassination."

Baek Suryong stood over the trembling students, his eyes gleaming menacingly as he tapped his shoulder with the Black Dragon Pointer. 

Beside him, Tang Soso reviewed the AAC ledgers. "It's as I expected. The hidden weapons purchased with club funding are mostly low-quality goods. It's embarrassing to even call these things weapons. The camouflage clothes and masks are no better... Huh?" She opened the bottle labeled 'Tracking Incense' and sniffed it. "This isn't tracking incense, it's mushroom powder!"

The AAC President, whose head was still on the floor, cried out, "We were tricked into buying fake tracking incense! A wandering medicine peddler sold it to us for cheap..."

"Why did you buy from a peddler in the first place?"

"That's..."

"It's obvious you wanted to cut costs and pocket the surplus," Tang Soso cut in cynically. As a direct descendant of the Sichuan Tang Clan, renowned for their expertise in hidden weapons and poison, she was strict about these matters. "I see you also enjoyed drinking and partying with the embezzled money."

She pointed to the liquor bottles stacked in one corner of the AAC club room. There were enough bottles to circle all the AAC executives.

Baek Suryong crouched before the AAC executives and clicked his tongue. "Impressive. You young punks are already learning how to embezzle money. Did you fabricate the activity details, too?"

"......" Sweating profusely, the AAC students averted their eyes from Baek Suryong, not daring to offer excuses. Either way, they had already endured their current awkward pose for thirty minutes.

Baek Suryong snorted. While many clubs had questionable spending practices, the AAC was particularly egregious. Most of the club funds went into the executives' pockets, and their activity report was riddled with lies. There was no room for leniency.

Over the past few years, it seems that corruption has become the norm. How dare these phonies eat away at the academy's budget while claiming to research the art of assassination? Well, at least I've caught them now. The era of corruption ends today.

"For the good of the club and the future of the Azure Dragon Academy, I will reform every single one of you, " Baek Suryong scolded harshly. "Any complaints about my teaching method?"

""N-No, sir...""

The murim was a cruel world where martial arts were law and fame was power. Therefore, it was only natural no student at the AAC could stand against Baek Suryong, one of the Ten Supremes.

"Club President. Get up."

"Yes, sir!" The AAC President jumped up at Baek Suryong's call.

"Take responsibility and cough up all the embezzled club funds."

"Understood!"

Tang Soso held out a document full of mysterious clauses. "Okay. Now, could you sign here?"

"......" The AAC President's face paled. These two devils...!

The Azure Dragon Hero and the Cold-Blooded Poisoner were the ultimate nemeses of all things corrupt.

Tang Soso tilted her head innocently. "Why? Don't you want to sign?"

The AAC President grit his teeth, but how could he when Baek Suryong was tapping his palm with the Black Dragon Pointer?

"I-I'll do it," he stammered. "But could I just read the contents of that document first..."

Tang Soso immediately narrowed her eyes suspiciously. "Why? Are you afraid I'll scam you like you scammed the school?"

"No..." Feeling like breaking into tears, the AAC President meekly signed the contract without reading it.

FWIP!

The document went into the bosom of a dangerously smiling Tang Soso.

"Why are you taking that...?" Baek Suryong asked, but suddenly frowned at the AAC President. "Hey. What do you think you're doing? Since you're done signing, get back into position. Now."

"Y-Yes, sir!"

An hour later, some other students found the AAC executives in a dazed state, with blunt objects half-embedded in their bodies.
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Tang Soso left the AAC beaming with satisfaction. "We've finished the hardest part of the job. The AAC is the last of the corrupt clubs."

They had taken action with lightning speed, successfully raiding all the problematic clubs in less than a day. Tang Soso was excited and thrilled, and not simply because she could spend time with Baek Suryong.

"I never liked the club presidents embezzling funds as they pleased, and I always wanted a chance to make them pay. The new Heavenly Martial Festival regulations that require club audits are perfect! Ohohoho!" she laughed maniacally.

"You..." Baek Suryong began, but his voice trailed off in a mix of hesitation and horror. He suspected he had been ensnared in Tang Soso's scheme the whole time, but since she had saved him a lot of trouble, he didn't really regret teaming up with her. "You, uh, seem very refreshed?"

"Of course!" Tang Soso's eyes sparkled as she whipped around to face Baek Suryong. "As a Student Council executive, I couldn't justify cracking down on the corrupt clubs without risking backlash from the Club Union."

She explained how the Azure Dragon Academy's club culture had deteriorated. Ranking last in the Heavenly Martial Festival for ten years affected activities and funding, creating a sense of overall apathy. Students lost motivation and turned clubs into their own personal playgrounds. Those who trained hard were treated like fools.

Baek Suryong listened intently, intrigued by this new information. "I didn't know about that."

"Things have changed a lot since you arrived, Mr. Baek, but some nasty places remain. Not to worry, though. We cleaned them all out today, " Tang Soso replied, grinning from ear to ear.

Baek Suryong furrowed his brow. "By the way, you took advantage of me, didn't you?"

"Originally, I planned to collaborate with Mr. Namgung Su, but he's too much of a stickler for rules..."

Baek Suryong nodded in understanding.

"In the end, everything worked out for the best. I prefer your methods, Mr. Baek." Tang Soso pointed to the Black Dragon Pointer, implying that its presence halved the time required to complete the task. "With the Azure Dragon Hero by my side, who would dare retaliate?"

Tang Soso smiled. No one could criticize her now because Baek Suryong had her back. As a member of the Student Council, she couldn't mess with clubs carelessly, but she could condemn them under the guise of cooperating with Baek Suryong's club inspection.

"Haha..." Baek Suryong let out a hollow laugh.

I always knew she was smart, but I never imagined she could revise her entire plan within moments of seeing me at Paparazzi...

He might not mesh well with Tang Soso's personality, but he couldn't help but admire her abilities as a strategist.

"The remaining clubs have no major issues. We can take our time," Tang Soso added, walking ahead while flipping through the Club Activity Report.

Baek Suryong observed her closely. Unlike before, he had become curious about the other students besides those at the White Dragon Manor. "...Hey, can I ask you something?"

"You have a question for me, Mr. Baek? Yes! Ask away!"

"Why did you enroll in the Azure Dragon Academy?"

"...Ah." Tang Soso blinked in surprise, then smiled bitterly. "That was my family's decision. They sent me here as part of their jianghu networking efforts."

"What do you mean?" Baek Suryong tilted his head in confusion, bracing himself mentally to hear a complicated backstory about extenuating family circumstances.

Tang Soso explained, "The main clan always enrolls at least one direct descendant in each of the Five Great Academies in order to build connections."

Although she was a direct descendant of the Tang Clan, she was not in line to become the next successor. Furthermore, because her martial arts talent lagged slightly behind her siblings', she was sent to the lowest-ranking Azure Dragon Academy.

She continued, "To be honest, I wasn't eager to come here at first. I felt like the family didn't think I was important. However, it turned out to be fun." Her eyes curved into gentle crescents. "When I joined the Student Council, Bang Baekhyun was the President. He worked hard despite all the negativity, so I had a crush on him for a while. Ah, that's a secret."

Baek Suryong listened quietly as Tang Soso chatted away like an ordinary teenage girl. He had never seen her this relaxed before.

"After a year, I noticed that Dokgo Jun was the same. The seniors encouraged us. My peers stood with me. I enrolled in the Azure Dragon Academy to build connections, but now I want to become its strength."

"......"

Tang Soso beamed with pride. "I like being a student at the Azure Dragon Academy. If I hadn't come here, I wouldn't have tried this hard."

Baek Suryong felt remorseful. So this is the true nature of the Cold-Blooded Poisoner. Perhaps I've been avoiding this kid too much until now.

Indeed, direct conversation revealed new aspects of the students he wouldn't have otherwise seen.

"...That's why you're our miraculous encounter, Mr. Baek. That's why I like you so much..." As if realizing what she just blabbed, Tang Soso's face flashed, and she cleared her throat. "Ahem! Anyway, what I really want to tell you is this."

"What?"

Tang Soso placed her hands on her hips and grinned playfully, though her eyes remained serious. "There are many other young dragons here besides the Five Young Azure Dragons. I'll show you that we can excel at the Heavenly Martial Festival, too."

"Right, you're correct." Baek Suryong smirked and nodded at her childish yet confident remark, then patted her on the head. "You're amazing."

Tang Soso froze like a statue. Baek Suryong often did this to the Five Young Azure Dragons, but for her, it only ever happened in her delusions.

"...I'm never washing my hair for the rest of my life!" she squealed.

Baek Suryong walked ahead, chuckling. 

Tang Soso followed closely behind, making a fuss. "Will you praise me like this again later?"

"...Shall we go see the rest of the clubs now?" Baek Suryong quickly changed the subject. Upon seeing Tang Soso's eyes flash eerily, his evaluation of her as 'an ordinary teenage girl' had to be put on hold. Still, he didn't find her totally unlikeable.

"Leave it to me! If it's for your performance review, sir, I'll even fabricate crimes!"

"No, there's no need for that..."

Baek Suryong shook his head as Tang Soso marched ahead, burning with excessive motivation.


Chapter 484: Why?

Tang Soso's misguided ambition to turn all the clubs upside down just to impress Baek Suryong came to an abrupt end when Dokgo Jun caught wind of her antics.

"Vice President!" Dokgo Jun bellowed from the other end of the corridor, his voice booming like a lion's roar.

Tang Soso's expression crumpled in disgust. "Tsk, of all the times to interrupt me..."

Baek Suryong shot her an incredulous look. "Aren't you acting a bit too differently from when a moment ago, when you were affectionately talking about the Student Council kids?"

Tang Soso sighed in frustration. "How can the mood always be good? It's especially annoying when the Student Council President nags me about something trivial like this. He really is the definition of naggy."

"Vice President! A report has been filed with the Student Council. They say you threatened, blackmailed, and forced club presidents to sign mysterious contracts!"

Baek Suryong rolled his eyes. None of those were trivial matters.

With a regretful expression, Tang Soso handed all the documents she was holding back to Baek Suryong. "Looks like I need to calm down the overly excited Student Council President for now. See you next time, Mr. Baek!"

Her eyes were filled with regret, but getting caught by Dokgo Jun now would be troublesome. She decided to steer clear of the drama for now.

WHISH!

Tang Soso kicked off the ground and darted in the opposite direction of Dokgo Jun, demonstrating excellent movement arts befitting her lithe frame.

Baek Suryong shouted after her, "Don't forget your promise!"

Tang Soso's cheerful voice echoed from afar, "I won'tttttttt!"

Meanwhile, Dokgo Jun ran up to Baek Suryong, halted abruptly, and clasped his hands together in greeting. Even in this situation, he stayed true to his role as a courteous Student Council President. "Mr. Baek Suryong. I received word that you've recovered and returned to work. I'm glad to see you're doing well."

Baek Suryong waved his hand roughly, accepting the greeting. "Thanks for the concern, but I think you should go chase her while you still can. You can greet me properly during class."

"...Yes. Since the matter's urgent, I'll take my leave." Dokgo Jun nodded, stomped the ground, and dashed toward Tang Soso. "Tang Soso! Stop right there!"

The Student Council twins, Yoo Gon and Yoo Geon, spread out to the left and right and formed a wide encirclement net as they chased Tang Soso alongside Dokgo Jun.

Baek Suryong shook his head. The students' movements were closer to those of hunters driving a beast into a trap than chasing a person. Their movements were so coordinated that he wondered if they had rehearsed it.

"...You guys go through a lot too."

Baek Suryong realized anew that Tang Soso was also a formidable delinquent, though she was usually hidden by the Five Young Azure Dragons' notoriety and her position as the brains of the Student Council.

"Anyway, they've improved a lot, too."

He could tell just by looking at the kids' movement arts. Not only had Tang Soso's skills improved, the twins and Dokgo Jun's had too.

All of them are working tirelessly to prepare for the Heavenly Martial Festival.

He scanned the documents Tang Soso had handed over.

"I guess I'll have to check the rest by myself."

As he walked with light steps, he suddenly glanced at the setting sun. The clouds in the sky were turning vermilion, but he wasn't interested in them. His gaze was fixed on one of the academy buildings, where he saw a shadow briefly appear on the edge of the roof.

"...Maybe I'm not alone."

He smirked and continued on his way. There were still quite a few more clubs left to inspect.
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"Haaap! Chaat!"

Mok Hyungwoo thrust his spear, beads of sweat rolling down his forehead. The floor where he stood was pooling with moisture, a testament to just how long he had been training without rest.

"...Senior, we'll get going first."

The junior members of the Spearmanship Club bowed their heads politely, though their eyes hinted that they were irritated with Mok Hyungwoo.

"Hoo... Yeah, go on," Mok Hyungwoo panted as he waved goodbye to his juniors.

He was the Club President of a small Spearmanship Club. Since establishing it in his second year, he had always been the last one to finish training.

"Student Hyungwoo. How long are you going to keep going?" Ak Yeonho asked worriedly. He had taken on the role of the club's supervising instructor this year and came to help with training whenever he had time. Lately, he had noticed that Mok Hyungwoo was pushing himself harder than ever.

"Please go ahead. I'll get a few more reps in before cleaning up and leaving," Mok Hyungwoo replied sheepishly.

Ak Yeonho playfully smacked his shoulder. "You have to consider your age, too. If you push yourself too hard, your joints will really start to hurt, you know?"

"Haha! Thirty's just a number, I'm still young! Besides, I only have the cooldown exercises left."

"I guess this is why they say late bloomers are scary. I understand. Don't stay too late, okay?"

"Yes, Mr. Ak!"

Ak Yeonho left. Despite his words, Mok Hyungwoo continued training alone in the club room. He swung his spear until his knee and wrist joints felt hot. Whenever he felt he was overexerting himself, he switched to breathing exercises.

"Hoo..."

One day, now long after the Azure Dragon Festival, Baek Suryong had summoned him and handed him a secret manual titled 'The Meteor Spear Art'.

"This is a much better martial art than the Six Directions Spear. Try learning it."

"Thank you, Mr. Baek!"

Contrary to its grandiose name, the Meteor Spear Art was a martial art modified by Baek Suryong to suit Mok Hyungwoo. Naturally, it originated from the Blood Cult's basic spearmanship.

Fortunately, the Meteor Spear Art was a good fit for Mok Hyungwoo. The simple and intuitive technique came easily to him, as he had learned martial arts in the military. Additionally, Baek Suryong's refined technique was as good as a divine art.

Perhaps because of that, Mok Hyungwoo trained even more diligently after learning the Meteor Spear Art.

"...I need to practice this one more time.

The thirty-year-old martial artist prided himself on his unmatched tenacity. Wielding the spear made him so happy that even when his calluses peeled off and bled, he kept grinding away. Over time, new calluses formed over the old ones, and he became more engrossed than fatigued.

To him, who had thirsted for martial arts all his life, the Meteor Spear Art was a golden opportunity. He didn't want to let go of the spear, not even for a moment. If his stamina allowed it, he wanted to keep swinging the spear for the rest of his life.

THUD!

"Haa... Haaa..."

Mok Hyungwoo lay exhausted on the floor of the empty club room, but his lips were curled into a broad grin.

"...This is fun."

He had never enjoyed himself so much before.

If I train hard enough in the Meteor Spear Art, I might be able to reach a star someday, even if I can't bring it down. My only regret is that I didn't seek out Baek Suryong earlier.

He shook his head to shake off the pessimistic thoughts. Comparing himself to others only made him miserable. Hadn't he decided to walk the path of a martial artist at his own pace, ignoring the speed of those around him?

"One more time."

Mok Hyungwoo repeated the same words over and over like a mantra. He forced his body to stand, even though he was staggering.

Just one more time. He intended to give it his all and perform every technique of the Meteor Spear Art once more before wrapping up today's session.

"Your stance is good, but you're using too much strength," someone remarked from behind him.

Startled, Mok Hyungwoo glanced back. "Mr. Baek Suryong...?"

Baek Suryong was standing there, observing him in silence.

"Why are you here at this hour?" Mok Hyungwoo asked in disbelief. He even rubbed his eyes with the back of his hand to make sure he wasn't seeing things.

"I'm here for the Club Activity Report inspection, but never mind that." Baek Suryong surveyed the shabby club room, which contained only the most essential training equipment, then put down the papers he had brought on the floor. "Get back into position. I'll take a look at your martial arts."

"Ah, yes!"

Mok Hyungwoo immediately assumed his starting stance. Having repeated the same movements so many times, his body moved reflexively.

Still, he couldn't hide his nervousness in front of Baek Suryong. Nothing would be more shameful than disappointing the teacher who taught him such exquisite martial arts.

Baek Suryong nodded in satisfaction. "Hmm, you've got the basics down perfectly."

"Thank you!" Relief spread across Mok Hyungwoo's face, and a bright smile spread across his lips. Suddenly, he felt as if all his efforts had not been in vain.

Baek Suryong smirked and began instructing earnestly. "Perform the technique slower than usual. Relax your grip and maintain the correct posture."

"...Yes!"

As Baek Suryong asked, Mok Hyungwoo performed the technique slowly. His movements were honest and rough, but he handled the spear with clear intent.

Baek Suryong observed the entire process from start to finish. After a moment of thought, he extended his hand to Mok Hyungwoo. "Give me the spear," he said.

He took the spear, quickly determined the center of gravity, and personally demonstrated the Meteor Spear Art.

"Hah..." Mok Hyungwoo had a hard time closing his gaping mouth. Baek Suryong's form was so clean and perfect that it was incomparable to his own. In fact, he even thought it was beautiful.

Through the wide-open window, rays of golden sunlight from the evening glow streamed in and illuminated the wall. As Baek Suryong danced with the spear, the shadows flickered in time with his movements.

Mok Hyungwoo was convinced that this was the true essence of the Meteor Spear Art. This was the very image of the completed martial arts master that he could only dream of achieving. He was so moved that tears welled up in his eyes.

"It's a bit awkward since it's been a while," Baek Suryong muttered as he finished the demonstration. He turned to Mok Hyungwoo, who was looking at him in awe. "Did you catch everything?"

"W-Well, I saw it all, but..." Mok Hyungwoo's voice trailed off, and he bowed his head deeply in embarrassment.

Baek Suryong's demonstration was so advanced that he couldn't even grasp half of it.

Baek Suryong nodded as if he already anticipated this outcome. "I'll show you again, so watch closely. This time, I'll break it down technique by technique."

"Yes!"

Unfortunately, Mok Hyungwoo still didn't understand the second time, so Baek Suryong showed him again.

"Watch again. I'll go slower this time."

"I'm sorry..."

Three times, four times.

"This time, I'll combine the techniques. Take note that you can do it this way, too. It'll help broaden your understanding."

"Yes! Thank you!"

Five times, six times.

"Try it yourself. I'll check your posture."

Baek Suryong performed the Meteor Spear Art over and over again, while offering plenty of advice on proper technique.

Unfortunately, Mok Hyungwoo did not have much talent for martial arts. Unlike the Five Young Azure Dragons, who could copy most movements perfectly after seeing them just once, his aptitude fell far below the Azure Dragon Academy's average.

"That's it for today."

By the time Baek Suryong finished teaching Mok Hyungwoo, night had fallen.

"Thank you so much. Thank you for dedicating your precious time to a worthless person like me..." Mok Hyungwoo scratched his stubbly beard and smiled foolishly. Even though he was exhausted enough that his martial arts uniform was soaked with sweat, he was ecstatic. "I'll definitely repay your kindness!"

"Forget it, the line is so long that you'll never get a turn." Baek Suryong patted Mok Hyungwoo on the shoulder and walked off. "Stop for today and go home. You won't get anywhere by pushing yourself until your body falls apart."

"Understood!"

Despite Mok Hyungwoo's words, Baek Suryong suspected that he would train for at least another hour, but he didn't stop the man.

Those aren't the eyes of someone who would listen to my advice. I should tell Wonkang to give him the leftover Beggars' Gang elixirs tomorrow.

When he stepped outside, he realized that most of the instructors had probably already left for the day.

He considered stopping by the office, but decided against it. He could bring the papers with him to the White Dragon Manor and organize them there. If he went to the office now, Namgung Su would surely nag him.

"At this rate, I'll be done by tomorrow."

Baek Suryong departed the Azure Dragon Academy. Roughly scanning the remaining files, he rounded a corner.

BOOM!

Suddenly, a giant landed right in front of him, leaving fine cracks on the ground where he landed. He could have landed gracefully like a cat if he wanted to, but instead, he deliberately left a clear imprint on the ground.

Baek Suryong's eyes widened at the giant's dramatic entrance. "...Number Four?"

Number Four strode over, took out a notepad, and shoved it in Baek Suryong's face. He had been spying on his old instructor from afar, but in the end, he simply couldn't suppress his curiosity.

Why did you waste your time on such an untalented martial artist?

Unlike usual, his handwriting was messy and hastily scrawled.

It reflected the confusion in Number Four's eyes as he regarded his former instructor.


Chapter 485: Little by Little

As the two men entered the inn, the innkeeper and his wife welcomed them warmly.

"Oh my! You came with the handsome young man again? The atmosphere was so frosty last time that I thought you two would never speak again. I'm glad to see you've reconciled."

"Don't say useless things to the customers. Just show them to their seats... OWW!"

SMACK!

The husband let out a yelp as his wife's sturdy palm thwacked his back. Without another word, he guided the pair to an empty seat. Since it was late, the restaurant was nearly empty.

Lowering his voice, the man glanced at his wife. "My wife has never been told that her cooking is lacking before. You don't know how upset she was when you left without taking a single bite last time. She said she's going to show you what she's made of today no matter what you order, so she'll definitely dish out her best."

Baek Suryong chuckled at the innkeeper's good-natured brazenness. "I see. We'll make sure to order plenty of dishes today."

"The big guy paid for everything last time. Are you buying today?"

"...Ahem." Baek Suryong cleared his throat in embarrassment at the unexpected remark.

Come to think of it, he had unintentionally made Number Four foot the bill last time. Since Baek Muheun had shown up, he had left in such a hurry that it hadn't occurred to him that he hadn't paid.

He looked at Number Four sheepishly. "I'll settle the bill today. Order whatever you want."

"......" Number Four merely stared intently at Baek Suryong's face.

The tension was so thick that the husband couldn't help but break the silence. "Young man, did you eat all the meatbuns we packed for you this morning?"

Number Four silently nodded, and a satisfied smile formed on the innkeeper's lips. Saying that he understood Baek Suryong's order to bring the best items on the menu, he hurried into the kitchen.

Does Number Four like meatbuns?

Baek Suryong suddenly realized that he had no idea what kinds of food his former trainees liked.

So Number Four likes meatbuns.

He committed that fact to memory, thinking that he should include meatbuns in the snack bundle he prepared for Number Four next time.

Glancing toward the kitchen, he shouted, "Innkeeper! Could you serve us some wine for starters?"

A moment later, a bottle of alcohol and two cupes were placed on the empty table.

GLUG GLUG...

Baek Suryong filled his and Number Four's cups. Number Four didn't touch the wine, but he didn't press the matter, understanding the reason for it.

FWOOSH!

He created a qi sound barrier around them, then surveyed the inside of the inn.

"Is this where you've been staying?"

He had naturally assumed that Number Four would find proper lodging elsewhere rather than stay in an inn indefinitely.

"......" Number Four remained silent, much as he had the whole way here. He seemed deeply lost in his own thoughts, to the point of looking somewhat dazed.

SLIDE...

Finally, he took a notepad out of his chest pocket and pushed it to Baek Suryong.

Why did you waste your time on such an untalented martial artist?

He still hadn't received an answer to the question he asked before.


"Since many people come and go here, I think it would be better to talk in a quiet place."



His old instructor had postponed his answer like that, so he had brought the man back here.

Only a few days had passed, yet the instructor and trainee were once again seated facing each other with wine cups in front of them.

THUD!

Number Four slapped his palm on the table, signaling that since they had come to a quiet place as Baek Suryong wished, he should give his answer without further delay.

"An untalented martial artist, you say?" Baek Suryong muttered bitterly as he reread the sentence written on the notepad. Looking back up at Number Four, he asked, "Since when have you been watching?"

Even for him, it wasn't easy to sense Number Four's presence, as his energy was perfectly concealed. He had only guessed that Number Four was watching from afar, but he didn't know exactly when the surveillance started.

When I went to the academy, you were walking around with a girl.

For Number Four, who was mute, the style of his handwriting matched the tone of speech he would have used. Compared to the first day, his handwriting had become much rougher, indicating that he was agitated.

Baek Suryong replied, "Ah, you saw Tang Soso too, huh."

"......"

Number Four had witnessed his former instructor laughing and chatting with students at the Azure Dragon Academy. Unlike the figure in his memories, no one feared Baek Suryong. The students approached him amicably and acknowledged him, and his old instructor responded in kind.

Although Baek Suryong occasionally smacked students with the stick he carried around, it was nowhere near the level of corporal punishment that Number Four had experienced in the past. The proof of this was that no one truly feared him.

Why aren't they scared of him? My old instructor was the most outstanding martial arts instructor in the Blood Cult.

Countless Blood Cult masters were born under his old instructor's guidance, and among those masters, the four of them apostles were praised as the most perfect. The Demonic Strategist had even evaluated them as Instructor Number 27's greatest masterpieces. While he never felt pride in that fact, that didn't mean he could understand why his old instructor was being so lenient now.


"...Instructor, what happens if we give up?"

"The Cult has plenty of replacements for you. You'll be abandoned and left to die... discarded like worthless trash."



Number Four remembered the conversation between Number One and his old instructor from a long time ago. Even now, the vivid memory of the menacing eyes looking down on them as they lay collapsed and bleeding profusely haunted him.


"If you don't want to be disposed of after being deemed useless, then struggle as if your lives depend on it."



He had told them that back then, even though he could have shown them the technique repeatedly until they fully understood it, so that they wouldn't be discarded. Just like he had done with the senior student moments ago.

Why are you acting like a hypocrite now?

RUMBLE...!

Violent vibrations began spreading in all directions, centered on Number Four. His expression remained indifferent, but his eyes gleamed like those of a fearsome beast as he glared at Baek Suryong.

"E-Earthquake!"

"Customers! Please evacuate outside!"

The building began to shake as if it were about to collapse. Screaming, the few customers fled outside.

"Young men! It's dangerous, so get out quickly!"

The innkeeper shouted at them to get out, but the two men locked eyes and ignored the chaos around them.

"...Just leave them and let's go."

Fortunately, the quick-witted wife grabbed her husband's arm and dragged him outside.

"Stop that," Baek Suryong demanded firmly.

The inn, now empty except for the two of them, rattled as if it would collapse at any moment. For now, the aftermath was limited to the immediate vicinity, but if this continued, the Murim Alliance martial artists were likely to swarm here.

SWISH!

The brush moved by itself and wrote words down on the notepad.

Answer me!

Number Four fought to hold back his fury, clenching his fists so tightly that he could only write with telekinesis. He could have turned the area into ruins with a single punch if he wanted to, but he suppressed his mounting feelings because he had to hear his old instructor's answer.

"...You could have just asked me directly." Baek Suryong smiled bitterly and let out a low sigh. "What you really want to know is why I'm being so soft now, even though I taught you guys through abuse and violence, right?"

"......" Number Four gave Baek Suryong a withering look.

Still, Baek Suryong met his gaze. "I've changed a lot after reincarnating. Little by little, slowly, ever since I came to the Azure Dragon Academy."

He began to tell his old student about all the events that had transpired since the instructors' exam. 

About the bewildered stares he received from the students the day he confidently declared that he would lead the Azure Dragon Academy to victory at the Heavenly Martial Festival.

About his fellow instructors and how he became friends with the bad-tempered Star Instructor of the Azure Dragon Academy, who reminded him of his past self.

About all the big and small incidents that occurred during his classes and the things he learned from his students.

About today, when he learned about the Student Council from Tang Soso and observed Mok Hyungwoo's intense training.

He talked about the incredible journeys he had gone on and every new experience he had encountered.

"It happened little by little, but I think they made me change."

"......"

"And, the day the tip of this sword touched your heart..."

Baek Suryong unfastened the Divine Azure Dragon Sword from his waist and placed it on the table, then rubbed the scar on his chest awkwardly. To be precise, it was the day the sword had skewered through his body and reached Number Four's heart. 

Taking a deep breath, he continued, "...You weren't the only person stabbed by the sword. Isn't that enough experience for a person to change?"

"......"

RUMBLE...

The earthquake slowly subsided as Number Four relaxed his tightly clenched fists. His eyes, which had looked like those of a beast, slowly returned to normal.

[Phew! I don't think he'll attack,] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword sighed in relief.

Baek Suryong answered inwardly, [I expected something like this might happen.]

Number Four was like a child discovering emotions for the first time. Although he was actually an old man, his heart and mind had been suppressed for a long time by a vicious combination of the Blood Cult's surgical techniques, brainwashing, and the Blood Demon's sorcery.

His body has grown, but he's still a child mentally and emotionally. I'm sure he's really confused right now.

Baek Suryong knew that all too well. Up until recently, he wasn't much different from Number Four.

"Ah, your cup is empty. I'll refill it," he muttered, noticing that the wine in the cups had spilled from the tremors.

Number Four didn't drink this time, either. He simply stared blankly at the cup.

Baek Suryong rambled on, "Previously, you said you hated me."

"......"

"That's good. You should hate me more. You should feel free to get angry, throw things, and attack me until you've worked through your frustration. You have the right to do that."

Number Four lifted his head and stared at Baek Suryong, as if to ask if he really could do that.

Baek Suryong downed his wine and chuckled. "Well, don't expect me to go down without a fight, though."

Standing up from his seat, he took something out of his chest pocket and placed it on the table. It was a jade plaque carved in the shape of a coiled blue dragon, his personal Azure Dragon Emblem. 

"If you have this, you'll be able to enter the Azure Dragon Academy whenever you want."

"......" Number Four was puzzled. He could sneak into the Azure Dragon Academy anytime he wanted, so he didn't really need an item like this, yet Baek Suryong nonetheless handed over his Azure Dragon Emblem.

Why is he doing this? Is this an attempt at reconciliation?

For a long time, the teacher, who felt he had no right to ask for forgiveness, and the student, who was not accustomed to expressing his feelings, stood and stared at each other.

"Let's meet again next time," Baek Suryong finally said, walking outside to find the innkeeper couple. He paid them a huge sum of money, enough to rebuild the shop with some left over, and requested that they take good care of the young man inside.

While doing so, he added one more request.

"If there are any meatbuns left, could you please pack some for me?"

"Yes? Ah, wait just a moment! I'll bring you whatever's left!"
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Long after his old instructor had left, Number Four sat staring blankly at the alcohol cup placed in front of him. Suddenly, as if a thought had occurred to him, he reached out and emptied the cup in one gulp.

He furrowed his brow. He rarely touched alcohol, but this wine was extremely bitter and dry. Even among the few liquors he had tasted, this was the poorest quality one by far.

And yet, for some inexplicable reason, he wanted to drink more.

GLUG GLUG...

Number Four repeatedly filled and emptied the cup as he fingered the Azure Dragon Emblem his old instructor had left behind.


Chapter 486: You Expect Me to Believe That?

"Mr. Baek!"

Baek Suryong furrowed his brow as Hyonwon Kang sprinted toward him with a face that screamed desperation. Just what kind of trivial ambush is this punk planning at the crack of dawn today?

THUD!

Hyonwon Kang dropped to his knees and slammed his forehead on the floor, prostrating himself. "I'm so sorry!" he apologized.

Baek Suryong tilted his head at his student's incomprehensible behavior. "...Are you feeling sick or something?"

Is this kid bending his knees in preparation to spring up and attack?

Unfortunately, Hyonwon Kang was sincere.

"Despite being the Club Union President, I didn't know there were so many problems with the clubs. I'm sorry!"

"...Hm?" Baek Suryong chuckled hollowly at the unexpected moment of introspection. It seemed that Hyonwon Kang had found out about the club audit activities he had carried out the previous day.

Come to think of it, it would be weirder if Hyonwon Kang hadn't heard about it after Tang Soso caused such a commotion. Nevertheless, learning that so many clubs were problematic couldn't have felt good.

"Who did you hear that from?"

"...Dokgo Jun," Hyonwon Kang lifted his head from the floor and answered sullenly.

Last night, Dokgo Jun visited him to apologize and explain the circumstances surrounding the disturbance at the Club Union building, with Tang Soso beside him, looking grumpy.

"I heard there were so many guys who embezzled club support funds behind the Union's back... If I had known, I would never have let them get away with it!"

Baek Suryong smirked and messed up his remorseful student's hair. "Wonkang, how could you have known about something those brats tried to hide behind layers of intricate lies and complex math?"

Hyonwon Kang pouted. "That's..."

Baek Suryong was inwardly amused. He found the sight of Hyonwon Kang blaming himself fascinating. Even the Club Union President couldn't be knowledgeable about the circumstances of every club, and Tang Soso had only gathered information about her target's weaknesses for her own selfish purposes.

Besides, Hyonwon Kang had hastily joined the election and become the Club Union President after Peng Sahyuk transferred to the Heavenly Martial Academy. His grip on the organization was bound to be shaky.

"Weren't you just a figurehead Club Union President anyway?" he added. "Don't worry. All the other kids know the SRS is the real driving force behind the Club Union."

Hyonwon Kang jumped up in a rage. "The SRS helps with Club Union operations! I attend every single one of the Club Union meetings that Yoo Yiran holds and voice my opinion!"

"That's exactly what people call a figurehead. What actual work have you accomplished to hold your head up so high?"

SMACK! WHACK! THWACK!

Hyonwon Kang clutched the new bumps on his head and squatted down, feeling wronged.

Baek Suryong clicked his tongue and looked down at his foolish student. "You know, this actually works out better for you."

"Huh? What does?" Hyonwon Kang blinked in confusion.

Baek Suryong grinned evilly. "You don't have many classes today, right? Let's go investigate the remaining clubs together."

While the blame for the corrupted club culture over the past few years didn't lie with Hyonwon Kang, allowing the Club Union President to sit back and watch wasn't ideal. On the other hand, if Hyonwon Kang took action now... He wouldn't be as helpful as Tang Soso, but he had his own unique uses.

Hyonwon Kang immediately picked up on his teacher's malice. "...Are we going to crush them all?"

"...I said investigate."

"Yes! Just leave it to me!"

Baek Suryong could barely suppress his glee. Just by seeing how Hyonwon Kang's eyes rolled back, it was clear what kind of 'assistance' he would provide.
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Perhaps because the rumors of Baek Suryong and Tang Soso's exploits the previous day had spread, every club he and Hyonwon Kang visited was meek and submissive right from the get go.

"W-We faithfully wrote down our activities in the club activity report..."

Hyonwon Kang arched his brow until the whites of his eyes showed, and veins popped on his neck. "Do you guys really have nothing to hide? If I shake you down and even one little lie comes out, today will be your funeral day."

The Employment Club President shrank his neck and squeaked, "There's a very, very minor discrepancy. When we went to the job fair at Red Cloud Trading Company two months ago, we actually stayed for two nights instead of one..."

Baek Suryong's mouth twitched as he marveled at Hyonwon Kang's incredible 'persuasion' ability, unrivaled even compared to the Yama Keep bandits. The punk was so good at his role that he actually had to step in before the Employment Club President peed his pants. 

"Wonkang, take it easy," he advised. "Dust accumulates on your body as you go about your daily life. You can't do this job if you nitpick on every little trivial detail."

"Understood, Hyung!"

The teacher and student, who were somehow hitting it off perfectly, sparked a new fear in the Club Union in a different sense than yesterday.

WHISPER WHISPER...

"The Club Union President has become a lackey of power..."

"Did he just call Mr. Baek 'Hyung'? Is he some neighborhood thug?"

"He really is a gangster!"

"I knew it. Regardless of his martial arts talent, that jerk was always a thug..."

Hyonwon Kang's reputation as a reformed delinquent was eroding in real time. Thanks to that, though, Baek Suryong was able to comfortably conduct the club audit.

"Well, there's nothing really noteworthy left."

Since they had thoroughly investigated the problematic clubs the previous day, today was proceeding rather smoothly.

He flipped through the stack of papers to see which other clubs were left.

The Medicinal Cooking Research Society Club Activity Report

Baek Suryong paused. This was the club he had created to clean up the Five Young Azure Dragons' terrible reputations.

"Oh shit, I totally forgot about this... Hey Wonkang, did you kids do anything that could be a problem?"

"Huh? How should I know?"

"...What the hell? Aren't you the Club President?"

"Aren't you the Club Advisor?!"

The teacher-student pair bickered noisily on their way to the Medicinal Cooking Research Society's clubroom. Although Baek Suryong was the club's advisor, he hadn't actually visited the clubroom in months because he was swamped with work.

Fortunately, the Medicinal Cooking Research Society wasn't as inactive as he had feared.

"Guhahaha! Welcome to the Society!" Geo Sangwoong welcomed them happily, wearing an apron.

A sweet smell wafted through the clubroom. Evidently, he had been cooking until just a moment ago.

"Senior! This is really tasty!" Ya Suhyeok exclaimed as he tore into grilled meat on one side of the clubroom.

Next to him, Silver Tiger was chomping on sweet potatoes. Yeo Min was elegantly snacking on what looked like traditional sweets while reading a book peacefully, but waved her hand in greeting when she saw Baek Suryong and Hyonwon Kang.

"What's all this...?"

Baek Suryong surveyed the cluttered clubroom, well stocked with an assortment of food ingredients and medicinal herbs, in disbelief. The space had been desolate in the club's early days, but now, it was as well-equipped as a professional restaurant kitchen.

Just what happened while I wasn't paying attention to the club?

Sensing Baek Suryong's confusion, Geo Sangwoong proudly flexed his massive pectoral muscles. "I've been decorating the clubroom little by little by myself since summer vacation. A cooking club should have a state-of-the-art kitchen and plenty of food, don't you think?"

"As far as I know, the academy's club funding isn't enough to afford all this stuff..."

"Club funding?" Geo Sangwoong tilted his head as if he couldn't understand why Baek Suryong was even bringing this up. "With that pittance, the most I can buy is a soy sauce dish. Isn't it obvious that I bought all this with my pocket money?"

"......" Baek Suryong was stunned speechless. As expected, the wealthy are just born different.

After pausing to compose himself, he said, "I guess I don't have to worry about embezzlement. You guys also consistently engaged in legitimate club activities, including running a stall during the Azure Dragon Festival."

Overall, the Medicinal Cooking Research Society's activity report was satisfactory.

Baek Suryong picked out a few dishes Geo Sangwoong made that had a high miracle herb content. "Is it okay if I give these to Mok Hyungwoo?"

"Holy shit, you picked out the worst-tasting ones... Are you a devil?"

Leaving behind a group of pale-faced, dumbfounded students, Baek Suryong headed to the Swordsmanship Research Society (SRS), the final, largest, and most influential club in the Azure Dragon Academy.

"Here is our Club Activity Report," Yoo Yiran said, handing over a neatly written document.

Baek Suryong carefully examined it, but even after the most thorough inspection, he couldn't find anything amiss. In fact, it was so spotless that he mentally evaluated the SRS as such: A gathering of idiots obsessed with swinging swords even until the day they die.

Despite its large size, the SRS was incorruptible. This was partly because the club advisor was Namgung Su, and partly because the Club President, Yoo Yiran, was also virtuous. Additionally, the SRS had a tradition that was established by the founding club president.

"A rule established by the Founding Club President lives on to this day. If the SRS President doesn't devote themselves to the sword and engages in corruption, the members must gang up on them and shave their head."

Baek Suryong shook his head at the terrifying tradition his mother had left behind. "...Mom always manages to pop out and surprise me every now and then."

He glanced to one side of the SRS training hall, where students were busy sparring. Among them was Wiji Cheon, whom he hadn't seen at the Medicinal Cooking Society.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

Baek Suryong watched Wiji Cheon spar for a while, before tilting his head curiously at the boy's opponent. "The kid dueling with Cheon right now, doesn't he kind of resemble Namgung Su?"

"Oh, that kid? Apparently, he's Mr. Namgung Su's cousin or something," Hyonwon Kang replied.

Baek Suryong finally recalled who the boy was. Right, he's Namgung Seok, the second ranked student.

"Is that guy in the SRS too?" he asked.

"He's in the Student Council, but he comes to spar with Wiji Cheon occasionally," Yoo Yiran explained, furrowing her brow as if the topic displeased her.

"I had no idea." Baek Suryong laughed hollowly, realizing how shortsighted he had been.

Tang Soso's words suddenly came to mind.


"There are many other young dragons here besides the Five Young Azure Dragons. I'll show you that we can excel at the Heavenly Martial Festival, too."



It's not that they were invisible, but that I've never tried to see them.

The swords of the two boys moved dazzlingly and clashed ceaselessly.

"Wiji Cheon! You were the top student at the entrance ceremony, but I'll be the top student at graduation!"

"Huh? I don't care, as long as I can graduate."

"You bastard! Are you going to insult me to the end?"

Namgung Seok swung his sword with fire blazing in his eyes. Wiji Cheon appeared to be doing his best to match his opponent's ferocity and passion, but if one looked closely, he was actually pretty relaxed.

That kid's not untalented, he was just overshadowed by Cheon.

As expected of a descendant of the Namgung Clan, Namgung Seok was undoubtedly one of the most talented freshmen.

Baek Suryong observed the boy silently for a moment before turning around to leave. "Let's go now, kids."

"...Kids?" Hyonwon Kang muttered in confusion, trailing behind Baek Suryong. Did he make a slip of the tongue out of habit or something?

However, Baek Suryong had not misspoken. Although no one else seemed to have noticed, there was indeed one more student accompanying them.
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After finishing all the club audits, Baek Suryong headed to Namgung Su's office.

BAM!

He dramatically slammed the pile of documents, which had gotten considerably thicker, in front of Namgung Su as if to flaunt it.

Namgung Su lifted his head at the sudden noise. "...What's this?"

Baek Suryong grinned triumphantly. "The club audit. As you can see, I finished it in two days."

Namgung Su quickly reviewed the documents and nodded. "Not bad for a new instructor."

"...Is that all?"

"Were you hoping to be praised for completing such a simple task?"

Baek Suryong's eyebrows twitched at the insult to his pride, but he smirked and waved it off. "Of course not. I accomplished what would take anyone else three days in just two, but that's nothing special by my standards."

"That's right, you even received help from the students. Taking that into consideration, an experienced instructor should have finished within a day."

"You said you were busy, but I guess you had time to pay attention to gossip?"

"The academy is so noisy that I found out about it without even trying."

Suddenly, the two stopped bickering and simultaneously looked outside the office. Someone was approaching their location at high speed.

Namgung Su immediately glared at Baek Suryong, convinced that whomever it was, they were after him. "Baek Suryong. What trouble did you cause this time?"

"I didn't do anything?"

"You expect me to believe that?"

"...Maybe?"

Given his track record, Baek Suryong couldn't very well deny the accusation.

Who is it? It can't be Number Four...

He had sensed Number Four moving away before entering the office.

"Hm? Wait. This is..."

Recognizing the familiar presence, Baek Suryong furrowed his brow.

BAM!

Because of that, his eyes widened in shock when the approaching person kicked open the office door with enough force to risk breaking it. "...Yeonho?" he mumbled, but the man ignored him.

Huffing with rage and glowering at Namgung Su with murderous intensity, Ak Yeonho roared, "NAMGUNG SU!!"


Chapter 487: If Only We Had Met Here As Children

Namgung Su was surprised by Ak Yeonho's sudden violent intrusion, but he was even more puzzled by the fact that the new instructor was there for him, not Baek Suryong. "Mr. Ak Yeonho, do you have business with me?"

Baek Suryong stared closely at Namgung Su. Although Namgung Su's demeanor was as cold as ever, he could tell from the faint trembling at the corner of his eye that he was uncharacteristically flustered.

He immediately suspected me, but in the end, he's the one who caused trouble?

He folded his arms and observed the situation, deciding to wait and see. Unfortunately, the situation was a lot more serious than he had imagined.

BAM!

Ak Yeonho slammed a crumpled piece of paper on the desk with the speed of a martial arts technique. "Yes, you! Tell me! Is this true?"

Baek Suryong stared at it, but he could only make out the words 'Field Trip' on the crumpled surface.

Namgung Su examined it as well and frowned. "A field trip poster?"

"I just tore it off the wall! How could you do this behind my back?!"

Baek Suryong was dumbfounded. He hadn't seen those posters even when he was inspecting the clubs, so they must have been put up very recently. "What's going on, Yeonho?" he asked quietly, trying to calm his friend down.

Ak Yeonho roughly unfolded the poster so that Baek Suryong could read it, then pointed to a specific spot.

Location: Shandong Ak Clan, Jiangxi Branch Family Estate

"Since it involves the Ak Clan, shouldn't you have at least given me a hint? How could you go through with this decision without informing me? Are you trying to make me look like a fool?"

"Mr. Ak Yeonho," Namgung Su warned in a low voice, cutting Ak Yeonho off. Any hint of his earlier surprise was gone, replaced by a sharp glint in his golden eyes. "You're overstepping your bounds."

Ak Yeonho flinched. The Star Instructor of the Azure Dragon Academy did not tolerate anyone who crossed the line, regardless of who they were.

"Rather, I want to ask you a question. Why do I have to tell you about this?" Namgung Su pressed on. "You should already know that this year's field trip schedule and location were kept secret due to security issues. Do I have to share confidential information just because you're from the Shandong Ak Clan?"

"That's..." Ak Yeonho hesitated. Namgung Su's tone was much more high-handed than usual, leaving no doubt that he was the authority here.

Namgung Su added sternly, "If you truly think that way, I'll have to significantly revise my evaluation of you, Mr. Ak Yeonho."

Ak Yeonho gritted his teeth at the warning from the Azure Dragon Academy's only Star Instructor and his career senior. Still, he couldn't fully accept Namgung Su's logic. "It's not that difficult to drop a hint, is it? Do I look like a Blood Cult spy?"

"What in the world...!"

"Yeonho, calm down," Baek Suryong interjected, unable to watch the drama unfold any longer. He had a hunch that Namgung Su was about to unleash lightning from his golden eyes. "I think you're too worked up right now."

While he liked Ak Yeonho as a colleague and regarded him as a younger brother, he couldn't take his side this time.

I know he wouldn't act like this for no reason, but... the world isn't kind enough to be considerate of every little thing.

Fortunately, thanks to Baek Suryong's mediation, Namgung Su also calmed down somewhat. "If you have nothing else to say, please leave now. If you have any complaints about the field trip schedule or location, submit a formal protest through the administration office."

Ak Yeonho bit his lip hard. He still seemed unconvinced, but he forced himself to hold back, if only because of Baek Suryong. "I guess I was too worked up. Sorry for bothering you."

CLACK!

He exited the office, closing the door behind him.

Baek Suryong tilted his head, looking troubled. "What's all this about? Do you know anything?"

"I don't know, and I don't care," Namgung Su replied as he returned his attention to his work, seemingly unfazed by what had just happened.

Nevertheless, Baek Suryong could tell that his posture was noticeably stiffer than before.

[image: sep]


Baek Suryong hurriedly wrapped up his most pressing tasks and rushed to Ak Yeonho's office. Unfortunately, he only found Myeong Il'oh, who shared the office with Ak Yeonho, there working alone.

"Suryong-hyung? What brings you here?" Myeong Il'oh asked.

Baek Suryong cut to the chase. "Hey, Il'oh. Where's Yeonho?"

"He said he wasn't feeling well and went home a little while ago. Weird, he's never done this before..."

"Did something happen to him?"

"Pardon?"

Baek Suryong showed Myeong Il'oh the poster Ak Yeonho had left behind and explained what had happened in Namgung Su's office.

Azure Dragon Academy Field Trip

Location: Shandong Ak Clan, Jiangxi Branch Family Estate

Schedule: ...Blah blah...

*Special Note: Joint field trip with the Vermilion Phoenix Academy

The poster was clear and concise, listing only the necessary info—typical of Namgung Su's work.

"Yeonho brought this and demanded to know why he wasn't informed about it beforehand. Of all people, he actually lashed out at Namgung Su. Can you believe it?"

"He seriously confronted Namgung Su?"

"Weird, right?"

"Yeah, unless he's gone crazy, there's no way he would do that... You're the only person in the Azure Dragon Academy who dares to pick a fight with Mr. Namgung Su, Hyung-nim."

"I'll take that as a compliment. Anyway, something's going on here."

Baek Suryong didn't think going to the Ak Clan for a field trip was something to get so upset about. Of course, Ak Yeonho might feel offended that it was arranged without his knowledge, but considering his easygoing personality, that wasn't enough of a reason to butt heads with Namgung Su.

Namgung Su also seemed quite shaken at first. He must have been truly shocked by Yeonho's sudden outburst.

Myeong Il'oh nodded. "Something is indeed weird. I can't imagine Yeonho getting angry at Mr. Namgung Su."

KNOCK KNOCK!

Jaegal Soyeong opened the door and stuck her head in. "Hmm, you're here too, Baek-oppa?"

Baek Suryong gestured for her to enter. "Just in time. Soyeong, do you know anything?"

"About what?"

Baek Suryong hesitated. Ak Yeonho's absence left a void in the group dynamic. But the new instructor cohort had gathered in one place for the first time in a while, so he shared the events from earlier.

Jaegal Soyeong's eyes went wide. and she shook her head. "I don't know anything about that. I actually came here to ask Yeonho-oppa about the Jiangxi Branch Family."

The reason the field trip destination was the Jiangxi Branch Family Estate instead of the main estate was due to distance. It would take too long for a large group to travel back and forth from Nanchang in Jiangxi to Shandong.

However, not much was known about that branch family. Jaegal Soyeong only knew what was widely known in the murim.

"The Jiangxi Branch Family own one of the largest estates among the Ak Clan branch families, and I know the Spear King often visits and uses it as a vacation home," she explained. Pointing at the schedule in the poster, she added, "If you look here, you'll see that we've invited masters from the Ak Clan to guide the students, so it's strange that Yeonho-oppa didn't know about it. Has he not contacted his family for a while?"


"Since it involves the Ak Clan, shouldn't you have at least given me a hint? How could you go through with this decision without informing me? Are you trying to make me look like a fool?"



Baek Suryong recalled Ak Yeonho's anguished rant. He never thought of the possibility, but did he have a bad relationship with his clan?

"Maybe..." Myeong Il'oh started to say, but he stopped short, hesitating.

Baek Suryong and Jaegal Soyeong directed their gazes at him.

Myeong Il'oh let out a small sigh. "He didn't say it was a secret, so it should be okay if I tell you two. Actually, I found out during vacation that Yeonho is an adopted child."

The pair listened to Myeong Il'oh's story attentively.
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Number Four stared blankly at the meatbuns in the bundle. There were twice as many as last time.

"Young man! Leaving early again today? Have some meatbuns!"

"I put in a lot more today. I know you love meatbuns."

He didn't know how the misunderstanding had started. For some reason, the innkeeper couple was firmly under the illusion that he loved meatbuns.

They do taste good, but...

He picked up a meatbun with a complicated expression and popped it into his mouth.

MUNCH MUNCH...

He snacked while watching his old master from afar, but when Baek Suryong entered his office, he left. 

He had reservations about going near Baek Suryong's office, the Principal's office, and the Headmaster's residence. The masters there were simply too sensitive. He was confident he wouldn't be caught, but there was no need to take the risk.


"If you have this, you'll be able to enter the Azure Dragon Academy whenever you want."



He kept the Azure Dragon Emblem that his old master had given him safely tucked in his shirt pocket. Having decided not to hide today, he entered the Azure Dragon Academy and openly explored the campus.

Fewer people thought him strange than he expected. Although he felt occasional stares, most barely spared him a second glance.

In any case, the Azure Dragon Academy was vast. He spent hours wandering the grounds, observing the scenery and people.

"Ahahaha!"

Boys and girls constantly laughed at the most trivial things. Martial artists sweated buckets as they practiced their clumsy moves. Young men and women whispered sweet nothings to each other in secluded corners.

It's so peaceful.

To Number Four, who had lived his entire life in the Blood Cult, the Azure Dragon Academy was an unfamiliar and strange world.

The instructor said he changed after coming here.

His old instructor talked a lot about his life at the academy last night, but there wasn't much he understood. None of those were experiences he had been through himself.

Will I be able to understand him if I keep observing this place? Will I ever understand why my old instructor changed? And... will I change too?

Disorganized thoughts raced through Number Four's mind as he roamed wherever his feet took him. Suddenly, though, he heard a familiar voice.

"The meatbuns I ate yesterday morning were delicious, but I saw the same ones in Mr. Baek's room this morning. Isn't that wild?"

"Why are you talking about eating again when you ate all day in the clubroom?"

"Haha! You have to eat your fill when you're young!"

"Senior Wonkang, didn't Senior Mok Hyungwoo look kind of pale earlier?"

"He said he felt nauseous after taking the herbal medicine Mr. Baek gave him."

Number Four saw five students chatting noisily as they strolled out of the main gate. His eyes were drawn to them automatically. Every single one of them showed traces of having learned martial arts he recognized.

He stopped and stared blankly at the Five Young Azure Dragons. For a moment, the cheerful and boisterous children's faces overlapped with those of old, familiar ones.

If only we had met here as children too...

"Oh? Hey, if it isn't Meatbun-hyung!" Ya Suhyeok discovered Number Four and waved his hand in greeting.

THWACK!

Silver Tiger smacked the back of his stupid friend's head with all his might.


Chapter 488: What's the Problem?

Namgung Su lifted his head and stared at Baek Suryong icily. "What do you think you're doing?"

He thought Baek Suryong had left early since he'd walked out of the office without a word. Why had he returned an hour later to ramble about the Shandong Ak Clan, a topic that held no interest for him?

"I didn't know this before, but apparently, it's quite common for murim clans to adopt children. I heard that the Shandong Ak Clan, in particular, has adopted many kids to expand their numbers since the Spear King became Patriarch."

"Do you think I, a direct descendant of the Namgung Clan, wouldn't know something like that?" Namgung Su asked, exasperated.

Baek Suryong shrugged. "Then did you also know that Ak Yeonho is an adopted son?"

"......" Namgung Su fell silent, but his slightly trembling eyelashes betrayed his unease. He hadn't known about that.

Baek Suryong smirked knowingly. "It seems he grew up very conscious of his family's approval. That's why he reacted so sensitively earlier."

He recalled the story he'd heard from Myeong Il'oh before returning to the office and sorted through which parts he could and couldn't tell Namgung Su.
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"Yeonho was adopted into the Ak Clan when he was seven. At the time, the Ak Clan adopted many orphans who showed martial arts talent..." Myeong Il'oh bit his lip as if the memory angered him. "They held an annual evaluation. If the children didn't meet their standards, they would annul the adoption and either make them servants or train them as low-ranking warriors."

"How could they...!" Jaegal Soyeong shouted, her face flushing with anger.

On the contrary, Baek Suryong shrugged nonchalantly. "So?"

"According to Yeonho, he was lucky to have received the Ak surname."

Baek Suryong nodded in understanding. As it turned out, the seemingly carefree young master of the Ak Clan, who appeared to have lived without a single worry his whole life, was actually hiding a complicated past.

I see. How smart of the Ak Clan. By keeping the disowned children as servants or low-ranking warriors, they managed to avoid public outcry despite annulling their adoptions. Since most of them remained in the clan, no bad rumors spread either.

Jaegal Soyeon raged on, "That's so cowardly!"

"...Anything else?" Baek Suryong asked coolly.

Myong Il'oh continued his story. The fates of the adopted children were decided every year for five grueling years. Ak Yeonho passed all of his tests and officially became a member of the Ak Clan , but due to 'personal reasons' he couldn't disclose, he was unable to step into the jianghu until he turned twenty-six.

"...Some loafer he is," Baek Suryong sighed. "That punk must've been constantly busy just trying to read the room since he was a kid."

From Myeong Il'oh's story, he could guess what kind of environment Ak Yeonho had lived in. Children who passed the final test were taken in by relatives of the Ak Clan. The man who took in Ak Yeonho was Ak Jinheon, a cousin of the Spear King Ak Bi. While Ak Bi brought in many children to expand the clan, he never adopted any of them himself.

"His relationship with his stepfather didn't seem particularly bad, but they did seem a bit distant."

"Maybe that's why Yeonho's so intimidated by the Ak Clan Patriarch."

"Didn't you two learn from the Spear King together during summer break?"

"Actually, the Spear King rejected that idea at first. He only agreed after Yeonho mentioned that he was close friends with you, Hyung-nim."

"......"

"Even then, he would only check on us briefly once every three or four days, so it wasn't really instruction. Most of our conversations were about you, Hyung-nim. He asked questions like what kind of martial arts the Azure Dragon Hero uses, what your real personality's like, and what your family's like."

Baek Suryong observed Myeong Il'oh as he spoke. All throughout his story about his training with the Spear King Ak Bi, his friend's expression remained stiff. This was not the look of someone reminiscing about a benefactor who had mentored them.

"To be honest, he was a little... no, he was very different from the person I'd imagined."

Myeong Il'oh launched into a detailed introduction of the Spear King Ak Bi, the Patriarch of the Shandong Ak Clan, one of the Ten Supremes, and the undisputed best spearman in the world. 

While Ak Bi was praised as an outstanding patriarch who would elevate the Shandong Ak Clan beyond the Five Great Clans to become the world's greatest clan, this coexisted with criticism that he was an ambitious and ruthless tyrant who would stop at nothing to expand his family's power.

Baek Suryong listened closely to the story, but Myeong Il'oh didn't know much more. He hadn't asked for more details because Ak Yeonho seemed uncomfortable.
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"...Ahem, so what I'm saying is, Yeonho has his own circumstances. Don't be too harsh on him," Baek Suryong concluded after sharing Ak Yeonho's family situation with Namgung Su.

Namgung Su frowned. "I told you, I'm not interested in Mr. Ak's personal history."

"Really? I thought you were super bothered about it, seeing as how you've been scowling this whole time."

"......" Namgung Su fell silent. As an illegitimate son, he could somewhat empathize with Ak Yeonho, the adopted son. 

Of course, his position had changed significantly since the Blood Cult's raid, but both of them had experienced circumstances that inevitably led to them developing inferiority complexes.

After a long pause, he let out a low sigh. "Since when did you start being so nosy?"

"......"

"I thought you didn't care what others did, but lately, you've been meddling in everything."

Baek Suryong grinned slyly. "You need to get your facts straight. I don't stick my nose in just anywhere." He folded his arms and added brazenly, "I only meddle in the affairs of people important to me. You and Yeonho getting on each other's bad sides won't help the Azure Dragon Academy win the Heavenly Martial Festival."

"...That's what people call unnecessary meddling." Shaking his head, Namgung Su organized his desk and stood up. "I'll be leaving early today."

"Already?"

"I can't concentrate because someone keeps distracting me."

Baek Suryong wanted to retort, but Namgung Su was serious. Gathering some of his work documents, he stormed out of his office.

SLAM!

"What the... He really left?" Baek Suryong stared dumbfounded at the door Namgung Su had closed. He thought the man might come back, but that didn't happen. "Well, I prefer working alone anyway."

However, after working alone for a while, he too packed up earlier than usual.

[I can't believe you're leaving work before the stars are out! I get to see the setting sun for once!] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword chimed in, trembling with emotion.

"There's no need to be so touched," Baek Suryong laughed awkwardly.

The atmosphere was completely different from when he usually left for home. Many students were still on campus, and most of them were talking about the same topic.

"Did you guys see the poster for the school trip?!

I heard they're inviting masters from the Shandong Ak Clan this time."

"I'm more excited that it's a joint trip with the Vermilion Phoenix Academy! They were the runners-up at last year's Heavenly Martial Festival!"

Baek Suryong could feel the excitement building up for the school trip, which was just a few days away.

"But will it be okay? Rumor has it that Vermilion Phoenix Academy students are super arrogant. What if they look down on us?"

Occasionally, he saw timid students intimidated by the Vermilion Phoenix Academy's fame, but they were a minority.

"So what if they were last year's runners-up? Our goal this year is to win!"

"If they look down on us, do you think the Five Young Azure Dragons will just stand by?"

"I'm more worried our teachers will go wild."

"Hahaha! That's true, too!"

Though it was half in jest, most students were now openly discussing the possibility of the Azure Dragon Academy winning the Heavenly Martial Festival. Compared to the start of the academic year, this was quite the astonishing change.

Baek Suryong crossed the academy grounds amid the excited atmosphere.

Come to think of it, I wonder how Sama Yeong's doing.

He recalled the ambitious woman who had tried to recruit him into the Vermilion Phoenix Academy. He would probably see her again during the school trip.

Unfortunately, the joint training with the White Tiger Academy fell through due to conflicting schedules, but at least he would have the chance to witness the Vermilion Phoenix Academy's strength firsthand.

As he walked along, lost in thought, he suddenly sensed a familiar presence. On the roof of the male students' dormitory, Ak Yeonho was sitting with his shoulders slumped.

"Look at this guy moping around in a place like that." Clicking his tongue, Baek Suryong lightly kicked off the ground.

WHOOSH!

He scaled the building wall with ease and landed gracefully next to Ak Yeonho. "You said you left early because you weren't feeling well. Were you faking it?"

"Hyung-nim..." Ak Yeonho stared at Baek Suryong listlessly.

THWACK!

Baek Suryong smacked the back of Ak Yeonho's head with his palm.

"Ow! Why'd you suddenly hit me?" Ak Yeonho wailed.

Baek Suryong sneered. "Because I don't like the sight of you looking like a sick chicken."

He plopped down next to Ak Yeonho, lay flat on his back, and gazed at the slowly drifting clouds dappling the orange sunset sky. "I hear you're an adopted son," he remarked idly.

"...Did you hear that from Il'oh? No, more importantly, why are you bringing up someone's painful past so casually while lying down?!" Ak Yeonho exclaimed indignantly.

Baek Suryong snorted. "A grown man calling something like that his 'painful past.' You don't know how blessed you are. You were an orphan adopted by a wealthy family. You got to learn martial arts, wear nice clothes, and eat delicious food. Weren't there plenty of kids who didn't get a surname and ended up becoming servants, unlike you?"

"Wow, listen to you talk so flippantly! It's not even your story..." Ak Yeonho grumbled in disbelief before finally chuckling. He knew this was Baek Suryong's own way of comforting him by downplaying a serious matter. "I'm sorry. I was just a bit distraught. I know I was being ridiculously selfish."

"As long as you know."

"I plan to formally apologize to Mr. Namgung Su tomorrow."

"Yeah. That guy pretends not to care, but he's secretly bothered by it."

"There's no way I'll get fired, right?"

"Hmm, I wonder? You've gotten on the bad side of a Star Instructor, so it's possible."

"That's a relief. If that were the case, you should've been fired long ago, Hyung-nim. Since you're still here, I should be fine, too."

Baek Suryong glared daggers at Ak Yeonho. "...This punk?"

Ak Yeonho giggled, then lay down on the roof and gazed up at the sky as well. "You know, if only he'd given me a heads-up, I would've stopped him somehow..." he muttered bitterly under his breath.

From the tone of his voice, Baek Suryong realized that Ak Yeonho was hiding something more. It was probably related to the 'personal reasons' he hadn't even told Myeong Il'oh. Because of that, he didn't press the issue. Instead, he changed the subject. "Hey, Yeonho." 

"Yes?"

"About your family's patriarch... should I give him a good thrashing?"

"Are you crazy?" Ak Yeonho shot up in alarm at Baek Suryong's suggestion of beating up the Shandong Ak Clan's Patriarch as if he were some neighborhood delinquent.

However, Baek Suryong was still looking at the sky with a relaxed face, which made him seem even more serious. "What's the problem? I'm probably stronger than the Spear King. I might as well shed this label of being the weakest of the Ten Supremes."

"......" Ak Yeonho's jaw dropped in shock, but he eventually burst out laughing. "Puhahaha!"

After getting so close to Baek Suryong, he'd forgotten just what kind of person the man was. Baek Suryong was a peerless master equal to the Patriarch he so feared, yet he was also a quirky new instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy who never flaunted his status.

The moment he remembered this, the shadow cast by the Patriarch in his heart diminished.

He shook his head with a gentle smile. "Thanks, Hyung-nim, but I don't think that'll be necessary."

Baek Suryong nodded and dropped the matter. "Shall we head down now?"

"Yes!"

The two men leaped off the dormitory roof.

"I'm going to the office for a bit," Ak Yeonho said, heading back to finish his work.

Baek Suryong clicked his tongue as he watched his energetic colleague run off. "Tsk, tsk. He should rest today. What's he doing working overtime?"

[Are you one to talk? You pot calling the kettle black...] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword exclaimed.

All the way home, Baek Suryong endured the Divine Azure Dragon Sword's nagging. Since he'd left work early, he decided to have dinner with his students for once. He even swung by the market to pick up a few groceries before returning to the White Dragon Manor.

Upon hearing a boisterous noise from beyond the manor wall, however, he tilted his head in confusion. "Did they bring friends over? It's so noisy."

As he neared the source of the noise, his expression hardened. Before he knew it, he was using his movement arts.

WHOOOOSH!

Baek Suryong leaped over the wall like a raging gale, his martial arts uniform fluttering as he landed.

"Senior! Over here!"

"Pass it to me!"

"You're insane! Meatbun-hyung's skill is no joke!"

"Block him somehow!"

THUMP!

Witnessing the unbelievable sight, Baek Suryong dropped the bags he was holding. In the middle of the White Dragon Manor's training ground, Number Four was playing cuju[1] with the Five Young Azure Dragons.



Footnotes:

[1] Cuju: I think I mentioned this before, but Cuju (or Kemari in Japanese) is a game similar to football/soccer, except you never let the ball touch the ground. 


Chapter 489: Just Like You

At first, it was mere curiosity.

"Meatbun-hyung! Fancy seeing you here again!" Ya Suhyeok greeted, striding over welcomingly.

"......" Number Four stared blankly at the huge boy.

Seated on Ya Suhyeok's shoulder, Silver Tiger glared at him, its fur bristling with unease. Behind the boy, his old instructor's other students approached curiously.

"What brings you to the Azure Dragon Academy?" Ya Suhyeok asked. "Don't tell me... were you our Senior?"

Number Four paused briefly at the word 'Senior' before shaking his head.

"No? Then why are you..." Ya Suhyeok scratched his head quizzically, but broke into a broad grin upon spotting the cloth bundle in Number Four's arms. "I got it! You're here to deliver meatbuns!"

"...?"

Having spent his life rubbing shoulders with the rugged men of the Viridian Forest, Ya Suhyeok easily struck up conversations with strangers. Furthermore, although he didn't realize it himself, martial artists who trained in the same martial arts instinctively felt a sense of kinship. This was largely why seniors and juniors of the same sect often formed bonds stronger than blood ties.

SWISH!

Number Four took a meatbun out of the cloth bundle and held it out to Ya Suhyeok.

Ya Suhyeok's eyes widened. "Is this for me? But is it okay to keep giving away your delivery?"

"......"

Contrary to his words, Ya Suhyeok snatched the meatbun Number Four offered and scarfed it down while Silver Tiger sighed in disapproval and eyed him contemptuously.

"Ya Suhyeok , you punk! You didn't threaten him into giving you that, did you?" Geo Sangwoong asked suspiciously.

Ya Suhyeok spun around and protested indignantly, "No, Senior, what kind of trash do you take me for? He's the Meatbun-hyung I met last time!"

"Meatbun-hyung?"

The Five Young Azure Dragons and Number Four exchanged glances.

Ya Suhyeok stood next to Number Four and introduced the Five Young Azure Dragons one by one. "The bear-like hulk is Geo Sangwoong. The guy with the nasty mug is Hyonwon Kang. The white-haired girl is Yeo Min, and the chestnut-sized kid is Wiji Cheon."

""Why you little...?""

The seniors immediately swarmed in and whacked Ya Suhyeok on the head, while the short Wiji Cheon pinched his side with all his might. Silver Tiger took the opportunity to smack his pathetic human's back repeatedly.

"Ugh! Why are you hitting me? Did I say anything wrong?!"

"......" Number Four watched the violent display expressionlessly.

This was his first time seeing his old instructor's students up close and personal. He could tell that they all had excellent bone structure and outstanding martial talent. Just by looking at the shape of their muscles and their subtle movements, he could estimate their skill level.

I would know more precisely if we clashed directly, but...

"Um, by the way, are you mute?" Yeo Min, the keenest of the Five Young Azure Dragons, asked.

Number Four nodded.

"Really? No wonder you're always so quiet..." Ya Suhyeok mumbled nonchalantly, scratching the back of his head.

Number Four had never received such a reaction before either. Usually, when people found out that he couldn't speak, they'd become flustered or look uncomfortable for no reason. Therfore, a reaction like Ya Suhyeok's, who accepted him as he was, was unfamiliar.

"I just thought you were a super stoic hyung."

"......" Number Four didn't bother taking out his writing pad for conversation. Not only would it be cumbersome, but quite a few eyes were also on them. Although he had the Azure Dragon Emblem given to him by the old instructor in his chest pocket, attracting attention wasn't ideal.

"Anyway, Meatbun-hyung, I didn't get to thank you properly last time... Huh? Are you giving me all of this?" Ya Suhyeok accepted the cloth bundle that Number Four held out to him. He stared at Number Four, bewildered. "Is this for us to eat?"

Number Four nodded and turned away promptly. There were too many meatbuns for him to eat alone anyway, and he didn't like wasting food.

"Wait a second!"

GRAB!

Ya Suhyeok quickly reached out and grabbed Number Four's arm. As soon as he made contact, his eyes immediately widened in surprise. "Wow, what's with your body?"

Excitement spread across his face. As an external arts specialist, he could tell that Number Four's body was far more tempered than it looked.

"Are you for real, hyung?" he asked. "How on earth did you build a body like this?"

"......" Number Four slowly turned back around. He hadn't dodged, even though he knew Ya Suhyeok was reaching toward him. He was confident he wouldn't be hurt, even if attacked, and it didn't matter if Ya Suhyeok had an ulterior motive. Rather, the moment the boy grabbed his arm, he was able to assess his grip strength and level of his external arts much more accurately.

Ya Suhyeok pouted. "Well, it feels wrong to just let you go after getting free food twice..."

Number Four guessed what would happen next. Ya Suhyeok surely thought he was suspicious. Anyone would be wary of meeting an extremely well-trained stranger by chance.

Is he going to pick a fight with me? Or will he call my old instructor for help? The martial artists at the Azure Dragon Academy might gang up on me. Worst case, this could all be a scheme plotted by that man.

"......"

Perhaps even the Azure Dragon Emblem he gave me was bait to make me lower my guard.

Number Four clenched his fists tightly, but he concealed his panic behind a mask of indifference. Preparing for the worst-case scenario, his eyes deepened.

Even if this is a trap, I won't go down easily. First, this guy in front of me...

"Meatbun-hyung, do you happen to like cuju?" Ya Suhyeok asked, grinning.

"...?"

"There are an odd number of us, so we can't play properly among ourselves. It's also not easy finding a player on our level."

"......"

"We usually play without using inner arts as a warm-up before starting our training in earnest. Hyung, it seems you've trained in external arts quite a bit. How about joining us?"

"......"

"Oh, and have dinner with us before you go."

"......" Number Four stood blankly, blinking his eyes as he failed to properly understand.

Ya Suhyeok glanced at his friends. "What do you think, Seniors? This hyung's body is no joke. If we split into two teams of three, the numbers will be perfectly balanced."

Number Four expected the Five Young Azure Dragons to object, but even their reactions were positive.

"Well, I don't really mind."

"Can I touch your forearm too?"

"Do whatever you want."

"If he's okay with it..."

For the first time, Number Four made a judgment about the Five Young Azure Dragons.

Do these guys have no regard for self-preservation? Or are they idiots? Maybe they can't imagine encountering an enemy inside the Azure Dragon Academy?

After a moment of contemplation, he nodded. Although he'd never played cuju himself, he knew that it was a ball-kicking game.

"Then it's decided! Let's go to the White Dragon Manor together!"

On the way there, Ya Suhyeok stuck to Number Four's side, asking all kinds of questions. Most of them were about physical training. Number Four answered by nodding or shaking his head.

Before long, Geo Sangwoong joined them, his eyes sparkling. "Um, Meatbun-hyung. Can I touch your back muscles just once?"

Like Ya Suhyeok, he too specialized in external arts and was excited to meet a rare master of the same field.

Number Four nodded.

"Then, if you'll excuse me... Whoa!"

"Your body is smaller than ours, so how'd you strengthen it so much?"

"......"

"Look at those muscleheads having a blast by themselves."

"Let's just leave them be and eat meatbuns."

"Suhyeok and Senior Sangwoong, can we eat all the buns?"

""No! Save some for us!""

The meatbuns from the innkeeper couple disappeared quickly as everyone shared them.
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THUD!

Ya Suhyeok's massive frame slid back with a sound like a bursting drum. His face flushed red, he shouted in frustration, "Aaah! Damn it!"

He rushed in again, but it was difficult to block Number Four.

He wasn't alone in his suffering. All Five Young Azure Dragons were in a similar situation.

"...How's a human that strong?"

"His reflexes are lightning fast, too!"

"I told you to pass the ball to me as soon as we started!"

"Senior Wonkang has lost the ball the most so far!"

They had started three-on-three, but at some point, the match became five-on-one.

Number Four dodged the efforts of both Yeo Min and Wiji Cheon. Despite their dazzling footwork, the two couldn't touch the ball resting on Number Four's foot. Instead, they ended up kicking each other after being deceived by Number Four's simple yet effective maneuver.

"Aack!"

"Hey!"

As Number Four bypassed the two players, Hyonwon Kang and Ya Suhyeok rushed in from the left and right simultaneously. While using hands was a foul, bumping with shoulders was allowed. They planned to exploit this rule to gain the upper hand.

Of course, this rule gave them no advantage whatsoever.

CRASH! THUUUD!

Hyonwon Kang and Ya Suhyeok were knocked over in an instant and tumbled to the ground. Number Four advanced nonchalantly, then kicked the ball toward the wall.

The ball whizzed precisely between Geo Sangwoong's armpit and his body, hit the wall, and bounced away.

"Damn it...!" Geo Sangwoong swore, devastated.

Number Four returned to the center of the training ground. According to the rules, anyone who hit the opposing wall with the ball had to start again from the middle.

"Keuak! He got us again!"

"Why's he so good?"

"We haven't scored even once since a while ago..."

The Five Young Azure Dragons built their external arts foundation on the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest. Although only Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok studied it extensively, the other three also practiced the basics to strengthen their bodies.

Unfortunately, no matter how superior their physical abilities were compared to their peers, they could not match Number Four, who had mastered the supreme external art.

At Number Four's slightest movement, the Five Young Azure Dragons fell like autumn leaves. Nevertheless, they refused to give up and challenged him again and again.

""Do it again!""

"......"

Baek Suryong stood dumbfounded at the unbeliveble sight, like a person who'd lost his soul.

"Nyaah!" Silver Tiger scampered over and climbed onto his shoulder. Looking as if he had much to say, he waved his front paws and gestured diligently. "Nyan nyaa nyaaah nyan..."

[...He's asking you to do something about those stupid humans,] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword translated.

Baek Suryong sighed in exasperation. "Why are you guys..."

He had contemplated inviting Number Four to the White Dragon Manor to eat with the Five Young Azure Dragons, but never in his wildest dreams did he imagine them bonding over sports.

"Are you really a meatbun shop owner's son?"

"Is that important right now? Snap out of it and attack!"

"Don't lose it this time!"

"...Should we use the Beat Up Baek Suryong series?"

"No! That's our last shred of pride!"

Everyone was serious. The game of cuju was supposed to be a warm-up before their martial arts training, but before they knew it, this had become the actual training session.

They charged at Number Four, fell to the ground, jumped back up, and repeated the process. Eventually, one by one, the students started sprawling out on the ground, too exhausted to move.

"Huff... Huff..."

"I'm dying..."

"Hey, Hyung. What do you really do for a living...?"

Wiji Cheon, Yeo Min, and Hyonwon Kang went down in succession. Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok were the only ones who could still move.

"Suhyeok, let's go!"

"Uwaaaah!"

The two boys who had inherited the Bandit King's martial arts lunged forward. With each stomp they took, deep footprints appeared on the ground like the seismic steps of a giant.

Their combined momentum was savage enough to breach a castle gate.

KABOOOOM!

The next thing they knew, the sky and earth had flipped, and they were both slammed into the ground.

"Cough! Cough!"

"Keuheuk!"

Half-buried in the ground, Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok coughed violently. Judging by the blood in their spit, they had suffered internal injuries.

"...Stop," Baek Suryong said, standing in Number Four's way and shaking his head. "This is enough. I can't just watch anymore."

"......" Number Four's shoulders heaved, but it wasn't because he was tired. He had gotten too caught up in the match.

He breathed slowly, calming himself. The old instructor's right. I got too excited and hurt the children.

He raised his hands.

Immediately, Baek Suryong bit his lip and reached for his sword hilt, but his expression soon changed to one of astonishment.

"Just like you..." Number Four signed. "I want to try teaching martial arts."

Since Baek Suryong had recently been learning sign language in his spare time, he was able to understand the meaning, although he still needed time to process it.

Number Four looked at Ya Suhyeok and Geo Sangwoong, who were lying on the ground. To better understand his old instructor, he suddenly found himself wanting to do the same job.


Chapter 490: A Better Way (1)

Number Four signed, "I want to try teaching them martial arts."

To his surprise, Baek Suryong shook his head firmly.

He stared blankly at his old instructor, so puzzled that he forgot about this notebook and naturally communicated with sign language.

"Why?"

He had reached a realm that surpassed even the Bandit King in his prime. After all, the Bandit King's peerless external arts were completed only in theory while he was confined in prison. He, the Blood Cult's Fourth Apostle, was the one who truly realized the full potential of the martial art.

Of course, his old instructor might be better at teaching the basics or integrating other martial arts. In the past, the man had perfectly understood and taught martial arts even without inner qi. 

However, for a martial artist who specialized in only the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest and was now facing an insurmountable wall, wasn't he a far more suitable teacher?

"Don't you know? They're stagnant."

Number Four's glanced at Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok, who staggered as they lifted themselves to their feet. Despite having endured a blow that would have knocked out the average martial artist, they had already recovered.

"Urgh..."

"Damn strong..."

In Number Four's opinion, Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok had already trained their bodies quite well. They had a blessed bone structure and excellent motor skills.

Because of that, he couldn't understand why his old instructor hadn't taught them the Savage Tiger Fist yet. If he had, they would have definitely shown results by now.

"If I teach them, they can break free from their stagnation."

"That might be true," Baek Suryong readily admitted as much. He knew the state of his students better than anyone, and he was fully aware that Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok's martial arts had recently begun to stagnate. However, this did not change his stance. "Even so, I can't allow it."

"Why?"

"Because..." Baek Suryong struggled to meet Number Four's eyes, which contained only pure curiosity. Still, he felt obligated to answer his old student honestly. "...Because I know you'll teach them the same way I used to."

His voice trembled slightly, as if spitting out each word was a struggle.

"...Mr. Baek?"

"What's wrong?"

The Five Young Azure Dragons, who were lying on the ground gasping for breath, raised their heads and stared at Baek Suryong in surprise. Their teacher's voice sounded different, much less confident than usual. Even his face was uncharacteristically stiff as he spoke to the man they had played with just moments ago.

"Is that a problem?" Number Four tilted his head, not understanding.

To understand his changed old instructor, he wanted to try teaching the two young martial artists with bone structure and martial talent comparable to his own. He was certain that he could make those two much more useful than they were now.

Because of that... he never expected his old instructor to oppose his request.

He won't let me do it because he thinks I would teach them exactly as he taught me?

Strangely, he felt a little angry.

Baek Suryong nodded. "Yes, that's why I can't let you do it yet."

"But is there any other way to teach?"

"......" Baek Suryong fell silent.

Number Four's eyebrows twitched in frustration. "Do you not want me to understand you?"

"That way I taught you back then..." Baek Suryong bit his lip and hesitated. Although he didn't know now would be the time, there was something he definitely wanted to say to his old students if he ever met them again. Finally, he choked out, "...That was wrong."

"......" Number Four said nothing.

Baek Suryong grit his teeth. He could no longer stand by while a student raised the wrong way hurt a child, believing it was the right thing to do.

So I can't allow him to teach the kids.

Taking a step closer to Number Four, he continued plainly, "At the time, I believed that was the best method, but I was wrong. There was definitely a better way. I wanted you to know that."

"......" Emotion slowly disappeared from Number Four's eyes.

Baek Suryong regarded his old student with pity. "Listen to my story a little longer. It'll be a long one, so let's move to another place..."

BOOM!

Baek Suryong fell silent at the stomp that shook the earth. The Five Young Azure Dragons jumped up simultaneously, while Silver Tiger arched his back and bared his claws.

VWOOOM! VWOOOM!

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword and Crimson Moon vibrated, warning their master of danger.

However, Number Four did not attack Baek Suryong. His stomp was just a sharp warning not to come any closer.

"I don't want to hear it."

Leaving those words behind, Number Four spun around and executed his movement arts. He leaped over the wall and disappeared in a flash.

Baek Suryong sighed, "You kids aren't the ones in the wrong..."

I wanted to say that all the fault lies with me, so give me a chance to correct my past mistakes.

As Number Four's presence rapidly faded, he stood speechless for a long time.

Finally, Ya Suhyeok scratched the back of his head and muttered, "I don't know what happened, but he should've eaten dinner before going..."

"Why are you talking about food at a time like this?"

"Just who was that person anyway?"

As everyone scolded Ya Suhyeok and glanced worriedly at Baek Suryong, only Geo Sangwoong quietly looked in the direction Number Four had gone. 

He muttered under his breath, "Don't tell me..."
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"Young man, you aren't leaving early today?"

"......" Number Four nodded slightly, staring blankly at the food the inn owner brought on a small tray.

It was dumpling soup. The milky broth with steam rising from it was piping hot, and inside, five large dumplings filled the bowl.

"Eat up. My wife made this specially even though it isn't on our menu."

"......"

"I've never seen anyone who likes dumplings[1] this much in my life, you know? I thought I gave you too much yesterday and you'd have some left over... How on earth did you eat all that by yourself? Or did you share them with that young man I saw before?"

"......" Number Four nodded roughly and dug into the dumpling soup. It was annoying to explain everything, and he could feel the wife's expectant gaze fixed on him from the kitchen.

MUNCH MUNCH...

Thanks to the substantial dumpling filling today, his throat felt clogged, so he cupped the bowl in both hands and slurped the broth. Every time he did that, he heard a pleased laugh from the kitchen.


"That way I taught you back then... that was wrong."



To his old instructor, the four of them were probably nothing more than memories of a past life.


"At the time, I believed that was the best method, but I was wrong. There was definitely a better way. I wanted you to know that."



There was a better way? What meaning is there in telling me that now?

Number Four thought it was meaningless, but he couldn't deny that he was curious about what the better method was.

So why did I say I didn't want to hear it?

He frowned as he stared at the empty bowl before him. There wasn't a single drop of broth left. He had polished the bowl clean without thinking.

"My goodness. You ate it all already? Shall I give you another bowl?" the innkeeper asked.

Number Four nodded and glanced around the inn. Since it wasn't opening time yet, only the innkeeper and his wife were present.

He didn't feel like going out today. He was tired of following his old instructor, and observing the Azure Dragon Academy students felt pointless.

Should I return to the Cult?

He could just go back, inform Number One about the Azure Dragon Hero's true identity, and leave everything to him.

Would doing that clear my mind of all these questions?

Suddenly, Number Four stared at the entrance to the inn. Someone was rapidly approaching the inn.

"Is anyone here?!" a man shouted deafeningly.

The innkeeper flinched and stuttered timidly, "I-I'm sorry, we aren't open for business yet..."

"I apologize for coming so early. I'm here to find someone."

"Someone?"

The inn owner looked at Number Four. The only person who would have visitors here was the mute young man. Lowering his voice, he asked carefully, "Is that person your guest, young man? If it makes you uncomfortable, shall I say you aren't here and chase him away?"

"......" Number Four shook his head and stood up. They would have heard everything just now anyway. He walked over personally and threw the door open.

"Excuse m... I was right! You were here!"

"Meatbun-hyung!"

Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok entered the inn. Silver Tiger was curled up on top of Ya Suhyeok's head, giving off a disgruntled vibe.

Since both boys were giants, their entry alone made the already small inn feel packed.

Ya Suhyeok sniffed the air, his nostrils flaring, and grinned. "Wow, you must really like dumplings, Hyung-nim. Did you have dumpling soup for breakfast?"

In contrast, Geo Sangwoong respectfully greeted, "I apologize for visiting you so suddenly."

Although he was usually much more brazen than Ya Suhyeok, he dared not act that way around this man, having guessed his identity.

"......" Number Four narrowed his eyes suspiciously.

Geo Sangwoong quickly added, "I'm telling you this in case you misunderstand, but we didn't tail you. As long as we know the general direction, it isn't that difficult to find someone from out of town."

"......" Number Four nodded and guided them to a table.

With three giants sitting around one table, everything around them looked tiny.

"Haha, the chairs are a bit small."

"Isn't it because you got fat like a pig, Senior?"

WHACK!

Geo Sangwoong smacked Ya Suhyeok's back. "Shut up, you punk. If you have any common sense, try being polite." He then turned back to Number Four and said seriously, "I know it's rude, but since you seem to dislike beating around the bush, Senior, I'll cut to the chase."

Ya Suhyeok tensed, noticing his friend's nervousness. The innkeeper tactfully retreated into the kitchen.

Geo Sangwoong asked, "Are you Mr. Baek's former student?"

"......" Number Four neither affirmed nor denied it, but his silence was enough of an answer.

Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok gaped in surprise.

"As expected..."

"Hyung-nim, the external arts that you learned are the same as ours, right?"

Number Four nodded blankly at the two excited, flushed faces. He didn't think it was strange for these two to find out about his martial art, and he hadn't thought of any particular excuse. After all, the one who would be troubled over this was the old instructor.

In fact, he was more than willing to accept a challenge right now.

To his shock, however, the two hulks jumped up from their seats, clasped their hands together, and bowed politely.

"Senior Brother! Please!"

"Please teach us martial arts!"

Number Four was dumbfounded. Are they asking me to teach them martial arts?

If there was one thing he was certain of, it was that these two had come to him without notifying their teacher.



Footnotes:

[1] Dumpling is a very general term referring to filling wrapped in some kind of skin (dough/rice). Meatbuns are more suitable as an on-the-go snack, while dumpling (jiaozi, gyoza) soup is a sit-down meal. Personally, Nepalese momos dipped in tomato and chili-based chutneys are my favorite kind of dumpling. Shanghai xiaolongbao is a close second, filled with savory soup. 


Chapter 491: A Better Way (2)

Earlier this morning, after Baek Suryong had left for work, Geo Sangwoong gathered his juniors and told them that the man they had played cuju with yesterday might be their Senior Brother.

"What?!"

"That guy's our Senior Brother?"

"Mr. Baek never mentioned anything like that!"

"No wonder..."

The clueless boys, who hadn't suspected a thing, gaped in disbelief. Yeo Min, who had suspected as much, simply nodded.

Geo Sangwoong quietly admonished his juniors. "Don't act like you know anything. Just behave as you normally would and don't worry about what Mr. Baek thinks. Got it?"

His juniors pouted and grumbled, but soon nodded in understanding. They were all good kids.

Geo Sangwoong ruffled each of their heads with his large hand and grinned. "I'll go visit our Senior Brother. Ya, Suhyeok, you come with me."

"Just me?"

"You're the one who's closest to our Senior Brother."

"Tsk, all I did was get a few meatbuns from him."

And so, he took his clueless junior with him and started searching for their Senior Brother first thing in the morning. They knew his description and had confirmed the direction he went.

It would have been difficult if their Senior Brother had intentionally hidden, but finding one person was easy using the Golden Dragon Trading Company's information network.

[image: sep]


Number Four took out his notebook. Despite the unexpected visit and the boys' unexpected request, he knew exactly what he needed to write.

I am not your Senior Brother.

"...Ahem, I'm sorry." Geo Sangwoong swallowed dryly and apologized, sensing the firmness in the handwriting. He had deliberately called the man "Senior Brother" to lighten the mood, but he never imagined he would receive such a harsh reaction.

As I thought, something must've happened between him and Mr. Baek...

Geo Sangwoong had an extraordinary knack for reading people, even though he struggled with numbers. Arguably, this was a more valuable talent for a businessman than even math.

He was the first to notice that the mysterious stranger might be Baek Suryong's former student. He couldn't understand sign language, but from Number Four's immense martial skill and Baek Suryong's attitude, he deduced their connection.

Mr. Baek didn't seem to want to tell us about it.

He recalled Baek Suryong's stiff posture and the low sighs that had occasionally echoed from his teacher's room the previous night. Surely, something had happened between them that he and the other four didn't know about.

Still, it didn't seem like Baek Suryong and Meatbun-hyung outright hated each other. Rather, theirs simply seemed like a complicated relationship.

So Mr. Baek's human after all.

Seeing Baek Suryong's vulnerable side was a novel experience, and it made him curious about the circumstances behind it. His juniors must have felt the same way.

He smiled affably. "I apologize if I offended you. I was just so happy to see you that I overstepped my bounds."

"......"

"Senior Brother... no, may I call you Senior?"

"......" Number Four did not answer. He stared blankly at Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok for a moment. Just as the two were about to say something out of impatience, he finally moved his brush.

You want to learn martial arts from me?

Geo Sangwoong nodded firmly. "Yes, if it's not too much trouble."

"Lately, I've felt like my martial arts has hit a wall," Ya Suhyeok added awkwardly. 

On his head, Silver Tiger let out a deep sigh.

Your master will oppose it.

Number Four shook his head. He had all but lost interest in teaching martial arts after his old instructor told him that they were taught using the wrong method. Assuming that was true, his method of teaching would not benefit these children.

However, Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok were persistent.

"But we really want to learn from you!"

"We can just keep it a secret between us..."

"......" Number Four frowned. In the past, defying an instructor's order was an act punishable by death, yet these boys dared to challenge authority without a hint of fear. This stirred up his inner demons, sparking a glimmer of rebellion in his heart.

"W-Well, of course, learning a new martial art without permission wouldn't be right, but since we practice the same martial arts, wouldn't it be okay for you to just check our stances?"

"......" Number Four fell into deep thought.

Geo Sangwoong carefully pressed his point, "I apologize for saying this about Mr. Baek, but when it comes to external arts... I believe there are things we can only learn from you, Senior."

"...Me too," Ya Suhyeok chimed in.

This wasn't about determining who was stronger or which martial art was superior. Both boys instinctively knew that this suspicious Senior Brother was the most perfect external martial artist of all.

Number Four was bewildered. He couldn't understand why they wanted to learn from him, even if it meant keeping it a secret from their master.

Why go to such lengths?

"I want to get stronger. I don't want to fall behind Jicheon or the other seniors," Ya Suhyeok stated firmly, embodying the pure spirit of a martial artist.

Geo Sangwoong, on the other hand, had a more specific goal. "...There's a bastard I absolutely must crush."

The First Tyrant, Cho Il, was a fourth-year student at the Heavenly Martial Academy who had traumatized him at the Heavenly Martial Festival two years ago, causing him to experience qi deviation.


"As a student of the inferior Azure Dragon Academy, you should know your place."



Cho Il's mocking smile was still vivid in his memory. He would face his nemesis again at the upcoming Heavenly Martial Festival, and he was determined to wipe that smile off the bastard's face the next time their paths crossed.

However, his opponent was a prodigy who had reached the finals of last year's Dragon and Phoenix Tournament. In contrast, he had squandered two whole years, wasting away.

"I don't have time to slowly overcome my difficulties. I want to get stronger, no matter what it takes."

"Me too."

Although their reasons were slightly different, the two boys' desperate desire to grow stronger was the same.


"I was wrong."



Suddenly, Number Four was overcome with a desire to rebel against his old instructor and curiosity toward these young martial artists who practiced the same martial art as him.

After a moment of silence, he wrote in his notebook.

I only know one way of training.

And your master called it the wrong way.

Number Four didn't write that last part. He and the other apostles had spent years risking life and limb to learn martial arts, and he refused to deny that reality.

Instead, his eyes gleamed coldly as he posed a second question to the pair.

You could die or become permanently crippled. Do you still want to learn from me?

The two large boys hesitated for a moment before nodding, their eyes burning with resolve. ""...Yes!""

Staring at them blankly, Number Four stood up.

Follow me.

Number Four walked to the kitchen and asked the innkeeper for the location of the nearest deserted mountain.

"A deserted mountain? You going hunting or something?" the innkeeper asked, puzzled, but told him of a suitable place anyway.

Number Four nodded and gestured for the two to follow with his eyes. Heading outside, he executed his movement arts and ran off.

Less than an hour later, they arrived at the foot of a deserted mountain. Number Four found a reasonably flat spot, surveyed the area, and looked back.

A few moments later, Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok arrived, having used their movement arts at full power. They staggered to a halt, gasping for air.

"P-Please, slow down a bit..."

"You're too damn fast..."

Your master does not know you well.

Geo Sangwoong's and Ya Suhyeok's expressions instantly soured.

"Huh?"

"I don't think that's true..."

They had asked Number Four to teach them, but they never doubted Baek Suryong's skills. When they saw what Number Four had written on the next page, though, they both fell silent.

He's not making the most of your durable bodies. You could clearly become much stronger than you are now, yet for the sake of safety, he has set limits and only trains you within its confines.

""......"" The two boys stood solemnly as Number Four pointed out a fact they had both unconsciously noticed.

Number Four nodded in understanding.

No two people have the same physique or bone structure.

His old instructor may have been perfect in theory, but his innate skeletal structure, both in his past life and now, was not suited for practicing extreme external arts. He, on the other hand, possessed a bone structure and martial talent similar to the two boys'.

We were born with strong and resilient bodies.

Even after his old instructor disappeared, he had constantly trained himself for fifty years. During that time, he'd independently improved the Bandit King's martial arts and mastered training methods suited to his own body.

As a result, he had forged a human body into a divine weapon, a state no other in the entire world had reached.

These two have reached a point where regular training methods are no longer very effective. They definitely would risk death if their training intensity was increased, but...

Number Four took off his shirt, revealing his perfectly trained, muscular body in the sunlight.

Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok's eyes widened, and not just because of Number Four's body.

"That, don't tell me..."

"What we saw wasn't everything?"

Number Four's frame didn't enlarge substantially, and one might not have noticed much of a difference if he were wearing clothes. However, the muscles he'd kept contracted to appear "moderately" built rippled to the surface, accentuating his muscle definition. 

More strikingly, his aura grew tens, even hundreds, of times more powerful than before. Despite not drawing on a single speck of inner qi, the weight of his sheer presence pressed down on the entire mountain.

"Grrrr...!" Silver Tiger growled, fur bristling. He recognized the true form of monster that had driven Baek Suryong to the brink of death on Mount Heng.

"This is insane...!"

"Ha, hahaha...!"

Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok felt suffocated. Simply facing their Senior caused them to break out in a cold sweat and tremble so badly that they had to tense their leg muscles to stay standing. A sense of awe that transcended fear washed over them.

"......" Number Four gazed indifferently at the young martial artists who resembled his past self. 

This was their last chance. If they turned back now, nothing would happen.

It was also a warning that if they accepted his training, they wouldn't return unscathed.

"...Please guide us!"

"Damn it! How can you expect us to quit after seeing a body like that?!"

Nonetheless, Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok did not back down. Gritting their teeth, they followed their Senior Brother's lead and took off their shirts. Silver Tiger, now on the ground, crouched low and snarled warily.

"......" Number Four tossed his notebook aside. No more conversation was necessary.

There was only one rule for his training method.

WHOOSH!

With a light wave of his hand, a formless wave of energy shot out like a blade, carving clear words into a nearby boulder.

From now on, I will kill you if you use inner arts.

The killing intent dripping from each character was genuine.

KRAKOOOOM!

The world's strongest external arts master lunged at the two boys.



Translator's Note: I might push tomorrow's updates to Monday because I forgot its my birthday.


Chapter 492: A Better Way (3)

KABOOM!

The ground exploded. A single stomp caused an earthquake throughout the entire nameless mountain. Remarkably, this huge tremor resulted from pure physical strength, with no trace of inner qi.

"Keuk...!" Geo Sangwoong groaned, staggering.

By the time he steadied himself, Number Four was already standing right in front of him.

Is this really possible without inner arts? he thought, but he had no time to process the shock. 

A fist filled his vision, too close to dodge. He crossed his arms to block.

CRASH!

"Keoheok!"

His muscular arms had always been a reliable shield, but not this time. Number Four's fist launched his massive body, weighing well over 120 kilograms, hurtling through the air.

CRACK! CRACK! CRACK!

Seeing Geo Sangwoong crash through several trees, Ya Suhyeok sprang into action, targeting Number Four's exposed back. Erasing his presence like a predator on the hunt, he lunged forward.

I'll use my full power right from the start!

Every muscle in his body writhed as he told himself he had to fight this opponent the same way he would face off against Baek Suryong. That meant holding nothing back.

WHOOSH!

His leg, as thick as a log, whipped toward Number Four's neck with enough force to dent thick iron plates.

THUD!

Number Four caught the kick that even Baek Suryong would have dodged or deflected with one hand.

"Crazy..." Ya Suhyeok groaned. He had already planned his next three moves, but this outcome hadn't been in any of them.

The curse barely left his lips before Number Four swung him sideways like a club right at Geo Sangwoong, who had just recovered and was charging back in.

SLAM!

Two massive bodies collided like boulders. The two boys fell in a tangled heap, groaning.

"Kkeueuk...!"

"Damn it! Again!"

Geo Sangwoong stared at Number Four in disbelief, while Ya Suhyeok ground his teeth in frustration. They knew from the beginning that they couldn't win. They just hadn't expected it to be this one-sided.

"......" Number Four approached them as they struggled to get up. His gaze was cold. Indifferent.

Dirt covered the boys' half-naked bodies, but they staggered to their feet and clenched their fists anyway, their eyes burning with stubborn resolve.

"...Please, let's go again!"

"Senior Brother Meatbun! You'd better be ready this time!"

Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok bellowed as they charged forward again.

Number Four nodded, deciding to ramp up the pressure. His figure blurred, reappearing suddenly in front of Ya Suhyeok.

"Keuheoeong!" Ya Suhyeok roared like a tiger as his fist shot forward, his bronze muscles rippling explosively. Mid-strike, he bent his fingers into talons, switching from fist to claw technique. His fingers ripped through the air, aiming for Number Four's throat.

Number Four responded with a claw technique of his own. Each time their fingers clashed, Ya Suhyeok's grimace deepened. After just a few exchanges, he felt his bones screaming in protest.

CRACK!

Number Four bent his fingers backward. Ya Suhyeok bit his lip hard enough to draw blood.

Number Four was impressed that he didn't scream, but he had never learned to give praise during training. Rather, he drove his fist into Ya Suhyeok's abdomen, capitalizing on the opening.

"Keoheok!" Ya Suhyeok doubled over and dropped to his knees, hacking up blood.

Number Four turned away apathetically. Geo Sangwoong was lunging at him from behind.

"Uwoooo!"

The ground shook violently, as if an enraged bear was charging through the forest. Geo Sangwoong executed a shoulder tackle that used his full body weight. The move was simple, yet devastating.

Number Four didn't dodge. He spread his feet and tensed his thighs. His muscles swelled. Standing firm like a thousand-year-old tree, he extended both hands to stop the charge.

KRRCRACK!

Geo Sangwoong flinched from the overwhelming aura, but he was half a head taller than Number Four. They weren't in the same weight class. He possessed herculean strength that few in the world could match. Even Ya Suhyeok had never beaten him in a contest of pure strength.

His pride was shattered in an instant.

"Kkeueuk...!"

Number Four regarded Geo Sangwoong coolly, scrutinizing the massive martial artist's desperate attempts to push him back even an inch.

Reaching out, he pressed down on Geo Sangwoong's shoulders with both hands. Surprisingly, the larger giant succumbed to the force without so much as a moment's resistance.

KABOOM!

Geo Sangwoong slammed into the ground, stirring up a giant cloud of dust. He was normally fastidious about cleanliness, but right now, he didn't care about the filth. He pushed himself halfway up and muttered in a daze, "No way..."

"Senior! Snap out of it!" Ya Suhyeok exclaimed, running over and helping him up.

"......" Number Four didn't attack, judging the boys needed a moment to catch their breaths.

Students at Azure Dragon Academy gave Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok the nickname 'Monochrome Bears' because of their overwhelming strength and superior physical abilities. Besides each other, they had no rivals in physical prowess.

Now, however, Number Four was toying with them like children—making them collide, break, fall, and crumble. None of their martial prowess or experience in life-or-death battles against strong enemies mattered.

"One more time..."

"We ask for another round!"

They charged again and again, but the outcome never changed. Overwhelming, brutal defeat. No matter how hard they tried, they couldn't even make Number Four frown.

Time passed. Their expressions twisted in pain. Their screams echoed more frequently, the agony unbearable.

The training was horrific. Baek Suryong's harshest training session paled in comparison. The merciless barrage felt less like instruction and more like a one-sided beating. Number Four pushed them relentlessly, not allowing them a moment to recoup. 

They quickly reached their limits.

"W-Wait a minute..."

"Can we rest for a bit..."

Number Four ignored their pleas. His face remained expressionless as he continued pushing them.


"I was wrong."



He wanted to prove that his former instructor's methods weren't wrong. He wanted to prove he had become strong this way. He wanted to show that he had obtained martial prowess surpassing even the Bandit King in his prime thanks to this approach.

Above all, he wanted to prove his worth and excellence to his old instructor. To tell him, "Don't deny who we are."

"Keoheok!"

"Kuaeogh!"

Under Number Four's merciless training, Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok sustained numerous injuries. Dark bruises bloomed across their bodies. Blood oozed from their cuts and scrapes. Still, forcing themselves to swallow the blood rising in their throats, they persevered.

Many times, they were tempted to draw upon their inner qi, especially when a slow reaction let an attack land. However, each time, Number Four noticed with uncanny perception and pointed to the words carved on the rock: From now on, I will kill you if you use inner arts.

He's... serious.

He won't hesitate to kill us.

As the boys came to understand that this man would undoubtedly kill them the moment they used their inner arts, fear and anger began to consume them.

Number Four met their venomous gazes and nodded approvingly. Yes, this is the look they should have.


"Do you resent me?"



Indeed, he had resented his old instructor, the person responsible for his days living in fear of being killed or abandoned. That man had always pushed them to their limits, forced them to become vicious and strong just to survive.

Because that's the most effective way to stimulate growth.

"...Senior Brother Meatbun." Ya Suhyeok staggered to his feet and sneered provocatively at Number Four.

"......" Number Four didn't respond. He no longer cared what the boys called him. Whatever annoying nickname or insult they came up with, he had no intention of stopping the training.

To his surprise, Ya Suhyeok roughly wiped the blood from his mouth with the back of his hand and grinned. "Thanks."

"!" Number Four's fist stopped mid-motion. Puzzled, he watched as Ya Suhyeok slammed his fists together and corrected his stance.

"At first, I was pissed off. I wondered why you were pushing us like you wanted to kill us. But now, I'm starting to get it."

Number Four's eyes flashed in recognition. Ya Suhyeok's stance was subtly different from before.

That's definitely... the Savage Tiger Fist!

"Am I doing it right?" Geo Sangwoong asked, taking the same stance as Ya Suhyeok. The only difference was that his center of gravity was lower, more stable and grounded, optimized for defense rather than offense. "Mr. Baek said it was too early for us to learn this, and I finally understand why. Copying you is incredibly difficult, Senior Brother."

Number Four was stunned speechless. He hadn't taught them the Savage Tiger Fist on purpose. It was a technique one had to figure out for oneself during training to fully master.

At a glance, it might have looked like he was simply overpowering them with brute force, but in truth, Number Four had precisely calculated how to push the boys to their absolute limits without killing them. The training was harsh, designed to make trainees recognize their shortcomings amid the fear of death.

However, there was no way the boys could have realized his intentions at their level. After all, he'd projected enough killing intent to make them believe he would actually kill them. Thus, even if they had some epiphany during training, there was no reason for them to thank him.

Why are they acting like this?

"Tsk! Isn't getting hurt part of the fun of learning martial arts?"

"You punk. Wipe your bloody nose before you start bragging."

"Huh? You should worry about your own swollen eye, Senior."

Ya Suhyeok and Geo Sangwoong exchanged lighthearted banter, but neither lowered their guard. Like toddlers taking their first steps, they clumsily mimicked the Savage Tiger Fist's initial stance. Despite their battered bodies, they were prepared to continue fighting.

Goosebumps rose on Number Four's forearm. Watching these young martial artists, who resembled his past self, learn the Savage Tiger Fist by imitating him evoked a strange feeling in him.

This feeling was even more profound because every time he tried to teach the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest in the Blood Cult, he had failed miserably.


"At the time, I believed that was the best method, but I was wrong. There was definitely a better way. I wanted you to know that."



For the first time in his life, Number Four was overwhelmed with a new emotion—the satisfaction of accomplishment.

"...Why aren't you attacking?"

"Senior? We can still go on."

Number Four nodded, then stomped his foot again. He knew he was unskilled at teaching martial arts, and he couldn't offer verbal advice like a normal person.

However, he could demonstrate to his old instructor's students, who were learning the same martial arts as him, using his own body.

KABOOM!

The ground exploded as he rushed toward Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok. Although his movements looked no different from before, in truth, everything had changed.


Chapter 493: Why Are You Running Off Without Me?

"Keuk..."

"Ugh!"

Under Number Four's relentless training, Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok fell to the ground countless times. Their bones, toughened by the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest, were fractured several times despite being stronger than iron. Bitter fluid welled up from their empty stomachs, mixing with blood each time they spat on the ground.

Eventually, their muscles screamed in agony, and even breathing hurt, but still they didn't give up.

"We can still... do more..."

"Heh, I think... I'm finally getting the hang of it..."

They staggered to their feet, their eyes fixed on Number Four, still driven by the same fervent desire they'd had at the beginning. They yearned to observe and imitate his movements, even if only for a little while longer. Like young beasts learning to hunt by watching their mother, they learned the Savage Tiger Fist by copying their Senior Brother.

Number Four stared at the two boys in confusion. Despite being unsteady on their feet, they got into their fighting stances. He had knocked them down innumerable times, forcing them to their knees and making them writhe in pain. There was only the bare minimum of mercy in his fists.

They must've felt the fear of death several times, so why do they look pleased rather than angry or hateful?

Noticing the question in Number Four's gaze, Geo Sangwoong laughed awkwardly. "After learning the Savage Tiger Fist today, I'm going to show those juniors who's boss."

Ya Suhyeok wiped his bloody nose with the back of his hand, grumbling, "...Lately, they've been subtly holding back during sparring, calling it consideration. It's so annoying, I can't stand it anymore."

The Monochrome Bears boasted the best physiques among the Five Young Azure Dragons. However, this also meant that, besides their physical prowess, they had no other exceptional talents.

On the other hand, Wiji Cheon and Hyonwon Kang were naturally gifted in martial arts. Yeo Min excelled in the rare ice arts as well as movement arts. If she got serious, it was nearly impossible for the two of them to even get close enough to touch her.

"...We can't keep falling behind forever."

"Just you wait! I'm going to beat those smug bastards down with what you taught us, Senior Brother Meatbun."

As they watched the gap between them and the others widen each day, they couldn't help but feel impatient. Occasionally, they even wondered if their choice to focus on external arts, which emphasized the body over inner qi, was the right one.

That is, until they met a somewhat suspicious senior brother who had reached the pinnacle with external arts.

"......" Number Four studied the martial artists who resembled his past self impassively. Inwardly, however, he could empathize with them.

In the past, Number One, Number Two, and Number Three had always advanced faster than him. Given Number One's overwhelming talent, that was to be expected. However, even Number Two and Number Three improved more quickly than him. 

On the other hand, the Bandit King's martial arts were a late-blooming type. Apart from steadily strengthening the body, he had struggled to achieve anything great prior to learning the Savage Tiger Fist.

He clenched his fists.

I want to tell them that their strong bodies are divine gifts from the heavens. I want them to believe that, with time and effort, their talent will shine brighter than anyone else's. I want them to know that one day, the martial artists they envy now will envy them.

Since conveying his intention with words was impossible, though, he had no choice but to show them with his body.

RUMBLE!!

The entire mountain quaked from the stomp of a peerless master.

Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok gulped at the impact, which was unlike anything they had experienced before. Instinctively understanding that this was Number Four's final lesson, they widened their eyes and corrected their stances.

ROAAAAR...!

A colossal presence spread through the space within a radius of several hundred meters. The atmosphere distorted. The scenery twisted. Dust on the ground crept slowly upward.

And at the center of it all stood a giant who reigned supreme. 

"Crazy...!"

"Is this really martial arts?"

Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok stood frozen with wide, horrified eyes. To them, Number Four looked like a heavenly general who had descended from above.

Number Four's figure blurred and then reappeared. His fists appeared right in front of Geo Sangwoong's and Ya Suhyeok's faces.

WHOOSH!

The delayed wind pressure whipped the boys' hair back wildly. A moment later, the two giants fell backward with no resistance.

THUD! THUD!

""...!""

Although Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok nearly had their faces crushed, what shocked them wasn't the attack itself, but the immense energy that had overwhelmed them just before, rendering them immobile.

Now sitting on the ground, the two stared blankly up at Number Four, who surprisingly looked rather tired.

"Did the Savage Tiger Fist have a technique like this?"

"I've never heard of it..."

The Savage Tiger Fist consisted of five techniques: the Savage Tiger Rampage, the Bloody Claws of the Savage Tiger, the Heaven-Rising Tiger, the Savage Tiger Destruction Palm, and the Tiger Smashes the Mountain. 

Although the boys hadn't learned the techniques in earnest, Baek Suryong had taught them the names and underlying theories. Today, through Number Four, they had experienced all five techniques firsthand and had been initiated into the core principles.

However, the technique they had just seen was new to them. No, could that even be called a technique?

"Don't tell me... did you create a new technique, Senior Brother?" Geo Sangwoong asked.

Number Four gave a small nod. This was the sixth form of the Savage Tiger Fist, Savage Tiger's Domination, created by the Blood Cult's Fourth Apostle.

"Ha... hahaha...!"

"Crazy! Doesn't this mean Senior Brother Meatbun is stronger than Mr. Baek?!"

"He really might be..."

As the two conversed, their faces glowed with uncontrollable ecstasy. Number Four had shown them the culmination of the martial arts they were learning and the realm beyond it. Their minds felt enlightened.

"C-Can't you show us just one more time?"

"It's impossible for us to perform it at our level, but still..."

Number Four didn't grant his junior brothers' earnest request. Instead, he stretched out his hand, and the notebook and brush he'd tossed aside flew into his grasp.

Go home. This is as far as we go today.

Disappointment filled the two boys' faces, but they knew they had already reached their limit. Any more training would only wreck their battered bodies.

"Thank you for your invaluable teachings, Senior Brother!"

"If we have any more questions, we'll come find you!"

They staggered to their feet and bowed to Number Four. Geo Sangwoong's face radiated respect, while Ya Suhyeok grinned affectionately.

"......" Number Four watched the boys support each other down the mountain for a moment, then looked around. Traces of the Savage Tiger Fist's five techniques, and even the sixth technique that he himself hadn't yet perfected, were visible everywhere.

Why did I go so far as to use the Savage Tiger's Domination?

At first, he'd only wanted to try teaching his students the old way, which his former instructor had said was wrong. That was it.

Before he knew it, though, he found himself engrossed in teaching. He wanted to show the boys not only the five techniques of the Savage Tiger Fist, but also what lay beyond that.

...A better way. Is this what he meant by that?

While clumsy, the young martial artists quickly absorbed what he taught like sponges. Their physique, talent, and solid foundation from training with his old instructor created a greater synergistic effect than he had expected.

It was fascinating. Perhaps this was what having fun felt like. He still couldn't explain it precisely, but...

Did our old instructor ever feel this way when he taught us martial arts?

Number Four searched through his past memories. Most of them were painful and terrible, but he recalled occasionally glimpsing an odd expression on his old instructor's face.

...Each time I noticed it, though, he had hastily straightened out his expression.

"Thank you," someone said from behind him.

"......" Number Four wasn't surprised. He knew he'd been watched since before he used the Savage Tiger's Domination, so he didn't even turn around.

Baek Suryong regarded Number Four with a complicated expression. "...I see you've developed the martial art further on your own."

Number Four quietly nodded, still staring at Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok in the distance.

"Hiss...!!" Cradled in Baek Suryong's arms, Silver Tiger bared its small fangs and glared at the back of Number Four's head. The boys didn't know, but it had disappeared at some point to fetch Baek Suryong.

Baek Suryong slowly walked over and stood next to Number Four, also focusing his gaze on Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok. "It's the way I taught you that was wrong," he mumbled. "You kids were never at fault. In fact, you always surpassed my expectations."

"...!" Number Four's eyes widened. This was the first time his old instructor was speaking of those days. He whipped his head around and stared intently at Baek Suryong.

Baek Suryong spoke calmly, looking straight ahead. "If I ever got the chance, I really wanted to tell you this. I also wanted to teach you a better way, but..."

He smiled self-reproachfully and faced Number Four.

Master and disciple made eye contact. Both of them had trembling pupils.

"Even though I didn't teach you, you figured it out for yourself, huh?"

Number Four tilted his head in puzzlement. He hurriedly scribbled in his notebook and showed it to Baek Suryong.

I figured it out myself? What did I figure out? How is my teaching method any different from yours?

"Oh, it's very different," Baek Suryong sighed bitterly. "Back then, I only taught you kids so that I could survive another day, and I was destined to be killed by the Demonic Strategist the moment you finished your training. Whether I wanted to or not, deep down I..."

Do the apostles know the truth about that time? ...Either way, it doesn't matter anymore.

He let out a small laugh. "...Well, unlike me, you're a good person at heart."

Number Four furrowed his brow, lost in thought. He turned back to his young junior brothers, who now looked like small dots in the distance.

Baek Suryong's gaze followed his. From the way those sturdy boys were limping, he could plainly see how thoroughly Number Four had beaten them. "By the way..." he began, but then hesitated and sighed.

Number Four glanced at him and tilted his head. "...?"

Baek Suryong shrugged. "If you teach them the entire Savage Tiger Fist, what am I supposed to teach them?" he complained.

Number Four eyed his old instructor for a moment, then snorted derisively.

"You...?" Baek Suryong's jaw dropped in disbelief. To him, the snort sounded like, 'Not my problem.' 

After a brief pause, he started to chuckle, "Hahaha! Honestly, you've changed quite a bit as you got older."

"......" Number Four didn't laugh, but his eyebrows, usually set in a firm line, relaxed slightly.

After confirming that Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok had entered the city, Baek Suryong casually suggested, "You must be hungry after moving around so much. Want to grab a bite together?"

Number Four pondered the offer briefly before nodding.

Baek Suryong's eyes lit up. As if this was what he had been waiting for, he declared confidently, "I knew you'd say that, so I found a delicious meatbun place. It's a famous shop with an 80-year history... Huh? Why are you running off without me?!"

Baek Suryong hurriedly chased after his student, who was striding down the mountain ahead of him.


Chapter 494: You'll Know When You Get There

"...Why are you standing there with such a serious expression? It's unsettling," Baek Suryong complained. For some reason, his father was eyeing him suspiciously as he busied himself in the kitchen late at night.

Unknown to him, Baek Muheun was seriously contemplating what his son was up to.

Is he trying to concoct some poison? 

His son's cooking abilities were inversely proportional to his martial arts skills. Creating poison with ordinary ingredients was entirely possible.

"Hmm..." Baek Suryong thought deeply with his arms folded. Before him was a colorful spread of dumplings and buns, cooked in every way imaginable. Grilled, steamed, boiled, and fried. Several large lunchboxes sat beside the food. "I wonder which one he'll like..."

"Why did you make so many dumplings?" Baek Muheun asked.

Baek Suryong glanced at his father and shrugged shamelessly. "I know you like these, Dad, so I bought some on my way home for us to share."

"...At least wet your lips before you lie. You won't fool me with that shoddy excuse. Don't tell me... you...?" Baek Muheun's narrowed eyes widened 

He combined his son's mumble of 'I wonder which one he'll like?' with the sight of him seriously thinking about food. A surprising hypothesis came to mind. He had a similar experience in the past.

CLAP!

He clapped his hands together and exclaimed excitedly, "You've finally found a girlfriend! And you're packing a lunchbox for her!"

Anticipation flickered in the eyes of a father with a grown-up son.

Of course, Baek Suryong thought it was a ridiculous misunderstanding. He stared at his father, baffled. "What are you talking about all of a sudden? How did you even connect this to that?"

Ignoring his son's confounded look, Baek Muheun let his imagination run wild. "I knew there was a reason you were sneaking around behind my back these days!" he yelled, face flushed. "Hah! Of course! My son isn't a eunuch, there's no way you'd live your life just working like an ox!"

"Hey, don't you think you're being too mean to your own son?"

"On second thought, you're even worse than an ox. I was being too harsh on cattle. You know, I sometimes wonder if that martial art you learned requires you to remain a virgin forever." Baek Muheun approached his son with a sly grin, slung an arm around his shoulders, and nudged him in the ribs suggestively. "You little rascal! Just confess already."

Baek Suryong recoiled from his father's flirtatious behavior, appalled. "You're ridiculous! It's not like that, so don't get your hopes up."

"I'll keep it a secret from your grandfather, okay? Just give me a little hint. What's the young lady like? Is she healthy?"

Baek Suryong sighed at his father's incessant questioning. "I'm sorry to get your hopes up, but I'm going to eat this with my students on our school trip tomorrow."

Baek Muheun snorted, unconvinced. Smiling mischievously, he teased, "Alright, alright. I get it. We'll go with that. The boy who never cared about food suddenly decided to pack a lunchbox for his students. Is that it? Have you held hands with that student yet?"

"Think whatever you want..." Baek Suryong sighed and shook his head, conceding defeat. 

Baek Muheun smiled knowingly and patted his son's shoulder. "Anyway, if you're packing a lunchbox, I'll help you. I'm an expert at this sort of thing."

He rolled up his sleeves and inspected the food, but his brow quickly furrowed. Though their shapes and ingredients varied slightly, they were all either meatbuns or dumplings.

"This won't do. You need to add some other dishes."

"I was thinking of doing that, but that person really loves this stuff."

"That person?"

Baek Suryong smiled warmly as he recalled his recent visit to an eighty-year-old meatbun shop with Number Four. His former trainee had devoured so many meatbuns so ferociously that the shop owner's jaw dropped.


"Aww, do you like meatbuns that much? Eat a lot. I'll buy you as many as you want."

"......"



Number Four let out an incomprehensible sigh after the meal and left quickly, but Baek Suryong figured he was just tired from performing the Savage Tiger Fist.

Although they hadn't talked much that day, it was clear that their relationship had progressed greatly.

He'll definitely love the surprise lunchbox!

Number Four would surely follow them on the Azure Dragon Academy school trip, but he probably wouldn't pack a lunch. Baek Suryong planned to find the right moment to give him the lunchbox.

However, Baek Muheun, completely unaware of these facts, misunderstood and believed his virgin son had finally started dating. "Yakbing! Our boy has grown up..."

"I've been an adult for almost a decade... Why are you sniffling by yourself?"

"Ahem! I must've gotten some dust in my eye." Wiping his tears with his sleeve, Baek Muheun needlessly chided his son. "You brat! I know you're embarrassed in front of your father, but you shouldn't refer to the woman you have feelings for as 'that person.' What's the young lady's name?"

"......"

"Okay, okay, I get it. I was being tactless again. You said it's food to eat with the students tomorrow, right?" Holding back a smile, Baek Muheun began portioning the meatbuns into the lunchboxes his son had prepared. "No matter how much she likes meatbuns, this should be enough. It'd be better to pack other foods with them."

Baek Suryong nodded obediently. He hadn't planned to give all the meatbuns to Number Four anyway. Like he said, the truly intended to share them with his students, including the Five Young Azure Dragons.

"Should I add some boiled meat?" he suggested. "I can at least do that much."

"Don't be ridiculous!" Baek Muheun shot his overconfident son a rare, stern glare before delivering a sharp remark, "Even a thousand-year love would grow cold if you did that. Go outside and keep your grandfather company. I'll catch up soon."

"...Tsk."

Seeing no reason to refuse his father's offer, Baek Suryong accepted being kicked out of the kitchen. Before leaving, he grabbed some snacks and alcohol and headed for the pavilion, where he found Mae Geuklyom meditating.

Upon sensing his grandson's presence, Mae Geuklyom opened his eyes. His gaze fell on the small table that Baek Suryong was carrying. "What's with the drinking table all of a sudden?"

"I wanted to drink with you before I leave." Baek Suryong sat across from Mae Geuklyom and filled his cup.

Mae Geuklyom didn't usually enjoy drinking, but he wouldn't refuse a cup offered by his grandson. "It's been a while. You have a drink too."

"Yes."

For a while, the grandfather and grandson exchanged cups in silence. The moon was bright and clear in the night sky. Amidst the cool autumn breeze and the loud chirping of insects, they could occasionally hear the Five Young Azure Dragons whispering in their rooms.

Baek Suryong glanced toward the students' quarters and chuckled. "Those kids are staying up unusually late tonight."

"It's understandable. This is their first school trip for some of them, isn't it?"

"I don't really get it, but they all seem excited," Baek Suryong grumbled. Normally, he would've told the students to go to sleep, but he decided to leave them be tonight.

Mae Geuklyom smiled gently. "What about you? Are you all set?"

"What's there for me to prepare? I just have to follow the kids and make sure they don't get into any trouble."

Mae Geuklyom returned his grandson's casual shrug with a mysterious smile. 

The Azure Dragon Academy's school trip began the next day. Every year, the academic schedule ended with the Heavenly Martial Festival, but since the Azure Dragon Academy had been an unwelcome guest for the past decade, most students instead considered the school trip to be the academic year's final event. 

Thanks to that, the Azure Dragon Academy trip even had its own set of unique traditions.

"It'll probably be very different from what you think," Mae Geuklyom remarked cryptically.

"...Pardon?"

"You'll know when you get there. Experience it for yourself." Mae Geuklyom smiled faintly and said nothing more.

"Father-in-law, could you pour me a drink?" Baek Muheun arrived from the kitchen and joined the drinking session. Draining his cup in one go, he grinned approvingly at his son. "Don't worry. This boy, Suryong. He'll come back with wonderful memories, just like Yakbing and I did."

"...I don't know what you two did, but I'm telling you, none of that has anything to do with me!" Baek Suryong protested indignantly.

Mae Geuklyom scowled. "You bastard! Are you only satisfied when you interrupt my quality time with my grandson?"

"You seem to keep forgetting, but he's my son."

Baek Suryong watched the bickering pair with a smile. "By the way, Grandpa, are you really not going?" he asked Mae Geuklyom.

Mae Geuklyom nodded. "An old man like me would only spoil the fun if I tagged along."

Of course, that wasn't the only reason. 

He briefly explained why he was staying at the academy. "Aren't there students who can't participate in the school trip due to personal circumstances? Someone needs to stay behind and look after those kids."

He emphasized how important this was in these unsettling times, and nagged his grandson to be careful.

Baek Muheun nodded solemnly. "Yes, I plan to stay here for the same reason, too."

"...Do you even have the right to go on the school trip in the first place?"

"It's just a figure of speech."

Mae Geuklyom glared at his son-in-law, clearly warning him not to try anything funny. After that, he turned his warm gaze back to his grandson. "Anyway, Suryong, it's alright to loosen the reins on the students a bit over there."

"...Really?"

"Yes, if you try to tighten your grip too much, something is bound to break."

Mae Geuklyom had served as the Headmaster of the Azure Dragon Academy for over thirty years, but he never managed the students with strict discipline alone.

"That place isn't the academy, so there's no need to enforce the exact same rules as we do here. Exercise your discretion when guiding the students. Just be careful to prevent any accidents."

"Yes, I'll do that." Baek Suryong nodded seriously. This was advice from the Headmaster, not just his grandfather.

"But there is one thing." Mae Geuklyom's gentle gaze flashed like a sharp, cold blade. "You must firmly and decisively intervene in all attempts at inappropriate relationships."

"......"

"......"

"To this day, my eternal regret is not having cut off that scoundrel's manhood..."

"If you had, then your grandson wouldn't have been born, would he, Father-in-law?" Baek Muheun retorted.

"You should know that's the only reason it's still attached." Mae Geuklyom's gaze shifted downward to a certain spot.

"......" Baek Muheun instinctively squeezed his legs together.
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While Baek Suryong spoke with his father and grandfather, the Five Young Azure Dragons gathered in Geo Sangwoong's room. Normally, they would be fast asleep at this hour, but their eyes were bright and none of them looked sleepy.

Geo Sangwoong grinned when he saw his juniors' eager faces, but his jaw dropped when Hyonwon Kang dragged in a bundle larger than his own body. "Wonkang! Are you moving out or something?"

"What? Don't we need all these things?" Hyonwon Kang proudly untied the bundle, revealing a collection of miscellaneous junk.

"The Ak Clan Branch Family Estate only a day away. Why are you packing emergency medicine and beef jerky? And what's this lump of iron for?"

"Training equipment."

"You punk. They have stuff like this over there, too. Is this your first time going on a school trip?"

"Yeah, it's my first time," Hyonwon Kang confessed, scratching his cheek in embarrassment. 

Everyone's eyes widened.

Yeo Min asked, dumbfounded. "Really? You're a third-year, and this is your first school trip?"

"Well, I didn't want to go in my first year, so I didn't. Then, in my second year, I got into trouble and ended up getting suspended, so I couldn't go."

"Aigoo, you delinquent! To think that not long ago, you were acting all high and mighty in front of the juniors, telling them to just follow you." Yeo Min snickered, recalling what Hyonwon Kang had said earlier. 

Hyonwon Kang's face flushed in embarrassment, but he retorted, "What about you? Did you go on the school trip last year?"

"I didn't go because it was a waste of money."

"......"

"......"

"What? Why did the mood suddenly change?" Yeo Min looked around, flustered, at her seniors and juniors. The atmosphere suddenly grew solemn, and everyone was looking at her with pity.

"Senior..."

"Wonkang, you bastard! Why'd you have to rub salt in her old wound?"

"S-Sorry."

"Senior, let's be sure to make good memories this time..."

"You guys saying that makes me feel even worse!"

Geo Sangwoong, the only one with school trip experience, stepped in to clear up the confusion. "So, this is your first school trip, right? In that case, this Senior will let you in on something important," he said solemnly. He hadn't gone on the school trip in his third year because he was a mental wreck, but he'd participated in the two previous trips.

The juniors' gazes focused on him.

Geo Sangwoong grinned. "The Azure Dragon Academy's school trip has an old tradition."

"A tradition?"

"It's a tradition that even the teachers respect..." Geo Sangwoong paused and glanced toward the door. A sinister smile spread across his face. "First, let's put up a sound-blocking barrier."

The Five Young Azure Dragons stayed up all night, huddled together, hatching a sinister plot.


Chapter 495: I Wish You Luck in Battle

On the morning of the school trip, students gathered at the Azure Dragon Academy's grand training ground. Some chatted with friends, unable to hide their excitement. Others yawned repeatedly, saying they hadn't slept. A few pretended the trip was no big deal yet showed up with bundles as large as themselves.

Although they were martial artists, most were still teenagers. The word 'trip' was bound to excite them.

"They're all having the time of their lives," Baek Suryong chuckled as he surveyed the students. He didn't understand why they were so worked up over a training trip just a day's journey away, but he enjoyed seeing their vibrant energy.

Take the Five Young Azure Dragons huddled over there, for example. Hadn't they pulled an all-nighter and put up a sound barrier while plotting something?

Why, just an hour ago, he had brought his Black Dragon Pointer down on Hyonwon Kang's head when the punk approached him with a swagger and a goofy grin.


"Fufu, Mr. Baek Suryong. We'll be in your care for the next few days~"



"Those kids are acting really suspiciously. .. Just what are they up to this time?" he mumbled, his instincts as a peerless master picking up on something unpleasant.

"Hyung-nim!" a familiar voice called out.

Baek Suryong spun around. Ak Yeonho was striding toward him, visibly tired. Namgung Su accompanied him.

Seeing the two together so early, Baek Suryong clicked his tongue and chided Namgung Su, "Aren't you holding a grudge for too long? How many more days are you going to keep picking on him for what happened?"

"Don't treat me like I'm the same as you," Namgung Su said firmly. "This morning, I received word that I am to depart first as the advance party."

"An advance party? By yourself?"

"I'm going with him. It'll be better to have someone from the Ak Clan guide him and ensure he gets there without any problems," Ak Yeonho added. Perhaps because Baek Suryong now knew he was an adopted son, though, his smile seemed to lack its usual vigor.

"Hmmm..." Baek Suryong thought it was strange that the two were leaving as an unscheduled advance party, but given Namgung Su's meticulous nature, it wasn't entirely incomprehensible.

Still, is it really a coincidence? Well, at least Namgung Su seems completely unbothered.

"Who will lead the students in your place?"

"The Principal will accompany your group, so there shouldn't be any major issues. Besides, the estate isn't that far away. Even you, Baek Suryong, probably won't be able to cause too much trouble on the way there."

"Huh? Anyone who heard that would think I cause trouble all the time."

"......"

"......"

"...What the hell, you bastards?"

In any case, Namgung Su and Ak Yeonho, the advance party, planned to arrive at the Ak Clan's branch estate to check the accommodations, survey the terrain, and coordinate the schedule. If they used their movement arts without resting, they would arrive before lunch.

"So you're leaving now?"

"In a little bit, after we hear the Principal's address," Ak Yeonho replied darkly.

Baek Suryong stared at him. "Yeonho, are you sure you're okay?"

Ak Yeonho scratched his head awkwardly. "I've been kind of tired lately, what with all the preparations. Maybe it's because I haven't been sleeping much?"

Baek Suryong raised a fist and shook it. "Don't forget what I told you before. Say the word anytime, and I'll help you out."

Ak Yeonho chuckled and nodded.

"Everyone, be quiet!" Vice Principal Kwak Cheolwoo shouted, his voice infused with inner qi, as he climbed onto the platform.

The noisy grounds fell silent for a moment.

"The Principal will be here shortly, so sit up straight, line up properly, and be quiet!" Kwak Cheolwoo bellowed, his sharp eyes piercing the crowd as he asserted his authority.

Ak Yeonho whispered to Baek Suryong, "The Vice Principal has been working really hard lately."

"Why?"

"Because the Principal will appoint a successor before he steps down. He wants to make a good impression before then."

"Well..." Baek Suryong had no particular opinions about Vice Principal Kwak Cheolwoo. Unlike Pung Jinho, he wasn't corrupt, but whether he was qualified to be principal was debatable.

He's an outstanding martial artist, but his other qualities are ambiguous. To put it nicely, he's pragmatic. To put it not so nicely, he's shallow and self-serving. The way he's always observing Namgung Su and Pung Jinho is quite telling...

Well, he was sure the students knew this better than he did.

Nevertheless, quieting excited students before a school trip was no easy task. Even the normally shy ones kept whispering to their friends. The vice principal's authority had little effect, and the noise level only decreased slightly.

"These rascals...!" 

Feeling humiliated, Kwak Cheolwoo raised his eyebrows, preparing to unleash a Lion's Roar, when Noh Goonsang walked up to the platform.

"Hohoho! Don't frown on such a fine day," he said breezily. "Thank you for your efforts, Vice Principal. You may step down now."

"...Yes, Principal." Kwak Cheolwoo hesitantly clasped his hands in greeting and descended the podium.

Noh Goonsang slowly scanned the students. They instantly fell silent, all eyes on him.

"...I really should stop him from retiring," Baek Suryong muttered to himself. 

Ak Yeonho and Namgung Su nodded in agreement.

Noh Goonsang smiled warmly and began, "We're already heading towards the end of autumn. This year has been particularly eventful. We've had new freshmen and new instructors, and there have been many changes for the existing students as well. You all know this better than anyone."

"......"

"Although the final exams and the Heavenly Martial Festival are still ahead of you, you've all done well so far. Please think of this school trip as a reward for all your hard work and a chance to unwind."

Although Noh Goonsang had spent most of his time as Principal rather inconspicuously, he had now become an indispensable figure to the Azure Dragon Academy. The students weren't privy to the details, but they knew Noh Goonsang had decided to retire for the sake of the academy, even risking the reputation he'd built over many long years.

This was sincere advice from such an adult. Who would dare to interrupt him?

"However, you shouldn't get too excited and end up getting hurt. Everyone, please keep that in mind, okay?"

"OKAY!!!" Hyonwon Kang replied with a ear-splitting yell.

Noh Goonsang nodded his way and laughed heartily. The Five Young Azure Dragons and Baek Suryong, who were standing nearby, could only cringe with secondhand embarrassment.

"Excellent , but let's save the spirited declaration of war for the Heavenly Martial Festival! For today, let's depart with joyful hearts."

""Okay!"" The students answered with all their might. 

Noh Goonsang regarded them fondly. Noticing how eager they were to set off, he added, "Before we depart, I have a gift for all of you."

"A gift?"

"So suddenly?"

Everyone murmured in surprise and anticipation. The instructors on standby began handing out beautifully wrapped silk bundles to each student, each neatly embroidered with the student's name. When they untied the bundles, they found an unexpected gift inside.

"Oh my goodness...!"

"It's so beautiful, Principal!"

Inside the bundles were deep blue martial arts uniforms. Embroidered in vigorous, powerful script on the left chest was the character for "Dragon (龍)." The material was high-quality and immediately recognizable at a glance.

"Hohoho! I hope you like them. These are the newly designed, made-to-measure Azure Dragon Academy school uniforms."

The uniforms were tailored to fit each student's physique. Unlike the mass-produced uniforms they had worn to the Heavenly Martial Festival before, these were far more durable and comfortable. 

And Noh Goonsang himself was the one who covered the costs.

"This time, we'll be meeting the kids from the Vermilion Phoenix Academy, so we can't let our spirits be dampened," Noh Goonsang explained. "Wear this and proudly show that you belong to the Azure Dragon Academy, understand?"

"Yes, Principal!" everyone shouted, beaming with excitement. Some of the male students started taking off their shirts to try on the new uniform.

Noh Goonsang grinned with satisfaction. "Hohoho, no need to be in such a hurry! I'll give you time later to change into them."

He stepped down from the platform, and Student Council President Dokgo Jun ascended and delivered the travel advisory, "As students of the Azure Dragon Academy, please be careful not to cause any trouble..."

"Booooo!"

"We get it, so hurry up and finish!"

"I wanna try this on already!"

The crowd responded with a mix of playful boos and yawns.

Dokgo Jun sensed the students' impatience, so he delivered only the necessary announcements as quickly as possible before stepping down. "...That concludes the travel advisory."

At last, Baek Suryong thought they would head out, when suddenly, an unexpected person jumped onto the platform.

"Attention! Please give me a moment!"

The resounding voice made even Namgung Su and Ak Yeonho, who were about to leave, stop and look back.

A young man two heads taller than everyone else strode over to the podium. "Ahem. I'm Geo Sangwoong, a fourth-year student at the Azure Dragon Academy. This is my final school trip before graduation."

Baek Suryong's eyes widened in shock. Tilting his head, he muttered, "Why's that guy up there?"

Although the swelling on Geo Sangwoong's bruised face from Number Four's beating hadn't fully subsided, he grinned broadly with his swollen, meatbun-like face.

...Was he a guy who could smile so cunningly? Baek Suryong was once again struck by a sense of unease.

Geo Sangwoong continued, "I stepped forward because I feel I must mention the Azure Dragon Academy's school trip tradition. Don't you think explaining it would help our new instructors, who are going on the trip for the first time, feel less unprepared?"

The upperclassmen immediately nodded in agreement, trying their hardest to suppress their laughter. The freshmen, on the other hand, tilted their heads blankly, having never heard of such a tradition.

"...What's he talking about?"

"A school trip tradition?"

"Is there something like that?"

Of course, the new instructors were the most rattled. This was the first time any of them had heard of a 'school trip tradition.'

"I would like to make a request of the Principal." Geo Sangwoong greeted Noh Goonsang with clasped hands with courage only a fourth-year student with nothing left to lose could muster. "Principal. Please give us official permission to carry out 'that unofficial tradition'. I believe it'd prove very effective at boosting the students' morale ahead of the Heavenly Martial Festival."

"Hohoho..." Noh Goonsang chuckled dryly. After a short pause, he nodded mischievously. "Very well. Since my term as Principal is nearly over, I'll permit your request. Revive the tradition and have some fun, but remember, do not cross the line, okay?"

"Thank you so much!" Geo Sangwoong smirked triumphantly. Now that he had received official permission from the Principal, the school's highest authority, he no longer had anything to fear. He cheered , "Then, until we arrive at our destination, we'll commence the Azure Dragon Academy's school trip tradition: Working the Teachers!"

"YEAAAAAAAH!"

The students' thunderous cheers reverberated across the Azure Dragon Academy. The existing instructors sighed deeply, while the new instructors blinked in confusion, still unable to grasp the situation.

"...What?"

"Work who?"

"He's joking, right?"

Horrified, the new instructors desperately tried to deny reality. Meanwhile, the students' mischievous gazes darted around like hawks searching for prey. 

At least five of them fixed their gazes on Baek Suryong. No, there were more than ten. Considering who tormented the students the most on a daily basis, it was easy to predict who would be picked on the hardest.

Baek Suryong's heart sank. "No, wait a minute..."

"Baek Suryong."

Baek Suryong slowly turned around at the sound of his name and met Namgung Su's eyes.

The Star Instructor of the Azure Dragon Academy nodded, looking as serious as always, though a very slight hint of smugness touched the corners of his mouth. "I wish you luck in battle."

"Have fun, Hyung-nim!"

Leaving only those words behind, the pair immediately unleashed their movement arts and fled the grand training ground at full speed.

"...You dirty scoundrels! You knew this would happen, didn't you? That's why you volunteered to be the advance party!!" Baek Suryong roared, infusing his voice with inner qi.

Unfortunately for him, the scions of the Namgung and Shandong Ak Clans ignored him and cheerfully escaped from the Azure Dragon Academy.


Chapter 496: Why?

Number Four doubted his own eyes. Am I really seeing what I'm seeing?

He suspected he'd been caught in some kind of illusion sorcery. However, even after awakening all his senses and raising his qi sensitivity to its absolute limit, he felt no unusual signs.

That could only mean one thing—this unbelievable scene in front of him was, in fact, reality.
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Baek Suryong carried a mountain of luggage the students had piled onto him, his brow furrowed in annoyance. The towering heap was nearly as tall as him, but the peerless master's balance was unshakable. He lifted the bundle with ease, even finding the leisure to use movement arts.

The problem was the students. Normally, they would have marveled at his incredible sense of balance, but today, they were instead mischievously testing the limits of their teacher's patience.

"Mr. Baek! Please carry this too!"

A bundle came flying from somewhere and landed in front of Baek Suryong. He glanced at it indifferently, then flicked it up with the tip of his foot. As if by some miracle, it landed precisely on top of the pile.

"Oooooh!"

"As expected of the Ten Supremes!"

Unfortunately, that was only the beginning. Lunch boxes, water flasks, toiletries, and snacks all rained down upon Baek Suryong like hidden weapons.

"You little brats..." Baek Suryong growled, arching an eyebrow.

Nonetheless, he caught every projectile with his feet, displaying movements bordering on the divine. Each item that touched the tip of his foot was kicked upward and stacked neatly on top of the pile. Before long, the stack of luggage surpassed Baek Suryong's height.

"He's unrelenting, absolutely unrelenting..."

"How is he doing it?"

"Let's see this through to the end! He must have a limit somewhere!"

The students' competitive spirits were ignited. To ruffle Baek Suryong, they kept pitching their belongings at him, but he effortlessly snagged each piece as if to prove his superiority. Eventually, he even used telekinesis to hold the luggage firmly in place, like a moving tower.

Finally, frustration set in for the students. ...This isn't how it's supposed to go!

Baek Suryong offered them a relaxed smile. "Weren't you going to boss me around? Is this all you've got?"

"Ugh! So annoying!"

"Solving everything with martial arts is cheating!"

Some students moved on to Myeong Il'oh, Jaegal Soyeong, or Kwak Duyong, deciding torturing Baek Suryong was no longer fun. The other new instructors' panicked responses were much more normal and amusing.

Still, quite a few students couldn't resist the challenge posed by Baek Suryong, the most difficult target of all. Foremost among them was, of course, Hyonwon Kang.

Hyonwon Kang casually approached Baek Suryong, matching his teacher's pace with movement arts. Grinning widely, he teased, "Mr. Suryong, you won't get mad if we play some pranks today, right?"

"...Mr. Suryong? Wonkang, your tongue seems quite short today. Shall I pull on it to stretch it out for you?"

Chills ran down Hyonwon Kang's spine at the friendly words spoken with a smile, but he forced himself to ignore his unease and smacked his teacher's back repeatedly. "Hey! Don't sweat over the small stuff on such a nice day, our dear Mr. Suryong ! You're not some old boomer who'd hold a grudge over something like this, are you?"

A vein bulged on Baek Suryong's forehead at Hyonwon Kang's provocation, which teetered precariously between informal and formal speech.

Patience, patience.

Recalling Noh Goonsang's parting advice to have fun and Mae Geuklyom's suggestion to loosen up a little, Baek Suryong carved the character for 'patience' in his mind several times and forced a bright smile.

"Fine, I'll let most pranks slide during our fun school trip. So, what have you prepared?"

"Fufufu! Please look forward to it."

Hyonwon Kang walked away with a sly grin. After that, nothing much happened until they stopped for a short breather.

"Once each group has finished their roll call, we'll have lunch. Instructors, please check on your students and report back to me!" Vice Principal Kwak Cheolwoo barked.

The instructors moved about busily. They had to check if any students had fallen behind or gone missing, and if anyone was injured or feeling unwell.

Meanwhile, the students, excited to finally dig into their lunch boxes, continued to boss their poor teacher around.

"Mr. Baek! I'm hot from running all this time. Could you cool this area down with your ice arts?"

"Please make some ice!"

"Can you kill all the bugs with your sword qi?"

As soon as Baek Suryong set down the luggage, a flood of trivial requests poured in. "You're not little children anymore... Don't you all know what a huge waste of manpower this is?" he grumbled, laughing hollowly.

The Azure Dragon Academy students completely ignored the complaints from the peerless master revered as one of the Ten Supremes.

Thankfully, not everyone was hell-bent on tormenting Baek Suryong.

Mok Hyungwoo approached him hesitantly and offered him a lunch box. Looking embarrassed, he scratched his rough beard and said, "Um, Mr. Baek, please take this... It's not much, but I made it myself. Thank you for always guiding me."

...Phew! There's at least one decent student!

Feeling touched, Baek Suryong smiled warmly and accepted Mok Hyungwoo's lunch box. "Thank you. I'll eat it later."

"Please eat it while it's still warm. I'm not great at cooking, so it'll probably taste better that way."

Opening the box, Baek Suryong found a few crudely shaped rice balls inside. He picked one up and took a bite. "Mm. It's not bad."

"Really?" Mok Hyungwoo's eye twitched. Oddly, his expression seemed to say, 'This isn't how things were supposed to go.'

Only when Baek Suryong heard Mok Hyungwoo muttering to himself as he returned to his seat did he understand why.

"Tsk, that was supposed to be revenge for the Beggars' Gang's elixir... Does he not have any taste buds?"

"...This little punk?"

Halfway through lunch, the Paparazzi members came to find Baek Suryong. With eyes that sparkled like stars, they asked for permission to draw his portrait.

"Please turn your head a little to the left!"

"Position your fingers delicately! As if you're holding an egg!"

"Look up at the sky with a melancholic gaze!"

Compared to the other pranks, this one wasn't difficult, so Baek Suryong readily agreed. However, as time went on, the demands became increasingly absurd.

"Please loosen your shirt and let one side slip below your shoulder. Just enough to show a hint of your collarbone..."

"...Why don't you just ask me to take my shirt off?"

"Really?! That'd be even better!"

"......"

Even after the members of Paparazzi were dragged away by the Student Council, the bossing around continued under various pretexts.
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This series of events was nothing short of shocking for Number Four, who was watching Baek Suryong from a distance.

Does my old instructor enjoy being humiliated?

No, he remembered that wasn't the case.

Wasn't he the one who taught us that if we were insulted, we should remember it and pay it back several times over? So why is he deliberately letting this happen now?

...Oh, I know! Could he be intentionally letting them underestimate him to make them lower their guard, only to slaughter them all at once?

He had almost convinced himself that the hypothesis was plausible, but then recalled that his old instructor had changed in many ways. He tilted his head again.

Eventually, curiosity go the better of him. Number Four slowly closed the distance, yearning for a closer look. With a strange expression, he watched as his old instructor endured all sorts of indignities.

Finally, he witnessed a truly shocking scene.

Hyonwon Kang hollered, "Now! We're going with Beat Up Baek Suryong Number Two Thousand Eight Hundred and Eighty-Eight!"

The Five Young Azure Dragons swarmed Baek Suryong all at once.

"...I was wondering when you'd try that." Facing the charging students, Baek Suryong sighed deeply and dual-wielded the Divine Azure Dragon Sword and Crimson Moon.

"...!!" Number Four shot to his feet without thinking, even though the actual target was calm.

They actually created two thousand eight hundred and eighty-eight ways to beat up my old instructor? T-They must harbor a grudge even worse than ours!

He was so shocked that he momentarily revealed his presence. The sharp-eyed Azure Dragon Academy masters didn't miss that fleeting slip-up.

"Who are you?" Noh Goonsang demanded, materializing before Number Four. He eyed the stranger warily, and a faint qi gathered around his lowered fists. "Odd. I feel as if I've seen you before..."

Number Four hesitated. Should I retreat immediately, or kill Noh Goonsang and disappear?

Fortunately, a better option presented itself.

BAM!

Geo Sangwoong, who was sent flying by Baek Suryong's attack, landed near them. Scrambling to his feet, he recognized Number Four. "Huh? Aren't you... Meatbun-hyung?"

Noh Goonsang's intense aura dimmed slightly. He turned to Geo Sangwoong. "Do you know him?"

"Yes! He's Mr. Baek Suryong's acquaintance."

Baek Suryong had recently warned the Five Young Azure Dragons not to tell anyone about their Senior Brother. Recalling this, Geo Sangwoong introduced Number Four as a friend of his teacher's.

"An acquaintance... hoho." Noh Goonsang looked back and forth between Number Four and the approaching Baek Suryong in disbelief.

"Principal! Please wait a moment!" Baek Suryong cried out, sprinting to the scene and positioning himself between the two masters. He hadn't expected Number Four to be discovered so easily, much less by Noh Goonsang.

Noh Goonsang craned his neck to see Number Four over Baek Suryong's shoulder. "Good timing, Mr. Baek. Your acquaintance appears to have been following us... Is that right?"

Number Four hesitated for a moment before nodding. He knew instinctively that a half-baked lie wouldn't work on this old man.

"I see. Why?" Noh Goonsang asked casually, but his eyes glinted dangerously.

SWISH!

Number Four showed the Principal the meatbuns the innkeeper couple had packed for him and made a simple gesture in sign language.

"...He says, 'I want to eat together'," Baek Suryong translated.

"Hohoho! Did you follow us all this way just to have lunch with Mr. Baek?"

Number Four nodded.

Despite the far-fetched explanation, Noh Goonsang stared intently into Number Four's eyes for a while before slowly nodding. "...I see."

"Principal?"

"Since he's your guest, I trust you'll handle it well." Noh Goonsang patted Baek Suryong's shoulder and returned to his spot.

Baek Suryong let out a sigh of relief and led Number Four to where the Five Young Azure Dragons were gathered.

"Oh? What're you doing here?"

"It's the Hyung-nim we played cuju with!"

"The one who gave us all those meatbuns..."

"Please, sit here!"

To his shock, Number Four found himself sitting in a circle with Baek Suryong and the Five Young Azure Dragons, sharing a meal.

"Wow, you brought more meatbuns?"

"We brought meatbuns, too. Have some with these."

"......" Number Four wasn't used to hearing young martial artists chatter away, but he listened to the conversation while nibbling on various foods besides the meatbuns.

As he listened, he came to understand why his old instructor was running errands and what "Beat Up Baek Suryong" really meant. He also learned that Hyonwon Kang had just made up the outrageous numbers on the spot.

"Mr. Baek! After we finish eating, can we play 'Beat Up Baek Suryong' again?"

"When have you brats ever asked for permission? Do as you please..." Baek Suryong snapped back as usual, but he stopped mid-sentence when he felt Number Four's gaze on him.

STARE...

His former student's intense gaze was unbelievably stressful.

Why are Number Four's eyes sparkling with such intense curiosity?

Number Four slowly clenched his fists, indicating he wanted to join the fun.

Baek Suryong swallowed dryly. "J-Just in case you were wondering, this is an Azure Dragon Academy tradition. Only enrolled students are allowed to do this to me..."

"......"

"I'm serious!"

"......"

Baek Suryong panicked. Hoooooly shit, this might be the greatest crisis I've ever faced... hmm?

All of a sudden, he and Number Four simultaneously looked in the same direction. A large group of strangers was approaching them.



Translator's Note: See you next week!


Chapter 497: State Your Name

Who could they be?

The approaching group moved in perfect unison. They closed the distance at a steady pace, giving the impression of a well-trained organization.

Baek Suryong and Number Four weren't the only ones who noticed the newcomers. Noh Goonsang's expression soon hardened, and he called out to Vice Principal Kwak Cheolwoo. "I'll go check them out myself. You stay here and take command. They don't seem like ordinary passersby."

"Yes, sir! Everyone, gather in the center! Instructors, secure the perimeter!"

Sensing that something was amiss, the instructors drew their weapons, and the students glanced around in surprise.

"What's going on?"

"Bandits, maybe?"

"It could just be a passing merchant caravan."

The students didn't seem too concerned. Encountering merchants or other martial artists on the road was not uncommon. Even if they ran into Viridian Fores bandits or unorthodox sects, the Azure Dragon Academy was strong enough that the students felt no fear.

Only Baek Suryong grew increasingly grim. 

It's not just their numbers that are the problem.

While the presence of so many strangers was unsettling, the more pressing concern was that the leader's aura rivaled that of the Ten Supremes.

"Could it be?" Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes. He glanced to the side, but Number Four shook his head sharply, feeling slightly offended that his old instructor suspected him first.

Sensing his former trainee's displeasure, Baek Suryong quickly explained, "I'm not suspecting you. If they're who I think they are, you'll be in a tough spot, so I wanted to know if you were going to stay here or hide."

"......" Number Four nodded in understanding. His figure blurred, and he vanished without a trace.

"W-Was that teleportation?"

"I can't find a single trace..."

"Who in the world is he?"

Baek Suryong rose to his feet. "All of you, stay here," he instructed the shocked students. Before they could react, he teleported just like Number Four and appeared next to Noh Goonsang, who had climbed to a high vantage point to observe the approaching group.

Keeping his eyes on the horizon, Noh Goonsang asked, "Did you have a good chat with your acquaintance?"

"Yes, thank you for your consideration."

"Hoho! I didn't have a choice, really. I felt you wouldn't have stopped bothering me otherwise."

Baek Suryong smiled bitterly at the subtle jab. As expected of an experienced veteran, Noh Goonsang had noticed that Number Four was an extraordinary master.

"I won't ask for specifics. To do so now would be silly, " Noh Goonsang added. "Just make sure the students don't get too hurt."

"Of course," Baek Suryong agreed, staring in the same direction as Noh Goonsang. A cloud of dust rose as the group of martial artists neared. "Do you know who they are?"

"Hmm, if they get a little closer, I might... Oh! Hah!" Noh Goonsang's eyes went wide, and he cried out in surprise when he saw the old man at the front of the pack gracefully executing movement arts with his hands clasped behind his back. The tension left his face. "No need to worry. I know that man."

"...Who is he?"

"He's one of my buddies from fifty years ago. I think he's still a friend now."

"Fifty years ago... Huh?" Baek Suryong soon also spotted a familiar face—a striking woman in a vibrant vermilion martial arts uniform. Her hair was longer than when they'd met at the Namgung Estate, but the confidence in her demeanor was unchanged. He grinned broadly. "I see. They're from the Vermilion Phoenix Academy."

"Hoho! That old scamp is as mischievous as ever, showing up unannounced like this. Well, we should head down to meet them."

Laughing heartily, Noh Goonsang descended the mountain, and Baek Suryong followed him. 

On the way, Noh Goonsang instructed Kwak Cheolwoo to ease up. "They're guests. Prepare to welcome them."

"...Yes? Guests?"

"The Vermilion Phoenix Academy is here. The ill-tempered Fire King has come in person, so if you neglect to treat him well, I expect you'll find yourself in quite a predicament, hoho."

"...!"

Shortly afterward, the Principals of the Azure Dragon and Vermilion Phoenix Academies met.

Noh Goonsang let out a low sigh and feigned distress. "Sama-hyung, do you have any idea how alarming it is when you show up unannounced? The Vermilion Phoenix Academy's orange martial arts uniform is so bright, I nearly mistook you for the Blood Cult."

"Goonsang, you scoundrel! Are you scared of the Blood Cult? I never thought the Mad Dog who terrorized those crazy cultists would whine so much," the Fire King chuckled.

He was a tall, gaunt old man. His brilliant, ornate, and vivid orange martial arts uniform, the most vibrant among the Vermilion Phoenix Academy's staff and students, billowed wildly in the wind.

Noh Goonsang furrowed his brow. "Hoho, Mad Dog? How long are you going to keep calling me by that old nickname?"

"Once a Mad Dog, always a Mad Dog. Just because you've got a few wrinkles and a white beard doesn't mean you can suddenly act like a sage in front of me."

"Goodness! How could you say that in front of the children?"

The two old men conversed casually, obviously well acquainted. The instructors around them, however, dared not do the same.

"Is that the Vermilion Phoenix Academy's Principal?"

"Hyung-nim, haven't you heard of the famous Fire King?" Myeong Il'oh swallowed nervously, whispering to Baek Suryong. "The Fire King Sama Ryang is a former member of the Ten Supremes, an unparalleled master, and a god to all martial artists who practice extreme yang arts. He's also famous for having a temper as fiery as his martial arts..."

"Hm? Which one of you is badmouthing me? My ears have been itching for a while now."

"Gasp...!"

The Fire King retired decades ago after settling all his grudges in the murim. Since then, he had founded the Vermilion Phoenix Academy to focus on nurturing the next generation. Consequently, he commanded more authority over his academy than any other school principal.

After hearing the brief explanation, Baek Suryong nodded. "Indeed. Despite his age, he still looks quite strong."

"...Quite?" Flabbergasted, Myeong Il'oh's jaw dropped.

Baek Suryong shrugged nonchalantly and shifted his attention to the Vermilion Phoenix Academy instructors behind the Fire King.

[Long time no see!] Sama Yeong greeted, smiling mysteriously.

So Geomdong, who stood by her side like a shadow, also bowed his head and clasped his hands in greeting.

"Oh! Namgung Su's older brother is here, too," Baek Suryong exclaimed, spotting Namgung Hak, the Star Instructor of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy.

Nonetheless, Namgung Hak was clearly less than thrilled to see him. As soon as his eyes met Baek Suryong's, he quickly averted his gaze.

Baek Suryong smirked. He wasn't one to let offenses slide. He whispered to Myeong Il'oh beside him, making sure he was just loud enough for Namgung Hak to hear. "Hey Il'oh, did Namgung-hyung just shoot me a dirty look? Or was I imagining things?"

Myeong Il'oh caught on right away. "I saw it too," he concurred, nodding. "That's a poor way to treat a benefactor. You should send a letter to the Namgung Clan."

Namgung Hak's face paled, and he belatedly greeted his clan's benefactor properly.

Noticing the little exchange, the Fire King clicked his tongue. "Tsk tsk, and they call him a Star Instructor... If not for his family's backing, I wouldn't even have hired that punk." He turned back to Noh Goonsang, who was laughing 'hoho' as usual. By now, he had sensed the change in his old friend's aura. "Hey... Did you have some kind of miraculous encounter?"

"Hohoho! Of course not. I've simply let go of some of my obstinacy. What about you, Sama-hyung?"

The Fire King stroked his beard, which was as black and lustrous as a young man's. So you don't want to talk about it, huh.

He changed the topic. "We arrived a few days early, so I was helping the students refine their practical skills nearby. Our kids are decent at martial arts, but they're sorely lacking in real-world experience," he admitted humbly.

The Vermilion Phoenix Academy was undoubtedly an outstanding educational institution. Though overshadowed by the Heavenly Martial Academy, they were runners-up at the Heavenly Martial Festival for five consecutive years, proving their ability to consistently nurture exceptional talent.

Perhaps that was why Noh Goonsang and the other Azure Dragon Academy instructors could tell that their students were unusually nervous.

"Hmm... Did we come here for nothing? If it's inconvenient, we can go our separate ways."

"Not at all. This will be a good experience for the kids in many ways." Noh Goonsang glanced between the Azure Dragon and Vermilion Phoenix Academy students, whose atmospheres were starkly different.

The Fire King nodded and said playfully, "With so much to see and learn, the Azure Dragon Academy students should be eternally grateful and honored to train with us..."

"As should your Vermilion Academy students, of course."

"...Hah! Look at this guy." The Fire King couldn't help but laughed hollowly at Noh Goonsang's cheeky retort.
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Since the two academies were scheduled to attend joint classes together at the Ak Clan Branch Family Estate, they naturally decided to travel together.

"So you're the Azure Dragon Hero? You're as handsome as they say."

"It is an honor to meet you, Vermilion Phoenix Academy Principal. My name is Baek Suryong."

The Fire King studied Baek Suryong curiously and stroked his beard. "It's late, but thank you for saving my granddaughter. She praised you so much when she returned home that I feared my ears would fall off."

"Grandpa!" Sama Yeong interjected, embarrassed, but even she couldn't shut the Fire King's mouth.

"Am I wrong? I've never heard you praise someone so much. I almost thought you were in love with him. Seeing his face in person, I can understand why..."

"I told you, it's not like that! How many times must I repeat myself?"

"Hehe! We'll see about that." The Fire King grinned mischievously. "Shall we talk in private for a moment, Mr. Baek? You two come along too, Goonsang and Yeong."

Baek Suryong nodded obediently. "Yes, let's do that."

Witnessing how the legendary master interacted with Baek Suryong, the Azure Dragon Academy instructors and students were once again reminded of his status in the jianghu.

"...Oh, right. Mr. Baek was one of the Ten Supremes, huh?"

"I forget that sometimes."

"He usually comes across as a neighborhood ruffian who just so happens to be incredibly skilled in martial arts."

The Fire King chuckled as he took in the atmosphere surrounding the Azure Dragon Academy. "You get along quite well with your colleagues and students, don't you?"

"We're close. We help each other out a lot."

"I like that. You're dignified and full of confidence, and you have the skills to back it up. I can't stand braggarts with no talent."

"I feel the same way." Baek Suryong nodded. He'd felt it when he first met Sama Yeong at the Namgung Clan, but the Fire King also seemed to be someone with a similar disposition as himself.

Perhaps that was why he received the same offer a second time.

"Have you ever thought about changing jobs?"

"......" Baek Suryong recalled Sama Yeong's previous offer and struggled to hold back a giggle.

Noh Goonsang furrowed his brow and interjected suspiciously, "Hyung-nim, is this why you came to find us?"

"It's a joke, a joke. From the look in your eyes, Goonsang, I thought you were about to bite me like a mad dog."

"That was fifty years ago. I don't bite people anymore."

"Anymore, you say...?" Baek Suryong gaped openly at the shocking revelation.

Suddenly, a student's youthful voice rang out, "We may all be students, but let's be frank, we're not at the same level."

Everyone stared in the direction of the voice. A handsome boy stood there, clearly fuming.

"What good does it do us to take classes with people who are obviously just here to play? They've been in last place for ten years straight. Even if they were lucky enough to be taught by one of the Ten Supremes, how much could their skills have improved in just one year?"

"Shut your trap, Ju Yulsang!" a senior student yelled.

Ju Yulsang ignored him and carried on. "Am I wrong? Their flaws will be exposed during the joint training anyway. They might benefit slightly, but we won't gain anything from training with weaklings."

An icy chill spread through the air. 

Still, Ju Yulsang didn't stop. "I'm saying this because they need to know the truth. They must understand who is helping whom and show the proper gratitude."

Some of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy students nodded in agreement. In contrast, the Azure Dragon Academy students' expressions hardened like stone.

"......" Although Baek Suryong heard everything, he didn't step in, choosing to observe from the sidelines. If the Vermilion Phoenix Academy instructors were the ones stirring things up, he would've intervened, but this was between the students. He had no intention of getting involved, and he felt he shouldn't.

Rather, it was the Fire King and Sama Yeong who were troubled.

"My apologies. There's always one hot-blooded fool at times like this..."

"Don't worry," Baek Suryong assured him. "We have kids like that too."

"What?"

Baek Suryong smirked evilly. He had never taught his students to tolerate ridicule without resistance.

"Ptooey! Hey, you over there! What did you just say?" Hyonwon Kang rose from his spot and spat out a thick gob of saliva. He sauntered toward Ju Yulsang, eyes flashing intimidatingly.

Ju Yulsang stared at Hyonwon Kang in shock. There were no thugs at the Vermilion Phoenix Academy. "...Who are you?"

"Me? I'm the one who's gonna split your head in two today!" Hyonwon Kang placed a hand on the hilt of his Black Dao.

Dokgo Jun caught him from behind in a bear hug and dragged him backward. "Calm down, Hyonwon Kang! If you get any more demerit points, you won't be able to participate in the Heavenly Martial Festival!"

"Let me go! You expect me to just take that crap? I'm gonna rip that bastard apart..."

"Five Young Azure Dragons! Don't just stand there! Help me! If Hyonwon Kang causes trouble here too..."

Unfortunately, instead of restraining Hyonwon Kang, the Five Young Azure Dragons huddled together and played rock-paper-scissors.

Finally, a boy walked toward the Vermilion Phoenix Academy students. He had a somewhat timid demeanor, was short and skinny for his age, but no one from the Azure Dragon Academy was worried about him.

"Students of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy," he said. "If you have a problem with us, don't whisper about it behind our backs. Step forward and say it loudly and clearly."

"...!" All of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy students glowered in outrage at the unthinkable provocation.

Regardless, the boy was undeterred. "I'll take on anyone anytime. Just be prepared to crawl all the way to our final destination."

SHING!

Unable to endure the insult, Ju Yulsang drew his sword. "You! State your name!" he demanded.

The boy smiled shyly and introduced himself, "My name is Wiji Cheon, and I'm a freshman at the Azure Dragon Academy."


Chapter 498: The Highest Praise

"What did that kid just say?"

"Did a freshman from the Azure Dragon Academy just provoke us?"

"This is so absurd, seriously..."

"Hahaha! He's kind of cute, in his own way. Freshmen are still at that age where they don't know reality and act childishly."

The Vermilion Phoenix Academy students who witnessed Wiji Cheon's provocation were split. Some glared at him sharply, while others just shook their heads with smiles, dismissing him entirely.

He was just a small, frail-looking freshman from the Azure Dragon Academy.

While a few students and the Vermilion Phoenix Academy instructors noticed Wiji Cheon's unusual skill, most, including Ju Yulsang, saw his provocation as nothing more than reckless bravado.

"A pup that doesn't know to fear a tiger. Can you take responsibility for what you just said?"

"Of course."

Ju Yulsang try to suppress his anger and sheathe his sword. "...I'll forgive you if you apologize now. I don't want to get into a scuffle with a mere freshman either."

Wiji Cheon tilted his head. Me, apologize? Why should I? Shouldn't the ones apologizing be the Vermilion Phoenix Academy? They disrespected us first.

He blinked a few times and asked innocently, "Are you perhaps... scared of me?"

"You little bastard!" Ju Yulsang drew his sword again like a lightning bolt and pointed it at Wiji Cheon.

Wiji Cheon didn't even flinch at the sword pointed at his face. He had judged that the blade wouldn't reach him.

Unfortunately, Ju Yulsang thought he'd simply frozen in fear. He was so focused on Wiji Cheon that he failed to notice that most of the Azure Dragon Academy students were desperately holding back their laughter.

"Fufu, poor fool. He's jumping into the frying pan of his own accord," Hyonwon Kang giggled. His anger had already subsided, so he watched with his arms crossed, his eyes sparkling at the thought of a fight.

Yeo Min smacked him on the back and sighed, "Are you happy? Cheon is really angry. Do you know how mad he has to be to intentionally lose at rock-paper-scissors?"

"Really?" Hyonwon Kang looked back.

Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok also nodded. When the four of them, excluding Hyonwon Kang, whose demerits were on the line, played a rock-paper-scissors game to decide who would step up, Wiji Cheon had intentionally played his hand late to win. It was a clear foul, but everyone had let him go without complaint because the usually gentle boy's eyes were blazing with fire.

"Why's he so worked up..." Dokgo Jun mumbled worriedly.

Geo Sangwoong smiled bitterly. "We're pretty used to being ignored by other academies... but Cheon is a freshman. This is the first time he's been so openly ridiculed."

Ya Suhyeok, standing next to him, scrunched up his face and nodded. As a fellow freshman, he understood Wiji Cheon's feelings best. "That kid, Jicheon, really loves the Azure Dragon Academy. What more can you expect from a guy whose career goal is to be an instructor here after graduation?"

The seniors grinned and offered a brief moment of condolence for the nameless Vermilion Phoenix Academy student who would soon be crawling to the Ak Clan Branch Estate.

An open space formed around the two students. Ju Yulsang, his face red with wounded pride, spat, "If you insist on doing this the hard way, then so be it! You brought this upon yourself, so don't blame me if you get hurt..."

"This isn't the hard way, though?"

Ju Yulsang gritted his teeth, unable to tell if Wiji Cheon was genuinely innocent or just teasing him. "In any case, as your senior in the jianghu, I'll grant you three free strikes."

"If you'd do that, I'd be grateful." Wiji Cheon shrugged, smiled brightly, and drew his Soul Sword.

SHIING!

The clear sound and clean motion made Ju Yulsang's shoulders tremble slightly. He momentarily regretted his decision to go easy on Wiji Cheon.

"Stop! Ju Yulsang! I won't tolerate any more disturbances!" The boy with the upright impression who'd tried to stop Ju Yulsang earlier stepped between them. He offered a polite clasped hands greeting toward Wiji Cheon and the Azure Dragon Academy students. "I am Sama Hyeon, the Student Council President of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy. On behalf of my junior, I apologize for hurting the feelings of the Azure Dragon Academy students with his thoughtless words and actions."

It was an apology as proper and polite as his appearance.

Since the Vermilion Phoenix Academy had apologized first, Dokgo Jun stepped forward. The two knew each other but spoke formally, as it was an official setting. "I'm Dokgo Jun, the Student Council President of the Azure Dragon Academy. Our junior was also overly agitated. We'll be spending the next few days together, and I hope we can avoid reddening our faces like today."

"I'll give him a stern warning."

"In that case, at this point..."

The two mature Student Council Presidents were about to settle things amicably, but...

"Why are you stopping them? It was just getting interesting!" the Fire King complained loudly.

Sama Hyeon looked at his grandfather, flustered. "Gr-Principal?"

Noh Goonsang also spoke with a grin, "Hohoho! There's nothing better than a spar for young martial artists to get to know each other."

"Even you, Principal...!" Dokgo Jun looked at Noh Goonsang, equally flustered.

The two old men, their thoughts aligned, reignited the dying embers of the fight.

The Fire King said to Ju Yulsang, "However, don't say things like you'll grant him three free strikes. It's difficult not to have regrets even when you both do your best, so show him your skills with all your might. Do you understand?"

"Yes, Principal!"

Noh Goonsang watched this and lightly patted Wiji Cheon's shoulder. No advice was needed for the future star of the Azure Dragon Academy. "Go show them what you're made of."

Wiji Cheon nodded brightly. "Okay, Principal!"

And so, with the approval of the two Principals, the first official duel between the Azure Dragon Academy and the Vermilion Phoenix Academy kicked off.
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"This looks like it'll be fun, doesn't it?" Sama Yeong commented, her eyes sparkling as she stood next to Baek Suryong.

Ultimately, their students would be competitors facing each other at the Heavenly Martial Festival. This was a precious opportunity to evaluate each other's abilities beforehand. She took out a notebook and began observing Wiji Cheon's movements.

Baek Suryong glanced at Tang Soso, who was about to do the same. "Don't bother. There's not much to analyze."

"Why's that?" Tang Soso tilted her head in confusion.

Baek Suryong shrugged nonchalantly. "You can only analyze someone if they're a worthy opponent."

"......" Sama Yeong, who had overheard the conversation, stared at him in disbelief.

TAP!

Ju Yulsang made his move, his eyes gleaming fiercely. He chose to close the distance with a bold, straightforward dash, a tactic that required extreme confidence.

I'll show you reality! The Vermilion Phoenix Academy is the only academy that should be discussing winning the Heavenly Martial Festival against the Heavenly Martial Academy!

At some point this year, the Azure Dragon Academy started being mentioned more and more. He found that development extremely unpleasant.

After ten consecutive years of coming in last, how dare the Azure Dragon Academy still dream of victory? Simply mentioning the idea devalues the Vermilion Phoenix Academy. The Azure Dragon Academy just got lucky and got a good teacher!

He had no intention of wasting time. Since the Principal had told him to do his best, he planned to throw his opponent off balance with a single move and force him to drop his sword. He would make it so that the freshman brat was unable to lift his head the entire trip from shame.

I'll show you the insurmountable gap that has stumped you for ten years!

WHOOSH!

The spectators gasped in admiration as Ju Yulsang's sword cut through the wind in a sharp, clean arc.

"Ooh!"

"That kid Yulsang! He's gotten even better, hasn't he?"

Exclamations of admiration came not only from the Vermilion Phoenix Academy, but also from the Azure Dragon Academy.

Even Baek Suryong, who was observing quietly with his arms folded, nodded approvingly. "Not bad. He wasn't all talk."

"Sophomore Ju Yulsang's impulsive temper and recklessness are a problem sometimes, but his skills are outstanding. He's also quite the hard worker," Sama Yeong said proudly. Although Ju Yulsang was a rough gem with a difficult personality, he was undoubtedly a promising student who would someday bring glory to the Vermilion Phoenix Academy. 

Her gaze shifted from her student to Wiji Cheon, who was calmly lifting his sword.

I've heard the rumors about Wiji Cheon's genius. He's so talented that they call him the Sword Wonder. Ju Yulsang will most likely lose, but if this experience helps him recognize his own limits and shortcomings, it'll be a valuable one. Embarrassment is temporary. Learning from defeat is more important.

She offered her student some mental advice as she carefully observed Wiji Cheon. Soon, however, shock spread across her face. "...No way."

The moment Ju Yulsang's sword closed in, Wiji Cheon gracefully raised his own and thrust it precisely at his opponent's sword tip.

CLINK!

Ju Yulsang staggered backward the moment their swords collided. His movement art was instantly disrupted, throwing him off balance.

"Ugh...!" Barely regaining his footing, Ju Yulsang backed away. He held his sword close, bracing for a follow-up attack while simultaneously positioning himself for a counter. His movements were as natural as flowing water.

"Your shoulder is open," Wiji Cheon warned in a voice as soft as a breeze, right before slapping Ju Yulsang's shoulder sharply with the flat of his sword.

THWACK!

"Keuk...!" Ju Yulsang clenched his teeth against the jarring shock and stepped back to adjust his form.

Conversely, Wiji Cheon stepped forward as if he were on a leisurely stroll. "Lower body."

SMACK!

"Head."

BONK!

"Stomach."

SLAM!

"Shoulder again."

WHACK!

With every stride and swing, Wiji Cheon's Soul Sword struck an opening unerringly. Each time the flat of the blade met flesh, the sharp crack of a whip echoed across the battlefield.

"This... isn't a duel, it's an instructional spar."

"How's Ju Yulsang being beaten so helplessly?"

"Ju Yulsang's just toying with the kid, right? Is he deliberately holding back to mess with him?"

"If you were him, could you hold back while getting hit so painfully that you'd cry out?"

"No..."

The Vermilion Phoenix Academy students were left in a state of stunned disbelief, unable to process the unexpected turn of events.

SMACK! WHACK! THWACK!

After hearing the endless series of hits, they had no choice but to grudgingly accept the overwhelming difference in skill between the duelists. They had to admit that the small, frail-looking freshman they had initially mocked was a prodigious swordsman.

"It's the return of Demon Instructor Wiji Cheon..."

"The parts of my body that got hit by that kid over the summer are starting to ache again."

"Ughhh..."

The SRS students who had gone through a similar ordeal over the summer shivered with dread. Everyone offered their condolences to Ju Yulsang as he was gradually transformed into a tattered rag.

"Uwaaaah!" Ju Yulsang tried his best, but his sporadic counterattacks were effortlessly neutralized. His persistence was commendable, but his increasingly frantic swings only cut through empty air.

"Shall we end it here?" Wiji Cheon suggested, judging that this was punishment enough.

Despite his battered state, though, Ju Yulsang refused to admit defeat. "Who says it's over? It's not over yet!"

Wiji Cheon smirked and raised his sword again. I'll give him credit for his tenacity, but...

"I said it's over, so of course it's over," he taunted.

WHOOSH!

Dust and dirt spiraled up, coiling around his body. Formless sword qi clawed at the atmosphere, creating its own domain.

"That's impossible...!"

"Did the Azure Dragon Academy have such a talented student?"

"He's already on par with the likes of the Heavenly Martial Academy's Sword Dragon, or our academy's..."

Astonishment washed over the faces of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy instructors.

Even the Fire King, who'd been stroking his beard, stood frozen, muttering, "Sword Saint, Sword Sage, Sword King, Sword Emperor..."

"Hmm? What are you talking about all of a sudden?" Noh Goonsang asked, despite knowing full well what he meant.

The Fire King scowled, but he answered anyway, "That child's talent reminds me of the greatest swordmasters I've met. Among them... he especially resembles the Sword Saint."

This was the highest praise from a legendary master who had personally fought against countless martial masters of the murim.


Chapter 499: What Is He Hiding?

"Wiji Cheon, is it? Who would have thought the Azure Dragon Academy was hiding such an incredible talent?"

Countless martial artists had praised Wiji Cheon, but the Fire King was a legendary figure, formerly known as one of the Ten Supremes. His words carried a different weight.

After watching Wiji Cheon admiringly, he glowered at Noh Goonsang. "Now I see why you look so pleased, Goonsang. With a lucky talisman like that, you'll at least avoid coming in last this year."

His words implied that a single genius could free the Azure Dragon Academy from the disgrace of finishing in last place for the past ten years. Even if he was half-joking, it was still a tremendous compliment.

However, Noh Goonsang shook his head dismissively. "Hohoho! You shouldn't be surprised just yet. Besides Cheon, the Azure Dragon Academy has many other talented students."

"So full of yourself," the Fire King scoffed. "We'll just have to wait and see." 

He turned his attention back to Wiji Cheon, whose eyes were slightly lowered as he cradled his sword. The boy reminded him of a peerless swordsman he'd briefly met in his youth.

"...He really does resemble the Sword Saint."

Only a few people heard the Fire King murmur, but Baek Suryong was one of them. 

Baek Suryong smiled to himself. Of course, he does. I taught the boy with Master Sword Saint in mind.

He felt a surge of pride when he realized that the Fire King had recognized that not only the martial arts, but also the philosophy of the sword he had passed down.

"That kid..." Sama Yeong, who'd been staring dazedly at Wiji Cheon, abruptly turned to face Baek Suryong, looking betrayed. "He's not at a student's level anymore, is he?"

Baek Suryong shrugged. "I already told you earlier, didn't I? That Ju Yulsang kid isn't bad, but his opponent was just too strong."

Ju Yulsang gripped his sword tightly with both hands and kept charging at Wiji Cheon, even as his legs trembled. His grit and tenacity were worthy of recognition. If he continued to train diligently in the right direction, he would grow into a decent swordsman.

Sama Yeong laughed hollowly at the assessment. "I thought it'd be a good match even if he lost. Does this mean your claim about winning this year's Heavenly Martial Festival wasn't a bluff?"

"Have I ever bluffed?"

"I can't exactly accuse someone who became one of the Ten Supremes half a year after debuting in the jianghu of bluffing." Sama Yeong shook her head and walked over to the Vermilion Phoenix Academy instructors, muttering that Baek Suryong was still as obnoxious as ever.

Baek Suryong pouted. "I can hear you, you know?"

"I meant for you to hear it."

Baek Suryong chuckled in disbelief, then turned to observe the Vermilion Phoenix Academy instructors and students. One thing had been bothering him for a while.

They've seen Cheon's skill, yet they seem strangely at ease?

While it was true that everyone was astonished by Wiji Cheon's martial arts, they didn't seem intimidated or overly wary.

"...Does that mean they have a hidden card too?" he mumbled to himself.

"What?"

"What are you suddenly talking about, Hyung-nim?"

Jaegal Soyeong and Myeong Il'oh asked as they cautiously approached Baek Suryong. Like most, they weren't too comfortable with interacting with Sama Yeong, Baek Suryong was simply an exception. Usually, people found the Blazing Rakshasa, granddaughter of the Fire King, difficult to approach, much like how people at the Azure Dragon Academy avoided Namgung Su.

"I'm talking about the Vermilion Phoenix Academy," Baek Suryong explained. "It's strange that they're only this surprised after seeing Cheon."

"...Can't you see them all standing there with their mouths open?"

"Just how proud are you of your student?"

Baek Suryong ignored his dumbfounded peers and scanned the Vermilion Phoenix Academy's camp. If he could identify the source of their composure, they wouldn't be caught off guard at the Heavenly Martial Festival.

What are you hiding?

As he opened his senses fully, a vast amount of information flooded his consciousness. His gaze lingered for a moment on Sama Hyeon, the Fire King's grandson and Sama Yeong's younger brother, before moving behind the boy.

"...Well well, look at this?"

A flicker of admiration crossed his face. He'd figured out why the Vermillion Phoenix Academy wasn't too concerned, even after witnessing Wiji Cheon's brilliant talent.

"According to last year's records, there was no one particularly interesting, but it seems we missed one...?"

"W-Why are you smiling like that again?"

"Hyung-nim, I don't know what you're planning, but it'd be better if you restrained yourself."

Sensing something was amiss, Jaegal Soyeong and Myeong Il'oh watched Baek Suryong anxiously, but he was already taking action.

[Cheon. Listen quietly.]

Wiji Cheon flinched at the sudden telepathy. He had been about to end the spar because Ju Yulsang could barely swing his sword anymore. Although he liked his opponent's tenacity, continuing the match while he was panting for breath was counterproductive.

[I'll explain later, so for now, can you do as I say?]

Wiji Cheon nodded and did as Baek Suryong instructed without a word. First, he curled one corner of his mouth into a malicious smirk.

"!!" The Five Young Azure Dragons shuddered as they watched Wiji Cheon transform into a miniature Baek Suryong.

"How pathetic," Wiji Cheon sneered as if possessed by Baek Suryong.

Ju Yulsang scowled. "...What?"

The Vermilion Phoenix Academy students immediately stiffened.

However, Wiji Cheon continued speaking unconcernedly, "I heard you were the runner-up at the Heavenly Martial Festival several times, so I had some expectations. But is this really the standard at the Vermilion Phoenix Academy?"

"Shut up!" Ju Yulsang, who had been on the verge of passing out, mustered every last bit of his strength and charged. Of course, there was no way his exhausted self could challenge Wiji Cheon, who had overpowered him even when he was at full strength.

"You provoked me first, yet now you're upset about payback?"

Wiji Cheon dominated the fight, proving he'd been holding back. Unlike the guided spar before, he now thoroughly crushed his opponent.

"Tsk, the Vermilion Phoenix Academy is nothing special after all."

This remark was the final blow. The thought that the entire academy had been insulted because of his weakness sent Ju Yulsang over the edge.

"I'll kill you!" Ju Yulsang aimed his sword, now filled with killing intent, at Wiji Cheon's heart. Even if the remark was justified, Wiji Cheon had crossed the line.

A thick killing intent appeared in Wiji Cheon's eyes as well. "...I'm only doing this in self-defense, okay?"

Smiling chillingly, he drew a terrifying arc across Ju Yulsang's neck.

"...!" Ju Yulsang found himself paralyzed by the sight of Wiji Cheon's demonic smile.

The students witnessing the scene screamed. Everyone thought it was too late to stop the diminutive boy.

CLANG!

A cloud of dust billowed up following a loud crash, momentarily obscuring the pair from view.

As the dust slowly settled, the aftermath of the strike was revealed. An unfamiliar blade had blocked Wiji Cheon's sword.

"What the... Was that a feint?" a dumbfounded voice that belonged to neither Wiji Cheon nor Ju Yulsang exclaimed. A girl with a shoulder-length bob blinked her large eyes. Freckles dotted her mischievous-looking face. "You totally fooled me. You're really good at controlling killing intent, aren't you? Now I feel awkward for stepping in. I was close by, so I just reacted without thinking. Wait a minute. Did you do that on purpose? To make me step in?"

"Yes, I did." Wiji Cheon observed his opponent's sword curiously, as if the killing intent from moments ago was a lie. There was a pine tree pattern engraved on the blade, identifying its owner as belonging to the Wudang Sect, one of the Nine Sects One Gang. "That sword's been bothering me for a while."

"Sorry, but I have no intention of playing along with your little game."

"Why not?"

"Because it's a pain." The girl smiled brightly and deflected Wiji Cheon's sword to the side with a fluid, natural movement.

THUD!

Ju Yulsang, who was standing behind the girl, fell backward with a thud. The sound shattered the frozen atmosphere, and time finally began to flow again.

"Senior Soha!"

"Senior Yeon Soha!"

Baek Suryong raised an eyebrow. It seemed that Yeon Soha was the name of the girl who blocked Wiji Cheon's killing strike.

"Could you all quiet down a bit?" Yeon Soha grumbled.

The noisy juniors fell silent at once, proving she was no ordinary person.

Yeon Soha turned toward the Azure Dragon Academy students. "I apologize on behalf of my junior. Please forgive his rash behavior. I suggest we stop this now. Isn't this supposed to be a fun school trip?"

Her voice was gentle yet strangely compelling. As if entranced, the Azure Dragon Academy students found themselves nodding blankly, whether it was the upperclassmen who recognized Yeon Soha or the freshmen who were seeing her for the first time.

There was no need for the instructors to mediate. Yeon Soha defused the heated atmosphere with only a few words, then seamlessly melted back into the Vermilion Phoenix Academy crowd.

The students were deeply impressed, but they weren't alone.

Baek Suryong nodded admiringly. "As expected, she's the real deal, not the foolish punk."

The Fire King approached him, frowning. "You. Did you make your student do that because you wanted to see Soha's skills?"

Had the Killing Sword aimed at Ju Yulsang been real, he would've been the first to step in and stop it. Since he knew it was a feint, though, he turned a blind eye. After all, near death experiences like these weren't easy to come by, even after venturing into the jianghu.

Baek Suryong understood this as well, so he nodded affirmatively. "We can't be the only ones showing our secret weapon, can we? The conditions have to be fair for both sides."

"What? Hah!" The Fire King, who was about to get angry at his audacity, let out a hollow laugh. "Fine. Thanks to you, I got to see something interesting anyway."

He was indeed surprised that a boy so young could wield the Killing Sword so easily, but now that he knew, he could also devise a plan to counter Wiji Cheon.

He licked his lips greedily. "If I had my way, I'd like the sparring to continue..."

"Hyung-nim, I think we'll have to postpone that," Noh Goonsang said, quietly shaking his head.

Tensions were high among the students, and they were glaring at each other. An emotional rift had formed between the two academies due to the fight between Wiji Cheon and Ju Yulsang, though it wasn't outwardly apparent because the instructors were watching.

"Kids grow up by fighting anyway. Isn't competition the driving force of growth?" the Fire King stated nonchalantly.

Nevertheless, Noh Goonsang refused him firmly. "For now, let's head to the lodgings. At this rate, it'll be difficult to arrive before sunset."

"Sigh... I suppose I don't have a choice." The Fire King licked his lips in disappointment and returned to the Vermilion Phoenix Academy's camp.

Noh Goonsang called over Vice Principal Kwak Cheolwoo and instructed, "Vice Principal, let's prepare to leave as well."

"Yes, Principal!"

While the two academies were packing up and getting ready to continue their journey, Baek Suryong mulled over the girl who had effortlessly blocked Wiji Cheon's sword.

"Yeon Soha... She was on a completely different level compared to her profile."

Either the documents he'd seen regarding the Vermilion Phoenix Academy were incomplete, or Yeon Soha had made significant strides in the past year.

Regardless, he had a feeling that he might see many unexpected things during this school trip.
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"We'll be there shortly after we cross that peak," Ak Yeonho said, pointing to a mountain in the distance

Namgung Su nodded and looked in the direction Ak Yeonho was pointing. Their initial awkwardness had subsided, and they rarely stopped talking during the journey, though Ak Yeonho did most of the talking.

"The main group will be fine, right?"

"Not even Baek Suryong should be able to cause trouble in such a short time."

"Don't you think he might've gotten angry at being bossed around by the students and wreaked havoc?"

"Do you think he's so narrow-minded that he can't even tolerate an academy tradition?"

"T-Then, by any chance... Mr. Namgung Su, have you also been bossed around in the past...?"

"......"

"I'm sorry."

"I was no exception."

"Really? Could you please tell me something the kids asked you to do? I'll keep it a secret."

"......"

"I-I'm sorry!"

The closer they got to their destination, the more talkative Ak Yeonho became. He was trying hard to break the ice in his own way, but that was precisely why Namgung Su felt that something was off.

"Of all times, Suryong-hyung came to the office then, you see? So I..."

"Mr. Ak Yeonho."

"Yes?"

"......" Namgung Su studied Ak Yeonho's complexion for a moment.

Why would a peak master break out in a cold sweat from mere movement arts? It doesn't make sense.

He considered asking Ak Yeonho if he was alright, but ultimately, he shook his head and said, "It's nothing."

"Haha. Now that you've suddenly cut me off, I'm even more curious. Was I perhaps too loud?"

"......" Namgung Su quietly studied Ak Yeonho's back as he pulled slightly ahead.

Hmm, something about the Ak Clan is making Ak Yeonho nervous, even frightened. What is he hiding?


Chapter 500: Drawing the Line

Although many murim sects favored the spear, none could rival the Shandong Ak Clan's spear technique. Especially after Spear King Ak Bi became the Patriarch and was named one of the Ten Supremes, the Ak Clan's influence expanded day by day.

In contrast, the Namgung Clan had declined following a bloody family incident, and the Moyong Clan was recently annihilated. These events allowed the Shandong Ak Clan to establish itself as one of the new Five Great Clans.

"...This is the place," Ak Yeonho said.

He and Namgung Su arrived at their destination around noon. Having departed early, they used their movement arts without rest and reached the estate shortly after lunchtime.

The Ak Clan Branch Estate was constructed in a basin spanning tens of thousands of acres, set against sheer cliffs. From a distance, the buildings looked more like military barracks than a family home.

"Halt!" a guard barked.

Several guards pointed their spears at the two approaching men, stopping them. Their disciplined, synchronized movements hinted at the rigor of their training.

"Kindly present your invitation or some form of identification to prove your identity..."

Ak Yeonho stepped forward. "Long time no see, Donggeol."

One of the guards stiffened, recognizing Ak Yeonho. He quickly clasped his hands in greeting. "Greetings, Young Master Ak Yeonho."

"Have you been well? This place hasn't changed a bit," Ak Yeonho said with a smile.

Instead of returning the sentiment, however, the martial artist named Donggeol lowered his head and replied formally, "The elders are waiting inside. I'll send word immediately, so please wait a moment."

Ak Yeonho sighed sadly. "Okay, but... By any chance, is the Patriarch here as well?"

"Yes, he arrived three days ago."

"...So he did come. What about my sister?"

"She came with him."

Ak Yeonho nodded, not at all surprised. 

"......" Namgung Su studied his somber profile with concern.

"A servant will guide you inside. Open the gates!"

The massive iron gates creaked open, and the two men entered the Ak Clan Branch Estate as Donggeol and the other guards bowed deeply behind them.

Namgung Su asked offhandedly, "Are you acquainted with that martial artist?"

"...We were once good friends," Ak Yeonho replied bitterly.

His answer was in the past tense, but Namgung Su didn't press the issue. Glancing around, he changed the topic, saying, "The facilities are even more impressive than I'd heard."

True to a clan with military origins, the Ak Clan favored practical, minimalist architecture. In fact, the more Namgung Su looked around, the more he thought the place was a military facility rather than a luxurious mansion, used to train soldiers for war. 

Although this was unexpected, it wasn't a problem. Given the current tension with the Blood Cult, the location's high defensibility and militaristic structure provided better protection for the students.

A moment later, a maid approached quickly and bowed. "My name is Seolhong. I'll guide you both inside."

Namgung Su noticed that the maid had learned a similar style of movement arts as the guards at the main gate, but he nodded without comment. "Please lead the way," he said politely.

The maid's eyes widened. She hadn't expected a young master with such a cold demeanor to address her so gently. "...This way, please."

The two men followed the maid. 

As Namgung Su scanned the lodgings and training grounds, Ak Yeonho smiled and said, "Mr. Namgung Su."

"...?"

"You're kinder than I thought."

"......"

"I always thought you were a scary person, but I think I've seen a new side of you today," Ak Yeonho remarked, mustering his courage. "If you're okay with it, maybe we could hang out next time with Suryong-hyung..."

"If you have time to be so relaxed, you should check the schedule one more time," Namgung Su frowned and flatly rejected him.

"S-Sorry."

The Ak Clan's branch was spacious and pleasant, an optimal environment for the school trip. Traces of meticulous maintenance were visible everywhere.

The two had been following the maid for about fifteen minutes when a tall woman with a spear slung across her back strode toward them.

"...It's been a long time, Noonim." Ak Yeonho stepped forward first and greeted. His voice trembled slightly, though he seemed unaware of it.

"So it's you, Yeonho." The woman nodded expressionlessly. She turned to Namgung Su, clasped her hands in greeting, and introduced herself curtly, "Greetings, I'm Ak Yeonhwa."

Ak Yeonhwa was the next matriarch of the Shandong Ak Clan, and many believed that she would one day surpass her father, the Spear King. She was highly skilled in martial arts and stunningly beautiful, but also famously uninterested in adorning herself. Rumor had it that the metallic scent of steel suited her more than the fragrance of perfume, though of course, anyone who said such things in her presence was silenced forever.

"Pleased to meet you. I'm Namgung Su. Are we too late for lunch?"

"You've arrived just in time. The Patriarch is waiting. Please come inside."

Namgung Su resolved to act as befitted the son of a prestigious family. Due to his status as an illegitimate son, he hadn't attended such gatherings as often as his older brothers, but he had been thoroughly schooled in etiquette since childhood.

Following Ak Yeonhwa, the two men entered a vast banquet hall filled with an abundance of delicacies. Martial artists, likely blood relatives of the Ak Clan, sat in long rows on either side of the tables. 

Seated at the head of the table was a man of imposing stature—the Patriarch of the Shandong Ak Clan, Spear King Ak Bi.

"Patriarch, the guests have arrived."

"Bring them in."

Ak Bi's deep, low voice resonated through the hall even without any inner qi amplification, as if affirming his status as one of the Ten Supremes. Additionally, more than twenty martial masters scrutinized Namgung Su with piercing gazes.

Anyone would have been intimidated, but Namgung Su remained unfazed and showed his respects. "Greetings, Patriarch of the Shandong Ak Clan. I am Namgung Su, an instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy."

"Oho..." Ak Bi stared at Namgung Su for a long time, not bothering to hide his admiration. "I didn't know the third son of the Namgung Patriarch had grown up so splendidly. Have we met before?"

"No, this is our first meeting."

"And why is that? Whenever our main family holds an event, like Yeonhwa's birthday celebration, we send invitations to our peers from the Five Great Clans. Surely the Namgung Clan wouldn't have neglected our family's invitation, would they?"

The Ak Clan's martial artists chuckled at their Patriarch's pointed joke.

"They wouldn't," Namgung Su replied, "but I did not receive an invitation as I am a mere concubine's son."

An unexpected silence fell over the pavilion. Namgung Su's words seemed to imply that they hadn't invited him because they deemed him incapable of becoming the heir.

"That man just...!"

"Did he just talk back to the Patriarch?"

Several overly loyal Ak Clan martial artists glared at Namgung Su, but his expression remained impassive.

"Hahahaha!" Ak Bi laughed heartily, as if he had just heard an amusing joke. "What a witty and spirited answer! That's a pity, I would've liked to meet you sooner. If you've got any hard feelings, let's resolve them here."

"There is no need for that. I only mentioned my status to avoid any potential misunderstandings."

"......" Ak Yeonho stared silently at the floor. He still hadn't greeted the Patriarch, but no one present paid him any mind. It was as if he didn't even exist.

"Hurry and take a seat."

Namgung Su looked around and frowned. There was only one unoccupied seat left, which meant the Ak Clan expected Ak Yeonho to stand like a servant or guard.

"Is the Lord of the Namgung Clan well?" Ak Bi asked, still showing interest only in Namgung Su.

Namgung Su nodded stiffly. "Yes, he's in good health."

"With the family in such a state, I imagine he must be grief-stricken."

SHHHHK!

A wine bottle moved on its own and filled Namgung Su's cup. Ak Bi had used telekinesis as naturally as breathing.

Ak Bi shook his head, lamenting, "Ah, but who would have known that their own family included traitors allied with the Blood Cult?" 

"......" Namgung Su said nothing.

"It's truly a regrettable affair. I am also using the Namgung Clan as a cautionary reminder and keeping my own clan in check. In fact, we've already caught several spies planted by the Blood Cult."

A thin smile crept across the Patriarch's lips, and all those present shivered from a deeply rooted fear. Everyone except Namgung Su, that is.

Ak Bi continued, "If you're worried about a repeat of the Namgung Clan's tragedy, you may rest easy. Not even the Blood Cult would dare invade our clan's territory."

"......"

Ak Bi spoke as if he were concerned for Namgung Su, but he was actually mocking the Namgung Clan, and everyone present knew it. The Namgung Clan, once called the world's greatest martial clan, had fallen. Meanwhile, the Shandong Ak Clan was expanding its power, poised to take their place.

Even a martial artist with considerable self-discipline would have been angered by now, yet Namgung Su showed no reaction. He simply emptied the cup poured for him by a murim elder, as etiquette demanded.

Finally, Namgung Su set down his cup and quietly stared at Ak Bi with his bright golden eyes. "Ak Patriarch. May I offer you a drink this time?"

"Fine."

SHHHHK!

Astonishment flickered across the faces of Ak Bi and the other Shandong Ak Clan martial artists as the wine bottle in front of Ak Bi lifted off the table and refilled the empty cup. This telekinetic display was no less impressive than Ak Bi's own just moments before.

"I'm grateful for your concern toward my family," Namgung Su said. "But I'd appreciate it if you would draw a line between personal and professional matters."

Ak Bi's thick eyebrows twitched violently. "...What did you just say?"

The Ak Clan members held their collective breaths, sensing a mounting tension.

Namgung Su continued evenly, "I'm here today not as a son of the Namgung Clan, but as an Azure Dragon Academy instructor on an official business trip. This is not the time or place for us to speak at length about family matters. I'd greatly prefer if it if we could focus on the school trip's itinerary instead."

"......"

Namgung Su's rebuttal was flawless and on point. Still, no one expected him to speak out against the Patriarch of the Shandong Ak Clan and one of the Ten Supremes so boldly.

Unknown to them, however, Namgung Su felt immensely relieved that he was the one who came ahead of the others.

If Baek Suryong was here, he would've flipped the table... No, he might have already punched the Ak Patriarch in the face.

Unlike Baek Suryong, who caused trouble wherever he went, he received a proper upbringing and possessed common sense. He would rather persuade his opponents with words than resort to violence. Force was reserved only for beasts who could not be reasoned with.

He rose from his seat. "If you're not going to discuss the school trip details, then I'll take my leave to inspect the students accommodations and training facilities."

"Haha!" Ak Bi laughed dryly, taken aback by the unfamiliar turn of events. Countless thoughts flashed through his mind , but the moment he met Namgung Su's sparkling golden eyes, he pushed those thoughts aside. "I'll send a servant to guide you."

"Thank you for the consideration, but Mr. Ak Yeonho will suffice," Namgung Su declined, before turning to his bewildered colleague. "What are you doing? We have a lot to check before the students arrive."

"...Ah, yes!"

On his way out with Ak Yeonho, Namgung Su paused at the entrance and glanced at the mountain of delicacies on the banquet table. There was far too much food for the martial artists present.

"One more thing," he added. "The Namgung Clan doesn't flaunt our material wealth, because we have no need to prove ourselves to anyone."

"......"

"I'll take my leave now."

Namgung Su bowed courteously and exited the banquet pavilion.

"...How dare he!"

"Is he behaving like that because the Azure Dragon Hero's backing him?"

"How dare a mere concubine's son of the toothless Namgung Clan act so high-and-mighty?"

The Ak Clan members eyed their Patriarch's expression. As soon as Namgung Su was gone, they began to disparage him and the Namgung Clan. Only Ak Yeonhwa remained silent, her expression unreadable.

BAM!

The Spear King slammed his fist on the table, silencing the chattering crowd.

"Enough! That man wasn't acting up because he trusts in the Azure Dragon Hero."

Ak Bi glared at the cup Namgung Su had filled for him, then slowly reached out. The moment his thick fingers wrapped around the cup, lightning qi flickered and scattered from it like a thunderbolt.

CRACKLE!

"Hah! So there isn't just one dragon at the Azure Dragon Academy," he muttered with a smirk, before downing the electrically warmed wine in a single gulp.
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Chapter 501: I Don't Care

"Will you be okay?" Ak Yeonho asked nervously, eyeing Namgung Su discreetly. Shouts and fierce bursts of energies were still pouring out of the banquet hall.

"What do you mean?" Namgung Su replied plainly. Despite having just antagonized all of the Ak Clan's experts, he nonchalantly checked the school trip schedule.

"You spoke and acted too harshly. Our Patriarch is a world-renowned hero, so..." Ak Yeonho's voice trailed off hesitantly.

Namgung Su finally met his gaze. "He didn't look like a hero to me."

"......"

"I followed proper etiquette, so there won't be any problems. Stop worrying about useless things and focus on your duties."

Namgung Su didn't think he had done anything wrong. The Spear King had provoked him first by besmirching the honor of the Namgung Clan. He wasn't sure if the old master simply wanted to show off the Ak Clan's might or had other intentions, but either way, he had deliberately goaded him just to see his reaction.

He acted like a simpleton, but he was carefully and cunningly observing me throughout our entire conversation.

He recalled the advice his father had given him the last time he visited his family.


"Always keep in mind that the leaders of the Nine Sects One Gang and the Five Great Clans are devious and shrewd."



Namgung Cheon had passed down the Royal Sword Style, a technique reserved for only direct descendants of the clan, to all of his sons when they returned home last summer break.


"From now on, all of us will have to face many challenges and trials, but we cannot rely on the clan's reputation anymore. If you don't develop your own skills, the Namgung name will only become a noose around your neck."



After the bloody internal incident which had greatly weakened the Namgung Clan, they were no longer the world's strongest clan.


"Don't worry, Father."

"I'll make the Namgung Clan great again!"



Determined not to lose the succession war, Namgung Su's two older brothers cut back on sleep to devote themselves solely to martial arts.

Namgung Su, however, was different. He paid as much attention to the state of the murim, which his father casually mentioned over tea, as he did to learning the Royal Sword Style.


"Soon, the power structure of the murim will change. Not only the Five Great Clans, but the Nine Sects One Gang who have been watching from the sidelines like immortals above the clouds will make their moves. Furthermore, families and sects that align with the Blood Cult will emerge. This war will be their opportunity to gain power..."

Namgung Cheon explained that from now on, factions would repeatedly form and break alliances. Some would perish, while others would go down in history as victors.

"...Therefore, you must keep your eyes wide open and pay attention to who our real friends and enemies are."

"I'll keep that in mind."

"Those who look down on our family just because our fortunes have faltered temporarily will surely pay the price!"

"May I ask for your esteemed opinion on how to distinguish friend from foe?"

Namgung Cheon sighed. "I called the three of you to offer advice, yet only one of you is asking questions."



Namgung Su recalled his two older brothers rushing to ask questions after their father's criticism. Shaking his head, he brushed the distracting thought aside.

In any case, it was too early to judge the Shandong Ak Clan. He planned to observe them more carefully first.

"Let's check out the student accommodations."

"Yes! Follow me."

The two instructors inspected the student lodgings, training grounds, indoor classrooms, and other activity areas, as well as the inventory of necessary provisions. They occasionally encountered people, mostly low-ranking warriors or Ak Clan servants. Those who passed by bowed deeply, but some stiffened upon seeing Ak Yeonho.

"Ah, this place is..." Ak Yeonho began awkwardly, looking self-conscious even though Namgung Su hadn't said anything. "The direct descendants of the clan often come here to train. When I was young, I stayed here for a few years, so I know quite a few friends here."

"Judging by their reactions, they don't seem very friendly."

"Haha, well, as we get older..." Ak Yeonho forced a laugh, his voice trailing off and his expression clouding over. 

Namgung Su didn't press him. Rather, he changed the topic, saying, "Let's go back to the entrance."

"...Okay."

After receiving permission from the guards at the gate, Namgung Su used his movement arts to ascend to a high vantage point and surveyed the entire Ak Clan Branch.

Indeed, I can't shake the feeling that this place is a military fortress.

The branch was located in a natural fortress, which meant it was also isolated. There was only one entrance to the basin. Although there was an ample stockpile of food and supplies, and it was an excellent place to withstand a siege, it would also be difficult to escape.

If we were attacked from the outside...

Namgung Su considered various worst-case scenarios.

"F-Father?" Ak Yeonho suddenly exclaimed.

Namgung Su spun around to see a middle-aged man with graying hair leaning on a cane and limping heavily on his left leg as he approached them.

"So you were here, Yeonho," the man wheezed, as if the short walk had exhausted him. 

Ak Yeonho hurried toward him, his face blank with surprise. "Why are you here? Aren't you supposed to be at the manor?"

"The Patriarch asked me to come, so I came. I also wanted to see your face. Have you lost weight?" The man smiled faintly and caressed Ak Yeonho's cheek. He then turned to Namgung Su and greeted politely, "I'm Yeonho's father, Ak Jinheon. I apologize for taking up your time when you must be busy."

"...I'm Namgung Su. Don't worry about it, I was just looking around."

Ak Jinheon and Ak Yeonho looked nothing alike. While Ak Yeonho appeared to be a noble young master at first glance, Ak Jinheon had a weathered, wrinkled face and seemed to have barely learned any martial arts.

No, was he crippled? That bad leg looks more like the result of an old injury than a sign of old age.

Ak Jinheon smiled good-naturedly and handed a bundle to Ak Yeonho. "I brought some rice cakes. Share them with your seniors from the Azure Dragon Academy."

"Father, really, why did you bring this?" Ak Yeonho accepted the bundle sheepishly.

Ak Jinheon patted his shoulder and turned to Namgung Su. "I know it was rude of me, but I just wanted to see my son's face for a moment. You must be busy, so I'll take my leave now."

"Like I said, not to worry."

"Our Yeonho may be lacking, but please take good care of him."

Namgung Su nodded. "...He's a promising junior with a bright future. He's already helping me a great deal."

Ak Yeonho's eyes widened at the unexpected praise. 

A joyful, uncontrollable smile spread across Ak Jinheon's lips. "I'm relieved to hear he's adjusting well. Then, I'll take my leave."

Ak Yeonho called out, "Donggeol! Please escort my father to his quarters."

Donggeol, the gate guard who had guided them here, approached. "Elder, let me help you."

"Sorry for the trouble, and thank you for your help."

For a long time, Ak Yeonho stared at his father's receding figure, supported by Donggeol. Suddenly, he realized that Namgung Su was gazing at him intently. "...We don't look alike at all, do we?" he said vacantly. "You might've heard from Suryong-hyung, but I'm actually adopted. As you can see, my stepfather barely learned any martial arts. I heard he was severely injured while training in his youth. He also didn't have children for a long time. Well, thanks to that, he was blessed enough to adopt me, and I turned out to be more talented than most biological sons of the Ak Clan."

Ak Yeonho laughed jokingly, but this was a personal matter he had never revealed before.

Namgung Su recalled the Ak Clan martial artists who had ostracized Ak Yeonho at the banquet.

So that's why.

He could easily guess how Ak Jinheon, a person who had no value as a martial artist, was treated in a murim clan. Most likely, he hadn't attended the banquet because he didn't have the right to be there.

They must have intentionally selected distant relatives without any internal influence to adopt the children.

By doing this, the Ak Clan could give these outsiders the family name, expanding the family's power, while ensuring they wouldn't become a threat to the direct line.

Most adoptive children of the Shandong Ak Clan are probably treated similarly to Ak Yeonho.

Namgung Su sighed. As a descendant of a prestigious lineage, it wasn't difficult for him to see through the Ak Clan's ugly practices and their underlying motives.

Ak Yeonho scratched his head awkwardly. "Sorry for troubling you with such a sob story, Mr. Namgung Su."

Namgung Su tilted his head. What exactly are you sorry for? Why are you making a face like a sinner? None of this is your fault.

"I don't care," he said.

"...Pardon?"

"I mean, I don't care whether you're an adopted son or an illegitimate one."

"......"

"To me, you're just an Azure Dragon Academy instructor, Ak Yeonho. Nothing more, and nothing less. All I'm concerned about is that you faithfully fulfill your duties. There's no need to apologize, bow your head, or explain yourself to me over trivial matters."

Lightning sparked in Namgung Su's resolute eyes. He even looked angry. 

However, Ak Yeonho could tell that anger wasn't directed at him.

"Ah..." He lifted his head, his face warped into a comical mixture of laughter and sorrow. After staring blankly at Namgung Su for a moment, he nodded vigorously and straightened his hunched shoulders. "I understand!"

Namgung Su nodded and strode forward. "Now, let's get to work."

Ak Yeonho scurried up beside him. "Um... can I call you Hyung-nim from now on? No, I'll definitely call you Hyung-nim!"

"......"

"......"

Ak Yeonho waited for the inevitable refusal, but Namgung Su said nothing. Eyes widening in shock, he asked again, "Hyung-nim? Namgung Su-hyung? Namgung-hyung?"

"......"

"Gungsu-hyung..."

"Are you courting death?"

"S-Sorry! But... I can call you hyung, right?"

"......"

Ak Yeonho grinned foolishly, regaining his usual affability. "I'm so glad I came with you, Namgung-hyung. If it had been Suryong-hyung, he would've already caused trouble."

Namgung Su nodded in agreement. "While Baek Suryong may be an outstanding junior, he lacks common sense and basic manners. The very act of comparing him to me is distasteful."

"Actually, though your methods are different, you're both equally good at pissing people off..."

"......"

"S-Sorry!"

Namgung Su glowered at Ak Yeonho before continuing on his way. Ak Yeonho trailed behind him, chattering about this and that. The formerly awkward pair now looked a little more comfortable together.
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"Alert! Alert! Potential intruders!"

An Ak Clan martial artist patrolling outside the branch estate sounded the alarm. In an instant, warriors from all over the compound gathered.

"What is it? An attack?"

Namgung Su and Ak Yeonho leaped to a high vantage point with their movement arts. Far off in the distance, they saw two groups of people rushing toward them at terrifying speeds, kicking up clouds of dust.

"That's..." Namgung Su rubbed his throbbing temples the moment he saw a blue martial arts uniform flashing through the dust. "Damn it! What did you do this time, Baek Suryong?"

Beside him, Ak Yeonho shrugged casually. "Why am I not surprised..."
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Chapter 502: I'm Telling You, I Didn't Do Anything!

A subtle tension hung in the air between the two academies after the clash involving Wiji Cheon, Ju Yulsang, and Yeon Soha. In particular, the Vermilion Phoenix Academy students were now wary of the Azure Dragon Academy students, whom they had previously dismissed as inferior.

"Those guys..."

"Aren't they too different from the rumors?"

"They've completely changed compared to when I saw them before."

The two academies traveled using light movement arts, maintaining a moderate pace. However, the Vermilion Phoenix Academy students kept glancing sideways and whispering among themselves, their expressions a complex mixture of surprise, displeasure, curiosity, and wariness.

Even the upperclassmen who had seen the Azure Dragon Academy students at the previous Heavenly Martial Festival were surprised; no, they were even more perplexed.

"What are you all looking at? Is this a spectacle? Do you all wanna die?" Hyonwon Kang barked, inciting the entire Vermilion Phoenix Academy.

Yeo Min inevitably slapped him in the back. "Shut up, you idiot! Stop starting fights for no reason and get your ass over here!"

"Oww! Do you know your palm strikes are getting stronger?"

Seething, Yeo Min dragged away a teary-eyed Hyonwon Kang. 

Dokgo Jun sighed and approached the Vermilion Phoenix Academy's Student Council President, Sama Hyeon. He had apologized almost every fifteen minutes since running into them. "I'm sorry. I'll warn my schoolmates to watch their words and actions."

"We're the ones who should apologize. I'll also warn our students not to stare so openly."

The student council presidents attempted to defuse the situation, but the awkward conclusion to the fight between Wiji Cheon and Yeon Soha left a lingering tension.

The instructors, meanwhile, did nothing to stop them. Even when they visited a city for a rest, they issued a few warnings to the students but did not impose many strict rules on their behavior.

"Don't stray too far, and make sure to travel in pairs at least. We'll meet back here in an hour. Got it, everyone?"

"Yes!"

"The same goes for you guys. Anyone who tries to start a fight with the Vermilion Phoenix Academy kids will end up with a bald spot on their head, tradition or not. Especially you, Hyonwon Kang! Did you hear me clearly?"

""Yes!""

"I got it... Why are you only picking on me..."

Although they had studied martial arts since childhood, most of the students were still teenagers. Excited to be on the trip, everyone split up into groups and scattered. 

Ju Yulsang hung his head, too ashamed to face Sama Hyeon after being humbled by Wiji Cheon. "...Senior, I'm sorry."

"Eat. It'll give you some energy." Sama Hyeon patted his junior's shoulder and offered him a steaming meatbun from a nearby stall. 

As Ju Yulsang took a bite, tears of frustration welled in his eyes. "I tarnished the honor of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy with my pathetic performance... Sob..."

"Here, drink some water; you're going to choke." Sama Hyeon handed his junior a water flask and sighed softly. Ju Yulsang blamed his own incompetence, but his opponent had been so strong that not even he could be sure of victory.

If it'd been me... could I have won?

As the grandson of the Fire King and younger brother of Sama Yeong, he had learned one of the world's most exceptional extreme-yang martial arts. He possessed extraordinary talent and diligence, and ranked among the top three prodigies of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy, on par with the Heavenly Martial Academy's best. Still, he couldn't help but feel disheartened whenever he recalled Wiji Cheon's amazing swordsmanship.

I could have blocked that blow, but definitely not as easily as Senior Yeon Soha.

If Yeon Soha, the Vermilion Phoenix Academy's secret weapon, hadn't intervened, Ju Yulsang would have been severely injured, or the instructors would have been forced to step in.

"Yulsang, about that Wiji Cheon you faced earlier..." he began, when he sensed an approaching presence and stiffened.

Of all the times...

The Five Young Azure Dragons were walking toward them, led by Hyonwon Kang. Their every stride was purposeful, making them seem extremely hostile.

Don't tell me, are they're holding a grudge over what happened earlier?

Sama Hyeon was worried that the Azure Dragon Academy delinquents had come to finish punishing Ju Yulsang. There were no instructors around, and neither Dokgo Jun nor Senior Yeon Soha was around to mediate. Only Ju Yulsang, still reeling from his defeat, stood beside him.

"S-Senior?"

"...Don't worry," Sama Hyeon reassured him. Even if his junior was inept, he was still their Student Council President. He couldn't just stand by and watch Ju Yulsang get hurt. With grim determination, he shielded him with his body and ignited a small flame at his fingertips. "I know you're angry about what happened earlier," he warned, "but any further retaliation..."

Hyonwon Kang strode right past them as if they were invisible, shouting, "Grandma! I want all the meatbuns you have!"

"...?" Sama Hyeon froze in place, directing only his eyes toward Hyonwon Kang. 

Surprised, the old woman running the meatbun stall blinked in astonishment. "All of them?"

"Yeah! It's not like I'm buying that many, right? There are seven of us, so we'll need at least this much." Hyonwon Kang pouted slightly, even though there were easily a hundred meatbuns at the stall.

While the old woman was packed the buns, Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok came over.

"Let's set aside some meatbuns for Senior Brother."

"Will twenty be enough?"

"I think that's enough for an appetizer. We can buy more from another stall. Grandma, how much is all of this?"

"Heh... These look really delicious."

The three muscleheads drooled happily, not noticing Sama Hyeon at all.

A moment later, Yeo Min arrived. Sighing, she apologized to Sama Hyeon. "We didn't come here to pick a fight, so you can relax. Those idiots just charge ahead blindly at the sight of food."

"Ah..." Sama Hyeon's eyes widened, utterly mesmerized. He had never seen such snow-white hair up close before. Moments later, he realized he was being rude and clasped his hands in greeting. "...N-Not at all. I was the one who misunderstood."

"Are you always this formal? We're all fellow students here."

"I-It's a habit... I-I'm sorry..."

"Why are you apologizing to me?" Yeo Min chuckled in disbelief, causing Sama Hyeon to hang his head and blush.

Meanwhile, Wiji Cheon offered Ju Yulsang a tanghulu. "Are your injuries better now?"

"......"

"I'm sorry, I got a little too heated earlier. This is delicious. I'll give you one."

"......"

"That's strange. I didn't hit your mouth... Don't tell me, did losing to me shock you so badly that you can't speak anymore?"

"Are you mocking me!?"

Although it wasn't a proper reconciliation, Ju Yulsang accepted the tanghulu.

After buying all the meatbuns, Hyonwon Kang finally noticed Sama Hyeon. "Huh? Aren't you Dokgo Jun's friend?"

"We're not close enough to be friends, but..."

"You're not? But I saw you two talking so much. I thought you were close."

That was because of you guys! Sama Hyeon barely swallowed the words that rose to his throat. These five seemed docile for now, but there was no telling when the Azure Dragon Academy's worst delinquents might turn hostile. Beside, his older sister often told him that he worried too much about trivial matters.

"Well then, we'll be on our way..." Sama Hyeon said, trying to leave discreetly with Ju Yulsang.

"Hey! Wait a second," Hyonwon Kang shouted and held out two steaming meatbuns to the tense pair. "Here, have one each. I know you guys couldn't get any because we bought them all."

"...?" Sama Hyeon accepted the buns in a daze.

"Wonkang," Geo Sangwoong scolded seriously. "I'm the one who paid, so why are you taking the credit?"

"Ah, seriously. I spent all my allowance recently, so I don't have a single copper."

"Hehe... Because you bought that special gift, right?"

"S-Shut up!" Hyonwon Kang hurriedly placed his hands over Geo Sangwoong's mouth, then turned back to Sama Hyeon. "Anyway, let's have fun on school trip! As long as you don't cause any trouble, we'll behave ourselves too."

"...Same to you."

Hyonwon Kang grinned, patted Sama Hyeon's forearm, and left. Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok, their arms overflowing with meatbuns, somehow managed to wave goodbye. Yeo Min gave a light nod, and Wiji Cheon left after frightening Ju Yulsang by suggesting another duel.

Sama Hyeon blankly watched the Five Young Azure Dragons retreat. "They're a strange bunch..."

"I agree..."

Even though less than fifteen minutes had passed, Sama Hyeon and Ju Yulsang trudged back to the meeting point, looking exhausted. The Five Young Azure Dragons had drained all their energy.

In their hands, they held the still-warm meatbuns.
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The Five Young Azure Dragons weren't the only unusual students at the Azure Dragon Academy. As the Vermilion Phoenix Academy students explored the city, they witnessed various unbelievable sights.

"Teacher, this is heavy. Can you carry it for me?"

"Could you buy us some frozen treats from the last city we stopped at?"

"Let me finish the drawing I couldn't complete!"

The Azure Dragon Academy's tradition of 'working the teachers' had seemingly ended after they met the Vermilion Phoenix Academy students, but that was only temporary. Too much stress had built up for the students to miss this once-a-year opportunity. Starting with the upperclassmen, the tradition resumed.

The Vermilion Phoenix Academy students couldn't hide their astonishment.

"...What are they doing?"

"They're being so disrespectful to their teachers!"

"C-Can they really order around one of the Ten Supremes like that?"

"Do those Azure Dragon Academy guys have multiple lives...?"

Even the Fire King, who was rarely fazed, was shocked speechless. "Goonsang, does the Azure Dragon Academy not enforce the concept of hierarchy?"

"Hohoho! This is a tradition unique to our Azure Dragon Academy school trip."

"What kind of crazy tradition is this!?"

Noh Goonsang snickered. Though he called it a tradition, it wasn't actually that old. This tradition had originally begun as a way to boost student morale.


"Cheer up! The Heavenly Martial Festival is right after this school trip!"

"This time, we have to show the other academies what we're made of!"

"Is it tough? I'll carry that luggage for you, so travel comfortably."



The Azure Dragon Academy had been in last place for years, so naturally, the students' enthusiasm waned as the Heavenly Martial Festival approached. They remained dejected even during the school trip, which was intended for training and recreation. Over time, the instructors' attempts to boost their spirits became a tradition.

The Fire King frowned when he heard the story. "I thought it was just an odd quirk. I had no idea there was such a sad story behind it."

"Hoho, it's entertaining in its own way. Perhaps the Vermilion Phoenix Academy could try it sometime?"

"Hmph. Such a tradition could never exist at the Vermilion Phoenix Academy."

"Um, Principal? I don't know if you remember me, but..." a man said hesitantly, approaching the two elders chatting quietly with their hands behind their backs.

The Fire King's eyes flashed in recognition. "Was your name Duyong?"

Kwak Duyong's eyes widened. He hadn't expected the Fire King to recognize him after almost twenty years. "You remember me?"

The Fire King chuckled. "Of course I remember you, you little rascal. I was waiting to see when you'd come greet me."

For a moment, a look of anguish crossed his face, but almost no one noticed.

"I thought you wouldn't remember me."

"Do you think I've gone senile? I remember the faces and names of all my academy's graduates. I heard you became an instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy."

"Haha. Yes, that's right! I originally intended to apply to the Vermilion Phoenix Academy, but..."

"Ahem, Mr. Kwak Duyong. I'm listening too, so shouldn't you watch your words?"

"Hiek! T-That's not what I meant!"

The Azure Dragon Academy students and instructors watched Kwak Duyong's conversation with the principals in fascination.

"So you really are from the Vermilion Phoenix Academy, Mr. Kwak?"

"I thought it was a lie until now..."

"Hey, you brats! I can hear everything!"

On the surface, the journey was peaceful. Because the group was so large, no bandits or passing martial artists dared cause trouble.

"Uh, aren't you Mr. Namgung Su's older brother? It's been a while."

"...I'm Namgung Hak."

The instructors from both academies introduced themselves and shared teaching tips, while the students chattered endlessly. The atmosphere only became strange when they fell slightly behind schedule and picked up the pace.

"Shouldn't we arrive faster than the Azure Dragon Academy?"

"...Of course."

"Hey, the Vermilion Phoenix Academy kids have started running."

"Are they trying to provoke us?"

The students who had initially pretended to be indifferent while secretly observing each other began to pick up speed, as if they were competing against one another. On narrow trails, one group inevitably took the lead, forcing the other to eat their dust.

"Cough! Cough! Those bastards are kicking up dust on purpose, right?"

"Hey! Overtake them all!"

They went back and forth, taking turns overtaking each other, all the while increasing their speed.

THUD THUD THUD THUD THUD!

Before they knew it, everyone was running with clenched teeth.

"...What's with those kids?"

"Ah, youth..."

Before long, the baffled instructors found themselves running alongside the students. Naturally, none of them wanted to see their students lose.
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"I'm telling you, I didn't do anything!" Baek Suryong protested indignantly. "The kids got fired up and started running like madmen all on their own."

Unfortunately, his words had no effect on Namgung Su. "And you expect me to believe that?"

"This is driving me crazy, seriously. Do you really think I cause trouble every single day?"

"Your track record so far speaks for itself."

Around them, exhausted students lay on the ground, gasping for breath. This was the price for sprinting all the way to the Ak Clan Branch Estate.

Namgung Su's explanation put an end to the uproar over alleged intruders. The Ak Clan's martial artists looked on knowingly as the instructors tended to their students.

"When the students get excessively competitive, you should at least try to stop them..."

"The Principals were the most excited ones. How am I supposed to stop them?"

"......" After a moment of silence, Namgung Su asked quietly, "...So, who won?"

Baek Suryong chuckled. Namgung Su was curious about the outcome, after all. He whispered, "They came in at almost the same time, but from what I saw while running with them..."

An immense presence approaching from within the estate suddenly cut him off. All eyes immediately focused on a middle-aged man with a formidable physique.

He was Ak Bi, one of the current generation's Ten Supremes and the world's strongest spearman.

Ak Bi didn't conceal his aura. A long spear was slung across his back, and countless scars adorned his exposed neck and arms. He exuded the dignity of a battlefield general, and his presence was so commanding that even the spent, winded students struggled back to their feet.

Ak Bi clasped his hands together in a greeting. "I greet you, Senior Fire King."

The Fire King accepted it with a stroke of his beard. "Long time no see. Thank you for generously lending us this place."

"Don't mention it. Please think of this estate as your home and make yourselves comfortable." Ak Bi turned toward Noh Goonsang. "Greetings, Azure Dragon Academy Principal."

"...It's been a while."

The Azure Dragon Academy instructors' expressions stiffened. Ak Bi had just addressed the Fire King by his title with the word 'Senior' attached, but addressed Noh Goonsang only as the 'Azure Dragon Academy Principal.' Although his attitude seemed similar, the difference in respect was clear. It was a subtle slight, too ambiguous to confront openly.

Noh Goonsang remained calm, but the Fire King beside him flushed with anger. 

"You! What the hell do you think you're doing?" he roared.

Ak Bi feigned ignorance. "Pardon? What do you mean...?"

Noh Goonsang smiled and grabbed the Fire King's arm. "Hoho, the students must be tired, so let's let them rest right away. Trivial words hold no interest for me."

"Hmm... I'll have preparations made at once." Ak Bi spun around, catching Baek Suryong's gaze. After observing Baek Suryong's aura, he nodded in satisfaction. "So you're the Azure Dragon Hero. Indeed, you appear worthy of the Murim Alliance Chairman's recognition. I've been looking forward to meeting you since he acknowledged you as the last seat of the Ten Supremes. I'm pleased to meet such an exceptional youngster."

Baek Suryong's eyes narrowed. This was a meeting of the current generation's greatest martial masters. Although Ak Bi looked the part of a great murim hero, he found the spearman's subtle air of authority and arrogance toward both him and Noh Goonsang abhorrent.

"I'm Baek Suryong," he said, politely returning the greeting. Scanning the Patriarch of the Shandong Ak Clan from head to toe, he tilted his head. "You know, even though you emphasized the title 'last seat'... I don't think that's the case anymore. What do you think?"

"...!" Struck speechless by the outrageous provocation, the Spear King's eyes went wide.



Footnotes:

[1] Tanghulu: Candied hawthorn berries on a skewer. 


Chapter 503: I Knew This Would Happen

The mere gaze of a master was enough to intimidate an opponent. Naturally, a supreme master's gaze was even more powerful. It could shake the spirit and knock out the feeble-minded on the spot. Stories about formless or mind swords were often tales told by lesser martial artists who had recklessly challenged a supreme master, only to collapse under their intense stare.

At that moment, the piercing gaze of the supreme master known as the Spear King flashed blindingly.

"Huuup...!"

"Gasp...!"

Even those not looking directly at him turned pale. Their bodies froze. Many struggled to breathe, gasping for air.

"That's enough, Ak Patriarch! Please stop!"

"Everyone, circulate your inner arts to protect yourselves!"

The Fire King and Noh Goonsang unleashed a shield around the students to counter the Spear King's aura. Finally, the childrens' expressions relaxed.

"Not again..." Namgung Su sighed softly, as if he'd expected this. Instead of intervening to stop Baek Suryong, however, he decided to observe.

He wouldn't have provoked the Spear King for no reason.

Baek Suryong caused trouble wherever he went, but he always acted with purpose. He judged that this time was no different.

"Not the last seat?" Ak Bi repeated slowly, fixing his eyes on Baek Suryong and ignoring everything else around them. He revealed his power without reservation, radiating the commanding air of a being standing far above the masses. "What do you mean by that?"

Unfortunately for him, he'd picked the wrong opponent today.

"Pfft!" Baek Suryong's lips curved into a sneer as he shrugged, feigning ignorance. He had recently withstood an aura several times more powerful than that of the Spear King. The fact that the man believed himself superior to everyone else was laughable. "Well, who knows? The Ten Supremes have never participated in a martial arts tournament among ourselves. Surely there's someone among them who's weaker than me?"

It was a clever provocation that avoided any direct confrontation, paying the Spear King back twofold for how he had snubbed Noh Goonsang.

Still, the Spear King was no pushover. "Perhaps you think that one of the Ten Supremes weaker than you is present here?"

This was a game of words. The only two members of the Ten Supremes present continually probed and sized each other up.

"We won't know who's longer or shorter until you measure, will we?"

"My spear is quite long. I heard that you use a sword, Azure Dragon Hero."

"I know how to wield a spear quite well myself."

"I'm curious. Will I ever have the opportunity to see that?"

"Of course. If you wish, we can even... go at it right now."

Though the two men conversed calmly, the onlookers could feel the suffocating tension building with every word.

Are they really going to fight?

They're insane! A battle of wills the moment they meet!

Everyone watched with bated breath as the Spear King's expression stiffened. Faced with an unyielding Baek Suryong, his patience wore thin. Finally, his right hand twitched and moved toward the spear on his back.

"Enough!" A thunderous lion's roar thundered, accompanied by a whip of crimson flame that separated the two bickering men.

SIZZLE...

The floor melted where the flames licked, catching both men's attention.

The Fire King's hair stood on end and fluttered wildly. Flames billowed around him, their tongues flicking like snakes. "You little brats! I let you be, and now you've crossed the line! If you don't stop this instant, you'll have to deal with this old man first. If you're fine with that, then by all means, continue."

Although his temper had mellowed with age, he was once a supreme master famous for his feisty personality. He had turned countless unorthodox sect leaders to ash and humiliated arrogant orthodox masters by burning off their hair.

""......""

Both men knew this was both a warning and a way out offered by the Fire King. He was giving them a reason to disengage before the situation escalated beyond repair.

"My apologies, Senior Fire King. This junior was momentarily overcome by his fighting spirit and inadvertently showed you an unsightly side of me," the Spear King said, immediately accepting the offer. He judged that a fight with Baek Suryong would result in more loss than gain, so he seized the opportunity to stand down. Calming his aura, he turned to Baek Suryong. "Let's find a good day to cross blades. For today, rest well and relieve your travel fatigue."

"Thank you for your consideration, Senior," Baek Suryong replied politely, as if he had never picked a fight. Nevertheless, a hint of regret lingered in his eyes.

What a shame! I wanted to exchange at least one move. Well, another opportunity will surely come along...

Baek Suryong licked his lips, watching the Spear King's retreating back. " today isn't the only day."
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Namgung Su furrowed his brow and glared at Baek Suryong. "Now, explain," he demanded.

Baek Suryong carelessly threw his luggage in the instructor's quarters and turned to Namgung Su, looking puzzled. "Explain what?"

Namgung Su sighed. "Even though you lack common sense and a proper upbringing, I know you don't act without thinking. Why did you deliberately provoke the Ak Patriarch?"

"Is that supposed to be an insult or a compliment?"

"Is the Spear King connected to the Blood Cult?"

Baek Suryong's expression hardened, but he shook his head. Namgung Su was indeed sharp when it came to understanding the reasons behind his antagonism toward people he was meeting for the first time. After confirming no one was listening, he said seriously, "He's not a Blood Cult follower."

He had been angry about Noh Goonsang being ignored, but that wasn't the main reason he provoked the Spear King. It was more of a plausible excuse to act at that moment.

He asked, "You know the Ak Clan expanded its influence by adopting a ton of children, right?"

Namgung Su nodded hesitantly. "I did notice something a little... strange."

"Something strange?"

Namgung Su recounted what he had seen since arriving at the Ak Clan Branch Estate. "The guards at the main gate and some of the branch family's servants are acquainted with Yeonho. It seems they've also learned the Ak Clan's basic martial arts..."

"Yeah, I don't like how this sounds at all." Baek Suryong frowned. The Ak Clan's method of power expansion was remarkably similar to the Blood Cult's. 

I need to confirm whether this is just a similar mindset or if there's been direct influence.

He added, "At the very least, I couldn't find any trace of demonic arts on the Spear King or the other Ak Clan masters I saw today."

Even a supreme master was susceptible to surprises. This was especially true for those who learned demonic arts, as doing so caused emotional instability and made them susceptible to provocation. However, he detected no signs or side effects of demonic arts from the Spear King. Either he had hidden it perfectly, or he hadn't learned it at all.

He was almost certain it was the latter. Hiding demonic arts from him was nearly impossible.

[I don't sense any sorcery or any sinister energy nearby,] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword chimed in. She had been scanning the area with sorcery the whole time.

"We can rest easy for now." Baek Suryong breathed a sigh of relief. If neither of them had found traces of the Blood Cult on the Spear King, the Ak Clan masters, or any member of the branch family, then there should be no pressing problems.

"...This isn't the time to be complacent, considering what happened at my family's estate."

"Of course. We need to stay alert."

The two men looked at each other with serious expressions and nodded.

Baek Suryong glanced around the dorm room. "By the way, where did Yeonho go?"

Each room was shared by three instructors. Namgung Su, Ak Yeonho, and Baek Suryong were assigned to the same room, but Ak Yeonho was absent.

"The Ak Clan summoned him before you arrived. From what I observed, that kid was being treated like the black sheep of the family."

"...That kid? Since when did you get so close to Yeonho?" Baek Suryong asked, dumbfounded. 

Namgung Su averted his gaze. "...Let's go, we're going to be late for dinner."

"Seriously, you only ever say what you want to say!"

Baek Suryong and Namgung Su left the instructors' quarters and headed to the dining hall. Upon arriving, they found their students and colleagues already eating, though the Vermilion Phoenix Academy and the Azure Dragon Academy were seated on opposite sides, as if separated by an invisible wall.

"Look! The Azure Dragon Hero and the Lightning Dragon Hero are here!"

"I heard a rumor that those two are on really bad terms."

"Really? I heard they were super close."

"Whatever the rumors are... what's with those faces? Why does it feel like we've already lost?"

The Vermilion Phoenix Academy students, who were seeing Baek Suryong and Namgung Su together for the first time, exchanged shocked glances. Countless pairs of eyes fixated on the two of them, but they ate their meal without concern, seemingly accustomed to being the center of attention.

After dinner, the two academies moved to their assigned buildings. The Azure Dragon Academy students gathered in the indoor training hall.

"Did everyone enjoy their meal?"

""Yes!""

"Before I assign your rooms, I'll briefly explain the schedule for the next three days." Namgung Su, the lead instructor, relayed the itinerary and precautions for the school trip. "Today, which is the first day, you have some free time after dinner. After sunset, there will be a night hike that will also serve as a test of courage. Tomorrow, there will be an exchange session and sparring practice with the Vermilion Phoenix Academy. On the last day, you will observe a spearmanship demonstration by the Shandong Ak Clan, then enjoy a talent show in the evening."

Some students cheered loudly at the mention of a talent show, but they fell silent the moment they met Namgung Su's frosty golden eyes.

"That's all. Any questions?"

The hall was so quiet you could hear an insect buzzing. Every student's face showed their desire to get to their rooms, unpack, and enjoy their free time.

"Then this is all for me. Mr. Baek Suryong, the floor is yours."

Namgung Su stepped back, and Baek Suryong walked onto the platform. 

Smiling warmly, he said to the students, "Since you ate first, none of you have even seen your rooms yet, right?"

""Yes!"" Eager to be dismissed, the students clamored. They had left their luggage in the training hall and gone straight to dinner. Their sparkling eyes showed how badly they wanted to have fun.

Baek Suryong chuckled. "You rascals! All right. The moment you've all been waiting for..."

""FREE TIME!"" The students' eyes sparkled as they all shouted in unison.

The smile on Baek Suryong's lips deepened ominously. "Before free time, we will conduct a luggage inspection."

""...!"" Silent horror spread across the crowd's faces. The students swallowed dryly with grim determination, and their eyes darted back and forth.

"I knew this would happen." Baek Suryong took out his Black Dragon Pointer, tapped it against his shoulder, and stepped down from the platform. Walking slowly toward the seated students, he said, "I'm warning you in advance. If you brought anything inappropriate for a student, you'd be wise to take it out now."

"......" The Azure Dragon Academy students finally grasped their plight. In Headmaster Mae Geuklyom's absence, his grandson had come on the school trip. No, in some ways, Baek Suryong was even more ruthless than his grandfather.

"If I find anything questionable later, I'll leave what happens next to your imagination."

"...!"

Smiling so wickedly that even a devil would hang his head in shame, Baek Suryong began to saunter leisurely among the students.



Translator's Note: There will be more chapters tomorrow, Tuesday, and Wednesday due to the Spring Festival Holiday. Please sign up for notifications (links in the top navigation bar or rss link below) if you haven't done so yet.


Chapter 504: What About Now?

"Alcohol. Tobacco. Gambling tiles. Erotic art. Take out anything that weighs on your conscience. If you confess now, I'll forgive you no matter what it is," Baek Suryong said as he prowled between the students, tapping his palm with the Black Dragon Pointer like an unorthodox sect debt collector. "I'll count to ten starting now. One..."

The Azure Dragon Academy students exchanged glances, but no one opened their luggage. Nearly a year of training under this man had hardened them. They weren't so easily intimidated.

Unfortunately, Baek Suryong was a step ahead. "...Three, five, seven."

"W-Why are you skipping numbers?!"

"Wait a minute! Just a moment!"

The more timid students hurriedly pulled out alcohol and tobacco, but many still held out. The five young Azure Dragons, in particular, drew many gazes as they sat quietly, exuding confidence.

"Why are the five delinquents so calm?"

"There's no way those guys came empty-handed..."

"Look at Hyonwon Kang's bundle. Isn't it suspiciously large?"

Hyonwon Kang leaned back against a large bundle with his arms folded and an expression like a transcendent sage, much like a snail.

"Nine, ten."

As soon as he finished counting, Baek Suryong sprang into action, almost as if this was the moment he had been waiting for.

You little rascals. I can tell just by looking at your eyes.

During his days as a Blood Cult instructor, he had honed the uncanny ability to find every deadly poison and hidden weapon the trainees had concealed.

"Myeong Il'oh, Jaegal Soyeong, Kwak Duyong. Give me a hand."

At Baek Suryong's call, his fellow instructors joined the luggage inspection. Although the students used ingenious methods to pass the surprise inspection, most failed to escape their teachers' sharp eyes.

"Why did you bring so many brushes?"

"I have a habit of practicing my calligraphy every morning..."

"That's a good habit. Do you also smoke the tobacco hidden inside the brushes every morning?"

"...I'm sorry!"

Tobacco hidden inside brush handles were discovered.

"This is a double-layered lunchbox. There's a space at the bottom. Did you hide alcohol in here?"

"Of all people, to get caught by Miss Jaegal Soyeong...!"

The alcohol hidden in the specially crafted lunch box proved to be no match for the daughter of the Jaegal Clan, who was a master of mechanical devices.

"You guys, take off your shoes. Your movement arts were different from usual earlier."

"P-Please just let it slide just this once!"

The gamblers who'd hidden tiles in their shoe soles or belts cried in devastation.

Occasionally, an ambiguous item led to a dispute.

"Tang Soso. These paintings... aren't they pornographic?"

"What on earth are you talking about? How could you slander the wholesome hobby of portrait painting!"

"No, but... there's so much bare skin on all of these! And this one, anyone can tell it's Baek Suryong..."

"Mr. Kwak Duyong. Have you lived such a clean life that not a speck of dust would come off you if you were shaken?"

"T-That's..." Kwak Duyong faltered under Tang Soso's gaze, which glinted like a hidden weapon. 

Seeing this from afar, Baek Suryong sighed. "Stop bothering Kwak Duyong, Tang Soso, and bring that over here. It's confiscated until we return to school."

"How could you be so mean..."

It wasn't just Tang Soso. The air was filled with pleas and complaints from students begging to be let off. Baek Suryong, of course, just scoffed and gave each student with a prohibited item a bump on the forehead.

"Quiet! All forbidden items are confiscated. Of course, you could always try stealing them back? If you can, that is."

"BOOOO!"

"Is this the tyranny of a supreme master?"

While criticism and resentment rained down on Baek Suryong, only the Five Young Azure Dragons remained calm.

Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes at the suspiciously quiet students. "You punks are hiding something, aren't you?"

"What do you mean?" Hyonwon Kang blinked innocently. "You know I quit drinking already."

"...That's true."

Ever since he decided to seriously commit to martial arts training again, Hyonwon Kang had completely abstained from alcohol. He even only ordered fruit juice during celebrations at restaurants.

"Then why did you pack so much?" Baek Suryong rummaged through Hyonwon Kang's giant bundle with his Black Dragon Pointer, revealing all sorts of items. There was a blanket, a wooden pillow, nutrient balls, emergency medicine, training tools, and even some items only a girl would carry. "Wonkang. Were you expecting to be stranded on a deserted island?"

"Hehe! You're making me blush..."

"That wasn't a compliment, you brat."

The other members of the group reacted similarly. Geo Sangwoong had been smiling gently since the start. Yeo Min was deliberately averting her gaze. Wiji Cheon wore the most innocent smile imaginable. Ya Suhyeok was dozing off with Silver Tiger cradled in his arms.

"Hmm..." In the end, Baek Suryong found no prohibited items in their luggage, but he still eyed them with suspicion. 

However, the students had become as cunning as their master after nearly a year of learning from him.

"Fine, I get it." Nodding, Baek Suryong went to inspect the other students' belongings. 

Before long, the luggage inspection was over.

"That's enough for the luggage check. You've all worked hard today, so go rest in your rooms until the Test of Courage."

""Okay, Mr. Baek!""

Baek Suryong watched the excited students head to their lodgings. "Those rascals..."

Obviously, the five delinquents had hidden something, and he knew that if he conducted a surprise raid tonight, he would find it. Ultimately, however, he decided against it, recalling Mae Geuklyom's advice from before they left on the school trip.


"Anyway, Suryong, it's alright to loosen the reins on the students a bit over there."



In truth, it wasn't only the Five Young Azure Dragons he was letting slip. He had also pretended not to see several items belonging to other students. Seeing the triumphant expressions on the faces of the students who thought they had successfully hidden their belongings made him chuckle.

Letting myself be deceived once in a while isn't so bad.

"Everyone, play in moderation. If it affects the test of courage tonight, I'll confiscate everything," he muttered with a smirk before returning to his own quarters.

He had to attend a meeting with his fellow instructors before the first night's event, the Test of Courage.
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Upon arriving at their lodgings, the students threw down their luggage and busily explored the rooms.

"The room's bigger than I thought."

"I call the spot in the back!"

The Test of Courage would begin in two hours, after sunset. Until then, they were free to do whatever they wanted as long as they stayed indoors. The instructors also retired to their rooms to help the students relax. It was a time for exploring, visiting other rooms, or meeting up with friends.

The Five Young Azure Dragons gathered in Geo Sangwoong's room and grinned slyly at each other, jubilant at safely passing the luggage inspection.

"Fufufu..."

"Kukuku..."

In reality, it was virtually impossible for them to deceive Baek Suryong. Their opponent was a supreme master and possibly the world's most perceptive person. Fortunately, they had a hidden trump card.

"Where's Meatbun-hyung?" Hyonwon Kang asked.

Satisfied with his genius plan, Geo Sangwoong smiled a vile smile that was hardly fitting for a member of the orthodox. "He'll be here soon."

TAP! TAP!

As if on cue, someone tapped on the window.

"He's here!" Ya Suhyeok ran to open the window. 

Number Four silently climbed inside, carrying a big backpack. In spite of his large frame, his movements were as light as a flying squirrel's. 

The Five Young Azure Dragons quickly gathered around him.

"Nyaa!" Silver Tiger mewed, but only he was wary of Number Four.

"Meatbun-hyung!"

"We've been waiting."

"The goods...?"

Number Four tilted his head at the unnecessarily serious atmosphere, but he placed his backpack down in front of them anyway.

The Five Young Azure Dragons lit up with joy. They couldn't have been happier, even if they had won the Heavenly Martial Festival.

"As expected...!"

"I knew you'd make it without getting caught!"

"Gahaha! See! I told you this was the only way to trick Mr. Baek!"

"Meatbun-hyung's our savior!"
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Some time ago, before arriving at the Ak Clan Branch Estate, the Five Young Azure Dragons had searched diligently for Number Four in the city they had stopped at for lunch.

Geo Sangwoong handed his juniors the meatbuns he'd bought from a stall. "Wander around smelling of meatbuns and find Meatbun-hyung!"

"Why?"

Geo Sangwoong explained grimly. "In my experience, there'll be a luggage inspection when we arrive. It'll be too late to hide things then. If we're going to hide something, we have to do it beforehand. And the safest place in the world is a place even the instructor can't snatch our things from..."

They scattered, grabbing any large person they saw. Finally, a hidden Number Four couldn't overcome his curiosity and revealed himself.

The Five Young Azure Dragons offered him a huge amount of meatbuns as a bribe.

"Sorry about this, Meatbun-hyung, but could you please do us a favor?"

"......"

"Since you're going to follow us on the school trip anyway, would you mind carrying our luggage for a little while?"

The bundle that Geo Sangwoong handed to Number Four was stuffed with alcohol, food, and gambling tiles.

Number Four looked at the meatbuns and the bundle with a complicated expression, but he neither accepted nor refused... 

Until Yeo Min dealt the decisive blow, saying, "If you can sneak this into our room, you'll have gotten one over on Mr. Baek."

"...!"
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And so, the secret plan conceived by the Five Young Azure Dragons and completed by Number Four became a reality.

"Fufufu! How long has it been since I've had a drink?"

Geo Sangwoong's and Ya Suhyeok's nostrils flared at the fragrant smell of alcohol, and Yeo Min quietly licked her lips. Even the youngest, Wiji Cheon, stared at the bottles curiously.

Hyonwon Kang was the only one who refused the alcohol. "I'm not drinking. Let's just play with the tiles."

"You're surprisingly stubborn about things like this, huh?" Geo Sangwoong chuckled and skillfully dealt the tiles to his juniors. Though he'd long since stopped visiting gambling dens, he planned to enjoy some light entertainment on his last school trip. "Will you join us, Senior Brother?"

"......" Number Four looked at the tiles with interest, pondered for a moment, then nodded.

Before long, he was sitting among them, fiddling with the tiles.

"What? Where did you guys get this?"

"Let us in on it too!"

"We have a few more sets, but make sure to take turns keeping watch. You know this'll be confiscated immediately if we get caught, right?"

Before long, word got out, and students flocked to the room. They were so engrossed in playing that they barely noticed the new, large friend who had joined them.
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Ak Yeonho took a deep breath upon arriving at the Patriarch's residence. "Hoo..."

There was a time when coming here was his dream. As a child, he had swung his spear until his hands blistered, dreaming of the day he would receive the Ak surname from the Patriarch and become a member of the clan.

That's all in the past.

After realizing that his newfound status was essentially the same as that of a glorified servant, though, he had come to hate this place.

"...It's Ak Yeonho."

"Enter."

Ak Yeonho bowed his head like a criminal and entered the Patriarch's room. Ak Bi leaned back in the seat of honor, and to his left and right sat the masters of the Ak Clan, all exuding a stern aura.

Among them were faces he didn't want to see—the Young Lady of the Shandong Ak Clan, Ak Yeonhwa, and his stepfather, Ak Jinheon.

He gave a light nod only to his stepfather, Ak Jinheon, before prostrating himself before the Patriarch. "Greetings, Patriarch."

A lifeless expression. A monotone voice. A formal and stiff tone devoid of emotion. Ak Yeonho was so subservient that anyone who knew the usual him would have been shocked.

Of course, the Ak Clan Patriarch never cared for such trifles. To him, the Ak Clan did not have any children named Yeonho.

Ak Bi surveyed Ak Yeonho arrogantly from above. Without acknowledging the greeting, he cut straight to the chase. "What was the mission the clan gave you?"

"Enter the Azure Dragon Academy, expand the family's influence, and recruit outstanding students as our family's retainers."

Ak Bi clicked his tongue, displeased despite the perfectly memorized answer. "That was your initial mission. What about now?"

Ak Yeonho tightly clenched his teeth. "...To monitor the Azure Dragon Hero's every move and report his weaknesses."


Chapter 505: I Know Him!

"Those are the orders you received, correct?" Ak Bi narrowed his eyes skeptically. Straightening from his slouch, he stared intently at Ak Yeonho, his eyes gleaming fiercely. "Your tone makes it sound like you don't want to do it."

Ak Yeonho immediately prostrated himself on the floor. "T-That's not it..."

Absolute loyalty and obedience to the clan was an instinct engraved in his body since childhood. It was the first value one had to prove to climb from the bottom and be acknowledged as part of the group. 

His body trembled uncontrollably, but he steeled his nerves and replied, "It's just... the Azure Dragon Hero is eccentric and unpredictable. His martial arts are profound, yet he's also quick-witted and highly distrustful, so he doesn't let anyone get too close. Finding a weakness is nearly impossible..."

"Raise your head."

No sooner had Ak Yeonho lifted his head, a formless fist of wind struck his cheek.

SLAP!

His head snapped to the side. Blood dripped down from his split lip, but he didn't think to wipe it off, only to quickly correct his posture.

"Impossible? Is that really true?"

"......"

"I heard that you have a good reputation amongst the Azure Dragon Academy faculty. They say you're affable, get along well with the instructors, and often socialize with the Azure Dragon Hero."

"...Yes, that's correct."

Cold sweat trickled down Ak Yeonho's back. As expected, the Patriarch didn't trust him. Although it seemed that Ak Bi had completely entrusted the Azure Dragon Academy's affairs to him, he had actually been gathering information behind his back.

"And yet you say it's impossible?"

"......" Ak Yeonho gazed up at the Patriarch of the Shandong Ak Clan in fear.

The Patriarch shot him a disappointed look. "I took in an orphan, fed you, clothed you, and taught you martial arts. Everything you have now came from the clan."

The years of education and regimented upbringing weighed heavily on Ak Yeonho's heart. He had heard these words so often since childhood that his ears ached.

"Even a beast knows gratitude. It's only right for a human to think of repaying the grace they've received, right?"

Ak Bi's eyes flashed dangerously, as if saying, 'Are you trying to ignore the grace the clan has bestowed upon you?'

The masters of the Ak Clan sitting on either side of him nodded grimly in approval.

Ak Yeonho opened his mouth with difficulty. "...Not once, until now, have I ever forgotten the grace the clan has given me."

However, his eyes told a different story: I've also never forgotten the pain the clan has given me.

"There is defiance in your gaze." Ak Bi instantly read an emotion in Ak Yeonho's eyes that an adopted son should never show and rose from his seat. The intuition of a supreme master was terrifyingly sharp.

STEP, STEP...

Ak Yeonho watched the slowly approaching Patriarch with hazy eyes. He had brought this beating upon himself with a futile act of rebellion.

I should've just prostrated myself and said I understood, like always. Why couldn't I do that this time?


"About your family's patriarch... should I give him a good thrashing?"

"The Namgung Clan doesn't flaunt our material wealth, because we have no need to prove ourselves to anyone."



Perhaps because of those two, the Ak Patriarch, who had once seemed so imposing, appeared rather insignificant today. 

Nevertheless, he resigned himself to the impending punishment and quietly closed his eyes.

"Hyung-nim!" Ak Jinheon—a man who had never properly learned martial arts and had no business being here—urgently grabbed Ak Bi's trouser leg. He seemed to struggle just to breathe, but he didn't let go. Instead, he smiled meekly at the master of the clan, who scorned him like an insect. "Please forgive my son, he just misspoke. Isn't he still young and energetic? For my sake, please pardon him."

"Move."

Ak Bi swished his clothes.

WHOOSH!

Ak Jinheon was flung backward violently, as if caught in a typhoon.

"Father!" Ak Yeonho jumped up and ran to check on his father. Fortunately, Ak Jinheon didn't seem to be injured.

"...You two don't share a drop of blood, yet here you both are, committing insubordination." The corners of Ak Bi's eyes raised, and a formidable aura radiated from his body, striking fear into the hearts of the Ak Clan vassals. "I'll have to make an example of you two to restore discipline in the clan."

His spear flew into its master's hand from its resting place. 

"!" Ak Yeonho hurriedly shoved his stepfather behind him.

"I'm just taking back what the clan gave you, so don't resent me."

"How could you...!"

A vortex swirled at the tip of the Spear King's weapon. With a single gesture, the supreme martial artist could blow the entire residence into oblivion.

"Father." The Young Lady Ak Yeonhwa, the only person here who could stop the Patriarch, rose from her seat. "The Azure Dragon Hero is a supreme master too. If you punish Ak Yeonho here, I'm worried he'll turn against our family."

Her timing was exquisite. At that single, softly spoken word, Ak Bi halted his attack, saving Ak Yeonho from the worst-case scenario. Still, his expression darkened at his daughter's rebuttal. "This is our clan's internal affair. The Azure Dragon Hero has no right to interfere."

However, Ak Yeonhwa's resolve remained firm. "As you saw, the Azure Dragon Hero is not the type to let things slide just because it's a family dispute. He'll surely clash with us."

"Are you telling me to overlook insubordination just because you fear him?"

"Punishments can be postponed, but if an event we meticulously organized is disrupted by such a trivial matter, wouldn't that result in an even greater loss?" Ak Yeonhwa bowed her head slightly, urging her father to reconsider.

Ak Bi studied his successor's expression for a moment before finally lowering the tip of his spear. "The Young Lady is right. Compared to the event we have prepared, this is a trivial matter." He glared at Ak Yeonho chillingly. "I'll give you one last chance to answer. Both yours and your father's punishment will depend on your response."

"I'll obey your orders! I'll be sure to find the Azure Dragon Hero's weakness." Ak Yeonho answered without hesitation. 

I'm not the only one here right now, so I have to leave this place quickly!

He could feel Ak Jinheon gasping for breath behind him. There was no way someone who hadn't properly learned martial arts could withstand the unrestrained aura of one of the Ten Supremes.

"You'd better not disappoint me again."

"Yes, Patriarch!"

"You may leave."

Ak Yeonho clasped his hands together and bowed to the Patriarch, then repeated the same gesture to Young Lady Ak Yeonhwa. "...Thank you for your kindness, Young Lady."

"You may go," Ak Yeonhwa said.

The two Ak Clan youngsters made eye contact. In that split second, they exchanged a multitude of emotions and an understanding that only they shared. 

Luckily, Ak Bi failed to notice their little gesture.

After leaving the Patriarch's hall, Ak Yeonho carried the limping Ak Jinheon on his back. His father's body was unbelievably light.

"Yeonho... I'm sorry," Ak Jinheon wheezed.

"Don't say that." Ak Yeonho shook his head, smiling faintly. Although the Shandong Ak Clan hadn't accepted him, Ak Jinheon had accepted him as family. Without his stepfather's love, enduring the hardships within the clan would have been much harder.

"Hoo..." Finally able to breathe a little easier, Ak Jinheon took a deep breath on his son's back. 

Ak Yeonho asked, "Since we're out, shall we take a short walk?"

Ak Jinheon nodded weakly. "Yes, let's do that."
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"Yeonho's late." Baek Suryong glanced out the door, growing increasingly concerned for Ak Yeonho, who had not yet returned to the dormitory despite the late hour. Lying sideways on the bed, he sipped from a bottle of confiscated alcohol with one hand while lazily flipping through the Test of Courage plan with the other.

Namgung Su entered the room, frowning. "...The room reeks of alcohol."

Baek Suryong's eyes widened. To his surprise, Namgung Su had changed into an inconspicuous black martial arts uniform.

What's the point of dressing like that? His golden eyes glow in the dark!

As if he had read his thoughts, Namgung Su said, "I plan to wear a mask during the Test of Courage."

"Right. We agreed on that."

"So where's Yeonho?"

"...Man, this is weird. I don't know why he hasn't come back yet."

Namgung Su furrowed his brow. "This will disrupt our plans. An important spot will be left vacant..."

Baek Suryong sat up on the bed and waved the documents in his hand. "I'll take Yeonho's role. I checked everyone's assigned locations just in case."

After a moment of thought, Namgung Su nodded. The outcome would be slightly different if Baek Suryong participated instead of Ak Yeonho, but there was no better alternative.

"...Try not to go too wild."

"I'll be just as wild as Yeonho usually is."

The two instructors went outside and saw the students lined up. After enjoying a short free period in their dorms, they had come out on time for the next event.

Namgung Su stepped forward. "The Test of Courage and Night Hike will now begin. Everyone, look over there." He pointed to a mountain peak glowing faintly in the darkness. "The Principal is waiting for all of you on that shining peak. Form pairs or groups of three, go greet the Principal, and then return. Once you've done that, consider yourself to have passed the Test of Courage."

Of course, if the task was that simple, it wouldn't be much of a Test of Courage. A late-night hike posed little danger to boys and girls who had learned martial arts.

"As you make your way to the peak, however, the instructors will put you through various trials. Your reflexes, crisis management skills, and teamwork will be included in your Social Engagement Evaluation score, so take this seriously."

Despite Namgung Su's dry explanation, the students' eyes sparkled. Did that mean they were going to play tag in the mountains at night with teachers dressed up as monsters? 

In a situation like this, the only student who cared about the Social Engagement Evaluation score was Dokgo Jun.

"Then, let me introduce the evil masters who'll plunge you into hell..." Namgung Su hesitated for a moment before continuing, "The Four Heavenly Kings."

For this game, the instructors had decided to borrow an idea from one of the most popular exams from the previous semester.

Excited to be in the spotlight again, Myeong Il'oh appeared wearing a tiger mask. "Uwahahaha! I'm the Infernal King of Annihilation!"

"H-Hello, I'm the Primeval Witch..." Jaegal Soyeong stammered, cringing and hiding her face behind a round bear mask.

While the students were distracted, the Star Instructor of the Azure Dragon Academy secretly put on a dragon mask. "I'm the Cold-Blooded Asura Demon King," he announced in a deadpan voice.

Every student burst out laughing.

Ak Yeonho was originally scheduled to add the finishing touch as the Supreme Demon Spear, but today, a former Blood Cult instructor would fill in for him.

"Kekeke..." Baek Suryong appeared on the roof, his black robes fluttering in the wind. In an eerie, gravelly voice, he said, "Greetings, orthodox brats. I'm the one who'll drag you to hell..."

Just as he, more immersed in his villain role than anyone, was about to introduce his terrifying alias...

"I know him! That man is...!"

Baek Suryong felt a shiver run down his spine. The moment he saw Hyonwon Kang point at him, an ominous, prophetic premonition flashed through his mind. Of all things, he was wearing a wolf mask, which jogged a certain someone's memory from their time in the Valley of Evil. 

Forgetting his role as one of the Four Heavenly Kings, he shouted in his real voice, "You damned bastard, if you say that..."

Unfortunately, it was too late. An irrevocable moniker burst from the mouth of Hyonwon Kang, who had clearly recalled the same memory as his mentor.

"The Handsome Playboy, master of bedroom arts and seduction techniques!"

Hyonwon Kang's voice was so thunderous that even the Vermilion Phoenix Academy students opened their windows and peeked out in curiosity.



Translator's Note: Happy Lunar New Year Eve!


Chapter 506: By Any Chance...

"...I have the worst luck with draws."

"You took the words right out of my mouth."

Hyonwon Kang and Dokgo Jun sighed as they looked at each other. Both of them held bamboo tiles marked with the number 6.

The Test of Courage was conducted in pairs or trios, with students in the same year being grouped together in teams decided by a random draw. Once a team was formed, it could not be changed.

Everything boiled down to luck. Depending on their partners, the students alternated between joy and despair.

"Of all people..."

"Hoo..."

Team 6's gloom made it clear that Hyonwon Kang and Dokgo Jun were not each other's ideal partners.

Suddenly, Hyonwon Kang tilted his head and asked, "By the way, hasn't this happened before?"

"Yes..." Dokgo Jun sighed. "It was during Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts class, remember?"

They had been a team back then, too. At that time, they helped Cheong Cheon patrol the slums of Nanchang and maintain public order. Dokgo Jun subsequently ended up in a life-or-death battle with the Scarlet Tiger Gang's martial artists and gained enlightenment in the Nine Swords of Dokgo, making great progress in his martial arts.

However, Dokgo Jun was not the only one who had grown stronger since that day.

"Damn it! This was the perfect chance to be alone with her..." Hyonwon Kang scanned the area, searching for someone.

Dokgo Jun regarded him with a new perspective. What a difference. The worst delinquent has now become a prodigy representing the Azure Dragon Academy.

Although not much time had passed, an unbelievable number of things had transpired. He decided to pin a shred of hope on Hyonwon Kang's shift in attitude.

"Hyonwon Kang, since it has come to this, let's do our best and aim for first place..." Dokgo Jun sighed deeply. Hyonwon Kang was glancing around furtively instead of focusing on the Test of Courage. "...You're not listening to me at all, are you?"

"Team 1 and Team 2, depart!"

The teams set off two at a time on different paths based on whether they had drawn odd or even numbers. After a set interval, the next teams departed. It wasn't long before it was Team 6's turn to depart.

"Team 5, Team 6. You may now proceed."

"Yes!" Dokgo Jun answered spiritedly before glancing to his side. 

Hyonwon Kang was still grumbling unhappily. "Damn it! Since it's come to this, I'll just finish quickly and go back to the dorms."

Dokgo Jun nodded. "...For the first time, our goals align. I'll definitely take first place in the Test of Courage... No, we will take first place."

Their reasons for wanting to finish first were different, but that didn't matter as long as the end goal was the same.

The pair nodded and sprinted forward, unleashing their movement arts. Soon, however, they hit a snag. A fork in the road appeared, presenting them with a choice.

"We should go to the right."

"I think we should head left."

"Hyonwon Kang, I would appreciate it if you followed my lead here."

"But my gut has been screaming 'left' this whole time, you know?"

"...You want me to trust your gut in a test?"

"Shall we fight it out? Winner decides which way we go!"

"I see no reason not to."

Even after all this time, both parties were as stubborn as ever. They argued from the very beginning and made hardly any progress. To make matters worse, the Four Heavenly Kings appeared and obstructed them.

"Muhahaha! Take this surprise attack from the Infernal King of Annihilation!"

Contrary to the terrifying alias, the attacks from the darkness consisted of nothing more than pebbles.

After swatting away all the pebbles, Dokgo Jun tilted his head and eyed the man in the tiger mask hiding behind a tree. "Mr. Myeong Il'oh, are you going to keep throwing rocks from a distance?"

"...You guys are too strong."

Hyonwon Kang shook his head at the honest confession from the weakest of the Four Heavenly Kings. "I'm planning to finish this quickly and rest, you see? You know you can't stop us, so just get out of the way."

"You damn brats...! Out of mercy, I'll let you pass this one time! Wahahaha!"

After easily breaking through the Infernal King of Annihilation's defenses, the two soon found themselves walking in circles, trapped in a formation created by the Primeval Witch.

"Ohohoho! This is an inescapable formation. You can't leave until you die," the Primeval Witch muttered timidly, as if she were embarrassed. Still, she gave a subtle hint to help the students escape the formation. "If you had paid attention in Miss Jaegal Soyeong's Basic Formations class, you should be able to find the exit..."

"Hey, let's just smash this thing with brute force."

"I'm sorry, Miss Jaegal. I think destroying everything will take less time than finding the exit."

"Huh...? NOOOOOOO!"

CRAAAASH!

The Primeval Witch stood dumbfounded as her meticulously crafted formation crumbled around her. Glaring at the two sturdy boys slipping through the breach, she shouted, "You two are really too much!"

Hyonwon Kang and Dokgo Jun quickly executed their movement arts, ignoring the heartbroken woman's wails. The Four Heavenly Kings would not pursue them, as they had to oversee their respective areas. Besides, the two top prodigies among the Azure Dragon Academy's upperclassmen were a formidable force even for them.

Of course, just as not all students were equal, the same went for the Four Heavenly Kings.

KZZZZZZT!

Suddenly, the Cold-Blooded Asura Demon King appeared before the two in a flash of white lightning. A chilling voice echoed from behind the dragon mask , "I permit you to attack me together. If you cannot prove your worth, you will not leave this place alive."

"You sound really serious..."

"You're Mr. Namgung Su, right?"

SHING!

The tip of the slowly drawn sword was aimed at each of the two boys' foreheads in turn.

"I am the Cold-Blooded Asura Demon King."

A terrifying storm of slashes and lightning raged for a good long while.
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After barely escaping from the Cold-Blooded Asura Demon King—he had let them go on purpose—Dokgo Jun and Hyonwon Kang finally encountered the Handsome Playboy. 

Posing nonchalantly on a large rock, the Handsome Playboy chuckled, "Kukuku... You're an unlucky pair. Who would've thought you'd cross paths with me at the very end?"

"The Handsome Playboy...!"

"Shut up."

The Handsome Playboy charged at the speed of lightning, his eyes flashing menacingly. Ignoring Dokgo Jun, he focused his attacks solely on Hyonwon Kang.

At first, Hyonwon Kang tried to counterattack, but soon found himself simply taking a one-sided beating. "Aargh! Why are you only hitting me? Teachers aren't supposed to act on personal grudges! Ah fuck, for crying out loud!"

"Fuck, you say?"

"Wait! I didn't come up with that alias! It was Wiji Cheon!"

"Don't you know that the one who spreads a rumor is always worse than the one who made it up?"

"......" Dokgo Jun quietly took a step back and prayed for his friend's soul. 

Why is that idiot repeating such an insulting alias over and over again? Does he enjoy being hit?

Unfortunately, the Handsome Playboy did not miss his sneaky move. "Why aren't you attacking?"

"...I didn't make fun of you."

"You laughed."

"What?"

"You laughed earlier, didn't you?" The Handsome Playboy approached, sauntering like a starving wolf drooling with hunger.

"You're so obviously biased...!"

"You orthodox punks sure are chatty."

WHOOSH!

A short while later, the Handsome Playboy dusted off his palms in front of the two tattered students. Contrary to his somewhat vulgar alias, he was a peerless murim master. Dokgo Jun quickly joined Hyonwon Kang in being beaten senseless.

"If you had attacked together from the start, you might have had a small chance of slipping through. Alternatively, you could have scattered to the left and right, ensuring that at least one of you could escape. You should have assessed the situation and made a decision quickly. Does this Test of Courage look like child's play to you?"

""......""

"I know you're skilled, but it's useless if you can't utilize those skills."

Both boys bowed their heads repentantly. They were well aware of how much Baek Suryong had held back against them.

There had even been a few small openings. If they had taken advantage of even one, they could have turned the tables. Yet, they'd completely failed to do so, partly because they were not in sync, and partly because they had subconsciously viewed the Test of Courage as a lighthearted game.

No matter what, this was still a 'test'.

"If you had been this sloppy in real combat, both of you would have died. Keep that in mind."

"Yes..."

"I'll keep it in mind."

Dokgo Jun and Hyonwon Kang now sported matching bruised eyes, but they nodded seriously, having learned something from the guided sparring.

Baek Suryong nodded. "You can go now. The next group should be here soon."

The completely drained Hyonwon Kang and Dokgo Jun trudged on.

"Is it all over now?"

"Probably. Every joint in my body hurts."

"Your nose is bleeding, Dokgo Jun."

"Your eyes are swollen like a panda's, Hyonwon Kang."

The two friends laughed as they took in each other's pathetic state.

"But you know, while Mr. Baek was right about everything, don't you think he was taking out his anger on us at least half of the time?"

"That's definitely true for you. I'm pretty sure the whole Vermilion Phoenix Academy heard you yell 'Handsome Playboy' at the top of your lungs."

"No wonder it hurt more than usual..." Hyonwon Kang groaned. Baek Suryong was so skilled at hitting them that no bones were broken or muscles torn, yet their bodies felt as heavy as waterlogged cotton.

He looked at the light at the mountaintop, which was not far off. "Let's hurry. You said we had to get first place."

When he tried to rush ahead, though, Dokgo Jun grabbed his shoulder. "It's fine. On second thought, I don't think being the fastest is necessarily the most important."

Hyonwon Kang turned around in surprise. "What's gotten into you? Aren't you the model student who acts like the world is ending if you don't get first place in every test?"

"I'm not that extreme, and..." Dokgo Jun smiled a little awkwardly. "When I think about it, I don't think it matters whether I get first place or not."

As the Student Council President, he had always shouldered a heavy burden. He had to be a role model representing the Azure Dragon Academy. He always had to be the best. He thought he had to pursue perfection. This obsession was what made him fixate on his grades.

But now...

As long as the Azure Dragon Academy won the Heavenly Martial Festival, he was fine with not being the main contributor. Of course, that did not mean he intended to just watch from the sidelines.

"Let's take it slow and easy. We can review the earlier spars as we walk."

"Well, whatever. I don't mind." Hyonwon Kang nodded and slowed down. 

The two boys walked through the forest in silence for a while. Leaves rustled in the wind. Fallen leaves crunched under their shoes. Crickets chirped around them. The forest at night wasn't quiet at all, it was in fact filled with all kinds of sounds. 

Each lost in his own thoughts, the pair walked toward the distant light.

Hyonwon Kang hesitated for a bit before blurting out, "Dokgo Jun, can I ask you something?"

"Since when have you asked for permission to ask a question?" Dokgo chuckled and nodded, taking out his canteen and drinking some water.

"By any chance..." Hyonwon Kang trailed off, fidgeting uncharacteristically. His face was serious, as if he had debated a lot about the topic.

Dokgo Jun grew serious. What's with him? Just what does he plan to ask me?

Hyonwon Kang finally mustered his courage. "How familiar are you with a woman's heart?"

"SPLUUUURT!" Dokgo Jun spat the water in his mouth all over Hyonwon Kang.

Normally, Hyonwon Kang would have been able to dodge it easily, but due to fatigue from his fight with the Handsome Playboy, he ended up getting drenched.

"Eww, what the hell!?"

"...A woman's heart, all of a sudden?" Dokgo Jun spluttered. "Are you asking about how one engages in psychological warfare against a woman?"

"......" Hyonwon Kang instantly regretted bringing the matter up.
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Chapter 507: We Just Have To Hold On Until Then

Dokgo Jun furrowed his brow. "Hmm... I've never thought about using gender-based psychological warfare when fighting women."

"That's not what I mean!" Hyonwon Kang shook the water off his clothes and glared at him, frustrated. He even suspected if Dokgo Jun was pranking him.

Don't tell me this bastard knows everything and is just messing with me?

Dokgo Jun, however, was serious. As the Student Council President, he always listened sincerely to students seeking his counsel.

Of course, whether he was helpful or not was another matter entirely.

"Then what do you mean?" he asked, tilting his head in confusion.

Hyonwon Kang's eye twitched, but he replied anyway, "Well, you know. You're popular with girls, right?"

Dokgo Jun cringed at how awkwardly Hyonwon Kang was fidgeting. It was completely out of character. He felt an urgent need to resolve the issue one way or another. "...Popularity? Don't tell me this is about... romance?"

"Ahem!" Hyonwon Kang coughed. "Just so you know, this isn't about me. It's about a friend of mine."

Dokgo Jun tilted his head even further. "You have a friend with that kind of problem? Wait, do you even have any friends in our year?"

"Just shut up and listen." Hyonwon Kang balled his fists, then sighed and began his 'story about a friend.' "My friend's interested in a girl, but he has no idea how to confess. He's never really had a proper conversation with females his age before. He doesn't think she dislikes him, but he's worried she might just see him as a friend..."

"Hmm..."

"All his close friends are either brutish or dimwitted, so they'd just make fun of him if he asked for advice. That's why he's asking you through me."

"Hmmm..."

Hyonwon Kang patiently waited for Dokgo Jun's answer. In his eyes, this young man had all the qualities women liked. He was handsome, smart, a model student, and came from a good family. Although the Dokgo Clan was not one of the Five Great Clans, it had once rivaled the Namgung Clan. Even now, it remained one of the most prestigious families in Zhejiang.

Accordingly, Hyonwon Kang assumed that Dokgo Jun would be experienced in love. In fact, the Student Council President was even nodding his head now.

"I've been confessed to by female students a few times," Dokgo Jun admitted.

"You lucky bastard..." Hyonwon Kang, who had never had such an experience, shot him an envious look. At the same time, he breathed a sigh of relief. "Anyway, that's why I wanted to ask. What kind of men do women like? Does he need to be strong? Rich? Famous? A scion of a powerful family?"

Unfortunately, I can't do much about the Hyonwon Clan's state or suddenly earn a lot of money... but at least I'm confident in my martial arts...?

Dokgo Jun shook his head. "No. The most important thing is trust."

"...Huh?" Hyonwon Kang was dumbfounded.

Dokgo Jun explained, "I've heard that women like a man they can trust. They said they feel confident a man can be a lifelong partner when he consistently looks only at them, his words and actions never waver, and he can be trusted in any situation."

"Who said that?"

"My mom."

Since the advice was from Dokgo Jun's mother, Hyonwon Kang couldn't argue. As expected of Dokgo Jun, it was a prim and proper answer, backed by a firm conviction. Still, this was not the answer he wanted to hear. 

He asked sourly, "No, I wanted an answer based on your personal experience, you know?"

"My experience? I've been confessed to several times, but I've never actually dated anyone, so how should I know?"

"You're an even bigger prick than I could have ever imagined."

After learning the truth about the popular Dokgo Jun, Hyonwon Kang sighed in dismay. He had chosen the wrong person for advice, by a long shot.

I should've just asked Senior Mok Hyungwoo or Yong Hosik from Defense Against the Blood Cult class.

"Must be nice to be popular, you handsome scumbag..." he grumbled, but since he had already brought up the topic, he decided to ask everything he had planned. "Anyway, he bought a gift for her, which he plans to give during the school trip. What's the best time to do that? The last day? Or as soon as possible? What should he say? Should he be casual? Or should he show off a little and say he worked hard to pick it out? Would that look too pathetic?"

Seeing Hyonwon Kang scratch his head and worry, Dokgo Jun asked suspiciously, "Uh, this is about your friend, right?"

"Right! This is about my friend. I'm just helping him think it through." Hyonwon Kang panicked for a moment, but quickly composed himself. "But this is a secret, so don't you dare tell anyone! If you spread rumors, you're dead. Got it?"

Dokgo Jun suppressed a laugh as Hyonwon Kang threatened him with a fierce scowl. Hyonwon Kang, you're the only person who thinks this is a secret...

He remembered who had been receiving Hyonwon Kang's constant glances before they left for the Test of Courage. That lady's snow-white hair was bound to stand out anywhere, and besides, he wasn't the only one constantly gaping at her.

It's not just the Azure Dragon Academy. Several Vermilion Phoenix Academy students were staring at her today too.

Suddenly feeling naughty, he decided to tease his friend a little. "Your friend is in for a tough time. Surely quite a few men would fall for such a charming woman."

To his surprise, Hyonwon Kang didn't flip out. In fact, he didn't seem to mind at all.

"Of course!" Hyonwon Kang nodded, grinning. "Anyone with eyes can tell that she's gorgeous."

As if he had heard something forbidden, Dokgo Jun shook his head and scratched the goosebumps on his arm as he walked ahead. "...I think my dinner is about to come back up."

"Hey! Don't just walk off, listen to the rest of my story!"

"What on earth do you want from me?"

A moment later, the bickering boys simultaneously screeched to a halt. They turned to each other, their expressions equally grim.

"...I smell blood."

"It's coming from above us."

Their gazes turned toward the mountain peak, the destination for the Test of Courage where Noh Goonsang was waiting. The metallic scent of blood drifted down from there.

WHOOSH!

They shot forward like arrows through the bushes. Simultaneously, they drew their swords and daos and scanned their surroundings warily.

The closer they got to the summit, the stronger the smell of blood became. Their expressions hardened with each step.

Dokgo Jun's eyes trembled. "No way, no way, no way..."

"Get a grip, Dokgo Jun! Nothing's been confirmed yet!"

Moments later, they reached the summit and froze at the gruesome sight before them. Bodies were scattered across the blood-soaked ground. The wounded groaned in pain. Among them were familiar faces.

"Vice Principal! And even Mr. Pung Jinho..."

Beside the teachers lay masked figures in black. Signs of a fierce battle were everywhere.

Dokgo Jun was about to approach the fallen Vice Principal Kwak Cheolwoo to check on him when the sound of someone coughing made them both whip their heads around. They instantly sprang forward with their movement arts and found Noh Goonsang sitting with his back against a tree, the area around him utterly devastated.

The two boys quickly supported Noh Goonsang from both sides.

"Cough! Cough!"

"Principal!"

"What happened here?"

"...So it's you two," Noh Goonsang croaked with great difficulty, his face as pale as a corpse. "We were ambushed by enemies. I don't know if it was the Blood Cult or someone else, but they appeared suddenly and attacked... Cough!"

""Principal!""

Noh Goonsang was in critical condition. His uniform was soaked in blood, and his hair was a mess. He was wheezing so badly that he could have died at any moment.

"Help me up," he said.

The boys supported Noh Goonsang to his feet. A deep furrow formed between his brows, as if he were in great pain. "You two must go downhill immediately and inform Mr. Baek Suryong of this. If you go now, you might still..." Midway through his sentence, he stiffened.

The bushes rustled and black-clad figures emerged one by one.

"It's already too late," the man in the lead declared. His voice was distorted, as if scraped from his vocal cords. "No one will leave this place alive today."

Each figure radiated killing intent. Their cold, blue blades glinted in the moonlight as they closed in.

Noh Goonsang staggered forward, his blood-soaked robes swaying heavily. "I'll buy you time. You two use that chance to escape."

However, Hyonwon Kang and Dokgo Jun moved to stand beside Noh Goonsang, protecting him.

Without looking back, Hyonwon Kang asked in a trembling voice, "Principal, What happened to the kids who came here before us?"

"......"

The two of them were in Group Six, so there were five groups that had started before them. One of them included Yeo Min.

Noh Goonsang immediately realized who Hyonwon Kang was asking about. "Those children barely managed to escape, but some of the bastards went after them," he gasped. "If you want to save them, you'll have to hurry!"

He added a telepathic message that only the two of them could hear.

[You two must escape, too. The encirclement around Mr. Baek seems to be the densest, so go in the opposite direction. Descend the mountain and inform the nearest Murim Alliance Branch of what happened.]

""......""

Countless thoughts raced through the boys' minds. They had several options. First, they could fight the black-clad men alongside Noh Goonsang. Second, they could break through the encirclement and inform Baek Suryong of the situation. Third, they could break through the thinnest part of the encirclement, descend the mountain, and inform the Murim Alliance. This decision would alter their fates, at the very least, and possibly the fate of the Azure Dragon Academy.

Dokgo Jun was the first to speak. "...We don't necessarily have to move together. Hyonwon Kang, you go save your junior. I'll stay here and protect the Principal."

The Azure Dragon Academy Student Council President decided to stay and draw the enemy's attention away from his friend. He had just learned that Hyonwon Kang liked someone. He couldn't ask this boy, who had spoken with such a shy expression and sparkly eyes, to stay and fight with him.

He must be in so much pain right now, not knowing if Yeo Min is dead or alive.

However, Hyonwon Kang rejected Dokgo Jun's offer, saying, "There's no need for that. She would have gotten away just fine. She's the smartest and fastest among us five."

Composure returned to his voice and eyes as he took a few deep breaths. Raising the Black Dao, he aimed it at the enemies and grinned fiercely. "If we wait a little, she'll come back with a ton of reinforcements. We just have to hold on until then."

Hearing the absolute faith in his voice, one of the black-clad figures surrounding them cringed.

"Dokgo Jun, why don't you run? I can handle this much on my own."

Dokgo Jun snorted at Hyonwon Kang's bluff. Thanks to him, much of the tension dissipated. "I can't miss such a rare opportunity."

He took the starting stance of the Nine Swords of Dokgo, a style perfected through countless real battles centuries ago. Of all the students at the Azure Dragon Academy, his martial arts skills were best suited for a chaotic melee.

Raising his blade proudly, he roared, "I am the Azure Dragon Academy Student Council President. Come at me!"

"You bastards! I'm the Club Union President!"

The two boys decided to face the approaching enemies with all their might.

"Hohoho..." Covered in blood, Noh Goonsang chuckled, "How admirable!"

Had Hyonwon Kang and Dokgo Jun seen that smile, they would have been baffled. Their school principal looked far too relaxed and amused for someone whose life was on the line.


Chapter 508: Do Me A Favor

The situation was as bad as it could possibly be. The ground was littered with the corpses of familiar faces. Unidentified figures in black revealed their killing intent as they tightened the encirclement around the students. The students had to protect an injured person behind them while they fought.

No matter how outstanding their martial arts are, this environment is mentally too harsh for students who are still just teenagers.

The black-clad warrior leading the encirclement expected them to break and flee like the others before them. However, the students this time were...a reformed worst delinquent turned genius, and a Student Council President who had struggled to change the Azure Dragon Academy, which had placed last in the Heavenly Martial Festival for ten years.

"Dokgo Jun. Wanna bet on who can take down more?"

"The loser has to run errands for the winner during the school trip."

Both were among the most stubborn individuals at the Azure Dragon Academy. Although nervousness was evident on their faces, neither wavered.

"Stay calm, Hyonwon Kang. Don't forget the Principal is behind us."

"You stay calm. My focus is at its peak right now."

Behind them, Noh Goonsang's eyes sparkled like a curious young boy. "Don't you worry about me, hoho. I still have enough strength to take care of myself..."

Hyonwon Kang and Dokgo Jun couldn't look back, their focus locked on the enemies before them. They could only hear the voice of the dying Principal.

"Principal, just stay still!"

"We'll protect you no matter what."

"Goooh... thank you..." 

After answering with great effort, Noh Goonsang sent a signal to the black-clad warriors with his eyes. What are you doing? Hurry up and start!

Under that silent pressure, the leader of the black-clad warriors wore a dumbfounded expression, but since it was hidden by his mask, no one could see it.

"Capture them alive, don't kill them. We'll use them as hostages to threaten the Azure Dragon Hero," he commanded his subordinates. His tone sounded somewhat rehearsed, but in such a tense situation, it was difficult to notice.

The black-clad warriors drew closer, pulling out blunt weapons and metal mesh nets. Some drew bows from the rear.

"Who said we'd let you capture us!" Hyonwon Kang's eyes flashed with fury at the thought of being used as hostages against Baek Suryong. 

FWOOSH!

The Black Dao split the sky, dyeing it red with killing intent, as he instantly unleashed the Asura Blood Heaven Blade. In a single breath, he tore through an net flying toward him and charged forward.

"...!" For a fleeting moment, the black-clad warrior whose eyes met Hyonwon Kang's flinched. Although the boy's pupils shimmered with a dreadful killing intent, a closer look revealed that his reason remained coldly intact.

Is this kid really an orthodox martial artist?

CLAAANG!

They parried the attack with their sword.

"Tsk. I wanted to take out the guy who looks like the commander first." Hyonwon Kang clicked his tongue in disappointment, but he didn't get greedy and retreated. Right now, his top priority was protecting Noh Goonsang. While reducing the enemy's numbers with a surprise attack would have been great, he had no intention of rampaging recklessly.

Dokgo Jun frowned and scolded Hyonwon Kang, "...Next time, at least give a signal before you charge out."

"Where's the time for that? We have to act based on the situation."

"It's hard to coordinate with you." Dokgo Jun sighed softly and unleashed the Nine Swords of Dokgo to deflect incoming arrows. As he did so, he carefully observed the enemies.


"I know you're skilled, but it's useless if you can't utilize those skills."



Baek Suryong's advice suddenly came to mind. He remembered being beaten one-sidedly and having his weaknesses pointed out repeatedly because he couldn't coordinate with Hyonwon Kang. He suspected that some of the criticism was just venting, but thanks to that training, they could now synchronize their movements to some extent.

As if having the same thought, Hyonwon Kang glanced over at him. "Hey, Dokgo. Let's get our act together this time."

"...We have to. The Principal is behind us!"

Noh Goonsang's voice rang out from behind them. "Don't mind me and go all out. I have enough energy left to defend myself."

The two boys nodded gravely and dashed toward the encirclement together. They had no choice but to trust each other. Noh Goonsang followed with his hands clasped behind his back and a pleased expression on his face.

"Block them!"

The black-clad warriors tightened their encirclement and aimed their weapons, but the dense wall of blades did not slow the two boys down. They reached striking distance in a single breath.

CLAAANG!

Pushed back by Dokgo Jun, those at the front repeatedly clenched and unclenched their tingling hands.

"What kind of sword qi is this...?"

"Isn't it much rougher and heavier than we were told?"

Before they could finish muttering in surprise, the Asura Blood Heaven Blade rampaged through the wide space created by the Nine Swords of Dokgo.

SHWIIING!

The Black Dao drew consecutive red arcs, wailing like a demon as it tore through the air. Feeling the hair on the backs of their necks stand up and chills running down their spines, the black-clad warriors hastily retreated.

"We're going to get hurt at this rate..."

"Everyone, stay sharp!"

The black-clad warriors steeled their resolve to fight seriously.

Meanwhile, Noh Goonsang chuckled in satisfaction, "Hohoho!"

The fierce, flashy Asura Blood Heaven Blade and the heavy, profound Nine Swords of Dokgo merged seamlessly, producing a series of devastating combination attacks. Standing back to back, the boys complemented each other perfectly as they blocked, parried, and counterattacked.

From the opponents' perspective, this was incredibly frustrating. Each boy was already an extraordinary opponent, yet together, they displayed a power far greater than the sum of its parts.

Still, the black-clad warriors were strong as well. Even against Hyonwon Kang and Dokgo Jun's full-powered attacks, the encirclement merely shook, refusing to fall.

"Damn it! There isn't a single easy target."

"These bastards harmed the teachers and gravely injured the Principal. Of course they won't be weak."

Feeling slightly miffed by Dokgo Jun's comment, Noh Goonsang groaned in pain from behind, "Those scumbags even used poison! You two be careful of poison as well."

Some of the black-clad warriors immediately began using poison. An unidentifiable powder drifted on the wind.

However, when it came to dealing with poison, no student at the Azure Dragon Academy was more skilled than Dokgo Jun. He took out three antidote pills from his shirt pocket, throwing two to Hyonwon Kang and Noh Goonsang before popping the last one into his own mouth.

Even amidst the chaos of battle, Hyonwon Kang asked incredulously, "Do you always carry around several of these expensive antidote pills?"

"I always bring some in case Tang Soso goes on a rampage."

"...Oh, now I get it."

Feeling a moment of gratitude for the absent Tang Soso, they gritted their teeth and resumed the fight. Unfortunately, the stamina they had expended fighting the Four Heavenly Kings was catching up to them.

"Heok... heok..."

"Huu... huff..."

Soon, their breathing became labored. Their sword arms quivered. Even though only thirty minutes had passed, they felt as if they had fought nonstop for two hours. The extreme tension caused them to push beyond their limits and exhaust themselves faster.

"Fuck, if only the Handsome Playboy hadn't beaten us so badly earlier..."

"Conserve your...huff... stamina. Reinforcements will be here soon."

Miraculously, neither of them was seriously injured, but there was no telling how long that would last. They had reached a point where they couldn't even afford to spare Noh Goonsang any attention.

Dokgo Jun asked without looking back, "Principal, are you okay?"

"...I'm fine. They aren't attacking me, perhaps because they think I'm on the verge of death."

"Haa, that's a relief, at least..."

Gradually pushed back by the enemies, the three of them ended up with their backs against each other. 

Panting heavily, Hyonwon Kang whispered, "Hey, Dokgo."

"I'm tired. Don't talk to me."

"Just do me a favor." Hyonwon Kang lowered his voice. He was at a point where he had to conserve even the inner qi needed for telepathy. "There's a technique I've been saving for emergencies. I think I can open a path with one big move... but I'll probably collapse from exhaustion right after."

"What purpose does such a useless technique serve...?"

"Carry the Principal and run."

Dokgo Jun stared at his partner blankly. "What?"

Still wary of the enemy, Hyonwon Kang muttered nervously, "And if you survive... deliver a gift to Yeo Min for me."

"!" One of the black-clad warriors trembled with unbearable shame.

Nearby, other black-clad men muttered among themselves.

"Ugh, seriously..."

"I think I'm going to puke."

"Should we just kill him?"

With their lives at stake, Hyonwon Kang and Dokgo Jun paid no attention to the enemy. They were in their own world.

"You...!" Dokgo Jun bit his lip hard at his friend's final request, but even taking time to think was a luxury. Desperately holding back tears, he nodded. "...Alright. If I make it out alive, I'll be sure to deliver it."

"And tell her this that I enjoyed all the time we spent together. More than she thinks, I really li..."

"Hey!" one of the black-clad warriors in the back shrieked, jumping high up into the air. Beneath a discarded mask, hair as white as snow cascaded down like a waterfall. "Shut up! Are you crazy?!"

Hyonwon Kang's eyes widened, and he blinked several times at Yeo Min. "Huh? Why are you...?"

With a face as red as a tomato, Yeo Min unleashed a torrent of nagging, "Just how clueless can you be? With enemies this suspicious, a normal person would've caught on by now...!"

She couldn't finish her sentence. Hyonwon Kang abruptly pulled her into a hug. She wasn't short, but in his embrace, she was completely hidden from view.

"Thank goodness. You were safe..."

Yeo Min listened to the frantic pounding of Hyonwon Kang's heart in shock for a moment before pushing him away. "You, you, are you really crazy? You wanna die?"

"Aack! That hurts! It hurts! Don't hit me with the White Ice Divine Palm!"

While Hyonwon Kang got his back smacked without knowing why, Dokgo Jun, who had roughly figured out the truth, sighed, "What a fucking spectacle."

It was language unbefitting of the Student Council President, but no one pointed it out.

"Ugh, I'm exhausted..." Sama Yeong took off her mask and shook her head, looking fed up. 

Following her lead, the other Vermilion Phoenix Academy instructors also removed their masks.

"The Vermilion Phoenix Academy teachers? No, not just them... Haha..." Dokgo Jun laughed hollowly, realizing that some of the black-clad warriors were students who had departed before Group Six.

"Ugh... I'm not doing this again."

"...Let's switch out soon."

SHUFFLE...

The fallen Vice Principal, Pung Jinho, and the other Azure Dragon Academy teachers rose to their feet, perfectly fine. They had been using the Breath Concealment Technique to play dead.

"Hohoho! Were you both very surprised? This was the real Test of Courage," Noh Goonsang giggled merrily, color quickly returning to his pale complexion.

Hyonwon Kang finally realized he had been tricked. "What kind of Test of Courage is this?!" he roared, jumping up and down in fury.

Dokgo Jun shook his head in exasperation. "Ha, haha... Principal..." 

Noh Goonsang smiled mischievously at the two fuming, emotionally drained boys. His wrinkles deepened around his eyes. No one knew how to lighten the students' moods better than he did. "The next group will be here soon. Would you two like to join in the fun?"

He explained that the Four Heavenly Kings were diligently buying time down below. Only after receiving a signal from him would the next group be sent up.

Needless to say, there was only one possible answer to this question.

"Fufufu, of course."

"...I will do my best."

Shortly thereafter, the two boys hid in a bush and watched the next group of victims approach, their eyes gleaming like hawks targeting prey.


Chapter 509: Whatever Your Choice May Be

It was only the first day of the Azure Dragon Academy's school trip, yet already the students had created countless embarrassing memories thanks to the Principal's meticulously planned Test of Courage.

"I'll open a path from the front! Uoooooh!"

Geo Sangwoong charged boldly into the enemy's camp, only to end up tangled in over ten nets before being hung upside down from a tree.

"Kuaaaargh!"

"NYAAAAH!"

Ya Suhyeok and Silver Tiger summoned the beasts of the mountain, turning the test site into a chaotic mess.

"...I'll kill them all."

Wiji Cheon giggled maniacally as he unleashed the chilling killing intent of the Killing Sword. Unable to watch any longer, Noh Goonsang grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and knocked him out.

Faced with the extreme situation, many students either left solemn last words before rushing at the men in black or simply fled for their lives while their disguised friends desperately held back their laughter.

Of course, some students doubted the situation or weren't fooled to begin with.

Tang Soso immediately realized that the situation was fabricated, embarrassing the instructors and students hiding in the bushes. "Goodness! Only an idiot would fall for such a lame ruse!"

"Then what does that make us, who were fooled..."

"Wait a minute. If this setup is the real Test of Courage..." Tang Soso muttered to herself, her complexion growing increasingly pallid.

"Soso, what's wrong?" Dokgo Jun asked.

Tang Soso explained, "My group consists of three people, but occasionally, when I looked back, I saw an extra set of footprints that I didn't recognize."

"What?"

"I immediately assumed that one of the teachers was playing a prank on us as part of the Test of Courage, but..."

Noh Goonsang tilted his head. "The teachers aren't allowed to leave their designated areas, so no one should have been tailing you."

"It wasn't us either." Sama Yeong also shook her head. None of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy instructors would pull such a stunt.

"...Then who in the world could it be?"

A sudden chill ran down the students' spines. Murmurs of "Isn't it a ghost?" could be heard here and there.

Moreover, Tang Soso's story wasn't over.

"What's even stranger is... there was a smell of food following the footprints... like the smell of meatbuns..."

Dokgo Jun asked skeptically, "Vice President, are you saying a ghost was eating meatbuns while stalking you?"

Tang Soso responded with equal confusion, "I know it's hard to believe, but I saw it clearly! Why else would there be four sets of footprints?"

"Hmm..."

While Tang Soso and Dokgo Jun seriously pondered the ghost's identity, the Five Young Azure Dragons whispered amongst themselves.

"It was Meatbun-hyung, wasn't it?"

"I'm sure of it."

"Why did that guy follow us all the way to the Test of Courage?"

"Isn't it a bit too late to be questioning that now?"

"Shh! Let's keep this a secret between us."

The meatbun-eating ghost commotion quickly subsided. Only three students had witnessed the footprints, and no harm had been done.

Despite the various commotions, the Test of Courage concluded safely without any major issues.

"The Azure Dragon Academy is... strong," Sama Yeong admitted candidly as she took off her mask.

The Vermilion Phoenix Academy instructors, including Namgung Hak, nodded solemnly. They had willingly taken on the role of the men in black for a simple reason—they wanted to see for themselves how far the Azure Dragon Academy had come.

Until the test began, they had assumed the Azure Dragon Academy students were slightly inferior to their own. Although they recognized the prodigy Wiji Cheon, they considered him an exception, much like their own academy's prodigy, Yeon Soha.

Now, however, the Vermilion Phoenix Academy instructors sported peculiar expressions as they shared their impressions.

"Their martial arts skills are impressive, but I was even more impressed by their mental fortitude."

"We created a situation where they could have easily crumbled under pressure... but not a single one gave in."

"Some of them are so skilled that it's not enough to simply call them prodigies."

"We were almost embarrassed by the students."

The instructors were genuinely impressed by the Azure Dragon Academy students' skills and talent.

They were instructors from the Vermilion Phoenix Academy, said to be second only to the Heavenly Martial Academy. As such, they were prideful and rarely acknowledged their opponents. Nevertheless, the Azure Dragon Academy had shown them something truly impressive today.

Sama Yeong nodded as she listened to the instructors' discussion. "The Azure Dragon Academy will be a real threat to our Vermilion Phoenix Academy at the upcoming Heavenly Martial Festival."

""......"" No one from the Vermilion Phoenix Academy could refute her words.

Sama Yeong felt a slight impatience and tension, but also a greater sense of anticipation and competitiveness. Her lips curved into a smile. "I'm already looking forward to tomorrow's joint class. It will surely be a good stimulus for both sides."

Everyone nodded in agreement.

The Vermilion Phoenix Academy instructors started cleaning up the area. Sama Yeong approached Noh Goonsang to say her farewells before returning to her lodgings.

Noh Goonsang greeted her with a satisfied smile. "Thank you for assisting us and for ensuring the safety of our students."

"Not at all. We were the ones who learned a great deal."

"Please tell Hyung-nim that I will visit him tomorrow."

"Definitely. Unfortunately, our Principal couldn't be here with us..." Sama Yeong sighed regretfully.

The Fire King, the Vermilion Phoenix Academy Principal and her grandfather, had not joined them. He was currently back at the Vermilion Phoenix lodgings, training their students.

Noh Goonsang smiled bitterly. "Hohoho! This might have been difficult for Hyung-nim to watch."

The senior instructors among the Vermilion Phoenix Academy staff nodded stiffly.

Sama Yeong let out a soft sigh and nodded as well. "I know, but it's frustrating not knowing how long he'll remain trapped in the past."

"Hohoho! Shaking off the past is easier said than done." Noh Goonsang shook his head sadly. Like the Fire King, Kwak Duyong had also opted out of this Test of Courage.

"...Then we'll be heading down first."

"See you tomorrow!"

Not long after the Vermilion Phoenix Academy instructors left, the Four Heavenly Kings returned.

"It's the Four Heavenly Kings!"

""BOOOOOO!""

As soon as the students saw the Four Heavenly Kings, a torrent of resentment and jeers erupted. The Four Heavenly Kings had deceived them perfectly, tormenting them under the guise of a real situation.

The jeers directed at the Cold-Blooded Asura Demon King and the Handsome Playboy were especially loud. These two had beaten them far more mercilessly than the others.

"If you're unhappy, then face me in a duel. I'll accept your challenge anytime," Namgung Su taunted.

The students froze. The Star Instructor of the Azure Dragon Academy seemed to have taken a liking to the alias 'Cold-Blooded Asura Demon King.' Even when the other Four Heavenly Kings took off their masks, he alone silently kept his dragon mask on.

On the other hand, the Handsome Playboy was fun to tease. For one, he absolutely loathed this alias.

"How many times do I have to tell you, you damn punks? I told you to call me the Iron-Blooded Demon Lord!"

"Look at that! The Handsome Playboy is getting angry!"

None of the students called Baek Suryong the Iron-Blooded Demon Lord. Led by the Five Young Azure Dragons, everyone poked fun at the Handsome Playboy.

"Haaa... Fine. Do whatever you want."

In the end, Baek Suryong shook his head in resignation, thinking they would stop after a day.

From that day on, however, he was known as the Handsome Playboy for the rest of the school trip.

Noh Goonsang looked around at the students gathered on the mountain peak. "Is everyone alright?"

""Yes!""

The students all looked tired and exhausted, but their answers brimmed with youthful energy.

Smiling gently, Noh Goonsang continued, "Don't forget today's experience. This kind of event could become a reality at any moment. It may seem far away, but it could also be very close."

Even the most mischievous students listened attentively to the seasoned war veteran's advice.

"When that time comes, you will have to make a choice, whatever it may be. That choice could decide the fate of you and your comrades."

Some students, who had made mistakes out of panic or been quickly captured by the men in black due to poor judgment, hung their heads dejectedly.

Noticing this, Noh Goonsang offered words of comfort, "There's no need to despair. Engrave today's mistakes in your hearts so you won't repeat them the next time. If you faltered today, then be bolder tomorrow. While you are a student at the Azure Dragon Academy, never fear making mistakes. I and the other instructors here will correct you as many times as you need, until you are ready."

He grinned mischievously before concluding, "Okay kids, we've had our fun for today, so let's head down now."

"Okay, Principal!"

In response to the students' resounding cheer, the nocturnal mountain birds took flight in unison, soaring towards the moon.

And so, the first day of the school trip came to an end.
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"You have to wake up early tomorrow morning, so don't stay up too late."

""Yes!""

"You're good at answering, at least."

Baek Suryong chuckled, closed the door, and turned away. The room he had just checked was the last of the student dorms. He detected several stealthy presences behind him, but he left them be for now.

When he returned to the instructors' quarters, the room was empty. Namgung Su must have stepped out.

Namgung Su is probably off working somewhere, but... what happened to Yeonho?

He glanced out the window, concerned. After leaving for family business, Ak Yeonho hadn't returned even after the Test of Courage ended.

Should I go looking for him? But he's not a child...

He contemplated what to do when he sensed a familiar presence outside. 

A masked man swooped in through the window and yelled, "The ultimate weapon of the Four Heavenly Kings, the Supreme Demon Spear, is here!"

It was none other than Ak Yeonho, looking far more boisterous than usual. Wearing a mask that resembled a raccoon more than a wolf, he struck a ridiculous pose, standing on one foot with his arms spread out to the sides.

Baek Suryong's eye twitched. "...What are you doing?"

"Alas, what a tragedy. I really should have been there! I heard the Test of Courage was a lot of fun!" Ak Yeonho giggled, walked over, and plopped himself down on the bed opposite Baek Suryong. No sooner had he gotten comfortable than he started chattering , "I even came up with a pose for my grand entrance in front of the students. I prepared lines for different situations, but what could I do when my family said they'd treat me to a meal ? Refusing would have been awkward, so I ate my fill and had a drink or two..."

Ak Yeonho seemed back to his old self, always lightening the mood with his lively and playful antics. 

Still, Baek Suryong didn't smile. He stared intently at Ak Yeonho, curious about the real expression behind the comical raccoon mask. "You. Take off the mask."

Ak Yeonho flinched. "Huh? Why? I didn't even get to wear it during the Test of Courage. I was just trying to get into the mood by wearing it for a bit."

"Take it off. Before I do it by force."

"Wow, Hyung-nim, you sounded just like the Handsome Playboy! The rumors have already spread like wildfire..."

Instead of replying, Baek Suryong reached out. 

Ak Yeonho quickly backed away and chuckled awkwardly. "Haha, what's with you, really?"

"......"

"...Alright." Ak Yeonho sighed and slowly removed his mask. His face was as expressionless as stone, and his lips were crusted with dried blood.

"Did your Patriarch do that?" Baek Suryong asked in a low voice.

Despite his outward composure, his eyes flashed dangerously.



Translator's Note: Namgung Su is going to kick some serious ass and do some aura farming this weekend...


Chapter 510: You Need Not Worry

"Did your Patriarch do that?"

Instead of answering, Ak Yeonho touched his face awkwardly, feeling exposed without his mask. A sharp pain flared when his finger brushed against his split lip. He smiled weakly. "I got drunk and fell on my way here."

Baek Suryong's face clouded over. Not even a child would believe that lie. Although Ak Yeonho smelled of alcohol, his face showed no signs of intoxication. He must have forced down several drinks just to give himself an excuse. 

Still, he decided to play along for now. 

"Tsk! You can't even hold your liquor," he said, clicking his tongue. Reaching into his bag, he took out a medicinal paste that Baek Muheun had given him before he left the White Dragon Manor and tossed it to Ak Yeonho. "If your lip is split, you should put medicine on it. You just left it like that?"

"It's nothing serious..."

"What do you mean it's nothing? You're the one who cares most about your face. Don't you remember picking out clothes and a scent pouch for me before the instructor interview and saying that appearance is also a weapon?"

Ak Yeonho chuckled at the fond memory. "That's right, I did. It hasn't been that long, but it feels like years have passed, doesn't it?"

"A lot has happened in that time."

They had known each other since before joining the Azure Dragon Academy. After meeting by chance at an inn, they had agreed to be sworn brothers. Upon discovering they were now colleagues, they continued their friendship, protecting Gongson Su from assassins, supporting each other during the Namgung Clan's instructor training, playing and fighting together at the Azure Dragon Festival.

"Look at this. You can still see traces of the bald spot you gave me during the cavalry battle."

"Since it's disappearing, want me to make you a new one?"

They rejoiced together when good things happened. When times were tough, they comforted each other with a drink in silence. However, neither of them had ever truly shared their deepest secrets.

They were cheerful and sly on the outside, but rarely revealed their true feelings. In that sense, they were similar. Perhaps they had become friends because they instinctively recognized that they were the same kind of person.

"Since you're here, let's share a drink. I still have plenty of the stuff I confiscated from the kids."

"You should've said so earlier. I just put medicinal paste on my lips..."

"Alcohol swallowed with the taste of medicine and blood is always the most delicious." Baek Suryong grinned and took out the alcohol he had confiscated from the students. After they sat at the table and exchanged a few cups, he asked again, "So, did your Patriarch do that to you?"

"...I told you, I fell down."

Baek Suryong frowned briefly before shrugging. "Is that so? Then I guess I'll have to fall down accidentally while walking past the Ak Clan's residence. I'll flail my arms and legs to keep my balance. If I'm unlucky, I might accidentally slap someone nearby."

Although he sounded like he was joking, his eyes were serious. If Ak Yeonho gave even the slightest nod, Baek Suryong would do exactly as he said. 

Ironically, that was why Ak Yeonho had to shake his head. "Hyung-nim," he said, looking at his friend seriously. "I'm really okay."

If the Azure Dragon Hero and the Spear King clashed, the outcome would inevitably affect the entire murim. The relationship between the Azure Dragon Academy and the Ak Clan would sour. If one of them were seriously injured or killed, the situation would become irreversible. He did not want that to happen because of him.


"Do not disappoint me again."



The memory of the Patriarch's arrogant gaze still made him shudder.


"Yeonho, I'm sorry."



When he recalled Ak Jinheon's powerless voice as he blamed himself, his resolve not to act rashly grew stronger. Unlike him, his stepfather, Ak Jinheon, was born into the Ak Clan and could never escape them.

He smiled thinly. "To be honest, I'm seen as a nuisance, but I've also gained a lot from the Ak Clan. I've learned one of the jianghu's best martial arts, enjoyed good food, wore nice clothes, and wherever I went, I was never treated poorly just because I had the Ak surname."

Yes, forcing myself to think this way is what allowed me to endure everything all this time.

"Yeonho." Baek Suryong watched Ak Yeonho force a smile with a complicated expression. The Ak Clan's actions reminded him of his previous life. Once an orphan who suffered at the hands of the Blood Cult, he later went on to torment his former trainees himself.

Perhaps that's why the alcohol tastes so bitter. 

The thought of Number Four, who might be watching from somewhere, made the wine hard to swallow.

Sighing, he advised, "Don't think too hard. Sometimes, the simplest solution is..."

"That's enough, Baek Suryong," a man's voice interrupted.

Baek Suryong and Ak Yeonho simultaneously turned to look at the speaker. Namgung Su stood in the doorway, staring at them. He wore simple clothes and his hair was still damp, proving that he had just washed up. Although he looked more relaxed than usual, he still exuded an air of neatness and tidiness.

"Why are instructors, who are supposed to set an example for students, having a drinking party this late at night?" he snapped, frowning in disapproval. Despite his obvious irritation, though, he didn't clear away the drinks. Rather, he glowered at Baek Suryong. "A clash between two of the Ten Supremes would create huge ripples in the murim. If it turned into a life-or-death battle and one of you died, things would spiral out of control. Were you planning on attacking the Ak Patriarch without considering that? Have you considered what would happen to your students in the aftermath?"

Ak Yeonho felt inwardly relieved. These were the words he had wanted to say but couldn't.

Of course, Baek Suryong had considered this as well, but he wasn't about to back down so easily. "So, my little brother comes back all banged up, and I'm just supposed to sit back and do nothing? Besides, I can just make up some random excuse."

"If violence is your go-to solution, what makes you any better than those unorthodox bastards?"

"Aren't you quite the righteous hero? I wonder, if Mimi went home one day beaten black and blue, would you still fuss over such trivial details?"

"Have you said all you want to say?"

Baek Suryong and Namgung Su glared at each other, growling as if sparks were flying between them.

Ak Yeonho, the person who had been beaten up, looked baffled as he tried to mediate. "Hey, I'm the one who got hit, so why are you hyung-nims fighting? Now, now, let's stop this boring talk. It's been a while, Namgung-hyung, so why don't you have a drink with us?"

Namgung Su hesitated, but after seeing Ak Yeonho's earnest expression and the wound on his lip, he finally sat down. "Let's make this quick."

This was the first time the three of them had drunk together. 

Ak Yeonho grinned foolishly and continuously filled his hyung-nims' cups. "Namgung-hyung, you can really hold your liquor, can't you? Your expression hasn't changed at all."

"If you learn the proper way of drinking, you won't get drunk easily, nor will you lose your composure," Namgung Su replied, emptying his cup with impeccable posture and disciplined movements. 

Baek Suryong, on the other hand, sipped his drink while leaning back in his chair. He glanced at Namgung Su and shook his head. "Aigoo! You're ruining the taste of the alcohol."

"How pitiful. If you had learned the proper way to drink, you could truly appreciate the aroma and flavor."

Ak Yeonho couldn't hold back his laughter as he watched the two bicker childishly while drinking in completely different ways. "Haha! Being with you hyung-nims is always so fun and reassuring..."

Perhaps because he was a lightweight drinker, but before the three men had even finished a bottle, his eyelids began to grow heavy.

"Let's drink together often from now on... Mmm..."

"Has he fallen asleep?"

"Yes."

After Ak Yeonho passed out, the other two continued to drink in silence, as if having a drinking competition.

Baek Suryong spoke first. "...I was just thinking. As long as the opponent isn't one of the Ten Supremes, it should be fine, right?"

Despite the lack of context, Namgung Su instantly understood the meaning behind Baek Suryong's words. He had been drinking with a similar idea in mind anyway. "As long as he is treated with sufficient courtesy, there shouldn't be a problem."

"Well? Are you confident?"

"I'll be back soon."

Namgung Su downed the rest of his drink in one gulp and rose from his seat. Just before leaving, he took one last glance at Ak Yeonho's sleeping face, memorizing the location of the scab on his lip.

[image: sep]


Even late at night, a lamp was lit in the Patriarch's quarters. Ak Bi sat across from his only daughter, the Young Lady Ak Yeonhwa, drinking tea.

"...I remember now," he suddenly said.

Ak Yeonhwa took a slow sip of tea before asking, "What do you remember?"

"When you were young, there was a boy you often played with. He had the Ak surname and acted presumptuously, as if he were your brother... Was his name Yeonho?"

Ak Yeonhwa showed no agitation as she gazed at the Patriarch. Nodding calmly, she acknowledged, "Yes, there was such a time."

Her expression suggested that she had completely forgotten and only just now remembered. After all, more than ten years had passed. Those memories were buried, childish sentiments from a bygone era. After realizing they lived in different worlds, they had grown distant.

"I kept him by your side for a while, as he was one of the candidates for your personal bodyguard."

"We were supposed to select a candidate with outstanding martial arts skills from among our peers. He was ultimately eliminated."

The reason for Ak Yeonho's elimination wasn't his martial arts. At the time, his skills were a cut above those of the other adopted sons , but he simply couldn't hide his feelings properly.

Ak Bi frowned as if recalling an unpleasant memory. "I forgave the brat back then because he had considerable martial talent, and I thought his handsome face might come in handy someday."

"Is that so?" Ak Yeonhwa replied nonchalantly. Her expression was detached, and not a single ripple disturbed the tea she held.

Suspicion bloomed on Ak Bi's face, illuminated by the oil lamp. "You don't still have feelings for the boy, do you?"

Ak Yeonhwa set down her teacup. In her childhood, she had feared that face more than any ghost, but the Young Lady of the Shandong Ak Clan had since learned to perfectly control her emotions. She stated firmly, "I am the heir to the Shandong Ak Clan. Even if you are the Patriarch, Father, it isn't right for you to test me by asking such a trivial question."

Pleased with the Young Lady's answer, Ak Bi laughed heartily. "My joke went too far. Though I'll have to see how sincere your words are."

"......" Ak Yeonhwa sighed inwardly. She couldn't let her guard down. The peerless master known as the Spear King ruled his clan by constantly sowing doubt and fostering anxiety, making his clansmen tremble in fear until they submitted.

As the Young Lady, she had become more accustomed to his methods than anyone. Her own opinion didn't matter.

"I'll be away for a while. There is someone I must meet."

"Yes."

Ak Yeonhwa did not ask for details. Ak Bi kept the most important information to himself. Except for a few martial artists he treated as his own limbs, not even the Young Lady was privy to all the clan's secrets.

Ak Bi smiled. "Many things will soon change. We'll have to see who our friends and enemies are, but one thing is certain, the Ak Clan will ultimately emerge victorious."

"...Of course," Ak Yeonhwa replied stiffly. Even though Ak Bi was her father, she was creeped out by the smirk slowly spreading across his lips.

"Keep a close watch on them while I am gone."

"Yes, Patriarch."

Ak Bi nodded and immediately left his quarters. The martial artists who guarded him like shadows followed silently. Ak Yeonhwa saw them off as far as the main gate.

However, he did not get far. Just as he was about to use his movement arts to leave the estate, a formidable presence began chasing him at a breakneck speed.

Ak Bi stopped and waited for his pursuer. A pair of golden eyes, glinting even in the darkness, gave away the man's identity. "Why have you come looking for me at this late hour?" he asked.

As the figure approached, the faint scent of alcohol wafted over. Still, the man's posture was not the least bit sloppy despite the booze. Rather, this scent felt as natural as the fragrance from a scent pouch emanating from the man.

"I apologize for the intrusion, but I followed you because I felt I might not get another chance to ask you for a favor."

"What do you want?"

Namgung Su clasped his hands together and stated his reason for coming. "I would like to request a sparring match with you, Patriarch."

"In the middle of the night?" Ak Bi was baffled. He had never heard of someone appearing out of the blue to request a sparring match. A hint of irritation colored his brow. "You must have had too much to drink. Go back."

He had no reason or desire to spar with Namgung Su... at least, until he heard Namgung Su's next line.

"You need not worry."

"...Worry?"

"I will not reveal the outcome of this spar to anyone."

Contrary to his humble tone, Namgung Su's gaze was incredibly provocative.


Chapter 511: Mistakes and Coincidences

"This seems like a suitable spot."

Two men stood facing each other in a wide clearing on top of a sheer cliff, each radiating a completely different aura. The Spear King gave off a powerful aura, as if he wanted to crush the world. In contrast, Namgung Su stood with his golden eyes half-lidded, like a tranquil lake concealing a dormant volcano beneath its surface.

VWOOOOOM!

The Spear King expelled his inner qi and spread his energy wide. The heavy presence weighed down on the wild grass, causing them to bend low as if kowtowing before him. "If you don't want to wake the sleeping students, let's limit our power to this level."

"Thank you for your consideration, Patriarch." Namgung Su clasped his hands politely before unleashing his own inner qi to match the Spear King's.

FWOOSH!

Swirls of energy erupted from beneath his feet. The sleeves of his martial arts uniform fluttered, and his hair swayed even without wind.

"So your confidence is well-founded." Ak Bi smirked and reached behind him to unclasp his beloved weapon, the Ak Clan Spear. 

Namgung Su slowly drew his sword. They had agreed to limit their use of inner arts and only exchange techniques. If they went all out, the fight would be destructive enough to reshape the terrain around them.

Ak Bi held his spear ready. Since this was nominally a guided spar, he spoke first as the murim senior, stating which martial art he would use. "I have learned many of my family's martial arts, including the Ak Clan Spear Technique. However, in this duel, I will only use the Ak Clan Spear Technique."

"I will use the Namgung Clan's Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique and the Royal Sword Style."

Ak Bi's interest sparked when he heard that Namgung Su had learned the Royal Sword Style. "Oho! I never thought I'd get a chance to witness the Royal Sword Style in person."

His mouth crept up at the corners. He had accepted this duel intending to discipline the arrogant Namgung brat, but now he saw the possibility of an unexpected windfall.

"Most martial artists born to murim families dream of surpassing the Namgung Clan and establishing the world's greatest martial clan. Defeating the martial arts of the Namgung Clan, especially the Royal Sword Style, is a crucial element of those dreams."

"Didn't you say you didn't have much time to spare for me?" Namgung Su asked, raising an eyebrow in a clear request to stop the useless chatter and begin.

However, Ak Bi pretended not to hear him and continued rambling. "Unfortunately, the Namgung Clan crumbled all on its own, falling from grace after a bloody massacre. Even your Patriarch has all but retired after losing an eye. Most regrettably, the Blue Sky Sword King, who held a seat among the Ten Supremes, died in disgrace... Such a pathetic end for a great man."

"......" Namgung Su's eye twitched. Ak Bi was obviously trying to provoke him. Just the casual way he mentioned the brutal massacre showed how little he respected the Namgung Clan.


"From now on, all of us will have to face many challenges and trials, but we cannot rely on the clan's reputation anymore. If you don't develop your own skills, the Namgung name will only become a noose around your neck."



Father was right. The name 'Namgung' can no longer protect our family. Now, it's time for us to protect our family name.

"Still, the Namgung Patriarch seems to have some luck, for an illegitimate son's martial arts to be this outstanding. I should have had more children myself."

"Ak Patriarch."

"Oh my, were you offended?" Ak Bi chuckled slyly. "I was just joking, joking!"

Namgung Su said calmly, "Even if you defeat me here, you still can't say that you've defeated the Namgung Clan's martial arts."

Ak Bi nodded as if the statement was obvious. "Of course. How could I judge the Namgung Clan's strength based on your skills alone? I'm merely assessing the potential of the next generation..."

"Even that..." Namgung Su interjected firmly.

The essence of a great murim clan stems from more than just powerful martial arts. It is founded on long-standing history and tradition, as well as the pride and dignity of its members. Even if Ak Bi beats impossible odds to become the world's strongest martial artist, the Ak Clan will never be able to surpass the Namgung Clan as long as he keeps strutting around like a nouveau riche.

Namgung Su condensed his many thoughts into a short sentence. "...Even that won't be easy for you."

"...What did you say?"

Although this was supposedly a guided spar with limited inner qi usage and lethal techniques forbidden, the two men's auras grew sharper by the moment.

"Are you saying that I won't be able to defeat you easily?" Ak Bi asked, fury slowly clouding over his features.

Namgung Su pointed his sword at the sky in answer.

CRACKLE! RUMBLE!

White lightning danced across the blade as he unleashed the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique. At the same time, the imposing qi of the Namgung Clan's ultimate technique, the Royal Sword Style, surged outward, displacing Ak Bi's qi and taking control of the surrounding area.

Namgung Su announced plainly, "These are the Namgung Clan's martial arts."

Although his sword was still pointed at the heavens, the lightning contained within it could instantly strike anywhere within a nine-meter radius. Moreover, inside the domain of the Royal Sword Style, his strikes would be sped up severalfold.

"I'm still young and inexperienced, so please be careful, Patriarch," Namgung Su cautioned, his golden eyes glittering in the darkness like glowing embers.

Ak Bi's eyes flashed. Namgung Su's statement could be interpreted either as concern... or as a form of provocation. 

His playful expression vanished, replaced by the cold, emotionless mask his vassals feared most. "You... how arrogant," he snarled, tightening his grip on the spear.

BOOM!

He struck the ground with his spear, triggering a faint vibration that rippled out in all directions. If he hadn't limited his inner qi, the entire cliff would have crumbled.

"In that case, I suppose I don't need to hold back."

RUMBLE!

A violent energy vortex coiled around the spear like a vicious serpent. Despite being immersed in the Royal Sword Style's domain, the Spear King's movements remained completely unrestrained.

Stepping forward, he thrust his spear, sending its tip hurtling through the oppressive air. 

Still, Namgung Su waited until the last possible moment before bringing his sword crashing down.

CLAAAANG!

A thunderous roar reverberated through the battlefield. The Spear King's bodyguards, who had retreated far away, hurriedly circulated their inner qi and shielded their ears from the deafening noise.

That was only the beginning. Immediately after the first impact, the two began to fight in earnest. A lightning sword and a whirlwind spear exchanged blows with pinpoint precision and blinding speed, giving rise to a furious thunderstorm atop the cliff as each sought to exploit their opponent's vulnerabilities.

Startled by the sudden disaster, the animals and birds of the mountain fled in a panic.

[image: sep]


"What a bastard..." Baek Suryong smirked as he took a swig from a bottle of alcohol he had confiscated earlier. The strong liquor burned its way down his throat, leaving him wondering which crazy student had brought something as strong as this on a school trip. 

He was currently perched on a high tree branch near the battlefield. At this distance, he was far enough away to remain undetected by the Spear King and Namgung Su, but close enough that he had a perfectly unobstructed view of the guided spar.

Namgung Su's attacks were much bolder and more aggressive than usual. The Spear King likely had no idea why, but he certainly did.

"How can he act all sober when he's actually too drunk to think straight?"

Namgung Su was only slightly intoxicated, not quite enough to impair his balance or cloud his judgment, but just enough to heighten his emotions. Simply put, he was taking out his alcohol-fueled frustrations on one of the Ten Supremes.

"Ah, but fighting while drunk isn't so bad, is it?"

Baek Suryong snickered to himself. I wonder what it would have been like if they hadn't limited their inner qi...

SWISH!

Sensing a presence nearby, he glanced to the side. A large man was leaping through the branches with a nimbleness that defied his frame. He was dumbfounded for a moment, but he quickly pulled himself together and smirked.

"Are you curious about that fight too?" he asked Number Four.

Number Four nodded and hopped onto a branch next to him. This tree offered the best view.

Baek Suryong suspiciously eyed his former student's side profile. Number Four's face was a little bit more flushed than usual. "You look like you've had a few drinks, too. Care for another?"

Number Four did not refuse. He took the liquor bottle his old instructor handed him, took a sip, and grimaced slightly.

Baek Suryong chuckled. "Strong, ain't it?"

"......" Number Four nodded and handed the bottle back. He reached inside his pocket and took out his own bottle of liquor.

"What the hell? Why did everyone bring alcohol...? Is this supposed to be a school trip or a drinking trip?" Shaking his head, Baek Suryong refocused on the fight between Namgung Su and the Spear King.

All martial artists enjoyed watching fights. A high-level duel like this one was even more fascinating.

"Who do you think will win at this rate?"

Number Four pointed at someone, and Baek Suryong nodded in agreement. He thought the same.

The two sat side by side on the branch, spectating the epic duel between martial masters.

"Tsk, tsk! He should've used his wrist a bit more there."

Number Four nodded.

"Did you see that? This is why these orthodox snobs are..."

Number Four shook his head.

Both men traded critiques that would never be heard and chatted casually. Baek Suryong did most of the talking, while Number Four mostly nodded or shook his head.

The fight was entertaining, but having someone to watch and drink with made the whole experience even better.
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Ak Bi, who had been brandishing his spear relentlessly, smirked and retreated. "Your complexion isn't good. Are you starting to run out of steam?"

Namgung Su sighed inwardly. Just as Ak Bi said, he was indeed exhausted. This was the first time he was using the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique and the Royal Sword Style at the same time in a duel. The martial arts consumed more stamina than he had expected. 

Still, he had gained considerable enlightenment from clashing with the Spear King. With time, he would be able to make the combined technique his own. For now, however, pain and fatigue were rapidly accumulating in his body.

Nevertheless, he mumbled stubbornly, "...I'm used to this much."

"Don't overdo it. This started as a guided spar, after all," the Spear King chuckled casually, pretending he was being lenient because he had noticed Namgung Su's condition, and that he didn't care about his failure to gain a clear advantage during any of their previous exchanges. "We're both tired. How about we decide the winner with one final move?"

Namgung Su thought for a moment before nodding. "Very well."

"Tell me when you're ready."

Ak Bi slowly assumed his starting stance and regulated his breathing. Deep down, though, his mind raced with calculations. His face betrayed nothing, but killing intent boiled in his heart as he focused on Namgung Su.

This brat will undoubtedly pose a threat to our family's future.

His motto was to eliminate all obstacles whenever the opportunity arose. Conveniently, it was late at night, and they were far from the estate. He was surrounded only by his most loyal bodyguards, whom he trusted implicitly.

Naturally, his proposal to exchange one final blow was part of his strategy.

"...Be careful. Martial artists with a strong desire to win often get greedy under pressure and wind up making mistakes."

The slightest misstep in a duel between martial masters could result in permanent disability, and sometimes, even death.

Namgung Su nodded, though his face was still pale. "I understand. It's easy to get careless and make mistakes at the very last moment."

Ak Bi smiled faintly, seemingly satisfied with the answer. "Are you ready?"

"Yes."

Before Namgung Su could finish speaking, the two men moved simultaneously. Since it was the final blow, both combatants' eyes blazed with fervor. Their weapons became extensions of themselves as they ripped through space and whizzed past each other.

SLICE!

Namgung Su's shirt tore open, and blood quickly soaked his torso. The Spear King had accidentally grazed his chest, carving a long gash, but the wound was too shallow to cripple or kill him. 

Nonetheless, it did cause Namgung Su to mistakenly drop his sword.

"...Oops!"

A swordsman suddenly dropping his sword was an extremely difficult variable to anticipate, especially for a high-ranking master from a prestigious family. Most would rather break their own arms than let go of their swords.

Consequently, Ak Bi hesitated, unable to immediately predict Namgung Su's next move.

Namgung Su's eyes widened as he desperately moved his arm to the side, seemingly trying to catch the sword that had slipped from his grasp. For some reason, however, Ak Bi's face was coincidentally positioned directly in his path.

"...!" Ak Bi hastily turned his face to the side to avoid the palm that suddenly appeared in front of his eyes. Much to his shock, the pressure of the Royal Sword Style weighed down on his body at that exact moment, delaying him by a fraction of a second.

SMACK!

A clear handprint was stamped on the cheek of the peerless spearman revered as one of the Ten Supremes.



Translator's Note: Action chapters always take extra effort...


Chapter 512: I Wonder

SMACK!

A sharp sound echoed across the battlefield.

The Spear King grimaced in shock and fury the moment Namgung Su's hand, which was supposedly reaching for his dropped sword, connected with his cheek.

Still, as a peerless master, he could exploit even a fraction of a second. He immediately deployed his defensive enhanced qi, shielding his face while shaping the qi into sharp, saw-like blades for a counterattack.

Damn bastard!

Ak Bi's eyes gleamed with killing intent as he glared at Namgung Su. Even as the palm struck his face, the spate of 'accidents' was not yet over.

I'll tear that palm to shreds!

He stopped trying to evade Namgung Su's palm. Instead, he braced himself, tensing his facial muscles and trusting in his enhanced defensive qi.

Within moments, Namgung Su's palm would be so mangled he could never hold a sword again. Not only would the tendons and muscles in his fingers be torn, but if he was unlucky, even the bones would be fractured.

Truth to tell, deploying defensive enhanced qi was forbidden in a sparring match. However, he could always claim that he had unconsciously used this technique to protect his face. After all, they were in a situation where both sides were repeatedly making 'mistakes'.

Reap what you sow for trying such a despicable trick on me!

Unfortunately for him, Namgung Su was still making mistakes.

CRACKLE!

Ak Bi's eyes widened as far as they could go upon seeing lightning enhanced qi erupt from Namgung Su's palm.

Fuck, I've been had...! This Namgung Clan bastard even took my instinctive reaction into account!

SMAAAACK!

Namgung Su's lightning-wreathed palm struck Ak Bi's cheek with all his might, snapping the Spear King's taut face to the side. As if caught in a gale, Ak Bi flew several meters before he finally skidded to a halt.

"...Hah." Ak Bi touched his cheek vacantly. Given the stinging pain, it wasn't hard to conclude that a clear, red handprint now adorned his face. Licking his lips, he realized that his left lip was also split and dripping blood.

All this was the result of an almost instantaneous battle of wits that, to others, would appear to be nothing more than a series of unfortunate coincidences.

"Patriarch!"

"You scumbag!"

After recovering from their momentary shock, the Spear King's bodyguards rushed forward. When they saw the blood dripping from the Shandong Ak Clan Patriarch's split lip, however, they froze in place, gripped by indecision.

They were too afraid of their Patriarch to approach him when he was obviously upset. As such, they could only direct their anger at Namgung Su.

"You won't get away with this!"

"How dare you lay a hand on the Patriarch...!"

The Spear King, Ak Bi, was one of the Ten Supremes. He was a renowned martial master who should never have been slapped by someone young enough to be his son, even if he had given himself a handicap by limiting his power. 

If word of this incident spread, not only would a huge crack appear in his reputation, he would also have to endure all sorts of ridicule. Even worse, his status as one of the Ten Supremes could be called into question.

For this reason, Ak Bi remained silent, tenderly caressing his cheek. The slap had not only embarrassed him, but also reminded him how easily he could lose everything he had built in mere moments.

"Uhm... P-Patriarch? A-Are you alright?" Namgung Su stammered, looking absolutely dismayed. "The moment your spear grazed my chest, I, uh, inadvertently channeled too much qi into my hand. As a result, I embarrassingly dropped my sword..."

Ak Bi glared at the young martial arts instructor. Namgung Su's uniform was soaked with blood. His injury was much more severe than a mere slap to the face. Before long, even the bodyguards who had been denouncing Namgung Su had no choice but to shut their mouths.

Namgung Su continued, "I've never dropped my sword during a duel before, so I panicked. I unconsciously reached out to grab it and... made a grave mistake. I'm really sorry!" he apologized, seemingly too embarrassed to speak of what happened next. Of course, he made sure to glance worriedly at Ak Bi's swollen cheek and split lip. "As I said before, I think it's best if we kept this duel a secret."

Eloquence was one of the basic requirements for a Star Instructor. Namgung Su was implying that the blame for the 'accident' lay with both of them, and he was suggesting that they quietly bury the hatchet. In other words, he was saying, 'I won't spread rumors about you getting slapped by a murim junior, so you should back down quietly without making a fuss.'

"I'm grateful for your consideration and compromises, which allowed me to learn a lot. Thank you so much for your invaluable guidance!" Namgung Su bowed respectfully, then picked up his sword and sheathed it. "If that is all, this junior will take his leave."

He turned around, intending to quickly walk away, but a chilling voice stopped him.

"...Who said you could decide this is over?" Ak Bi growled.

The bodyguards who had served him for decades immediately surrounded Namgung Su, understanding their lord's wishes even without orders.

Namgung Su frowned and asked innocently, "W-What is the meaning of this?"

Ak Bi clenched his teeth. To him, Namgung Su's stereotypical young orthodox hero act was repugnant. However, he did not let himself get angry. After all, why waste emotions on a person he had already decided to kill?

"I want to see the famed Lightning Dragon Hero's true skill."

ROAAAAAAR!

His aura magnified several times over. As if the spearmanship he had displayed thus far were mere child's play, a deadly maelstrom spun into existence from his spear, threatening to engulf everything in its path.

At the eye of the storm, the powerfully built spearman's eyes blazed with killing intent. "This time, let's duel without any handicaps."

"...You'll regret this," Namgung Su warned coolly.

Ak Bi shrugged and let out a dry laugh. The endless insults hidden behind a pretense of politeness, uttered by a direct descendant of the Namgung Clan, had rekindled his repressed inferiority complex. "I don't think I could regret it any more than I do right now."

"......"

Namgung Su slowly reached for his sword hilt. His situation was tenuous at best. Ak Bi was no longer making an effort to hide the murderous intent in his eyes, and he was surrounded on all sides by peak experts. He could very well meet his end here.

Still, he felt surprisingly calm.

"You seem confident. Draw your sword. I'll hold back until you're ready..." Ak Bi's voice abruptly trailed off as he whipped his head to the side. 

A faint smile spread across Namgung Su's lips.

WHISTLE!

A deafening screech instantly commanded the bodyguards' attention. Shooting across the night sky like a meteor, a single sword plunged down between Namgung Su and Ak Bi.

CRAAAASH!

Ak Bi's bodyguards staggered from the shockwave rippling out from the impact.

"W-What..."

"The Flying Sword Technique?!"

The bodyguards' faces paled. The Flying Sword Technique was so extraordinary that even the Spear King's finest warriors were intimidated.

Spotting a young man in a blue martial arts uniform sprinting toward them, Ak Bi narrowed his eyes and gritted his teeth. "Azure Dragon Hero..."

Baek Suryong stopped abruptly, causing his long coat to whip around. Approaching with a sly smile, he said, "I was just going to watch, you know, but when a man called one of the Ten Supremes gangs on a murim junior along with his underlings, I just couldn't stand by and do nothing."

Ak Bi's thick eyebrows twitched. "...How dare you accuse me falsely?" 

Baek Suryong glanced at the surrounding bodyguards. "Isn't that what this is? All I see, Patriarch, is you and your men surrounding and intimidating my colleague, Mr. Namgung Su. Ah, or perhaps..." His lips curled into a thin arc. "You weren't planning to kill him, were you? Because only dead men tell no tales."

The bodyguards swallowed dryly, but Baek Suryong ignored them and continued nonchalantly, "Haha! It's a joke, a joke! You're not an unorthodox thug, are you? How could the respected Patriarch of the Shandong Ak Clan, the Spear King of the Ten Supremes, possibly try to kill a young man for slapping him by accident? You were probably just going to rough him up a bit to vent your anger, right?"

"......" Ak Bi glowered at Baek Suryong, who crossed and uncrossed the line between joke and insult with impunity. After a brief pause, he growled, "Azure Dragon Hero. You have no right to interfere. Furthermore, insinuating that I would do such dishonorable deeds is an affront to my clan..."

Baek Suryong cut Ak Bi off decisively. "You know, I wonder..."

SHING!

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword shot out from the ground and into his hand.

"If we were to try to kill each other right here, who do you think would survive?"

"...!" Ak Bi's eyes widened in shock. Baek Suryong's lips were curled into a gentle smile, but his eyes conveyed a subdued yet intense killing intent.

This bastard...

He was confused. The Azure Dragon Hero was unlike anyone he had ever met before. He had always been unscrupulous in his methods to expand his clan's power, but he had never met someone with such contradictory eyes.

Baek Suryong chuckled. "Of course, that would never happen. I was just curious, haha!"

"......" Ak Bi's instincts as a martial artist screamed of danger. They told him that the moment he clashed with the Azure Dragon Hero, he would not be able to escape ruin.

Ultimately, he elected to back down. Deliberately ignoring Baek Suryong, he turned to Namgung Su. "...Let's end today's sparring session here. I am running late for my appointment and must depart immediately."

He spun around and stormed off. After hesitating for a moment, his bodyguards followed him.

Baek Suryong did not forget to send him a telepathic message. [You should be glad your opponent was Namgung Su, a goody-two-shoes who only returns the exact payback your actions warrant.]

"......" Ak Bi kept walking, pretending he couldn't hear a thing.

[If Yeonho gets hurt again, or if you try any more of your dirty tricks... I'll rip your fucking jaw off myself.]

"......" Ak Bi clearly heard the warning, but he disregarded it and never turned back. For some reason, Baek Suryong's low voice felt like the fangs of a starving predator, chillingly brushing against the nape of his neck.

When Ak Bi and his goons had disappeared from view, Baek Suryong smacked his lips in disappointment. "He's really just leaving? I thought he'd lose his temper and attack."

Namgung Su sighed and shook his head. "Were you planning to clash head-on with the Ak Clan?"

"Why would I? There's no need for something so extreme. I just need to kill all the witnesses here to silence them, right?"

Namgung Su glared at Baek Suryong, wearing a genuinely concerned expression.

Baek Suryong shrugged casually. "Just kidding! I know I can't kill one of the Ten Supremes without good reason, no matter how much of a despicable hypocrite Ak Bi is."

"Baek Suryong."

"I said, I was just kidding." Baek Suryong waved his hand dismissively and changed the subject. "Anyway, aren't you going to thank me for saving you?"

"...I could have persuaded him to leave even if you hadn't come."

Baek Suryong eyed Namgung Su suspiciously. "Yeah, right. After pissing him off that much by slapping him, of all things? You just went for broke without thinking about the consequences, didn't you?"

Namgung Su shook his head shamelessly. "Since you were watching, you should know. All I did was make a catastrophic series of careless blunders."

"Right," Baek Suryong chuckled. "A very magnificently catastrophic series of careless blunders, I must say."

The corners of Namgung Su's mouth rose slightly.

Reeking of alcohol, the two men returned to their lodgings together.

"Oh, right. Hurry up and apply this to that wound on your chest." Baek Suryong took out a container of ointment from his pocket and tossed it to Namgung Su. "Yeonho will freak out if he finds out you picked a fight with the Spear King, so bandage that up well. Need me to stand watch for you?"

"...This is just a little scratch."

"A little scratch that you got because you failed to dodge properly and got hit. How worried do you think Yeonho will be if he finds out how much blood you lost?"

"You should reflect on your own conduct. What right do you have to say that to me?"

As always, the two bickered nonstop all the way back to their room.


Chapter 513: What Are You So Happy About?

"Ugh..." Ak Yeonho clutched his throbbing head as he slowly opened his eyes. "...Hyung-nims?"

He remembered drinking with Baek Suryong and Namgung Su, but after that, his memory was a complete blank. His spirits were low, so despite being a poor drinker, he had downed one cup after another. He struggled to sit up, when a familiar presence approached, clicking his tongue.

"You awake?" Baek Suryong asked.

"Suryong-hyung..."

Baek Suryong held out a cup of honey water. "Here, drink this."

Ak Yeonho took the sweet drink and gulped it down. Finally, his headache subsided a little. "Wow, just how much did we drink last..." he began, but he trailed off when he saw Namgung Su sitting cross-legged on the bed, circulating his energy with a pale face. Focusing his senses, he even caught a faint scent of blood.

His expression immediately hardened. "Why is Gungsu-hyung like that? Don't tell me... did assassins attack while I was asleep?"

Baek Suryong placed a hand on Ak Yeonho's tense shoulder and yawned. "Nah, he and I just went out for a little spar last night."

"...He actually sparred with you, Hyung-nim?"

Baek Suryong lied without batting an eyelid, "The alcohol got us fired up, so I taught him a lesson or two. Don't worry, he's just a little banged up. Nothing serious."

Ak Yeonho sighed in relief. He thought the explanation was a little ridiculous, but had no choice but to believe Baek Suryong. How many martial masters around here could put Namgung Su in that state? Still, he narrowed his eyes and scolded, "You Hyung-nims aren't kids. What are you doing getting into drunken brawls! At times like this, you're worse than the students."

"Stop nagging... Besides, that bastard started it, you know?" Baek Suryong pointed at Namgung Su indignantly. This time, he wasn't lying. Namgung Su had indeed stormed out of the room, hell bent on splitting Ak Bi's lip open.

The more I think about it, the more absurd that guy's drunken idea seems. How could he challenge one of the Ten Supremes and expect to come out on top? Even I can't be certain I'll win such a fight! Namgung Su's brain must have stopped functioning from alcohol intoxication.

He mumbled, "Well, I did egg him on a teensy weensy bit..."

Ak Yeonho rolled his eyes. "You provoked him into fighting, didn't you? It's so obvious."

Baek Suryong put Ak Yeonho in a headlock and playfully tickled him. "And whose fault is all this, huh? I oughta...!"

"W-Why are you suddenly blaming me!" Ak Yeonho screamed, when he suddenly felt a surge of lightning qi behind him.

CRACKLE, CRACKLE...!

Namgung Su was floating a few centimeters above the ground, surrounded by a faint electric current.

SHWAAAA!

The air grew heavy from his imposing aura.

Ak Yeonho swallowed dryly and stared blankly at the scene. "H-Hyung-nim, is that what I think it is..." he stammered, glancing at Baek Suryong.

Baek Suryong's eyes sparkled, recognizing that Namgung Su was in the midst of an epiphany. "About time this happened. He's been meditating for almost four hours."

Namgung Su had used a combination of the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique and the Royal Sword Style against Ak Bi. Despite the restrictions on inner qi, he was barely pushed back in a direct confrontation with one of the Ten Supremes.

Considering that the fusion of the two martial arts is still in its infancy, and he only recently started learning the Royal Sword Style... Just how powerful would he be if he mastered both techniques and merged them perfectly? He must be the first in the history of the Namgung Clan to attempt it too, because if someone else had succeeded before, they would have definitely left their mark on murim history.

Baek Suryong was both intrigued and astounded. Now, not even he could easily predict how powerful Namgung Su would eventually grow.

"...Four hours?" Ak Yeonho's eyes widened in surprise. "Then did you stay up all night just to protect him, Hyung-nim?"

"Not exactly. I had some spare time, so I got some work done." Baek Suryong gestured with his chin toward the documents lying on his bed. 

Seeing the thick stack of papers, Ak Yeonho shook his head in disgust. "This damn workaholic..."

Unbelievable! How could he work all night after drinking so much? Even if he's a master who can expel alcohol toxins at will, working this hard on a school trip is definitely abnormal. At this point, isn't he suffering from a new type of qi deviation?

Baek Suryong interrupted his train of thoughts. "Yeonho."

"Y-Yes?" Ak Yeonho flinched, thinking his inner thoughts had been exposed.

"If you get disowned, don't go anywhere else. Come to my house."

Ak Yeonho's jaw dropped. "...W-What are you talking about all of a sudden?"

Baek Suryong shrugged nonchalantly. "It's just a what if. My doors are always open to you."

For some reason, he saw the Blood Cult of the past in Ak Bi, and his former self in Ak Yeonho. To Number 27, an ignorant orphan, the Blood Cult's teachings were the only way of life he'd ever known and his only means of survival. By the time he was old enough to distinguish right from wrong, his hands were already stained red with blood.

I thought it was too late to escape, so I conformed to their ways and sought to climb up the ranks.

His innate viciousness and talent had earned him a spot in the Blood Dragons at a young age. However, after losing his qi center and hitting rock bottom, he'd lived a hellish existence until he met his four masters.

"...It's not too late for you," he whispered absentmindedly.

Ak Yeonho tilted his head. "Hyung-nim...?"

Baek Suryong fell silent for a moment, lost in thought. If I hadn't met my masters in prison, would I have tried to escape the Blood Cult?

He often pondered the question, but still didn't have an answer. Nevertheless, he knew that prolonged oppression and manipulation could warp the mind to a point where even imagining freedom became impossible.[1]

He regarded Ak Yeonho solemnly. "Don't hesitate just because you think you might impose on me. If you have nowhere else to go, then come straight to me. Got it?"

"......" Ak Yeonho bowed his head, saying nothing.

Baek Suryong patted his friend's shoulder reassuringly. "I'm sure you know there are plenty of empty rooms at the White Dragon Manor, right?"

"...Mhmm."

The reply was as faint as an ant's whisper, but Baek Suryong heard it clearly. For now, that was enough.

RUMBLE...!

Suddenly, Namgung Su's lightning aura intensified. Even the table and bed started to vibrate noticeably.

Baek Suryong hurriedly gathered his paperwork. "Let's go. It's almost time for morning assembly."

Ak Yeonho asked worriedly, "Is it really okay to leave Gungsu-hyung like that?" What if someone comes in and disturbs him...?"

Martial artists in a state of selflessness needed a protector. They were extremely vulnerable, and someone with ill intentions could easily harm or interrupt them, causing them to lose a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity and experience eternal regret.

However, Baek Suryong shook his head. "It'll be fine. He's so deeply immersed in his inner world that he can't hear anything. Besides, I doubt anyone has the guts to barge into my room. Most importantly, look at that."

He pointed at Namgung Su.

CRACKLE, BZZZZZT!

Bolts of white lightning sparked around Namgung Su, scorching the walls and floor. The pressure from the Royal Sword Style's aura also mounted, suffocating the room. Baek Suryong himself was not particularly affected, but Ak Yeonho could feel his body growing heavier.

Baek Suryong smirked. "What kind of madman would touch that? It's the outside world that needs protection from him, not the other way around."

Ak Yeonho's mouth twitched. "That's true, but..."

"Well, it's probably best to take some precautions." Baek Suryong unfastened the Divine Azure Dragon Sword from his waist and placed it near Namgung Su.

[Hey, I need a favor!] he asked.

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword complained, [...Sometimes, I get the feeling you think of me as nothing more than an all-purpose tool.]

[What are you talking about? I'm asking you because you're the only one I can trust in a situation like this.]

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword let out a low sigh but cast a spell without another word.

VWOOOM!

Sorcery spread throughout the room, confining the leaking lightning energy and the aura of the Royal Sword Style within a specific area.

[This should be fine for a while, but will you be alright in class today without me?]

Baek Suryong tapped Crimson Moon, which was strapped to his other hip. [Beggars can't be choosers. It's a shame, but I'll have to make do with this guy today.]

Seemingly satisfied, the Divine Azure Dragon Sword wished him a good day.

He turned to Ak Yeonho, who was unaware of the conversation that had just transpired and had only seen the sorcery activate. "Satisfied now?"

"Somehow it looks even more dangerous... Well, I guess it'll be the fault of anyone who dares to enter."

The two closed the door and left the room. Amazingly, Namgung Su's aura disappeared completely, demonstrating the Divine Azure Dragon Sword's incredible abilities.

On the way to the central training ground, Baek Suryong hummed a happy tune. "Hmm~ ahmm~"

"What are you so happy about, Hyung-nim?" Ak Yeonho asked.

"How should I announce his existence to make it more embarrassing? I need to think of an introduction more humiliating than the one the Murim Alliance Chairman gave me..."

"What on earth are you talking about...?"

Baek Suryong flashed a mischievous grin at Ak Yeonho. "I'm talking about the new last seat of the Ten Supremes. I want to give him a grand hazing."

His gaze went past Ak Yeonho toward where Namgung Su was.
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Early morning on the second day of the school trip, the Azure Dragon and Vermilion Phoenix Academy students gathered at the central training ground. The Azure Dragon Academy assembled on the left side, while the Vermilion Phoenix Academy lined up on the right. Since the day's activities had not yet begun, the students chatted in little groups.

"How many lightning strikes were there yesterday?"

"I heard thunder too, but it didn't rain at all..."

"You guys have any booze left in your room?"

"Shh! Keep your voice down, you idiot!"

Few students looked well-rested, evidence that everyone had partied hard. Still, every time glances were exchanged, a considerable amount of hostility could be felt.

"I heard those Azure Dragon Academy punks had a Test of Courage yesterday."

"The teachers said so. They were apparently quite impressive."

"So what? They've been in last place for ten years..."

"What are you looking at, you bastards?"

"Hyonwon Kang! Will you be quiet!"

They had raced to the Ak Branch Estate yesterday, but the result was too ambiguous for there to be a clear winner. As such, today's joint class fanned the flames of their competitive spirits.

I'll take this chance to show them who's the best.

I'll crush their arrogant pride.

A fierce, invisible battle of wills unfolded.

Meanwhile, Baek Suryong and Ak Yeonho were the last of the Azure Dragon Academy instructors to arrive.

"Sorry for being late," Baek Suryong apologized. He approached Noh Goonsang to explain Namgung Su's absence telepathically, then headed over to the Vermilion Phoenix Academy's side to do the same.

"Hmm..." The Fire King narrowed his eyes. "The fight last night was quite noisy. You didn't cause any trouble, did you?"

"The one who almost caused trouble has been locked up in his room, and I will lead today's activities in his stead."

The Fire King thought for a moment, then nodded readily. "I'll leave it to you. I'm sure our students will welcome the Azure Dragon Hero."

"Thank you for understanding." Baek Suryong bowed politely, then walked toward the Vermilion Phoenix Academy students. Unlike the death glares aimed at the Azure Dragon Academy, the Vermilion Phoenix students' eyes brimmed with curiosity and admiration as they focused on him. "It's a pleasure to meet you, students of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy. I am Baek Suryong, and I will be giving you a special lecture this morning."

Originally, he and Namgung Su had split the guest lecture workload. Now though, the Vermilion Phoenix Academy's entire morning session was his to oversee.

"The Azure Dragon Hero..."

"What kind of martial arts will he teach us? It's got to be swordsmanship, right?"

"So handsome..."

The Vermilion Phoenix Academy students' eyes sparkled with anticipation. How would the Azure Dragon Hero teach martial arts?

"I will be teaching you Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts today. I've condensed our extremely well-received curriculum from last semester into one trial lesson."

Smiling gently, Baek Suryong met the students' eager gazes.

SHIIING!

Without warning, he drew Crimson Moon from his waist. The blade caught the sunlight, giving off a chilling killing intent. The divine weapon, which was heavily associated with a certain man, had originally been blood red, but was now painted black to conceal its true identity.

"From now on, I will beat you all to within an inch of your lives."

"Huh?"

"What?"

"What the..."

Baek Suryong gave the students no time to think. He shot toward the Vermilion Phoenix Academy students, wearing a chilling smile. "If you don't want to get your asses whooped, you'd better take this lesson seriously."

At that moment, the Azure Dragon Academy students, who had been growling angrily just moments before, offered their sincerest condolences to their rivals.



Footnotes:

[1] Number 27 and the Apostles suffer from severe Stockholm Syndrome. 


Chapter 514: What Are You Going to Bet?

The joint class was divided into morning and afternoon sessions. During the morning session, students would learn from the other academy's instructors in an exchange class. The Azure Dragon Hero, the most anticipated guest instructor for the Vermilion Phoenix students, stepped forward.

However, none of the Vermilion Phoenix students could have predicated that the Azure Dragon Hero, the most talked-about figure in the murim, would rush at them with a sinister look in his eyes, like an unorthodox sect leader.

"W-What is this, all of a sudden?!"

"Who said you could just... Keuk!"

"Holy shit! He actually hit someone!"

As the Vermilion Phoenix students struggled to wrap their heads around the situation, Baek Suryong brandished Crimson Moon like a club.

SMACK! WHACK! THWACK!

Three students were struck in the stomach and crumpled to the ground before they could resist. Meanwhile, the others stared at Baek Suryong in horror.

Baek Suryong smirked. "Did I sound like I was joking?"

THUD! CRASH!

The students slowly backed away as the seemingly mad Azure Dragon Hero advanced.

Baek Suryong casually slung Crimson Moon over his shoulder and scanned his surroundings. "From now on, anyone who isn't paying attention will end up with broken bones, so be prepared. Same goes for anyone trying to slack off. So all of you..." he deliberately paused for dramatic effect, letting the corners of his mouth curl into a vicious smirk. "Come at me with the resolve to kill me or be killed."

"...!" The students shivered, feeling chills run down their spines from his menacing aura.

Thus began the Azure Dragon Hero's guest lecture, punctuated by the screams of Vermilion Phoenix students echoing across the central training ground.

"Wow..."

"This brings back memories..."

"That was once us..."

The Azure Dragon Academy students who had taken Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts last semester nodded with nostalgia as they watched Baek Suryong beat others up in real time. Some students even flinched and trembled as if the places where they had been hit before still ached.

However, some students also voiced their complaints.

"Isn't he going too easy on them just because they're from another academy?"

"Eye-poking and dirt-throwing are too basic. Haven't those guys tried that stuff before?"

"Mr. Baek! Show them the face-spitting and groin-kicking too!"

"He even pulled my hair back then!"

"...Shouldn't there be a little more blood?"

The Five Young Azure Dragons snacked while they watched, cheering on the Vermilion Phoenix students more enthusiastically than anyone else and offering unsolicited advice.

"Go, Vermilion Phoenix Academy!"

"If you call him 'Handsome Playboy,' he'll get flustered and his movements will get bigger! Aim for that moment!"

"...Wonkang, are you trying to get them all killed?"

"Attack him like you're really trying to kill him! It's not like you'll be able to lay a single finger on him anyway, no matter what you do!"

"Wiji Cheon, you really are..."

A vein popped on Baek Suryong's forehead. He couldn't tell whose side his maliciously commentating students were on, but he decided to focus on the Vermilion Phoenix students for now.

I'll deal with you lot later.

The Vermilion Phoenix instructors were just as surprised by Baek Suryong's teaching method. The Azure Dragon Academy instructors seemed accustomed to it, but they were nonetheless flabbergasted, their expressions screaming, How is this allowed? Isn't this child abuse?

"That's... one of the Ten Supremes...?" Sama Yeong stared at Baek Suryong with a dazed expression. To her utter disbelief, the martial master had abruptly rushed into the middle of the student crowd and begun to run amok.

She had expected golden words of advice and demonstrations from a revered, unparalleled master. She had not been prepared for an unorthodox ruffian to appear and start pummeling the students. She never dreamed his methods would be so dirty, like those seen only in back alleys. Baek Suryong threw dirt in the students' eyes, kicked them in the groin, spat in their faces, and waged psychological warfare with vulgar jabs and obscene gestures.

"He was always an unpredictable person, but..."

I thought he might have become a little more dignified after getting famous enough to shake the entire jianghu!

Sama Yeong sighed. No matter what, it seemed that Baek Suryong would always be Baek Suryong.

"Uwahahahaha!" Suddenly, a burst of loud laughter erupted. 

The instructors of both academies all stared at the source of the noise. 

The Fire King was laughing so heartily that his beard quivered. "I've been training martial artists for decades, but this is the first time I've seen an instructor teach like that!"

The Principal of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy, famous for his stubborn personality, howled with mirth. He didn't seem to care that his own students were getting beaten up. Rather, he couldn't help but be impressed every time a Vermilion Phoenix student was taken down by one of Baek Suryong's underhanded tricks.

"Rumors are usually exaggerated, but the opposite is true for this guy. His martial arts isn't the only incredible skill he has," he commended.

Noh Goonsang grinned smugly, as if he were the one being complimented. "Hyung-nim, doesn't that sight remind you of the old days?"

"Kekeke! Are you trying to bring up ancient history? Well... the murim of the past was certainly much rougher."

Back then, everyone knew him for his fiery temper. He tolerated no injustice and would immediately resort to his fists, causing countless problems even among orthodox masters.

"The unorthodox scum that you finished off in your youth could probably fill a small mountain, Hyung-nim."

"Hey, Goonsang. Why are you saying that as if you were any different?"

In his youth, Noh Goonsang had also possessed a formidable temper. Their relationship had actually begun with a fight, but they discovered that they got along surprisingly well and quickly became close. That bond continued to this day. Life was truly a curious thing.

For the two elders who remembered the murim before the fall of the Blood Cult, Baek Suryong's teaching method was actually quite welcome and refreshing.

The Fire King observed Baek Suryong carefully and nodded in approval. "Despite his overwhelming martial arts prowess, he uses only as much force as is necessary, and does so efficiently at that. Who else would deliberately throw dirt and kick the groin of kids who would fall over from a mere cough?" He grinned devilishly. "And that despicable smirk... Don't you think it's enough to make one question his origins?"

Feeling a pang of guilt, Noh Goonsang laughed awkwardly. "Hoho, question his origins? He may look like that, but he's definitely from the orthodox. He's just going above and beyond for his class, seriously training students to defend against the unorthodox arts."

"Somehow, that sounds like an excuse."

"Hohoho..."

Sama Yeong, who had been quietly eavesdropping on their conversation, stared at her grandfather in shock. "Grandfa... no, Principal. Are you just going to stand by and watch?"

"Of course?"

"Shouldn't we stop him? At this rate, all of our students are going to be thrashed..."

"Just leave them be," the Fire King interrupted, shaking his head. While it looked like Baek Suryong was swinging his blade recklessly, he was actually meticulously controlling his strength. If he hadn't, that deadly blade would have been drenched in blood long ago. "This experience will be precious and unforgettable for the children. Where else would those spoiled brats get to suffer like this?"

"That may be true, but..."

The Fire King silenced his granddaughter with a stern look. To put it nicely, the education offered by the Vermilion Phoenix Academy was stable and systematic. To put it bluntly, the curriculum was highly standardized. He had been aware of this flaw for some time, but it wasn't easy to address the students' lack of practical experience and instill some grit in them.

Perhaps... what we need to defeat the Heavenly Martial Academy isn't high-intensity martial arts training, but realistic combat simulations that foster ambition and drive.

Of course, not just any instructor could replicate what Baek Suryong was doing. Most simply weren't skilled enough to take on an entire class, let alone the entire student body.

"Hey, Vermilion Phoenix brats! Is this all you've got? You're nowhere near as good as the rumors say! Don't disappoint me!"

Baek Suryong's conduct as he toyed with the students and rampaged across the training ground was no different from that of human scum who had rolled around in the unorthodox faction for at least a decade.

The Fire King chuckled amusedly. "Even I'm getting a little ticked off just watching him. I can only imagine how livid the students must be."

Just as he predicted, the Vermilion Phoenix students' faces, initially filled with fear, gradually turned spiteful.

"Keuk..." Sama Hyeon, the Vermilion Phoenix Academy Student Council President, wiped the blood from his nose with the back of his hand. Defiance blazed in his eyes as he yelled, "First years, form the Three Extremes Formation! Second years, the Six Directions Formation! Third and fourth years, assume the axis of the Nine Palaces Formation and support your juniors!"

At the Student Council President's command, the students sprang into action. Moving in perfect unison, they swiftly arranged themselves into their respective formations. Given their considerable speed, it was clear that they practiced these formations regularly.

"Oh? Now we're talking. The looks in your eyes are so much more satisfactory." Baek Suryong paused, patiently waiting for the students to finish organizing themselves into formations. At the same time, he carefully studied all the Vermilion Phoenix students.

Individually, most of them aren't a match for the Five Young Azure Dragons, but collectively, they're stronger.

Their consistent second-place finish at the Heavenly Martial Festival was no coincidence. Objectively, the average skill level of their students surpassed that of the Azure Dragon Academy, and the most exceptional ones weren't far behind the Five Young Azure Dragons.

The Fire King's grandson is also quite impressive.

Sama Hyeon, the third-year Student Council President, was neck-and-neck with Hyonwon Kang. Additionally, there were several other impressive students.

Unfortunately, the face he had been most looking forward to seeing was nowhere to be found.

Baek Suryong asked Sama Hyeon, "Where is Yeon Soha?"

"I'm not sure." Sama Hyeon shook his head even as he produced a folding fan made of a unique material. Even with his eyes ablaze, he was a well-mannered boy who always responded politely to adults. "Senior Yeon Soha often skips class. She's probably hiding somewhere, catching up on sleep..."

Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes and summed up Yeon Soha in a single word. "A delinquent, I see."

Sama Hyeon mysteriously found himself nodding in agreement. "More or less."

"Well, I'll just have to meet her separately for a little make-up class later." Baek Suryong surveyed the students surrounding him, brimming with fighting spirit. Smiling cheerfully, he roared, "Fledglings! If you're ready, come at me again."

"Attack!"

The Vermilion Phoenix students gritted their teeth, formed their ranks, and charged at Baek Suryong with renewed determination.

"This is so exciting! I can't possibly stand still!" the Fire King exclaimed. No longer able to hold back, he swaggered toward the Azure Dragon students.

"W-What?"

"Why is he suddenly coming this way...?"

The Five Young Azure Dragons shrank back, struck by a sense of foreboding. 

The Fire King stood before them, his lips curving into a sinister smile. "Aren't you all getting antsy just watching?"

"No, we're having a great time learning through observation right now..." Hyonwon Kang argued timidly, but it was useless.

FWOOOOSH!

Flames erupted from behind the Fire King's back, forming the shape of a giant bird with a thirty-meter wingspan. A heat haze swirled around them from the surging flames. It was as if the mythical Vermilion Bird had risen from the ashes.

The sweltering heat generated by the divine bird of fire raised the surrounding temperature sharply. However, that wasn't the only reason beads of sweat formed on the faces of the Azure Dragon students.

The Fire King, who had risen into the air at some point, gazed down at them, his robes billowing around him. "Students of the Azure Dragon Academy, why don't you show me what you've got, too?"

"W-Wait a minute!"

"We're not mentally prepared yet..."

The Azure Dragon students, who had cheered on happily as their peers were beaten to a pulp, suddenly starting looking genuinely alarmed.
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"...Am I still alive?"

"What kind of field trip is this...?"

"I heard this trip was supposed to be fun..."

Groans of pain and resentful cries rang out across the central training ground, where students lay sprawled after receiving brutal 'guest lectures' from a current and former member of the Ten Supremes.

Only Baek Suryong and the Fire King—the architects of this chaos—looked around with satisfied smiles.

"This year's Azure Dragon Academy certainly has some spunk!"

"Your Vermilion Phoenix students are also at a very high level. They're fun to teach."

"Since our schools aren't that far apart, how about we organize more exchanges like this going forward?"

"Excellent idea! If we meet up around the halfway point, like we did this time, we can minimize the travel time."

The students listening nearby visibly paled. Suddenly, the two martial masters calmly plotting such regular exchanges looked like demons.

Of course, they understood that fighting unparalleled masters was a priceless experience for martial artists, and they might never again have the opportunity to do so. It was just...

"The Azure Dragon Hero's insanely strong..."

"I really thought I was fighting an unorthodox master... That was all an act, right? Right?"

"So that's extreme yang martial arts. Dealing with it is incredibly challenging."

"Yeah, the heat increased the nearer we got to him, making close quarters combat all but impossible."

The students realized anew how fortunate they were to have such amazing instructors as they watched them effortlessly decimate the opposing academy alone. 

Only the instructors who had to clean up the aftermath were sighing.

"Hoho! Hyung-nim, you're still as vigorous as any youngster. Our newly tailored uniforms were almost burned to a crisp, you know?"

"You two need to know when to stop! The central training ground is a mess because of you!"

Noh Goonsang and Sama Yeong scolded the two troublemakers, but since they were the most shameless people in both schools, the words fell on deaf ears.

Meanwhile, students in need of treatment or too exhausted to move were taken to the infirmary or to their rooms. Fortunately, thanks to the unparalleled masters' skillful beatings, everyone was expected to recover quickly.

During the short break, the Fire King approached Noh Goonsang. "Goonsang, want to make a bet with me?"

"A bet, all of a sudden?" Noh Goonsang tilted his head quizzically.

Baek Suryong, who had overheard the suggestion, walked over with sparkling eyes. "Did I hear someone mention a bet?" he asked excitedly. It was rare for someone else to bring up something like that first.

"Oho! You seem interested."

"That depends on what's at stake," Baek Suryong replied, grinning. "What are you going to bet?"

The Fire King blinked in confusion. "Uh, shouldn't you ask what the bet is about first?"


Chapter 515: President Vs. President

The Fire King stroked his lush beard, a troubled look creasing his wrinkled face. "I don't have anything worth giving to you, and you already have my Gratitude Token... I know! Should I set you up with my granddaughter?"

"Grandfather!" Sama Yeong's eyes went wide, appalled by the cheeky suggestion.

Baek Suryong shook his head and shrugged nonchalantly. "No need for that. She's scheduled to transfer to the Azure Dragon Academy next year anyway."

Sama Yeong's jaw dropped. "What? When did I..."

"Don't you remember?" Baek Suryong interjected. "You agreed to transfer if the Azure Dragon Academy takes first place at this year's Heavenly Martial Festival."

"Haa..." Sama Yeong laughed hollowly, recalling their conversation when they parted at the Namgung Estate.

"How about the one with the lower score at the Heavenly Martial Festival switches jobs?"

Those were the exact terms of their agreement. Although Baek Suryong had matter-of-factly changed it to 'if the Azure Dragon Academy wins', she didn't feel the need to correct him.

"Kekeke! A man should aspire to at least that much." The Fire King ran his fingers through his beard again. "So, what do you want in return for winning the bet?"

As a former member of the Ten Supremes, he possessed wealth, fame, outstanding martial arts, and a formidable social network. However, the same could be said of Baek Suryong, the Azure Dragon Hero.

I'm rather curious.

He wondered what this young hero could possibly want from him. Baek Suryong possessed profound martial arts skills that had earned him the coveted status of one of the Ten Supremes at a young age. He was also the Murim Alliance Chief Instructor, a benefactor to the Namgung Clan, and an Honorary Beggar of the Beggars' Gang.

This was why he had joked about marrying off his granddaughter, assuming that no man could resist her beauty. He hadn't expected the audacious young man to refuse without so much as a hint of hesitation.

"If I win the bet, would you be willing to come to the Azure Dragon Academy and give a special lecture like you did today? Oh, but once feels insufficient, so how about thrice?"

The Fire King was stunned speechless. After a brief pause, he finally blurted out, "...The more I interact with you, the more I like you. If you'll agree to the same terms should you lose, I'll gladly accept."

"I'm fine with that."

The Fire King smiled, realizing this man was indeed a teacher through and through. "Since the students will be participating in this bet, I suppose it's a fitting reward."

"The students?"

The students who had been resting nearby perked up their ears.

The Fire King eyed them and announced, "I propose a bet between the Vermilion Phoenix Academy and the Azure Dragon Academy. The two schools will compete in a few events and determine a winner."

Upon hearing the word 'compete, ' the students' eyes instantly lit up with fighting spirit. Soon, they started shooting death glares at the opposing team. A few students with strong competitive streaks even started warming up.

Seeing this, the Fire King chuckled. "Keke, it's just a fun activity to fill the extra time. How about we choose three events? The first school to win two will win the bet."

Due to Baek Suryong and the Fire King running wild, the morning training had concluded earlier than planned. This left a gap in the schedule until lunch, so the Fire King suggested a brief contest to keep everyone engaged. Of course, only time would reveal whether the game would truly end quickly.

"Sounds interesting, doesn't it, Mr. Baek?"

Baek Suryong nodded, intrigued. He had wanted to suggest a match with the Vermilion Phoenix Academy to properly compare skills anyway. "How will we choose the events?"

"I'll pick one event, and you'll pick the other. For the last one, how about we decide it with a coin toss?"

"I'm fine with that." Baek Suryong nodded and scanned the Azure Dragon students. Most seemed somewhat interested in the sudden bet, but he wasn't satisfied with their tepid enthusiasm.

They need to be determined to win at all costs. I need to motivate them... Oh! I can do that!

Smirking, he asked the Fire King, "May I add one more condition to the stakes?"

"Go on."

"For the rest of today, the students from the losing academy must call the students from the winning academy 'Senior,' regardless of their year. How about it?"

""What...?""

Not only the Fire King, but the nearby instructors also grew wide-eyed in astonishment. 

Of course, the students' reaction was the most dramatic.

"If we lose, we have to call those guys 'Senior'?"

"Regardless of which year we're in?"

"I would hate that so much..."

Surprisingly, the atmosphere on both sides was the same. Many students grimaced at the thought of losing, but even more students' eyes glittered excitedly at the thought of winning.

"So, those jerks will call us 'Senior'?"

"What's the problem? We just have to win."

"Let's take this chance to show them what we're made of!"

Sparks literally flew from the students' eyes. Just as Baek Suryong had intended, the atmosphere began to grow heated.

"Hah! Who would have thought those kids would ever consider the Azure Dragon Academy a worthy opponent? It really feels like times have changed!" the Fire King laughed hollowly. Turning to Noh Goonsang, he asked, "What do you think? Even if the Azure Dragon Hero accepts, the bet's off if you say no."

Noh Goonsang, who had been listening with interest, smiled and nodded. "Why would I mind? But... are Hyung-nim and I included in that bet?"

"What? First him, and now you... Fine. If the Azure Dragon Academy wins, I'll gladly call you Hyung-nim!"

Things proceeded swiftly with Noh Goonsang's permission. The Vermilion Phoenix Academy selected the first event.

"We'll compete with a single technique, and the one with greater power prevails. Each side will send only one representative."

The Fire King seemed to treat this bet as mere amusement. Calling over an Ak Clan martial artist, he requested several thick iron plates. A moment later, two large iron plates, each over 3 cm thick, were brought over.

This type of competition was unexpected, but Baek Suryong readily agreed.

"Okay. Are there any restrictions on year, age, or martial arts?"

"None. We'll send out a third-year student, Sama Hyeon."

As Sama Hyeon stepped forward from the Vermilion Phoenix Academy, his fellow students cheered wildly.

"WOOOOOAH!"

"SAMA HYEOOOON!"

On the other hand, the Azure Dragon Academy's Paparazzi grew greatly agitated when the boy appeared alone. It was evident that Sama Hywon would grow into a handsome young man destined to steal many women's hearts.

Baek Suryong thought for a moment. Since he inherited the Fire King's martial arts, his techniques must be quite powerful.

Extreme yang energy martial arts were all well-known for their destructive power. The Fire King's divine art, a contender for the world's most powerful martial art, was certain to boast tremendous power.

He hesitated. There were more factors to consider than he had expected.

If the goal is simply raw power, it would be better to send either Geo Sangwoong or Ya Suhyeok than Wiji Cheon or Hyonwon Kang.

The Monochrome Bears, who had recently started learning the Savage Tiger Fist, were now able to deliver ridiculously powerful blows.

Suddenly, Dokgo Jun approached him. "Mr. Baek, please allow me to compete in this match," he requested seriously.

Baek Suryong regarded the boy closely. The Sword Dragon, Dokgo Jun, wasn't guaranteed to win, but he was undoubtedly the foremost prodigy representing the Azure Dragon Academy. Even before the Five Young Azure Dragons distinguished themselves, he had always protected the academy's reputation. 

Dokgo Jun had certainly earned the right to take the lead.

Baek Suryong met the boy's gaze and nodded. "Student Council President. Go and win."

"Understood!" Dokgo Jun replied in a low voice, then promptly strode toward the iron plate set up in the center of the training grounds.

"WOOOOOAH!"

"DOKGO JUUUUN!"

The Student Council President was met with more than just shouting and applause.

Tang Soso led the Martial Dance Club in a rousing chant, "The pride and treasure of the Azure Dragon Academy! Sword Dragon Dokgo Jun! Give it your all! Win!"

Behind her, the club members performed a group sword dance mimicking the Nine Swords of Dokgo. 

Dokgo Jun's face flushed bright red. "V-Vice President! Are you trying to make me lose by embarrassing me?"

"Not at all. We're going to keep doing this until you win, President."

Watching Tang Soso clumsily pick up a sword, a weapon she never used, and mimic the Nine Swords of Dokgo, Dokgo Jun resolved to end the match as quickly as possible.

"...I'm so mortified that I'm not even nervous anymore."

"Haha! You have an interesting Student Council," Sama Hyeon remarked, smiling gently.

Several Paparazzi members began to draw, transfixed by the sight.

"I am Dokgo Jun, Student Council President of the Azure Dragon Academy."

"I am Sama Hyeon, Student Council President of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy."

The two student council presidents bowed to each other before taking their positions in front the thick iron plates.

Sama Hyeon took a deep breath. "Hoo... I'll go first."

As was fitting for a match proposed by his academy, he kicked off the match. Taking out a folding fan, he performed a series of fluid, dance-like movements.

FWOOSH!

Tracing the fan's path through the air, flames gathered in the void. Slowly, they grew larger, eventually coalescing into a sphere the size of a human head.

At the end of the dance, Sama Hyeon leaped into the air and slammed the fireball onto the iron plate.

KABOOOOOM! THUD!

The thick iron plate buckled from the flames and fell backward. A scorched mark remained on the plate, which looked as if it had partially melted.

"Incredible." Baek Suryong murmured in quiet admiration. 

Sama Yeong gloated proudly. "I'm not just saying this because he's my brother, but he has enough skill to rank among the dragons and phoenixes at this year's Heavenly Martial Festival."

Baek Suryong nodded. He had to admit that, although Sama Hyeon had unlimited time to perform his technique, the power of that single, killing strike was difficult even for a martial arts prodigy to achieve.

I see why the Fire King suggested this match. He wanted to seize the initiative.

"WOOOOOAH!"

Cheers erupted from the Vermilion Phoenix Academy students, who were certain of victory. In contrast, the Azure Dragon Academy students fell silent, having witnessed power beyond their imagination.

However, completely unfazed by the atmosphere, Dokgo Jun raised his sword. 

Sama Yeong sighed, "The Nine Swords of Dokgo, huh? Although the Dokgo Clan was once the world's most powerful martial family, its fame has since faded quite a bit..."

"That's only true for now," Baek Suryong interjected. Seeing Dokgo Jun assume his starting stance, he declared confidently, "Someday, a day will come when the Nine Swords of Dokgo will be re-evaluated because of that kid."

"......"

HUMMMMMM...

Dokgo Jun's sword began to vibrate. The immense power within the sword struggled to burst out, but he held it back by tightly gripping the hilt.

"Go," Baek Suryong said.

As if receiving a command, Dokgo Jun stepped forward and brought his sword crashing down on the iron plate. For a split second, his sword seemed to grow dozens of times larger than its actual size.

CLAAANG!

Ultimately, though, Dokgo Jin couldn't slice the iron plate completely in half. He hadn't trained long enough for that, and his sword qi wasn't quite sharp enough. However, the sword had sliced halfway through the iron plate was enough to prove the might of the Nine Swords of Dokgo.

"WOOOOOOAH!"

The Azure Dragon students let out an explosive roar. Conversely, the Vermilion Phoenix Academy fell silent.

"What? What happened?"

"So, who won?"

Most students couldn't tell who had won, but the instructors' expressions were mixed.

Baek Suryong addressed the Fire King coolly. "The first match is Sama Hyeon's victory."

"...The difference was marginal. Child of the Dokgo Clan, I commend your bravery," the Fire King commended sincerely. His gaze fell on Dokgo Jun's palm, which was dripping with blood. The boy's wrist was likely fractured, yet he hadn't let go of his sword. Regardless of his age, his display of perseverance deserved the respect of all martial artists.

Still, a loss was a loss. Dokgo Jun approached Baek Suryong and bowed his head low, even as Tang Soso fussed over him and wrapped his hand in bandages. "I'm sorry, Mr. Baek. You trusted me, and I disappointed you..."

Baek Suryong patted the boy on the shoulder reassuringly, as if it were no big deal. "Just make sure to win next time. Remember, the Heavenly Martial Festival is your real stage."

"...Yes, sir!" Dokgo Jun answered loudly, finally lifting his head. He had lost, but he wasn't discouraged. Immediately, he resolved to watch the next match closely and evaluate the Vermilion Phoenix Academy's skills... when Hyonwon Kang started pestering him.

"You acted all high and mighty asking to be sent out, and yet you lost?" Hyonwon Kang taunted.

"......"

"From now on, if anyone asks, tell them you're the Student Council President of the White Tiger Academy. Got it?"

"...Shut it."

"Huh? Are you ordering the Club Union President around now? A Student Council President who just got his ass handed to him?"

"I said SHUT UP, you damn bastard!" Dokgo Jun finally reached the limit of his patience, exploded, and lunged at Hyonwon Kang.

Thanks to him, the overly serious atmosphere lightened up.

"...Winning the bet's not going to be easy, eh?" Baek Suryong chuckled. "The second event will be a movement arts competition. Let's have one person from each side compete this time as well."

"Hah! What a coincidence. I was thinking the same thing," the Fire King chimed in.

Sama Hyeon gave an awkward cough and stepped forward again.

Noh Goonsang narrowed his eyes. "Hyung-nim..."

The Fire King shrugged and fumbled for an excuse. "I don't recall there being a rule saying the same student couldn't compete again, right? What can I do? Hyeon is the fastest student at the Vermilion Phoenix Academy."

The Azure Dragon students and some instructors scowled, but Baek Suryong nodded nonchalantly.

"Well, that's fine as long as you don't make excuses later that he lost because he was tired."

"That won't happen. Who will the Azure Dragon Academy send out?"

Baek Suryong spun around. Even without his input, Yeo Min had already tied up her hair and stepped forward. "We will send out the second-year student, Yeo Min," he announced.

As expected of the smartest among the Five Young Azure Dragons, the moment the words 'movement arts competition' were mentioned, Yeo Min had guessed it was her turn. Lightly warming up on the spot, she asked Baek Suryong, "Should I go all out?"

Baek Suryong chuckled and nodded. "Show them how fast you can be."

For this match, the first person to circle the central training ground three times was the winner. Attacking or obstructing the opponent was banned.

The two students faced each other and exchanged greetings.

However, Sama Hyeon's expression was quite different from when he faced Dokgo Jun. "I look forward to competing with you, Young Lady Yeo Min," he muttered bashfully.

"Same to you." Yeo Min casually nodded at the furiously blushing boy.
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A frigid chill lingered inside the inn, too excessive for autumn. 

The man who had just entered quickly realized why. The inn lacked the vitality of a place where people came and went. Moreover, none of the lanterns inside were lit. 

An ominous, gravelly voice broke the stillness. "You're late. I have been waiting for at least four hours."

The man peered into the darkness. The one who greeted him was an old man with stark white hair and blood-red robes. Despite his advanced age, the old man had a commanding physique, and his eyes shone brilliantly in the dark.

"Sit. The tea has gone cold, but iced tea also has its merits."

"...I wasn't told about this." Ak Bi frowned, noticing the faint scent of blood lingering in the inn. The fate of the innkeeper and waiter was obvious. He sensed no other life besides the old man's.

"When there are many eyes and ears, secrets tend to leak. This is how our Cult has maintained secrecy for a long time."

Ak Bi sensed that the old man before him was by no means his inferior. Unable to hide his unease, his Adam's apple bobbed as he gulped. "...Are you the Blood Demon?"

An intense burst of killing intent erupted from the old man's eyes. "Do not speak the Supreme One's name so carelessly. Comparing him to the likes of me is an insult to him. I'll overlook it this time as a slip of the tongue... but be warned, there won't be a second time."

"......"

"I am the Undying Supreme Demon, Head Elder of the Blood Cult."

Ak Bi stiffened involuntarily. If the old man was telling the truth, then he was a monster who had survived the war between the Blood Cult and the Murim Alliance. Decades ago, with his Undying Demonic Art, he was known to rival the Ten Supremes.

The Undying Supreme Demon asked curiously, "Why are you hiding your face with a human skin mask?"

Ak Bi winced. He was wearing a partial human skin mask to conceal the wound he had received from Namgung Su, and just thinking about that moment made anger surge within him. "Are you doubting my identity now?" he growled hostilely.

The Undying Supreme Demon grinned. "Something happened, it seems. Did the Azure Dragon Hero do something?"

"Enough small talk. Let's just get straight to business."

"Kukuku! Fine, let's do that. Here's my proposal..."

Inside the cool, dark inn, the Undying Supreme Demon's voice echoed ominously.


Chapter 516: The White Ice Flash

A boy and a girl stood side by side, stretching their long limbs in preparation for their movement arts match. The white-haired girl wore a blue uniform, while the boy wore a vermilion one and kept glancing at her. The girl appeared calm, while the boy was visibly stiff and nervous.

Seeing this unfamiliar side of their Student Council President, the Vermilion Phoenix Academy students began whispering to each other.

"Why is he so nervous?"

"Sama Hyeon isn't the type to be this tense."

"Hey, you don't think...?"

The more perceptive students eyed their Student Council President suspiciously.

Sama Hyeon breathed deeply to calm his nerves. "Hoo, hoo, hoo!"

His breathing was so ragged, unbefitting a martial artist, that Yeo Min couldn't help but take notice of him. "Are you okay? Do you need more time to catch your breath?"

"I-I'm fine, Young Lady. I apologize for worrying you!"

Yeo Min had no idea what he was apologizing for, but she nodded nonchalantly, figuring it was probably nothing. She was used to far stranger individuals. "A warning, I'm not going to go easy on you just because you're out of breath. Also, do you really have to add 'Young Lady' to every sentence? You're making me cringe."

"B-But..." Sama Hyeon gaped at Yeo Min. He had heard his older sister say similar things dozens of times, but he had never felt so wronged.

Suddenly, the memory of his sister's advice flashed through his mind.


"Women aren't attracted to timid men, dummy."



The look in his eyes instantly changed.

"I'm sorry, but I'm the one who's going to win this match."

"All of a sudden? And there's nothing for you to be sorry about..." Yeo Min scoffed. Glancing at the Five Young Azure Dragons in the distance, who were waving and cheering for her at the top of their lungs, she grinned widely. "...Because I'm obviously going to win."

Baek Suryong approached the two competitors. "Are you all warmed up and ready to go?"

""Yes!""

"Good. Then, let's begin."

Baek Suryong tossed a fallen leaf into the air. Everyone's eyes tracked the leaf as it fluttered in the breeze and slowly drifted down. The signal to start was the moment the leaf touched the ground.

TAP!

Boy and girl kicked off the ground simultaneously, harnessing energy from their qi centers. A cold wind and a hot wind swirled around their bodies.

KABOOM!

Sama Hyeon shot forward first. The Raging Flame Divine Art, the Fire King's unique martial art, relied on the explosive use of inner qi. Fire qi erupted from his body, instantly awakening his muscles and spreading to the soles of his feet.

BOOM!

Each time a wave of qi erupted from the Yongquan acupoints on his soles and struck the ground, his body shot forward like an unstoppable cannonball.

I have to win!

Despite the unfamiliar emotions, Sama Hyeon remained focused on the competition. He was representing the Vermilion Phoenix Academy. The only thought in his mind was that he absolutely had to win... until a chill ran up the nape of his neck.

SHAAAAA!

Sama Hyeon recalled the phrase 'Northern Wind Frozen Snow.' Having learned an extreme yang martial art, it was a phrase he had only ever heard and never felt, not even in the dead of winter. In this moment, however, the bone-chilling cold grazing the back of his neck forced him to glance back involuntarily.

A pure white mist swirled around the young maiden. A thin layer of ice shimmered in the sunlight around her body, making it seem as if she were clad in frost.

Sama Hyeon's lips parted slightly at the mystical sight. This image was one that would be etched in his memory forever.

WHOOSH!

Yeo Min accelerated and began running alongside him. Her lips curved into a playful smile. "I'm going on ahead, okay?"

"...!" Sama Hyeon's eyes widened. While he was spellbound, his opponent had sped up to overtake him.

Every time Yeo Min's feet touched the ground, a thin layer of ice cracked into existence. Her white ponytail bounced like a fox's tail, taunting the boy as she pulled further ahead.

"W-Wait for me!" Sama Hyeon cried out without thinking, hastily increasing his speed.

FWOOSH!

An explosive energy like a wildfire raged around his body, and sparks scattered behind him.

With each step, the two drew more energy from their qi centers, and their opposing auras intensified. The shades of their martial arts uniforms blended with their auras, making the difference appear even more vivid.

"Hah! This is truly a clash between the Azure Dragon and the Vermilion Bird!"

The instructors looked on with satisfied smiles as the students displayed their exceptional movement arts. Meanwhile, the students cheered for their respective representatives at the top of their lungs.

By the time the competitors had completed one lap, Yeo Min was a step ahead , with Sama Hyeon hot on her heels.

WHOOSH! WHOOSH!

The students chattered excitedly as the two passed them in a blur. From a distance, the sight of the boy and girl racing, one ahead and the other close behind, looked like a game of tag.

"They're both so fast!"

"Did they do nothing but practice movement arts to death?"

"A clash between ice and flame arts..."

"By the way, don't those two look good together?" 

Heads nodded in agreement here and there.

"I hate to admit it, but..."

The guy's handsome, and the girl's pretty."

"It's a match made in heaven."

As the White Ice Divine Art and the Raging Flame Divine Art—two of the most antithetical martial arts in the world—mingled, a trail of sparkling frost and dancing embers was left in their wake, like a painting in midair.

"What do you mean they look good together?" Hyonwon Kang growled fiercely, crossing his arms and pouting.

"Oh my, our dear Wonkang," a low voice drawled, draping a massive arm over his shoulder. 

Without even looking, Hyonwon Kang knew it was Geo Sangwoong.

"What are we to do, Senior Wonkang?" Ya Suhyeok sighed, landing an equally massive bundle of muscle on his other shoulder.

The Five Young Azure Dragons were masters at teasing each other. They capitalized on every opportunity that came their way.

"That guy's better looking than you, and he's the Fire King's grandson, so his family must be loaded. How on earth are you going to overcome this crisis?"

"Hey, now! Senior Wonkang is taller and has more muscle, right?"

"Hmm? Suhyeok, isn't that true for us too?"

"Bwahahaha! That's why I said it!"

Hyonwon Kang didn't respond. He simply kept his arms crossed and his mouth shut, intently watching the movement arts match.

Realizing that their teasing was ineffective, the Monochrome Bears lowered their arms and lost interest.

"This guy's no fun at times like this."

Meanwhile, Yeo Min and Sama Hyeon had finished two laps around the training ground and were starting the third and final one.

"Haa, Hoo..." Sama Hyeon panted. His breath was growing increasingly ragged. 

No matter how large the training ground was, it was only three laps. Under normal circumstances, he shouldn't be tired yet. The problem was that his and Yeo Min's opposing auras were constantly clashing throughout the entire race.

SSHHH...

The White Ice Divine Art and Raging Flame Divine Art collided, creating a thick fog. Even though they weren't clashing head-on, managing their inner qi reserves was still several times more difficult than normal.

Sama Hyeon grit his teeth. It's not just her movement arts that are fast.

To avoid being pushed back, he had to constantly make minute adjustments to his energy. It was like being in a match, constantly releasing and retracting his energy to gain the upper hand.

Even if this were a martial arts duel instead of a race... I still can't be sure of victory.

Suddenly, the girl running beside him looked different. Was it because they practiced opposing martial arts? Just being near her made him aware of her presence and made his heart pound wildly.

She's an exceptionally skilled martial artist...

Just then, Yeo Min glanced back. Although not as much as Sama Hyeon, she too looked a little tired. "You would've been faster if you hadn't wasted your energy on Senior Dokgo Jun, right?"

"...I don't want to make excuses, and it's not over yet." Sama Hyeon forced out the words and unleashed the energy he had been conserving, propelling himself forward in a single burst. This was his final attempt to seize victory. 

BOOOOM!

A tremendous roar echoed as the soles of his feet struck the ground.

Not to be outdone, Yeo Min pushed the White Ice Divine Art to its absolute limit. Her tightly bound ponytail whipped wildly in the wind.

VWOOOOOM!

Pure white frost gathered on both her palms, a characteristic of the North Sea Ice Palace's most famous ultimate technique, the White Ice Divine Palm. Pointing her hands behind her, she fired two powerful blasts at the ground.

FWHAAAAA!

Caught in an arctic wind, she shot forward like an arrow. Leveraging the repulsive force of her palm technique, she instantly caught up to Sama Hyeon, overtook him, and gained a significant lead.

Could it be because she was moving so fast? Her hair band snapped midway, allowing the sun's rays to scatter blindingly off her snow-white hair.

"...!" Sama Hyeon knew instinctively that he had lost.

WHOOSH!

Yeo Min crossed the finish line as gracefully as a fluttering snowflake.

"The winner is Yeo Min of the Azure Dragon Academy!" Baek Suryong announced.

An explosive cheer erupted from the Azure Dragon Academy.

"Wooooah!"

"Senior Yeo Min!"

"I knew she would win!"

The Five Young Azure Dragons came running out, embraced Yeo Min, and tossed her into the air.

"I'm getting dizzy! You crazy bastards! Stop throwing me!" Yeo Min protested, but the smile on her face gave away her joy.

"Haha... Chasing after someone's back...it's not so bad sometimes." Sama Hyeon let out a hollow laugh. Despite the unfamiliar experience of defeat, for some reason, he didn't feel upset.

He ruffled his sweat-drenched hair and eyed Yeo Min. The image of her white hair unfurling before his eyes as she shot past him was a sight he suspected he would never forget.

"Wait a minute! Didn't she use a palm technique to gain propulsion at the end?"

"Yes, so?"

"What do you mean, so? Using your hands in a movement arts match is..."

"The goal of movement arts is to move faster. Can you explain why using one's hands isn't allowed?"

"W-Well, that's..."

"If we were going to be strict, we should have forbidden the use of inner arts, too. But then it would have just been a simple race with only outer arts."

"The Azure Dragon Hero is right. This match is the Azure Dragon Academy's victory."

The instructors briefly debated Yeo Min's use of the White Ice Divine Palm, but Baek Suryong's active defense and the Fire King's swift acknowledgment quickly put an end to the debate.

After the match was officially decided, Yeo Min approached Sama Hyeon. "That was a fun match."

"...I enjoyed it too. Could we compete again next time?"

"At the Heavenly Martial Festival?"

"Yes, at the Heavenly Martial Festival." 

Yeo Min agreed with a nod.

The two bowed to the other students before returning to their respective sides.

Sama Hyeon mumbled unconsciously, "The White Ice Flash..."

The words slipped out as he recalled the image of the girl running elegantly, her dazzling white hair streaming behind her in the bright sunshine.

Never in his wildest dreams did he imagine that the words he muttered would become Yeo Min's alias. He simply turned his head to watch her departing figure. A sharp-eyed boy had already claimed the spot next to her, but that didn't matter. 

The season was autumn, when leaves fell from trees. A cool wind blew, cooling his sweat-soaked hair.

Still, in one boy's heart, spring had already arrived.

Sama Hyeon smiled brightly, steeling his resolve. "Young Lady Yeo Min, next time will be different."


Chapter 517: There's Something You Should Know

The second confrontation between the Azure Dragon Academy and the Vermilion Phoenix Academy concluded.

"The White Ice Divine Art... How nostalgic," the Fire King muttered, staring blankly at Yeo Min's white hair. Strangely, his gaze seemed lost in the distant past.

"Have you faced the White Ice Divine Art before?" Baek Suryong asked, puzzled. The White Ice Divine Art was the North Sea Ice Palace's ultimate technique, hardly something one could easily encounter in the Central Plains.

"A long time ago, I fought an extraordinary master called the Ice Moon Goddess."

"...!" Baek Suryong's eyes widened, but fortunately, the Fire King wasn't looking at him.

The old man stroked his magnificent beard, recalling an old memory. "That was the first and last time in my life that I was completely humiliated by a woman."

Noh Goonsang teased, "Hohoho! Hyung-nim, you had times like that too?"

The other instructors pretended not to listen, but their ears perked up in interest.

The Fire King chuckled. "You bastard. Do you think I was always one of the Ten Supremes? The Ice Moon Goddess's martial arts were about half a level above mine back then. Anyway, impressed by each other's exceptional martial arts, we dueled every day for several days."

Everyone was intrigued by the rare story from a former Ten Supreme.

Only Baek Suryong tilted his head thoughtfully, feeling like he had heard a similar story before.

What is it?

He was suddenly reminded of a conversation he had at Artist Pung Wol's house.


"Do you have any idea how many flies buzzed around Eun Yerin? There were more than a few annoying guys who thought they were hot stuff just because they knew some martial arts..."

"But she beat them all to a pulp and sent them packing with their tails between their legs."



He remembered the old stories about Master Eun that Artist Pung Wol and Geomno had shared while drinking. Artist Pung Wol's excited, drunken voice was still vivid in his mind.


"There was once a guy who had learned a powerful extreme yang martial art. His name was Sama something, and he claimed he fell for Eun Yerin at first sight. After that, he pestered her for a match..."

"Ohh, him! He got thrashed so badly he went home in tears."

"Still, he was a pretty tenacious guy. Even after getting his ass handed to him, he showed up the next day, and the day after that. He kept challenging her for about ten days, can you believe it?"



So the protagonist of that drunken tale is this old man right in front of me.

Baek Suryong couldn't help giggling, "Hehehe..."

"Why are you suddenly laughing?"

"Ah, it's nothing."

Unaware that Baek Suryong knew the truth, the Fire King smiled bitterly and significantly exaggerated his past abilities. "A pity, it was merely a fleeting connection. We promised to meet again someday and finish our match, but we were both too busy and never got the chance."

He gazed warmly at Sama Yeong and Sama Hyeon, muttering to himself that it was probably for the best that they had never met again. If he had formed a more intimate relationship with Eun Yerin, he might never have had these precious grandchildren.

Baek Suryong stared at the old man in disbelief. What a shameless old geezer. Though, regardless of the truth, it's nice to know someone remembers my masters.

To change the mood, he took a coin from his wallet. "Since we've each won once, only the final confrontation remains."

The Fire King nodded. "It seems we'll have to toss a coin after all."

With one victory each, the final event would decide the winner.

"To be fair, let's ask a martial artist from the Ak Clan to toss the coin."

A nearby martial artist from the Ak Clan was called over. He tossed a coin high into the air.

WHOOSH!

Everyone's eyes followed the coin as it soared and then fell.

If it landed on heads, the Azure Dragon Academy would decide the next event. If it landed on tails, the Vermilion Phoenix Academy would choose. Naturally, the winning side would select an advantageous event for themselves, so it was safe to say that the coin toss would have a significant impact on the outcome of the bet.

WHOOSH!

Suddenly, a gentle breeze wrapped around the coin, causing it to land softly on its edge.

"W-What?"

"Did someone interfere...?"

Everyone stared at the culprit who had summoned the breeze. A girl with short hair, freckles, and large, twinkling eyes was walking toward them.

"Yeon Soha! Where have you been hiding all this time?" Sama Yeong yelled, storming toward the girl.

Yeon Soha shuffled backward an equal distance and smiled sheepishly. "I overslept a little because I'm hungover from last night..."

Sama Yeong rubbed her temples in frustration. "What kind of shitty excuse is that? Get over here right now!"

"Wait! Can't you listen to what I have to say first?"

Baek Suryong clicked his tongue lightly, recognizing the Wudang Sect's ultimate technique, the Misty Cloud Steps.

As expected, she's no ordinary delinquent. I can even glimpse the profoundness that belongs only to Taoist martial arts in the way she retreats backwards. By making such a simple movement, she's created enough distance to escape from Sama Yeong's clutches.

Since Yeon Soha was not part of the Azure Dragon Academy, though, she was Sama Yeong's problem, not his. He glanced at the fuming woman, who looked as if she was about to hurl a fireball at the girl.

"Hohoho! She must have a reason for speaking up, so why don't we hear her out?" Noh Goonsang chimed in.

Sama Yeong glared at Yeon Soha as if she wanted to eat her alive, but she couldn't exactly go against the Principal of the Azure Dragon Academy. "...Fine," she said, sighing.

Yeon Soha eyed the instructors. "We're the ones competing, so I don't think it's right for the teachers to decide everything. How about letting us students decide the final event?"

The instructors exchanged glances, unable to think of a response, while several students nodded in agreement. Although Yeon Soha's large eyes gleamed with mischief, she had a point.

"Letting the students decide for themselves, you say..."

"That's not wrong."

Baek Suryong asked, "Student Yeon Soha. Do you have a good idea?"

Yeon Soha grinned and nodded. "How about we make the final match a group competition where everyone gets to participate?"

The Fire King narrowed his eyes doubtfully, having experienced something like this before. "...A group competition? Surely you're not suggesting a free-for-all brawl?"

Yeon Soha turned toward the students from both academies. "What do you guys think? Can you really call the winning school 'Senior' just because your representatives lost? Without even personally throwing a punch?"

Most students instinctively shook their heads. 

Yeon Soha grinned knowingly. "Then everyone agrees, right? All of us need to participate in the final match!"

"Wait... What event are you suggesting specifically, Senior?" Sama Hyeon asked anxiously.

Yeon Soha eagerly pointed at the Azure Dragon and Vermilion Phoenix dormitories. "That right there!"

The students tilted their heads in confusion. Seeing this, she moved her finger slightly higher.

"We start at the same time, and the side that captures the other academy's flag wins," she said. "How about it?"

The students and instructors' eyes widened in realization. Currently, flags depicting a blue dragon and a vermilion bird fluttered from the rooftops of their respective dorms. The Ak Clan had made them to ensure that students did not mix up the buildings.

"Capture the Flag, huh..."

"That sounds fun."

"We'll have to divide ourselves into offensive and defensive teams."

"A good strategy will likely be more crucial than individual strength..."

MURMUR... MURMUR...

As many students discussed Yeon Soha's proposal, an Azure Dragon Academy representative stepped forward. Unfortunately, Dokgo Jun and Tang Soso had gone to find a physician, so a self-proclaimed spokesperson stepped forward in their absence.

"Hmph! That does sound interesting," Hyonwon Kang shouted, drawing his Black Dao. "I, the Sky Sundering Blade Hyonwon Kang, President of the Azure Dragon Academy Club Union, accept your proposal!"

The Five Young Azure Dragons averted their eyes in embarrassment. Baek Suryong buried his face in his hands. Only Hyonwon Kang remained undaunted, standing tall and proud.

Yeon Soha smiled brightly and turned to the instructors. "Okay. I take it the Azure Dragon Academy agrees, too?"

The instructors clicked their tongues, impressed by the girl's ability to turn the situation around so quickly.

"Tsk! This Soha kid... she always shows up like a ghost at times like this," the Fire King grumbled. "Goonsang, what do you think?"

"Hoho, I think it sounds fun. I'm fine with it."

The two principals unanimously agreed to make 'Capture the Flag' the final event.

Of course, detailed rules were added for safety. Wooden weapons would be used instead of real ones, and techniques that projected inner qi outward, such as blade wind, sword qi, or palm strikes, were forbidden.

"In that case, should we just replace the afternoon joint class with the Capture the Flag game?"

"Good idea! The timing is awkward anyway, so let's strategize for the match while we have lunch!"

Once the ideas started flowing, things moved quickly. Naturally, the instructors wanted their academy to win, so students and instructors gathered in small groups with their lunch boxes to hold strategy meetings.

"Hohoho! Ahh, youth!"

"Just watching them makes blood rush to my head. By the way... we aren't allowed to participate, are we?"

"No."

For some reason, the two Principals seemed the most excited of all.
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After lunch, the Azure Dragon and Vermilion Phoenix students reconvened in front of their dormitories.

Even during lunch, they had distanced themselves from each other, wary of potential information leaks. The Azure Dragon Academy rallied around Hyonwon Kang, while the Vermilion Phoenix Academy centered their formation around Sama Hyeon.

The schools faced off against each other like two armies readying for battle. The defensive teams took positions around the flag and at key points in the dorms, while the offensive teams gathered at the base of the buildings, each gripping a wooden weapon.

Sama Hyeon, who was leading the Vermilion Phoenix Academy's offensive team, bellowed, "For the honor and pride of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy!"

Across from him, at the head of the Azure Dragon Academy's offensive team, Hyonwon Kang casually rested a wooden dao over his shoulder. "Kill them all!" he barked, eyes gleaming madly with killing intent.

Baek Suryong stood in the middle to act as referee. "Everyone, be careful not to get hurt in your excitement."

"WOOOOOAH!"

"KIIIILL!"

"Ah, whatever... You little shits don't look like you're going to calm down anytime soon. Anyway, the teachers will haul out anyone who cheats or gets hurt, so just know that..." Baek Suryong sighed midway through the briefing. None of the rotten punks were listening to him. Raising a hand, he thundered, "Let the Capture the Flag game begin!"

The students immediately charged at each other, clashing in a chaotic flurry of shouts and screams. The instructors positioned themselves around the area, alert and ready to respond to any accidents.

"Honestly, they're incorrigible... to think I'd see such a joyful training session here of all places..." Ak Yeonho remarked wistfully, observing from a nearby rooftop. 

He shook his head, but a gentle smile crept onto his lips. Perhaps it was because he himself had never experienced such joys in the past. Even though his students were running wild like colts, watching them play made him incredibly happy.

He touched the corners of his mouth awkwardly. Never in his life did he think he would ever smile inside the Ak Clan.

Suddenly, he sensed a familiar presence behind him. Glancing back, he saw Donggeol, a low-ranking martial artist of the Ak Clan, approaching him.

Donggeol bowed and addressed him respectfully, "Young Master Ak Yeonho, the family is looking for you."

"Me? Who..."

"It will only take a moment."

Ak Yeonho hesitated, recalling how Ak Bi had slapped him yesterday. If he refused now, though, Donggeol might get into trouble. Unlike him, his old friend had not even received the Ak surname. He would face a much harsher punishment than a mere slap.

"Alright. Please wait just for a moment." He informed a nearby instructor that he would be gone for a bit, then followed Donggeol.

A short while later, seeing who had summoned him, his expression hardened. "...Noonim."

It was the Young Lady of the Shandong Ak Clan. A famous prodigy who was reputed to one day surpass the Spear King, and an ambitious woman who even now bore the future of the clan on her shoulders. 

At least, that was her public image. The Ak Yeonhwa he had known since childhood was not such a daunting figure.

Still, what does that matter now?

"You may leave," Ak Yeonhwa told Donggeol.

"Yes." Donggeol quietly withdrew. 

Ak Yeonhwa stared intently at Ak Yeonho, who had kept his head bowed since entering the room. "There's something you should know."

"Please say it without reservations."

A heavy silence descended over the space. 

Just as Ak Yeonho began to feel suffocated, Ak Yeonhwa whispered, "...Be wary of the Patriarch."

Ak Yeonho abruptly raised his head and stared at her. On her face was a grim expression he had seen only once before.


Chapter 518: You've Changed a Lot

At twelve years old, Ak Yeonho was a boy with sharp, murderous eyes. Not only was he one of the few children to pass the clan's five-year trial and earn the Ak surname, he was also considered a cut above the rest.

"Yeonho? Your name's a lot like mine. Did Uncle Jinheon give it to you?"

"No, this is my original name."

"Really? I thought a commoner would have a simple name like Jangsam or Chunsam."

"......"

"I'm just kidding. Sorry if I offended you."

"If you're upset because our names are similar, I'll change mine."

Ak Yeonhwa frowned disapprovingly. "You have such a pretty face. Why are you so blunt?"

"I'm sorry."

"No, I'm sorry for joking about your name. I was just teasing you because you looked so uptight. You don't have to be so reserved."

"I'm sorry."

"If you say you're sorry one more time, I'll actually rename you Ak Chunsam."

"......"

"Hmph! You don't like that, do you?"

At fourteen, Ak Yeonhwa was a carefree, mischievous girl.

Ak Yeonho was unsure how to interact with the clan's young lady. After excelling on the trials, he was the first orphan to be offered a chance to become the Young Lady's personal bodyguard. The clan told him to consider it an honor, but he didn't think much of it. He simply followed orders as usual.

"Anyway, I'll be in your care from now on!"

"I will serve you well, Young Lady."

"Call me Noonim. You're a member of the Ak Clan now, aren't you?"

"...Yes, Noonim."

Three years passed. During that time, Ak Yeonho lived in Ak Yeonhwa's shadow. Although he wasn't officially appointed as her personal bodyguard since he hadn't come of age, he was always by her side.

At first, he thought his only job was to protect the Young Lady. He followed her wherever she went, stood by her side as she trained, and remained vigilant even while she ate. He called her Noonim, yet he only saw Ak Yeonhwa as the master he had to serve. All his life, he had been taught that this was only proper.

"...Noonim, if I duel with you, I won't be able to protect you at the same time."

"But you're the only clansmen my age who can keep up with me, right?"

"Still..."

"Enough talk. Show me the technique that I corrected for you last time. Let's see how much you've improved."

Despite many perplexing situations, Ak Yeonho always remained faithful to his duties. During this time, he also learned about makeup and adornment, things he had thought were reserved for women.

"In an emergency, you must be able to disguise yourself as the Young Lady and die in her place. Master this skill for that day."

Late at night, the Patriarch's personal bodyguard trained him thusly. 

The clueless Ak Yeonhwa was taken aback when Ak Yeonho suddenly started dressing well. "Yeonho, are you seeing a woman these days?"

"What woman? I barely have time to sleep, what with being your bodyguard every day, Noonim."

"Right? I knew it!"

"...Why are you so happy about that?"

Ak Yeonhwa was once a girl who laughed a lot. Watching her every day, Ak Yeonho gradually transformed into a boy who also laughed often. His once piercing eyes softened, and his speech grew more relaxed.

"I heard there's a big flea market happening tomorrow. Want to grab some snacks?"

"Let me escort you, Noonim!"

For them, moments like these were their only respite from the clan's oppressive atmosphere. Unfortunately, they were both at an age where they didn't yet understand what their feelings for each other meant.

Soon, Ak Yeonho turned fifteen and Ak Yeonhwa turned seventeen. Like any other day, that day felt fulfilling even without anything special happening... until something did happen.

"Yeonho..." Yeonhwa softly called out to her adoptive brother, her face pale and grim. The extreme fear in her eyes betrayed her inner turmoil. "...Be careful of the Patriarch."

"What are you talking about all of a sudden?"

"There's a nasty rumor going around the clan about us."

"A rumor?" Ak Yeonho tilted his head in confusion, but not for long.

Later that day, the other bodyguards serving the Young Lady dragged him before the Patriarch, Ak Bi.

"I heard that a whelp who doesn't know his place has been getting too familiar with the Young Lady. Everyone is whispering that you treat her like your own sister, or maybe something more."

The moment Ak Yeonho met the Patriarch's scornful gaze, he fell to his knees and prostrated himself. "P-Patriarch. I was just being faithful to my duties..."

BAM!

A palm strike sailed through the air and slammed Ak Yeonho's head into the floor.

The Patriarch of the Shandong Ak Clan delivered his verdict without bothering to hear an explanation. "First, I'll make an example of those who spread this filthy rumor."

That night, screams echoed endlessly through the Ak Clan Estate. The low-ranking warriors and servants who had spread the rumors were apprehended, after which their qi centers were destroyed and their meridians cut.

Ak Yeonho did not escape unscathed. He was dragged to the Hall of Justice, where the clan punished disobedient family members. There, he was harshly interrogated and tortured in the hopes that he would confess his guilt.

Upon hearing the news, Ak Jinheon had rushed over and pleaded with the Patriarch day and night.

"Patriarch! No, Hyung-nim! Please spare my son. Even if he's adopted, isn't he a child who received the Ak surname? If he has sinned, I'll accept the punishment with him."

Ten days later, Ak Yeonho was released from the Hall of Justice, but his face was already gaunt and emaciated.

"You stubborn bastard..." The Head of the Hall of Justice shook his head in disgust. Despite repeated coercion, the boy had declined to confirm the rumor. "The Patriarch has removed you from the list of personal bodyguard candidates. Don't even think about going near the Young Lady again. Go back to your quarters and stay there!"

"...I will obey."

The next time Ak Yeonho next saw Ak Yeonhwa, it was at her grand twentieth birthday celebration three years later. He was only granted permission to attend when the Patriarch's anger had subsided, and he had completely forgotten about the insignificant boy.

I'm glad you seem to be well.

Finally, he caught a glimpse of the face of the woman he once adored, albeit from a distance.

That was the last time they laid eyes on each other before now.
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"Is something happening within the clan?" Ak Yeonho asked somberly.

Asking me to be careful? What a ridiculous thing to say.

Since entering the Ak Clan Branch Estate, he had maintained constant vigilance.

"Yes," Ak Yeonhwa replied, sipping her tea.

Ak Yeonho's eyes flashed briefly. The tomboy with no social graces was gone. Even Ak Yeonhwa's seemingly simple act of lifting the teacup displayed impeccable etiquette befitting the heir of a prestigious clan.

Still, he did not miss the small ripples in the teacup, caused by her slightly trembling hand.

"I suspect Father is planning something unusual," Ak Yeonhwa whispered anxiously.

Ak Yeonho narrowed his eyes. "Something unusual? What do you mean?"

"I don't know the specifics either. He hides a lot from me..." Ak Yeonhwa's face darkened. Despite being the Young Lady, she held little real authority within the clan. Sighing, she p leaded, "But I'm fairly certain that something bad is about to happen. I know this from experience. Several of the Patriarch's close aides have gone missing, which means something will happen soon. Most likely when Father returns."

"Why are you telling me this?"

"Run away."

"What did you say?" Ak Yeonho scowled, his expression quickly transitioning from bewilderment to anger.

Ak Yeonhwa met his gaze resolutely. "I'm telling you to run away. Right now."

"What are you talking about..."

WHOOSH!

Ak Yeonhwa's hand shot out with lightning speed, aiming to seal Ak Yeonho's paralysis acupoint and immobilize him. However, Ak Yeonho extended his own hand as if he had anticipated the surprise attack.

PAPAPAPAK!

Fingers clashed fiercely in midair, but the contest of restraint techniques did not last long.

Ak Yeonho grabbed Ak Yeonhwa's wrist and hissed, "If you don't stop this foolishness right now, I'll scream for help."

"You've gotten stronger."

"I haven't been sitting around doing nothing all this time."

Ultimately, Ak Yeonhwa relented. Perhaps because the situation wasn't going as she wished, she sighed deeply. "This is the only consideration I can offer you. I don't know what Father is thinking, but you can definitely sneak away if you're alone."

"For that, you planned to seal my acupoints and forcibly cast me out?"

"Because you're stubborn."

"......" Ak Yeonho was stunned. Neither of them had buried the past, after all. He had noticed the change in her expression just before the ambush. Ak Yeonhwa also understood that he was stubborn enough to require force.

"Please, run away quietly and go somewhere far away. I've prepared travel expenses and a map..." Ak Yeonhwa begged desperately, holding out a wallet and a map.

Ak Yeonho couldn't help but laugh hollowly. "Noonim, do you remember?"

"What?"

"When the clan was turned upside down by the rumors about us, I didn't say a thing."

"......" Ak Yeonhwa fell silent. 

Back then, the scandal had revolved around the young heiress and an adopted son. Even while cowering in the Hall of Justice, Ak Yeonho had refused to cooperate. No amount of harsh interrogation had made him open his mouth. He knew that regardless of whether the rumor was true, talking about it would cause the greatest harm not to him and his stepfather, Ak Jinheon, but to her.

Ak Yeonho looked his sister in the eye and smiled. "However, I can't do that now."

"Why?"

"I can't run away alone and leave my students in a potentially dangerous situation. Right now, I'm not a martial artist of the Ak Clan, I'm an Azure Dragon Academy instructor!" Ak Yeonho declared resolutely. 

No longer was he a teenage boy who only thought of himself. Even if Ak Yeonhwa was his former crush, she couldn't change his mind now. His priority was his students.

Ak Yeonhwa's eyes widened. "S-Stop... What you're saying..."

"...Might be equivalent to betraying the clan. I know that." Ak Yeonho took a step back, then another. He continued speaking as he slowly retreated, never letting down his guard. "I don't care if I have to abandon the Ak surname. If the Patriarch of the Shandong Ak Clan tries to harm the Azure Dragon Academy, I will do whatever it takes to stop him."

"......"

CLACK! THUD!

Ak Yeonho opened the door and left.

Ak Yeonhwa couldn't bring herself to chase after him. Truthfully, she could have easily blocked his exit, but she chose not to. Instead, she stared blankly at the spot where Ak Yeonho had left, her eyes trembling. The determined expression on his face was vivid in her mind.

"Yeonho... You've really changed a lot."

Her oddly relieved monologue echoed in the empty room.
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"Where have you been?" Baek Suryong asked when Ak Yeonho returned. Thankfully, there were no signs of him being hit this time.

"An old spark called for me, so I went to see her."

"An old spark?" Baek Suryong raised an eyebrow, clearly intrigued.

Ak Yeonho chuckled. "I'm kidding. Anyway, how did the Capture the Flag game go?"

Baek Suryong shrugged and pointed to the messy dormitory. Traces of a fierce battle could be seen everywhere, but the students were nowhere in sight. "If I hadn't stopped it midway, the dorm would've been wrecked," he lamented, shaking his head exasperatedly. "Those damn brats rampaged around like wild boars with their tails on fire..."

Ak Yeonho nodded in understanding. He could picture the mayhem perfectly. "They're such rascals. I can't believe they'd go at it so hard with the Vermilion Phoenix Academy."

Baek Suryong smirked. "Well, it's better than seeing them give up and lose without a fight."

"Hey, Hyung-nim..." Ak Yeonho hesitated for a moment, then muttered, "You said there were plenty of empty rooms at the White Dragon Manor, right?"

Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes. "I did. What's going on?"

Ak Yeonho surveyed his surroundings. After confirming that no one was listening, he whispered, "I heard that Ak Bi is plotting something dangerous."

"Is that information reliable?"

"I heard it from the Young Lady, so it's certain that something will happen, but even she didn't know the exact details."

Ak Yeonho made up his mind. The Patriarch of the Shandong Ak Clan, who had dominated him for over a decade, was no longer an object of fear. He relayed the story he heard from Ak Yeonhwa, raising the flag of rebellion against his own clan for the first time.

"Hyung-nim, if that bastard tries to pull any tricks, beat him half to death for me, will you?"


Chapter 519: I Knew

The Fire King asked stiffly, "...So you're saying the Ak Patriarch is plotting something sinister? Can you take responsibility for what you're saying right now?"

He had thought Noh Goonsang was just stopping by for a late-night drink, but the Azure Dragon Hero and a new instructor from the Shandong Ak Clan unexpectedly entered with him. Not only that, they brought up a shocking story. According to them, the Patriarch of the Shandong Ak Clan, a peerless master revered as one of the Ten Supremes, might be jeopardizing their safety.

The Fire King cast a stern gaze at Baek Suryong. He had seen the Azure Dragon Hero and the Spear King engage in a clash of wills from their very first meeting. Rather, it would be stranger if two peerless masters didn't size each other up the moment they met. Having been in the same position, he understood that much. 

Nonetheless, the weight of Baek Suryong's accusation went far beyond that. He liked the Azure Dragon Hero's confidence and spirit, but he also worried that the nail that sticks out gets hammered down.

With the tone of a grandfather reprimanding his grandson, he scolded, "Did you stop to consider the possibility that you could be framing the Patriarch of the Shandong Ak Clan, one of the most renowned martial artists in the murim? If you're not careful, the consequences will be severe, even if you're one of the Ten Supremes."

However, Baek Suryong shook his head firmly. He felt no rivalry toward Ak Bi, only disgust. Ak Bi expanded his clan's influence in a manner far too similar to the Blood Cult. He replied coolly, "I understand why you might think that, but this is completely unrelated to my personal feelings."

"Uh, if it's alright, may I speak?" Ak Yeonho muttered nervously.

Everyone in the room turned to him, including the Fire King. Noh Goonsang, Baek Suryong, and Vice Principal Kwak Cheolwoo represented the Azure Dragon Academy , while the Fire King, the Vice Principal, and Sama Yeong represented the Vermilion Phoenix Academy. It was no exaggeration to say that the heads of both academies had gathered.

Noh Goonsang nodded. "Please, speak freely."

Ak Yeonho relayed the story he had heard from Ak Yeonhwa, making sure to include every detail. 

Still, the reaction was mostly lukewarm.

"In the end, isn't this just a baseless suspicion? You have no evidence."

"Something unusual is about to happen? Are you framing the Patriarch of the Shandong Ak Clan based on that alone?"

"This seems like an internal family matter, not something for outsiders to meddle in."

Unfortunately, this was a perfectly natural reaction. Dismissing the matter as the Shandong Ak Clan's internal problem was more reasonable than believing a peerless master from an orthodox sect was plotting something sinister.

Ak Yeonho continued pleading, "The Young Lady of the Shandong Ak Clan would never intentionally lie. I swear this on my name... no, on my honor as an Azure Dragon Academy instructor."

He staked his position as an instructor instead of his worthless surname, but the disbelieving stares did not easily fade. Since the others were not aware of his circumstances, only Baek Suryong believed him fully. He needed the help of someone with greater clout.

Baek Suryong stepped forward. "If this is all a misunderstanding, I will accept full responsibility."

"H-Hyung-nim?" Ak Yeonho's eyes widened in shock. Baek Suryong was risking his own hard-earned fame, which was no inferior to the Spear King's.

Now, even the skeptical vice principals fell silent, watching the situation unfold.

Smiling, Noh Goonsang backed his employees up. "Hyung-nim, the Azure Dragon Academy trusts Mr. Baek and Mr. Ak. We intend to start preparing for the worst."

"Principal..." Ak Yeonho mumbled, overcome with emotion. Evidently, Noh Goonsang had also chosen to put his faith in them.

"Haa..." Vice Principal Kwak Cheolwoo sighed, worried about making an enemy of the Ak Clan, but he could not sway the Principal's decision.

Baek Suryong stared intently at the Fire King, who silently stroked his beard.

I absolutely need the Fire King's cooperation.

If the 'unusual' event the Young Lady mentioned was about to occur, the two academies had to cooperate to minimize the damage. Regardless, he could not force the issue. One wrong move could antagonize the Spear King and the Shandong Ak Clan.

If the Vermilion Phoenix Academy refuses to cooperate, the Azure Dragon Academy will have to proceed alone...

As he was considering backup plans, the Fire King made his decision.

"There's no harm in practicing for a potential emergency. We could always treat it like a drill of sorts," he said, nodding.

"Principal..."

Sama Yeong and the Vice Principal of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy looked concerned, but neither of them dared go against the Fire King's will.

"It's not like we're declaring all-out war on the Ak Clan right now, is it? Let's hear what you're thinking. What do you think Ak Bi is scheming?"

"Thank you for listening." Baek Suryong nodded at the Fire King and surveyed the faces gathered around him. "From here on, this is strictly speculation. Assuming the worst-case scenario, it's possible that the Shandong Ak Clan has joined forces with the Blood Cult."

"...!" A stunned silence washed over the room. 

Fortunately, all of the martial artists present were at least peak masters. Someone with less discipline would have screamed.

"That's impossible," Sama Yeong muttered, her face turning pale. "Why would the Ak Patriarch..."

The implication of Baek Suryong's statement was staggering. If this conversation leaked, it could turn the Shandong Ak Clan into their mortal enemies.

The Fire King remained expressionless, perhaps because he had anticipated this outcome. "Of all things, why the Blood Cult? Isn't it a huge stretch to speculate that just because the Ak Patriarch is plotting something?"

Noh Goonsang furrowed his brow. "Mr. Baek, I think so too."

Baek Suryong calmly explained his reasoning. "It's because of me."

"...Because of you?"

Baek Suryong nodded. "Let's formulate a hypothesis. What if Ak Bi joined forces with the Blood Cult and informed them of our movements?"

He didn't need to say the rest. From the Blood Cult's perspective, this would be the perfect opportunity to eliminate the Azure Dragon Hero, a constant thorn in their side.

"Haha, what kind of nonsense are you spouting...?

"What could the Ak Patriarch possibly gain by doing such a thing?"

The Vice Principals still shook their heads, deeming it absurd. Conversely, the Principals' expressions grew increasingly serious. They were from the generation that fought in the last war against the Blood Cult. To them, Baek Suryong's speculation did not sound far-fetched.

"Hmm... Similar things have happened in the past. The Namgung Clan is a recent example."

"Indeed, there have always been opportunists who betrayed the orthodox and colluded with the Blood Cult."

Thank heavens for these elders! Baek Suryong breathed a sigh of relief. "There's one more reason. It's due to the combined strength of all of us gathered here."

He glanced around the room. Between him and the Fire King, there were two masters on par with the Ten Supremes. Noh Goonsang, the Vice Principals, Sama Yeong, Ak Yeonho, and the other instructors were no slouches, either. Additionally, the students of both academies were among the world's most exceptional prodigies. They might have seemed like children to the instructors, but they were all highly skilled martial artists, far stronger than the average jianghu warrior.

Baek Suryong said grimly, "To make a move against us, they would need a force at least on the level of the Nine Sects One Gang. The entire Ak Clan won't be enough."

If they intend to make a move knowing our strength, it can only mean theirs is even greater. Perhaps...

His expression briefly clouded over at the thought that he might have to face his former students as enemies again.

"Of course, I said this was the worst-case scenario," he clarified. "It could be a minor issue. Even so, we can't just sit back and do nothing."

At some point, he had naturally taken the lead in the discussion. Although the great seniors of the murim, the Fire King and Noh Goonsang, were present, they listened attentively to him, only occasionally asking questions.

The Fire King's expression turned icy. "The students' safety is our top priority. If your prediction is correct, we must evacuate them immediately."

Baek Suryong shuddered. Seeing the Fire King emit a killing intent so fierce it made his hair stand on end, he recalled a certain past event.

Is he like that because of the Mount Tianzhu Massacre?

The Mount Tianzhu Massacre, which occurred over twenty years ago, was a horrific incident that took place when the Five Great Academies gathered for a joint lesson. The Vermilion Phoenix Academy suffered the most damage at that time. Now, it seemed that the Fire King's nightmarish memories of that day were resurfacing.

Seeking to calm the Fire King, he gently advised, "No, we shouldn't act rashly right now."

"What? Why?"

"If Ak Bi finds out we've caught on, he might expedite his plan."

Baek Suryong believed that caution was necessary at times like this. If Ak Bi had truly colluded with the Blood Cult, he would surely be spying on their every move. If the students suddenly started packing their things, the enemy would almost certainly notice. Chaos would then erupt, making it much harder for them to control the situation.

"To rattle the board they've set up, we must feign ignorance until the very end before taking action swiftly and decisively."

The Fire King nodded. "...I understand."

Baek Suryong turned to Ak Yeonho. "Yeonho, you said no one overheard your conversation with the Young Lady, right?"

"Yes, I'm positive. She called for me after dismissing even her personal bodyguards. I didn't sense any presence nearby, either."

Baek Suryong nodded and addressed everyone again. "First, we need to conduct a thorough investigation and gather evidence. That way, when Ak Bi returns, we can subdue him immediately."

They couldn't just seize and interrogate the patriarch of a great clan and a member of the Ten Supremes based on hearsay alone. If they found even the slightest incriminating evidence, however, they could use it as a pretext to beat him half to death.

"If the Ak Patriarch is truly plotting to harm the students..."

FWOOSH!

Hellfire blazed in the Fire King's eyes. "I'll burn him to death with my own hands."

"You'll probably have to wait your turn."

There's more than one or two people dead set on bashing Ak Bi to a pulp right now.

After muttering to himself, Baek Suryong concluded the meeting. "For now, we'll warn the students to be careful and divide up the areas to search this place as secretly as possible."

Everyone nodded and returned to their lodgings with heavy hearts.

Baek Suryong went outside and spoke briefly with Ak Yeonho and Sama Yeong before parting ways with them. After walking alone for a moment, he stopped and looked up at the sky. A faint halo surrounded the hazy new moon.

"Haa..." He exhaled, releasing a white puff into the air. "You can come out now."

He slowly turned around. Number Four had appeared behind him at some point, and was now staring blankly at him. Just yesterday, Number Four had seemed almost friendly, but now he felt as unapproachable as when they first reunited after decades apart.

"Did you hear everything?"

"......" Number Four neither affirmed nor denied. He simply gazed at his former instructor.

Baek Suryong smiled bitterly. He had not put up a sound-blocking barrier while talking with the others, even knowing an apostle of the Blood Cult was stalking him.

WHOOSH!

The wind blew, gusting between them. The night buzzed with the chirping of insects.

Suddenly, the two realized they were staring at each other's scars, so they simultaneously averted their gazes.

[Why?] Number Four asked in sign language. 

The question was loaded with multiple layers of meaning, but Baek Suryong answered calmly , "I promised you that I would hide nothing from you. Not even my resolve to fight the Blood Cult. What about you? Have you made your decision?"

Number Four looked up at the sky instead of answering. The night sky over the mountain was dotted with stars, brighter and denser than usual.

I knew I couldn't keep watching like this forever. I knew that someday I would have to make a decision, and that it might not be on my own terms. I definitely knew that. But...

He lowered his gaze and regarded his former instructor again. There was the now familiar face, voice, and swagger of Baek Suryong as he brandished the Black Dragon Pointer. And... there was the indescribable expression he wore now.

Did what I see, hear, and experience in less than half a month give me the answer I sought? 

His expression changed faintly as he asked and answered his own question.

THUD!

With a light stomp, he shot into the air.

"You...!" Baek Suryong cried out, but Number Four quickly became a small dot and disappeared into the distance.


Chapter 520: Cornered

"When will the preparations be finished?" Ak Bi asked impatiently.

The Undying Supreme Demon stopped eating and looked up. Chuckling, he licked his lips, which were smeared with bright red blood. "You seem to be in a hurry. I'll be done soon, so just wait."

A blood-drained figure, more mummy than human, lay on the ground beside him. The sight of Ak Bi, who resembled an orthodox hero from stories with his muscular physique and immaculate martial arts uniform, prompted the shivering, emaciated being to extend a hand toward him. "Save me... Master..." he pleaded despairingly.

"Get rid of it," Ak Bi muttered, frowning as he sent out a formless wave of qi and slapped the withered hand away.

SQUELCH!

The mummy's breath caught. Slowly, it slumped to the side, its expression a twisted blend of pain and anger.

The Undying Supreme Demon clicked his tongue. "Tsk, tsk. Pitiful thing. You clung to false hope, thinking an orthodox hero had appeared, only to die in even greater agony. Couldn't you assess your situation even after seeing us together?"

"Enough with the useless chatter." Ak Bi glared at the Undying Supreme Demon, his eyes narrowed in displeasure, but he took no further action. Behind his loathing gaze was an extreme wariness of the Blood Cult's Head Elder.

What a monstrous old man...

The Undying Supreme Demon had mastered the Undying Demonic Art, a technique that allowed him to steal an opponent's inner qi and life force by drinking their blood. This granted him regenerative abilities and immense power worthy of the name 'Undying'. Furthermore, he had been an infamous master of the Blood Cult since before Ak Bi was born.

"Be patient and wait. There are still people who haven't arrived," the Undying Supreme Demon remarked offhandedly, placating Ak Bi as if he were a subordinate.

The bodyguards of the Shandong Ak Clan immediately radiated killing intent, but the Undying Supreme Demon merely chuckled, finding them pathetic. "They're all so loyal. You've trained them well from a young age."

"This is not your place. Stand down." Ak Bi dismissed his bodyguards and sat facing the Undying Supreme Demon.

Neither man unleashed his aura, but the air around them grew heavy with tension.

Ak Bi broke the silence, "The promised time has passed. If I don't return soon, people will suspect that something is amiss. You shouldn't be so relaxed, either."

"Kekeke! The current Ak Patriarch is rather impatient. Didn't I tell you that you could leave first if you were worried?"

"That's nonsense. I told you I wouldn't accept the offer until I've confirmed the Blood Cult's full strength with my own eyes."

"Tsk, tsk. So little trust... You were the one who arrived late, but did this old man get angry?"

"That's the only reason I'm holding back my anger now. However, my patience is wearing thin."

SLAM!

Scowling, Ak Bi struck the table with his palm, sending a shockwave exploding outward. The Undying Supreme Demon took the brunt of the blast head-on, his beard and robes fluttering violently. Still, although the shockwave left a light scratch on his cheek, the wound healed in the blink of an eye.

"Kekeke! One of the Ten Supremes is angry! I suppose these men aren't enough to satisfy you." The Undying Supreme Demon calmly glanced at the men in dark red robes and black bamboo hats standing silently in formation behind him.

The leader bowed in a disciplined manner, saying, "If you permit it, we will prove our abilities to the Spear King."

They were the Blood Cult's elites, the likes of which the now-peaceful murim had never experienced. In particular, they were part of the Combat Legion, thought to have been annihilated decades ago in the orthodox murim's all-out attack.

Ak Bi sized up the men lined up behind the Undying Supreme Demon.

Every single one of them... is no weaker than my bodyguards.

Their skills were admirable and in no way inferior to his own bodyguards, whom he had spent a fortune training. Nevertheless, they were not enough to take on the forces gathered at the Ak Clan Branch Estate.

The Azure Dragon Hero, the Fire King, the Mad Dog Noh Goonsang, and the third son of the Namgung Clan who managed to cut my lip. These four are the problematic ones.

"...The number of masters is ridiculously insufficient. Surely you don't expect me to personally lend a hand," Ak Bi said. 

He had no intention of staking the Ak Clan's future on this fight. The Blood Cult had to be the ones to shed blood. Therefore, he planned for his own forces and the Ak Clan to step in only at the very end, because only then could he achieve everything he desired. However, if the Blood Cult's forces were weaker than he thought...

"I've waited long enough. Let's just pretend I never heard your offer."

He rose from his seat and glared coldly at the Undying Supreme Demon.

He didn't consider himself a hero. 'Roughneck' was a more fitting term. As long as he could elevate the Ak Clan to the world's greatest martial family, nothing else mattered. Rather than take such a risk, he decided it was better to act as if none of this had ever happened.

Right as he was about to turn away, however, the Undying Supreme Demon spoke.

"Kekeke! Of course, this isn't enough. We know that better than anyone." He took a sip of tea to cleanse his palate, then continued, "As you know, our Cult has suffered an obscene amount of damage because of the Azure Dragon Hero."

"......" Ak Bi said nothing, waiting for the Undying Supreme Demon to finish his pitch.

The Undying Supreme Demon sighed. So far, the Azure Dragon Hero had killed three of the Blood Cult's elders. Even the Skykiller operation, which they were certain would succeed, had failed.

Many other plans had also gone awry because of him. They failed to burn down the Namgung Clan to announce the cult's revival. Their long-cultivated spy in the Murim Alliance had been exposed, ruining all their plans. Even the dying Beggars' Gang Chief was saved, preventing them from disrupting the orthodox's information network.

Also suspicious was their failure to annex the North Sea Ice Palace during a time when the Azure Dragon Hero's whereabouts were unknown. Likewise, the Azure Dragon Hero was possibly involved with the Third Apostle's severe injuries and the Fourth Apostle's disappearance.

"...We've been humiliated several times," he growled, unconsciously revealing his killing intent. "Moreover, that bastard's identity is also very suspicious."

Baek Suryong had appeared out of nowhere, thwarting the cult's plans and murdering their Elders. Rumor had it that the man had even mastered the Unlimited Sword, a peerless technique that no one in the Blood Cult aside from the First Apostle had managed to learn.

For all these reasons, he, the Head Elder, was personally leading the Blood Cult's elites here.

"This time, our Cult has thoroughly prepared to capture the Azure Dragon Hero. It's no exaggeration to say that we have mobilized our strongest forces."

Ak Bi taunted, "The strongest? If these are your strongest forces, I am sorely disappointed."

The Undying Supreme Demon looked outside the inn. Almost simultaneously, Ak Bi stiffened.

"Just in time. They're arriving one by one."

Moments later, a bald giant in a monk's robe and an old man with five swords on his back and belt entered the inn and bowed politely to the Head Elder.

"Welcome, Third and Fourth Elders."

Ak Bi's eyes narrowed as he watched the two elders pay their respects to the Undying Supreme Demon.

The Blood Cult's Third Elder, the Bloody Fighting Monk, and the Fourth Elder, the Wind Sword Phantom. Both are formidable masters.

His whole body tensed. He didn't think he would lose a fight against them, but they were not opponents he could easily defeat either.

"Ak Patriarch, these are our Cult's Third and Fourth Elders. Elders, this is the Ak Clan's Patriarch," the Undying Supreme Demon introduced before asking the elders, "Did you succeed in persuading the Three Eccentrics?"

"They will be here shortly."

No sooner had the Bloody Monk replied than three men exuding a ferocious aura entered the inn. All of them had rugged appearances with faint scrapes and bruises on their faces and bodies.

Ak Bi groaned, recalling these men from a list of the murim's public enemies. "The Infernal Eccentric Trio?"

The Infernal Eccentric Trio were unorthodox masters renowned as members of the Ten Great Villains. Sworn brothers for over twenty years, they had roamed the land together, committing all sorts of evil deeds. In short, they were the worst of the worst.

The trio wielded a sword, a spear, and a whip respectively. With their combination techniques, perfected over two decades, they were rumored to rival even the Ten Supremes.

The First Eccentric, the eldest brother of the trio, bared his yellow teeth in a hostile grin. "Bullshit. Does the Blood Cult call poisoning someone and threatening them 'persuasion'?"

"Kekeke! Aren't we spiteful? Not to worry. Once this is over and you submit to our Cult, I'll personally administer the antidote."

Ak Bi felt a chill run down his spine. Judging by that statement, the Blood Cult had blackmailed the Infernal Eccentric Trio and brought them here against their will.

Just who poisoned them?

Considering the brothers' fame and skill, the fact that they were blackmailed without major injuries spoke to the immense power of the Blood Cult.

The Undying Supreme Demon looked back at Ak Bi. "Kekeke. What do you think? Are there still not enough masters?"

"......" Ak Bi surveyed the assembled individuals.

Three Blood Cult elders and three of the Ten Great Villains. Combined with the Blood Cult's forces waiting outside, they've got enough power to take on one of the Nine Sects One Gang.

Of course, he had no reason to say that out loud.

"Now it finally looks like you've got a proper lineup," he remarked haughtily.

"Kekeke! Don't worry. More are on the way."

"...What?"

The Undying Supreme Demon rose from his seat, wearing a peculiar smile. For the first time, a hint of nervousness touched his expression, which had been relaxed until now. "Welcome!"

WHOOOOSH!

Even before the guest drew near, a horrifying chill seeped into the inn. A pure white wind blew in from outside, causing the temperature to drop rapidly, as if winter had arrived in an instant. The sound of light footsteps accompanied the blizzard.

"Dammit..."

"My bones are still aching..."

"Ugh..."

The infamous Infernal Eccentric Trio began to tremble like mangy dogs, fear clearly reflected in their eyes.

CLACK!

A woman entered. She wore a pure white martial arts uniform with blood-red sleeves, and walked barefoot. Instead of footprints, she left a trail of white frost with every step.

The Undying Supreme Demon bowed with a mix of respect and wariness. "Greetings, Second Apostle!"

Ak Bi's eyes widened, and he gulped unconsciously. This woman... is an apostle of the Blood Cult?

Even though the legendary apostle he had only heard of in rumors merely eyed him impassively without releasing her aura, he almost drew his spear and lunged the moment he faced her.

Her inorganic voice cut through the cold air, "Head Elder, I've brought the ones you requested."

Her indifferent gaze briefly fell on the Infernal Eccentric Trio. Instantly, the Ten Great Villains found themselves unable to breathe.

The Undying Supreme Demon replied respectfully, "Thank you for your efforts. Did you leave the one you brought from the Cult outside?"

The Second Apostle nodded. "What's the plan?"

"Not yet. We'll contact you when the time is right, so please rest well until then."

The Second Apostle nodded, then turned and left the inn. Only after her presence faded did the Infernal Eccentric Trio finally relax.

"......" Ak Bi stared at the apostle's back, clenching his teeth.

The Head Elder approached him. "Don't tell me you still think we're short on masters. There's no bluff more ridiculous than that."

Ak Bi hesitated. The Blood Cult's forces were far from insufficient, they were overwhelmingly powerful. He had invited the Blood Cult for the sake of his ambition, but only now did he realize that he would not be able to control them. His scheme had backfired, and he was cornered.

"I will... accept your offer," he muttered reluctantly.

"Kekeke! A wise decision. However... I'm thinking of changing the plan a little." 

The Undying Supreme Demon grinned eerily at Ak Bi, a crazed light in his eyes.


Chapter 521: The Crimson Meteor

SWISH, SWISH...

For a long time, the only sound in the quiet room was the swish of a brush scratching across paper.

"The enemy is probably... no, it must be the Blood Cult," Baek Suryong concluded, setting down his brush and reviewing what he had written. The paper was filled with neat calligraphy. This task had taken him much longer than usual, as he was organizing his thoughts as he wrote.

Despite the lack of clear evidence, he was quite certain that Ak Bi had joined forces with the Blood Cult. Beyond logical deduction, his intuition told him so. Or perhaps it was simply inevitable.

"They'll target me first. I've humiliated the Blood Cult several times, so from their perspective, I'm the most threatening target. This time, they will surely strike back with a vengeance..."

Baek Suryong calmly analyzed the enemy's motives, pausing only to look out the window. A single meteor was streaking diagonally across the night sky.

Gazing at the shooting star, he thought of Number Four, who had left as suddenly as he had appeared.

[What are you thinking so hard about?] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword asked.

Baek Suryong smiled awkwardly. "I was just wondering if I should have held him back."

Where did Number Four go? He might have returned to the Blood Cult. He may have decided to go away for a while. He might return after the fight is over. I hope he travels somewhere far away and never returns to the Central Plains.

Could he settle down somewhere and live a normal life, though? Given his strong will and intelligence, I'm sure he'd do well no matter what path he chooses. If we were to meet again someday after the Blood Cult has completely fallen, then...

He sighed. "In any case, the Blood Demon's sorcery carved onto his heart is gone."

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword joked, [Your students tend to be disobedient, don't they?]

Baek Suryong chuckled at the surprisingly accurate observation. Tapping the sword with his finger, he replied, "That's true...but it's not like I can do anything about it."

For a moment, the expression on Number Four's face bothered him, but he quickly shook his head to dismiss his concern. Now was the time to prioritize the students' safety. Number Four's future would have to wait.

"When that guy wakes up, explain everything to him," he said, placing the now-dried letter on a table where it could be easily seen and setting the Divine Azure Dragon Sword on top of it like a paperweight.

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword groaned anxiously. [You sound like someone leaving behind a last will and testament.]

Baek Suryong blinked in bewilderment. "What kind of unlucky talk is that?" he blurted out, before glancing at Namgung Su, who was still floating cross-legged in midair above the bed. "That guy's still lost in a state of selflessness and has no idea what's going on. I only wrote a letter to inform him of my decisions in case I'm not here when he awakens."

CRACKLE, SPARK!

Namgung Su's eyes were closed, revealing that he remained deep in a trance. Lightning flickered in and out of existence inside a translucent, circular energy barrier around him, a protective sorcery cast by the Divine Azure Dragon Sword. Thankfully, the spell blocked all the energy waves and noise. Otherwise, the entire room would have been reduced to ashes.

"What a violent epiphany! Just how much stronger is he trying to get?" Baek Suryong mumbled, shaking his head. He looked at the Divine Azure Dragon Sword again. "It'd be a relief if he wakes up before things start, but if something happens, I'll be too busy to pay him any mind."

He couldn't just wake Namgung Su carelessly. Not only would he lose a once-in-a-lifetime enlightenment, he could also fall into qi deviation. Therefore, he decided to have the Divine Azure Dragon Sword protect and conceal Namgung Su until he woke up.

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword sighed at the inevitable situation. [How frustrating. To think I can't stay by your side at a time like this. That thing isn't good enough to help you fully unleash your strength.]

VMMMM!

Crimson Moon vibrated at Baek Suryong's waist, as if snorting in derision.

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword retorted, [Serve your master well! Otherwise, you'll be used as a fire poker when I return!]

VMMMM!

Baek Suryong chuckled as he witnessed the Divine Azure Dragon Sword attempting to assert its seniority, only to be completely ignored by Crimson Moon. He patted both divine weapons fairly and stood up. 

Glancing at Namgung Su one last time, he whispered seriously, "Namgung Su, I'm sure you'll handle any situation calmly. You did so at the Namgung Estate, after all."

"......"

"Wake up soon."

No more words were needed. 

Baek Suryong opened the door and stepped outside. Dawn was breaking, marking the beginning of the last day of the school trip.
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Ak Yeonho was the first to arrive at the training ground. Spotting Baek Suryong, he approached, asking, "How's Gungsu-hyung?"

"Same as before," Baek Suryong replied. "I left him a letter to update him on the situation, since there won't be time once activities begin. What about you? Did you notice anything unusual?"

Ak Yeonho nodded subtly at the Ak Clan martial artists, who had been moving about busily since dawn. "I've been watching, but there's nothing suspicious," he whispered. "The people who remained here really don't seem to know anything."

Baek Suryong nodded. Today's school trip schedule included a spearmanship and formations demonstration by the masters of the Shandong Ak Clan. This meant that the Ak Clan masters would naturally gather in one place.

If Ak Bi were to make a move, that would be the perfect moment.

However, an unexpected variable soon emerged.

"Ak Bi still hasn't returned?"

Ak Bi left at dawn on the second day and still hadn't returned to the branch family estate. None of the subordinates he took with him had returned either.

Something's off. The Shandong Ak Clan couldn't possibly start something without Ak Bi. He must know that the Fire King and I alone can wipe out the entire fighting force present here. Did he sense something and back out?

Baek Suryong furrowed his brow as he considered the possibilities. He stared distantly at the main gate, where the rising sun was slowly pushing back the night.

"Hyung-nim."

"Orabeoni."

Myeong Il'oh and Jaegal Soyeong approached, visibly anxious. They had just returned from checking their assigned areas after hearing the news from Ak Yeonho.

"There was no unusual movement in the areas we checked."

"The overall atmosphere does seem a bit restless, though."

"I see. Understood."

Baek Suryong thought for a moment, then asked Myeong Il'oh and Jaegal Soyeong to keep watch. Next, he beckoned to Ak Yeonho. "Yeonho, come with me for a moment."

"Yes?"

They went to an indoor training hall, away from prying eyes. 

Baek Suryong closed the door, set up a sound barrier, and whispered, "There's still some time before the morning activities begin. With your talent, you should be able to learn it by then."

"...Learn what?"

Baek Suryong recalled Ak Bi's fight with Namgung Su. He hadn't just watched it purely for entertainment. In his past life, he developed a habit of reading an opponent's subconscious habits and repetitive behaviors whenever he got the chance. Moreover, Ak Bi had revealed more trump cards than intended while fighting an unexpectedly strong opponent with his inner arts restricted.

He began, "When he was fighting Namgung Su, Ak Bi was on pretty high alert, so his weaknesses weren't so obvious, but..."

"Wait, what?! Who fought with Gungsu-hyung?" Ak Yeonho interjected.

"...Anyway, if you do it right, it should be possible at least once."

"What on earth are you talking about?"

Baek Suryong picked up a spear from the side of the training hall and pointed it at the confused Ak Yeonho. 

If Ak Bi's opponent were his own clan's adopted son, someone he has looked down on like livestock his entire life, he would surely let his guard down and let his habits take over unconsciously.

Grinning evilly, he declared, "When the chance comes, you're going to land a blow on Ak Bi yourself. I'll teach you how."

"...!" Ak Yeonho's eyes shone brighter than ever before.
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Even during breakfast, Baek Suryong and the other instructors remained vigilant. They checked the food for poison using silver needles borrowed from Tang Soso, but the needles did not discolor.

Well, I highly doubt the Blood Cult would be so sloppy as to try to poison our food.

He sighed heavily and glanced at the estate's gates. Ak Bi still hadn't returned.

Sensing their instructor's mood growing heavier with each passing moment, the students exchanged glances. Wisely deciding not to provoke him for now, they quietly kept their distance.

Unknown to them, a slew of worries raced through Baek Suryong's mind.

Which is it? Either he decided to abandon all the clan's martial artists here, or he himself was abandoned...

Only the instructors suffered from the tension of the calm before the storm. Since they wanted to avoid unnecessary chaos, they hadn't yet informed the students.

"WAHAHAHA!"

"Are you crazy?"

"You don't have this at the Azure Dragon Academy?"

"What? Really?"

The boys and girls of the two academies were now incredibly friendly to each other. Even students who had been fighting like cats and dogs the day before had become friends overnight. They now gathered in small groups in the dining hall, chatting away without a care in the world.

"Pfft! I was too busy to patrol thoroughly, and just look at these rascals..."

Baek Suryong chuckled in disbelief when he saw the Five Young Azure Dragons, Yeon Soha, and Sama Hyeon all eating together. Last night, he had launched a suprise inspection of the students' rooms, confiscating their alcohol and scolding them, but they weren't the type to go to sleep obediently. Fortunately, as young martial artists with the stamina of young colts, they didn't look particularly tired even after pulling an all-nighter.

After a short break, the morning schedule for the final day of the school trip began.

"Everyone, gather at the central training ground!"

The students gathered at the central training ground, mingling regardless of their affiliation. On the first day, they had been separated like oil and water, but now it was difficult to tell which academy anyone was from.

"Hyonwon Kang! Get over here, now!"

"Yeon Soha! Why are you wearing the Azure Dragon Academy uniform?"

"Teehee! The clothes were pretty, so I tried swapping."

"...Damn kids. Are they really the same ones who were trading blows just yesterday?"

"This is much better than them growling at each other, but..."

The instructors couldn't simply watch with pleased smiles.

[I didn't find any unusual movement at the Patriarch's Hall and the surrounding area.]

[Same for the area around the Ak Clan martial artists' quarters.]

[Have you checked the messenger pigeon coop?]

[We took turns watching the sky all night. No messenger pigeons or messenger hawks came in.]

Telepathic messages were frequently exchanged. With the two Principals' cooperation, the instructors shared information. Some were anxious, while others thought the Azure Dragon Hero was being overly paranoid.

[Were we just worrying needlessly?]

[I would rather it be so, but...]

[It's better for the Azure Dragon Hero to be a little embarrassed than for something to happen.]

Realizing that disbelief and complacency were spreading among some instructors, the Principals issued a stern warning.

[Don't let your guard down! Until this school trip is over, anything could happen at any time.]

[Everyone, remember that the students' safety is at stake.]

Shortly after, the Young Lady of the Shandong Ak Clan appeared, leading a group of spear wielders. All eyes turned to them.

Noticing the dark circles under Ak Yeonhwa's eyes, Ak Yeonho stiffened.

Ak Yeonhwa clasped her hands in greeting , saying monotonously, "Our Patriarch is unable to participate in today's schedule due to unavoidable circumstances. Though I am lacking, I will lead the clan's martial artists and present the spearmanship demonstration in his stead. I ask for the understanding of the seniors, peers, and students present."

The students were visibly disappointed to hear that the Spear King would not be attending. Fortunately, the spearmanship demonstration that followed was more than enough to blow away their disappointment.

"Woah..."

"Amazing..."

"What was that just now? Did the Ak Clan have a spear art like that?"

The students watched in awe. The masters of the Shandong Ak Clan, renowned for having power comparable to those of the Five Great Clans, put on a spectacular spearmanship demonstration.

"Incredible..."

In particular, the students who specialized in spearmanship, like Mok Hyungwoo, were completely mesmerized.

"!" Suddenly, Baek Suryong abruptly turned toward the main gate. "They're coming."

The Fire King, Noh Goonsang, and several other instructors followed his gaze.

SHWAAAAAAK!

A meteor streaked toward them, hurtling through the air at an alarming speed. Unlike the one Baek Suryong had seen at dawn, this meteor was barreling straight toward the students, leaving an ominous crimson tail in its wake.

No...it wasn't a meteor. It was a spear.

"How dare you!"

The Fire King and Baek Suryong leaped up simultaneously. Flames erupted from the Fire King's hand, instantly taking the shape of a bird. At the same time, Baek Suryong drew Crimson Moon.

FWOOSH!

Just as the flames from the Fire King's hand were about to engulf the spear, Baek Suryong yelled, "Wait!"

Something was impaled on the spear.

Fortunately, the Fire King also saw it and hastily withdrew his flames. 

CLAAANG!

Baek Suryong struck the spear's shaft, driving it more than halfway into the wall of a building. Surprisingly, Crimson Moon hadn't cut the weapon in half. This could mean only one thing—the spear was a divine weapon in its own right.

"W-What was that?!"

"Who threw a spear out of nowhere..."

Everyone stared at the spear, only to notice a human head skewered on the shaft. As the head swayed slowly from inertia, blood dripped and pooled on the ground beneath it.

"AAAAAAAH!"

"KYAAAAAAH!"

Frightened, the students screamed and scurried away.

Ak Yeonhwa and the other Ak Clan martial artists immediately moved into a defensive formation. Someone had thrown a spear at the Shandong Ak Clan. To them, this was an act of mockery and challenge.

"Who dares...!" Ak Yeonhwa growled, approaching the spear to identify the impaled head. 

The moment she and the Ak Clan martial artists drew near, however, they all froze like statues. Many of them even dropped to their knees, their legs giving out from under them.

"P-Patriarch?"

"Nonsense! That can't be the Patriarch's head!"

"But that spear is definitely the Patriarch's...!"

Gasps of horror erupted from all sides. The face of one of the Ten Supremes, highly revered as a peerless martial artist, was contorted with agony. Both of his eyes had been gouged out, and clamped in his mouth was a letter written in blood.

Baek Suryong pulled out the letter and read it: Our Cult wants only the Azure Dragon Hero. Hand him over, and the others may live.

The roughly scrawled characters were filled with malice.

Crumpling the letter, he spat icily, "...So this is how you're going to play it, huh?"


Chapter 522: Now This Is More Like the Ak Clan I Know and Love

The horrific sight sent the clan's martial artists into a panic. Age and status made no difference, and even the Young Lady was no exception. The Patriarch's head, impaled on a spear, had been thrown at the Ak Clan.

"F-Father... How? How could this happen..." Ak Yeonhwa stared at her father's face in disbelief. The agony of his final moments was perfectly preserved.

As the Young Lady of a prestigious murim family, she had seen her share of corpses, though it was never a common sight. This, however, was the decapitated head of her own father. Although Ak Bi's oppressive presence had loomed over her all her life, seeing him like this made the shock even more intense, as if her world was collapsing.

Dazed, she observed her father's head closely. His eyes had been gouged out, and many of his teeth were broken, suggesting he had been brutally tortured before his death.

She knew she shouldn't act this way in front of the Ak Clan warriors, but she couldn't stop her body from trembling like an aspen leaf in anger and fear.

"Noonim..."

A voice from behind snapped her to her senses. She turned to see Ak Yeonho looking at her with concern.

"Are you alright?" Ak Yeonho asked worriedly.

Ak Yeonhwa nodded stiffly. "...Yes."

Ak Yeonho felt she looked anything but alright, but he didn't press her and quietly stepped back. His gaze, glancing at the head of the deceased Ak Bi, was complicated. "Who on earth would do this to a member of the Ten Supremes...?"

"Does that head really belong to the Spear King?"

"What in the world is going on?!"

The instructors and students from the Azure Dragon and Vermilion Phoenix Academies were also reeling from the immense shock. The Patriarch of the Shandong Ak Clan, one of the Ten Supremes, had been brutally slain. If that wasn't bad enough, only his head had been returned, impaled on his own spear.

Everyone whispered to each other, unsure how to react to an incident that would shake the entire jianghu.

"What are you all doing!?" Noh Goonsang roared. "Prepare for battle! Brace yourselves for an enemy attack!"

Noh Goonsang's cry brought everyone back to their senses, especially the mention of an 'enemy attack'.

The instructors began to lead the students, while Ak Yeonhwa ordered the Ak Clan's martial artists to prepare for a fight. Baek Suryong and the Fire King headed straight for the main gate, the direction from which the spear had flown.

WHOOSH!

Baek Suryong leaped to a high vantage point and scanned the base of the mountain. A crimson-black wave surged forth, as if the forest was being polluted in real time.

"The Blood Cult..." he muttered grimly.

RUMBLE!

The Blood Cult's forces marched on, kicking up clouds of dust. Their dense demonic qi caused the undergrowth to wither and die. Mountain beasts shrieked in alarm. Birds plummeted from the sky. Even ferocious predators smashed their own heads against rocks in terror.

Baek Suryong observed their clothing closely. The Blood Wolves, the Phantom Killers, the Demonic Spirits...

To others, it was just a mass of similar uniforms, but he could discern the different attire and unique martial arts of each unit. Three of the Blood Cult's martial squads had been mobilized here, and they easily numbered in the hundreds. This was a force large enough to lay waste to an entire region.

"These bastards... they're dead serious."

His expression hardening, he leaped down.

THUD!

Standing alone at the main gate, he glared at the approaching enemies.

Moments later, the Fire King landed beside him, his robes fluttering. "...Everything is just as you said. The Blood Cult is plotting something."

"We have to buy as much time as we can."

"Time? I was planning on burning them all to a crisp."

Baek Suryong laughed at the Fire King's audacity, but he gripped Crimson Moon tightly and nodded. "Of course. I was thinking the same thing."

To their surprise, however, the Blood Cult's forces stopped at a distance. Even when Ak Yeonhwa and the Ak Clan martial artists arrived, the Blood Cult did not move.

"What are they plotting? Why aren't they attacking right away?" the Fire King muttered suspiciously, furrowing his brow.

[Listen, you mongrels of the jianghu!]

A sharp, shrill voice shook the air, echoing from all directions. Merely hearing the malevolence in the voice caused the blood and qi of most martial artists to churn.

"O-Omnidirectional Telepathy!!"

"Protect your blood vessels with your inner arts, now!"

Omnidirectional Telepathy was a technique reserved for those who had achieved transcendence in the field of inner arts, and their enemy was using it over a wide area with no apparent effort.

"To use Omnidirectional Telepathy over such a wide range..."

"Just how profound is his mastery of inner arts...?"

Horrified, the martial artists eyed the Blood Cult's forces. 

An old man with a sturdy build, draped in a blood-red robe, stepped forward. [I am the Undying Supreme Demon, Head Elder of the Blood Demon Divine Cult.]

The Fire King and Noh Goonsang reacted simultaneously, glaring at the Undying Supreme Demon with burning hatred as if recalling an old nightmare.

"I thought that voice sounded familiar..."

"My eternal regret is that I didn't burn this old monster to death back then!"

[Kekeke! I see some familiar faces. The brats from fifty years ago have become old men.]

The voice, full of feigned warmth, seemed to mock the orthodox martial artists who had grown complacent after decades of peace.

[I have a proposal for you all. That is why I sent you a special gift.]

"A gift?"

[Have you not already received it? I sent it nicely skewered on a spear. Oh dear, did it perhaps get damaged beyond recognition on its way over?]

Realizing the nature of the Undying Supreme Demon's 'gift', the Ak Clan martial artists erupted in fury.

"You bastard!"

"So you're the one who did that to the Patriarch!"

"I'll kill you!"

Alongside their anger, though, the Ak Clan martial artists felt fear of this enemy who had killed their clan's absolute ruler.

[Kekeke! Our Cult desires only one thing—the Azure Dragon Hero. Hand him over, and we will withdraw from this place peacefully.]

"How do you expect us to believe that nonsense?!"

FWOOSH!

A large fireball, created by the Fire King, flew toward the Undying Supreme Demon, but sharp sword qi and palm winds from all directions scattered it without a trace before it could reach him.

Baek Suryong's expression darkened. They have at least three masters at the elder level or higher.

He wasn't the only one who sensed the enemy's overwhelming power. The Fire King and Noh Goonsang's expressions also turned to stone.

The Undying Supreme Demon smiled, enjoying their reaction. [Is there any other way? If you choose to fight our Cult right now, you will all die. Evidently, you don't care about the lives of these young martial artists who have yet to reach their full potential.]

"......"

The Ak Clan Branch Estate was a natural fortress located in a gorge surrounded by cliffs. While it was excellent for defense, it was also a death trap, as the only way out was to break through the front.

[I will swear on my honor.] The Undying Supreme Demon paused deliberately before making his final offer. [If you send out the Azure Dragon Hero before the sun sets, our Cult will take him and withdraw. However, if you refuse our Cult's mercy...]

The inner qi and killing intent embedded in the Omnidirectional Telepathy intensified. 

The Undying Supreme Demon's sharp, ominous voice, almost a form of sound arts, reverberated throughout the entire estate. [Not even an ant will survive here!]

Having said his piece, he stepped back. The Blood Cult's forces also retreated about thirty meters to set up their formation.

A heavy silence fell over the Ak Clan Branch Estate.

Eventually, an Ak Clan member broke the silence. Eyeing Baek Suryong resentfully, he said, "In the end... didn't the Blood Cult swarm this place because of the Azure Dragon Hero?"

"......" Baek Suryong said nothing. Deep down, he agreed with that observation.

However, Ak Yeonho and those around him grew angry on his behalf.

"What are you talking about?" Ak Yeonho roared. "How can you lay the blame on Hyung-nim!"

"Am I wrong? If you think about it, didn't the Patriarch also meet his end because of the Azure Dragon Hero? And how dare an adopted son..."

It wasn't just one person. The Ak Clan martial artists who shared this sentiment grew restless, casting hostile glances at Baek Suryong.

"This happened because of him. It's only right that he take responsibility."

"Why should all of us be in danger because of the Azure Dragon Hero?"

"We need to be clear about where the responsibility lies..."

As he watched them, Baek Suryong finally understood the Undying Supreme Demon's intention.

From the very beginning, he was trying to undermine our unity.

Despite their strength, the Blood Cult hadn't attacked immediately because the location was a natural fortress. If the Azure Dragon Academy, the Vermilion Phoenix Academy, and the Shandong Ak Clan worked together, they could fend off a large enemy force despite their small numbers.

That's why he created an internal conflict before launching a full-scale attack, hoping we would crumble from within.

"Have you ever seen such frustrating fools? Can't you see that the Blood Cult is trying to divide us?" the Fire King raged.

Unfortunately, the Ak Clan martial artists had lost their reason and were not listening to reason.

"Ha! You're just siding with him because you're both from the Five Great Academies. What about us? We've lost our patriarch!"

"Are you so desperate that you'd believe a Blood Cult elder?"

"He swore on his honor as a martial artist. Can you dismiss his words as a lie just because he's from the Blood Cult?"

"Hah! How foolish..."

The Ak Clan martial artists and the Azure Dragon and Vermilion Phoenix Academy instructors engaged in a heated war of words.

The Ak Clan had lost its focal point overnight. Their Patriarch, who should have led them, was dead. Key figures, such as the steward and the martial squad commanders, were back at the main family's estate in Shandong. The Patriarch's confidants from the main family had gone out with him last night and not returned. Most likely, they had died with Ak Bi.

Without their leaders, those who remained were either dazed or vehemently arguing that the Azure Dragon Hero must be sent out. There was no one around who could unite the Ak Clan.

"We must send out the Azure Dragon Hero!"

"Don't be ridiculous!"

As the debate dragged on, the two factions became more hostile. The chaos spiraled out of control.

With the allies divided, morale plummeted. Students watched anxiously as their instructors and the Ak Clan members argued.

Finally, Ak Yeonhwa, who had been quiet thus far, approached Baek Suryong. Her gaze as cold as an interrogator's, she said, "I have a question for the Azure Dragon Hero. I saw you take something out of the Patriarch's mouth earlier. What was it?"

"Take this and read it yourself. It matched what the Undying Supreme Demon just demanded." Baek Suryong handed the crumpled letter to Ak Yeonhwa.

Her expression soured as she quickly read it. Pointing to a blood-smeared part at the bottom of the letter, she asked, "What is this?"

At the spot where she indicated, something was illegible was scribbled.

Baek Suryong shook his head, feigning ignorance. "I'm not sure. Maybe the blood smeared while he was writing it or while it was in his mouth."

"......" Ak Yeonhwa clenched her teeth, staring at the letter written in her father's blood.

Meanwhile, the Ak Clan's demands to release the Azure Dragon Hero intensified.

Baek Suryong looked at the martial artists who seemed to want to kick him out at any moment. If this continues, things will go exactly as the Undying Supreme Demon planned. Rather than let internal conflict break out, it might be better to subdue the Ak Clan's martial artists first, even if it reduces their overall strength. 

They needed every fighter they could get, but this was a last resort. An untrustworthy ally was more dangerous than an enemy.

I should probably subdue the Young Lady first.

Baek Suryong steeled his resolve and secretly began to gather his inner qi.

"Have you no shame?!" a man suddenly bellowed.

Everyone looked toward the speaker, whose voice contained no inner qi yet captured everyone's attention with its sheer desperation. Ak Jinheon was limping toward them, using a spear as a cane to drag his ailing body toward the gathered martial artists.

"Father!"

Startled, Ak Yeonho ran to support his stepfather, but Ak Jinheon firmly pushed his stepson away, saying, "Move aside."

He hobbled forward on his own, glaring fiercely at each of the clan's martial artists.

"Uncle Jinheon?" Ak Yeonhwa gasped, bewildered. She had never seen her uncle so angry. What worried her more was seeing him, a man who had never properly learned martial arts, holding a weapon.

She overlooked one fact, that a martial artist's spirit and courage were separate from their martial accomplishments.

"The culprits who murdered our Patriarch are standing right over there, so why are you putting the blame on someone else? Have you no shame?!" Ak Jinheon scolded fiercely.

The clamoring Ak Clan warriors fell silent at once. Even the one who had most fervently denounced the Azure Dragon Hero averted his gaze from Ak Jinheon.

Ak Jinheon paused, steadied his ragged breath, and asked again, "Answer me. The enemies who sent us our Patriarch's head as a 'gift' are mocking and threatening our family. Why are you trying to surrender our guest to them instead of fighting back? What happened to your pride as martial artists?!"

"......"

"Or are you just too scared of the Patriarch's killers?"

Silence dominated the space. Ak Jinheon was the eldest Ak family member at the estate. Several elite warriors were disgruntled, but they couldn't openly disparage him in a formal setting.

Ak Jinheon surveyed the clan's martial artists. Straining to suppress his anger, he said firmly, "I was seriously injured at fifteen and could no longer practice martial arts, so I put down my spear and learned administrative work instead. Do any of you martial artists have any idea where the spears you hold, the clothes you wear, and the food you eat every day come from? Are you aware of how much effort goes into ensuring all your daily needs are met so that you can focus on martial arts?"

His words reflected a life spent quietly supporting the clan behind the scenes for decades.

"It may seem trivial to you, but even a cripple like me takes pride in contributing to the clan. Still..." Ak Jinheon straightened his shoulders, bent from years of menial work, and declared proudly, "I have never once forgotten that I am a martial artist of the Shandong Ak Clan! Even though my body may seem pathetic to you martial artists, my spirit is not as feeble as yours."

Everyone who had been about to argue with Ak Jinheon lowered their heads in shame.

Ak Jinheon gripped the spear he was using as a cane and began to walk past the Young Lady. Deadly resolve hardened his features as he hobbled toward the enemy lines. "Even if I die, I will die proudly as a martial artist of the Ak Clan. I will never live as a coward."

THUMP! THUMP! THUMP!

The small impacts on the ground echoed louder than any powerful stomp.

Ak Jinheon exited through the main gate. Faced with his murderous glare, no one dared stop him.

Not knowing what to do, Ak Yeonho ran after his stepfather and stood in his path. "Father! Please, calm down!"

"Step aside, Yeonho. Since I can't help in the fight, I might as well be the first Ak Clan spear to break."

"Why do you have to do this, Father?! You'll die!"

Ak Jinheon regarded his son, whose eyes were brimming with tears. "Yeonho, did you think I was a coward who feared death? If you still respect me as a father, then step aside," he said firmly.

Ak Yeonho gritted his teeth, realizing that not even he could sway his stepfather's stubbornness.

There was only one person here who could stop Ak Jinheon. All eyes turned to the Young Lady.

"...Listen well, Ak Clan members," Ak Yeonhwa rasped.

As she watched the old spearman limp toward the enemy lines, a firm resolve had slowly replaced her conflicted expression.

BOOM!

She slammed her spear into the ground and imbued her voice with inner qi. "Warriors of the Ak Clan, raise your spears! We will avenge our Patriarch! " she roared, her resonant voice even reaching the Blood Cult's forces outside.

Of course, not everyone agreed with her. Several martial artists remained dissatisfied and fearful of the Blood Cult. Nevertheless, their Young Lady had just made a decision in the Patriarch's absence. For a member of a murim family, following their superior's orders, even ones they disapproved of, was second nature.

"YES, MA'AM!"

The Ak Clan martial artists raised their spears to the sky in unison. As beams of sunlight struck the spearheads and shattered, their spirit seemed to pierce the heavens.

Ak Jinheon finally calmed down. "Now this is more like the Ak Clan I know and love."


Chapter 523: Walking Into A Death Trap

The Undying Supreme Demon furrowed his brow as he stared at the enemy camp. "Tsk."

Moments ago, the Ak Clan's martial artists had been on the verge of infighting, but now they marched with perfect discipline. Spears glinting menacingly, they scaled the walls of the main gate to reinforce their defenses.

"A single cripple is making things difficult."

The Undying Supreme Demon recalled Ak Jinheon berating the Ak Clan's martial artists. A master's senses far surpass an ordinary person's, allowing him to survey the enemy camp even from a great distance.

Fuck. Who would have thought that a worthless man with martial arts inferior to even a low-ranking cultist could influence the atmosphere so much?

"Aren't you just going to leave them be? Wouldn't it be better to strike before they're fully prepared?"

"Let me personally cut the throat of that old coot who was blabbering about dying a hero's death."

"I'll charge in and slaughter them all!"

The Infernal Eccentric Trio, who had been dragged there against their will, spat on the ground and glared at the enemy camp, a sinister killing intent radiating from their bodies. They didn't fully believe the Undying Supreme Demon's promise to remove the poison after this was over, but they at least wanted to vent their pent-up frustration through slaughter.

The Undying Supreme Demon placated them gently, as if they were his hunting dogs. "Kekeke! Just wait. The Azure Dragon Hero will have no choice but to show himself eventually."

Even as the enemy strengthened their defenses, he remained relaxed. 

The swordsman, the First Eccentric of the Infernal Eccentric Trio, sneered. "Hmph! What if he flees to save his own skin? Do you even have a way to catch him?"

The First Eccentric looked at the three cliffs that surrounded the Ak Clan Branch Estate, turning it into a natural fortress.

They were sheer cliffs, impassible to most, but a peerless master could certainly scale them and escape. If that happened, all their efforts would be wasted, like a dog that chased a chicken only to lose it.

"When things get tough, everyone looks out for themselves first. Do you think the Ten Supremes are any different? Just look at the Spear King."

Upon hearing the First Eccentric's words, the Second and Third Eccentrics also cackled and sneered.

"I hear the Azure Dragon Hero's extremely cunning. Would a guy like that let himself get caught so easily?"

"Don't let him get away and then order us to chase him like some damn hunting dogs."

The Infernal Eccentric Trio had often seen so-called heroes of the orthodox sects abandon their comrades and flee. Naturally, they assumed the Azure Dragon Hero would be no different.

The Undying Supreme Demon nodded knowingly. "That's right. The Azure Dragon Hero is a cunning man."

Having suffered at the Azure Dragon Hero's hands so many times, the Blood Cult had investigated him thoroughly in order to capture him.

They knew that while Baek Suryong was merciless to the Blood Cult's followers, he dearly cherished his students and the people around him. While he was a peerless master and nearly perfect as a martial artist, he was also human with weaknesses.

As the Head Elder of the Blood Cult, he had plenty of experience trapping men like this. A foul smile crept across his lips.

"Most of his students and acquaintances are in there. He will never escape alone."

"Tsk, tsk. You're pretty naive for the Blood Cult's Head Elder. I'm telling you, he'll bolt as soon as things get dangerous."

"Kekeke! This old man has a solid plan, so don't you worry about that."

"Ha! This is so frustrating! Why don't you just listen to us instead of...?"

"You're quite talkative today. Why is it so hard for you to know your place?" The Undying Supreme Demon bared his teeth in a smile, revealing his sharp fangs.

The Infernal Eccentric Trio gulped at the sight of the old man's glistening canines. They had seen him eat people several times on their way here.

"...I-I was just sharing my thoughts. Trying to help, you know?"

The Undying Supreme Demon glanced at the now-silent Infernal Eccentric Trio, then turned back to the enemy camp.

If they had started infighting among themselves and reduced their own strength, things would have been much easier.

Even so, it didn't significantly affect the overall situation. The Azure Dragon Hero had surely read the letter enclosed with the gift. He would surely be deep in turmoil and anguish by now.

That man will definitely make his move soon.

Smirking wickedly, the Undying Supreme Demon muttered, "You have until sunset, Azure Dragon Hero. You'd better hurry and make your decision."
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The leaders of the Azure Dragon Academy, the Vermilion Phoenix Academy, and the Ak Clan convened a meeting. With the enemy in sight, they held a strategy meeting on the ramparts overlooking the main gate. The Ak Clan's martial artists had reinforced the front entrance, making it as impenetrable as a fortress wall.

"Our main family has military origins and regularly trains for sieges. The terrain also gives us an advantage, so please tell the students not to worry," Ak Yeonhwa reassured, having regained her usual composure.

The schools' management nodded 

"I'm impressed by how well you managed the Ak Clan's martial artists, Young Lady," the Fire King complimented.

Ak Yeonhwa lowered her head in shame. "Not at all. On the contrary, I almost caused a crisis with my incompetence. If Uncle Jinheon hadn't stepped forward, I would have tarnished the family name."

"Ahem! Stop with the unnecessary flattery." Ak Jinheon, who was present as an Ak Clan elder, cleared his throat. The atmosphere seemed to leave him both awkward and embarrassed. 

Despite the serious situation, everyone smiled warmly. If the Ak Clan had decided to expel Baek Suryong, it would have caused internal strife, and they would have crumbled without putting up a fight. Because of that, Ak Jinheon was a savior to all present.

"Thank you once again, Master Ak!"

"You embody the spirit of a martial artist unlike any I've ever seen before."

"It is truly an honor to meet the hero of the Ak Clan."

As praise poured in from all sides, Ak Jinheon's face turned beet red. "Keuheum! This old man has shown a shameful side in front of the heroes of murim. I was just acting recklessly..."

The Fire King snorted. "You? Reckless? Few martial artists in history have shown such spirit in the face of the Blood Cult's army. Master Ak, please don't humble yourself and further shame the rest of us."

Ak Jinheon was both stunned and moved. Of all things, he never imagined a day would come that the Fire King, a former member of the Ten Supremes, would call him 'Master Ak'. Suppressed his surging emotions, he nodded stiffly. "...Yes. I understand."

Ak Yeonho grinned widely, looking even happier than his father.

Still, they couldn't exchange pleasantries all day.

Baek Suryong, who had been carefully observing the Blood Cult's forces, cautiously changed the subject. "I'm glad the internal conflict has been resolved. Now I can move forward with some peace of mind."

"Yes, thank goodness. You should stop worrying and prepare to fight the enemy..." Noh Goonsang stopped mid-sentence and studied Baek Suryong's face. "Hmm? Don't tell me...?"

"Yes, I need to go out for a moment. Don't worry, I'll be back soon."

The Fire King immediately flared up in rage. "What are you saying right now?!"

"...?" Noh Goonsang stared blankly at Baek Suryong.

His fellow instructors and Sama Yeong also frowned grimly. They had worked so hard to shield the Azure Dragon Hero from the Ak Clan's martial artists, who wanted to sacrifice him, only for him to announce he would turn himself over to them.

"Hyung-nim, are you out of your mind?!"

"You can't! There's no way those bastards will keep their promise!"

"Orabeoni! What on earth are you saying?"

Baek Suryong shook his head at his peers who tried to stop him and turned to Ak Yeonhwa. "Actually, there's something I didn't tell you earlier about that letter, Young Lady."

"...You mean this?" Ak Yeonhwa took out the letter that had been in Ak Bi's mouth.

Baek Suryong nodded. Taking the letter, he pointed to a smeared, scribble-like mark at the bottom. When Ak Yeonhwa had first asked about it, he had lied and said it was a bloodstain. "I'm sorry about what I said before, but this isn't a bloodstain. It's a coded message someone sent to me."

"...Who is it from?"

Not just Ak Yeonhwa, but all the leaders' expressions hardened. The Fire King immediately deployed a sound-blocking barrier to prevent any sound from leaking out.

Baek Suryong explained, "Some time ago, one of my acquaintances infiltrated the Blood Cult."

""...!"" Everyone's eyes widened in shock, and their mouths hung open. No one had ever managed to locate the Blood Cult headquarters, yet Baek Suryong had planted a spy inside!?

Most stared at Baek Suryong in disbelief. A few slapped their knees as if they finally understood something.

"So that's how you've thwarted every one of the Blood Cult's schemes."

"Yes, I've received a lot of help. Unfortunately, I still haven't been able to find the Blood Cult's main base."

Baek Suryong sighed. He owed Wiji Yeol a huge debt. The old man was always blindfolded and constantly surrounded by watchful eyes, yet he risked his life to send a letter and warn him of Skykiller's attack. If not for that letter, the Azure Dragon Academy would have lost many more lives at the hands of Deathshroud.

He briefly summarized Wiji Yeol's sacrifice, and everyone's expression grew serious. 

The Fire King asked gravely, "So, what does the code say?"

Baek Suryong wrote the code from the letter on the ground and deciphered it. The message was written in the same code Wiji Yeol had used when he sent letters to him in the past.

Requesting help. Supply unit northwest of the Blood Cult's rear guard.

"This is what it says," he said.

"A rear guard! We can barely handle the forces we're facing now."

"Does the request for help mean he's been discovered?"

"Or it could mean he's in danger of being discovered."

"That's strange. If the spy wrote the letter, why is he accompanying the rear guard now?"

"The forces might have split up, or he could have asked someone else to deliver it for him."

"Doesn't that make sense?"

"Stop arguing. The important thing is how much of the letter's content we can trust!"

"What are the chances it's a trap?" Noh Goonsang asked Baek Suryong solemnly. He knew that Baek Suryong would definitely go rescue Wiji Yeol. Everyone who knew him would think the same.

Baek Suryong nodded, smiling bitterly. "Almost certain. No, I'm certain this letter itself is a trap. Elder Wiji... he's not the kind of person to send a letter like this just because he's in danger."

The handwriting on the letter matched Wiji Yeol's, but handwriting was easily forged.

Perhaps Wiji Yeol is already dead.

He doubted the Blood Cult would kill the world's best blacksmith so easily, but he wouldn't put anything past the crazed cultists.

"This letter... I'm certain the spy didn't write it himself, so his identity must have been exposed. Now they want to draw me out..."

If there was one thing Baek Suryong was confident of, it was that the Blood Cult had really brought Wiji Yeol here. While they could imitate a face or physique, they couldn't deceive the senses of a peerless master. Only a real hostage was enough to lure him out.

Baek Suryong was more than willing to dance to their tune.

"I will go and confirm the truth with my own eyes."

"No, absolutely not," Noh Goonsang refused firmly. His sleeves fluttered as he blocked Baek Suryong's path with a hardened expression, ready to act if Baek Suryong made a rash move. "I'm not saying this because your acquaintance's life is insignificant. If I were the one being held hostage, I wouldn't want you to come."

All of Baek Suryong's peers nodded.

"That's right. Elder Wiji wouldn't want you to walk into a death trap, Hyung-nim."

"It will only end up endangering you both."

"They won't kill an important hostage that easily. We should form a special rescue team once the fighting starts instead..."

Not only his peers, but also the other instructors and even Ak Yeonhwa shook their heads, urging him to reconsider. Everyone thought Baek Suryong was walking into a death trap and desperately tried to stop him.

Baek Suryong smiled. "You all seem to be misunderstanding. Didn't I say earlier that I was just going out and would be back soon? Don't worry. I have a good idea of what they've prepared."

Although his smile was much colder and more ominous than usual, it was genuine. He was actually pleased that the Blood Cult had set a trap for him.

This was not simple bravado or recklessness. He understood the Blood Cult's strength, had studied martial arts under his four masters, and mastered the Heaven Defying Divine Art.

Number Four was the only member of the Blood Cult who was aware of this, but he hadn't revealed it to anyone. In other words, the Blood Cult still knew next to nothing about the Azure Dragon Hero, Baek Suryong.

"If he's alive, I will definitely rescue him and return, and..." Baek Suryong looked to the northwest, his eyes glittering fiercely. The corners of his mouth curled into a cold sneer, revealing his sharp canines and making it seem as if blood might drip from them at any moment. "I will make these Blood Cultists realize, in the most brutal way, who the one who truly walked into a death trap is."

""......""

No one voiced any further opposition.


Chapter 524: So Familiar That It's Sickening

Baek Suryong announced he would walk into the Blood Cult's trap, rescue the spy, and return. Even though the Azure Dragon Academy instructors were extremely worried, the firm resolve in his eyes silenced any further objections.

"I know you're not one to act rashly," Noh Goonsang sighed, "but you must still be careful."

Baek Suryong nodded confidently. His peers, Ak Yeonho, Myeong Il'oh, and Jaegal Soyeong, also repeatedly urged him to be careful. Even Vice Principal Kwak Cheolwoo, who he barely knew, wished him a safe return.

Witnessing this, the Fire King cracked a joke. "Tsk. It seems my chances of bringing you to the Vermilion Phoenix Academy are slim."

Baek Suryong retorted with a chuckle, "You still haven't given up?"

The Fire King took a signal flare from his robes and handed it to Baek Suryong. "Fire it off anytime you need help. I need a chance to take back my Gratitude Token."

"This probably won't be necessary."

"Be careful. You should know by now that every last one of those Blood Cult bastards is insane."

"Yes." Baek Suryong nodded and surveyed the people who would defend the branch estate. Considering Wiji Yeol's situation, he had to move swiftly, but not before telling them a few things. "Once they realize I'm gone, the Blood Cult won't hesitate to attack this place."

Everyone nodded somberly. No one was naive enough to believe the Blood Cult's guarantee that they would withdraw peacefully if the Azure Dragon Hero was handed over.

The Undying Supreme Demon would never miss an opportunity like this.

Baek Suryong knew the Blood Cult better than anyone. Furthermore, the Undying Supreme Demon, the Head Elder, was already an elder fifty years ago. That old monster who had pledged his soul to the Blood Demon would never honor a promise sworn on a martial artist's honor.

"I have some information I learned from the spy..."

He informed those present about the Blood Cult's military forces and the general characteristics of their martial arts. Although there might be some differences compared to decades ago, from what he had seen and felt personally, the fundamentals were nearly identical.

"Hah! How did you get such valuable information?"

"This will make establishing our defensive lines much easier!"

"That guy, the spy! Their abilities are truly outstanding!"

"They'll be a great asset in the future war against the Blood Cult, so you must rescue them."

The leadership's expressions brightened at the unexpected influx of valuable intel. Listening intently, they analyzed the information Baek Suryong provided and brainstormed countermeasures.

Baek Suryong smiled. That should be everything I can tell them.

By the time the meeting ended, the sun had already passed its zenith. Deciding to leave the detailed strategy to those defending this place, he concluded his briefing. "I'll leave the rest to you. I'll be back as quickly as possible, so..."

"Do you see us as students, too?" Noh Goonsang asked sternly, placing both hands on Baek Suryong's shoulders.

"Pardon?"

"What I mean is, we can hold out for ten days and nights without you, so don't worry. Just focus on rescuing the spy and coming back safely. Don't overexert yourself worrying about us. Do you understand me?"

"Yes, I understand." Baek Suryong smiled awkwardly and nodded. Noh Goonsang's words put his mind at ease.

"Are you leaving right now?" the Fire King asked.

Baek Suryong thought for a moment before replying, "I'm going to meet with a student for a moment before I leave."

He was worried about all the students who would be left here while he was away, but one face in particular haunted him.
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Dressed in a black martial arts uniform, Baek Suryong sat facing Wiji Cheon. "Cheon."

"Yes, Mr. Baek?"

Wiji Cheon's face was as calm as usual, but Baek Suryong noticed the slight tremor in the boy's fingertips as he clutched the Soul Sword. "I'm going to be gone for a while. I called you here because there's something I wanted to say to you before I leave."

"Grandpa... he's out there, isn't he?"

Although nothing specific had been disclosed, Wiji Cheon somehow grasped the reason behind Baek Suryong's impending departure.

"I must go. There is something this old man must do."

The Wiji Clan was one of the Blood Cult's Eight Great Clans. As soon as he learned that the Blood Cult was their enemy, he recalled the unhappy memory of his grandfather leaving with a grim face. He tried his best to act like nothing was wrong, but no one around him was fooled.

Finally, he asked hoarsely, "Grandpa... he's still alive, right?"

"He should still be alive. Even the Blood Cult knows that a living hostage would lure me out more effectively."

Wiji Cheon bowed his head and let out a long sigh, relieved by Baek Suryong's pragmatic answer. "Thank goodness..."

Baek Suryong smiled bitterly. No matter how much of a sword prodigy Wiji Cheon was, he was still a child. Buried under a mountain of worries, he wouldn't be able to use his full skills in the coming battle.

Hoping to calm the boy's turbulent emotions, he reassured, "Don't worry and just wait calmly. I will definitely rescue your only family member."

"...Grandpa's not my only family!" Wiji Cheon lifted his head and shot Baek Suryong such a fierce glare that it startled him. "You're my family too, Mr. Baek!"

"......"

"So, you have to come back safely, together. You absolutely can't come back badly injured like last time. Got it? Promise me!"

"Very well. I promise." Baek Suryong chuckled and nodded.

Judging by the boy's expression, Wiji Cheon would likely endure. Besides, the Wiji bloodline had always been famous for its bold, resilient spirit.

"Say goodbye to the others for me."

"Yes!"

Baek Suryong rose from his seat. There was no time to speak with each of the Five Young Azure Dragons individually. Now was the time to use every second as efficiently as possible.

SHING!

He drew Crimson Moon and pointed it at Wiji Cheon's forehead. A chilling killing intent instantly filled the room. 

Wiji Cheon swallowed hard and looked at his teacher. "M-Mr. Baek?"

"You practice handling killing intent with Hyonwon Kang every day, don't you?"

"W-Well, yes, but..." Wiji Cheon flinched. Baek Suryong's killing intent was on a different level. Its density was incomparable to Hyonwon Kang's, and it pricked at his skin like a thousand razor blades.

"Wiji Cheon. Draw your sword."

Normally, Baek Suryong wouldn't subject his students to this much killing intent, but the situation was urgent. He desperately wanted to believe that Wiji Cheon, who had the most real combat experience among the Five Young Azure Dragons, could withstand the true killing intent of the Asura Blood Heaven Blade, even for a short time.

"You have seven and a half minutes. Kill me within that time."

SHUDDER...

The boy's body, which had been trembling like an aspen leaf, gradually calmed down.

"Hoo..." Wiji Cheon closed his eyes and took a deep breath. When he opened them again, his entire demeanor had changed. "Okay, I'll kill you right now."
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After giving Wiji Cheon a quick special lesson, Baek Suryong left the Ak Clan Branch Estate without any lingering attachments.

WHOOSH!

He scaled the cliff in a single breath and took a wide detour to avoid being noticed by the Blood Cult's forces.

The Blood Cult would be anticipating his movements, but he had no intention of revealing his exact departure time. He moved with caution, knowing there were peerless masters in the enemy camp.

HUMMM!

Crimson Moon, at his waist, let out a hum. Much like its former master, the Black Snake Alliance Chairman, the blade was usually calm, but today it was crying out, eager for a fight. Moreover, the intense, killing-intent-filled duel with Wiji Cheon had thoroughly whetted its appetite.

"That kid, Cheon. He really stirred this fellow up," Baek Suryong chuckled, patting the flat of the blade. He was far enough from the Blood Cult's main camp that it was fine to speak aloud. "Just wait a little longer. I'll let you unleash your killing intent and bathe in blood to your heart's content soon."

After soothing Crimson Moon, Baek Suryong increased his speed even further.

WHOOSH!

The surrounding scenery blurred past at an astonishing speed. Each time he stepped on the top of a large tree, he covered dozens of meters in a single leap as if a storm was pushing him from behind.

Baek Suryong felt that his physical condition was at its peak. Killing intent lay dormant behind his outwardly placid eyes, ready to erupt at any moment. His mind raced, constantly devising and revising strategies.

I have to rescue Elder Wiji as quickly as possible and return.

Whenever anxious thoughts arose, Baek Suryong repeated this fact to himself like a mantra. The forces remaining at the branch family were strong enough that, even with the Blood Cult as their opponent, they wouldn't fall easily.

After he sped across the landscape for a few hours, the sun began to set.

Could the Undying Supreme Demon have given me the wrong directions? No, that can't be...

Fortunately, right when impatience and doubt began to creep into Baek Suryong's mind, he sensed a human presence in the distance.

KABOOM!

The moment his foot touched the treetop, it shattered. At the same time, he shot upward.

"Elder!" he cried out.

Wiji Yeol lay unconscious on the ground with his limbs bound, looking terribly gaunt, as if he had been through hell.

Baek Suryong fully awakened his senses and unleashed his aura, deliberately announcing his presence to his enemies.

KRAKOOM!

A shockwave erupted outward in all directions as he landed, though Wiji Yeol and the area immediately around him remained unharmed.

"Elder! Are you okay?" he asked, breaking the chains binding Wiji Yeol and checking his breathing. Fortunately, Wiji Yeol's life was not in danger. He infused qi into the haggard old man.

"Ugh..." Wiji Yeol groaned, struggling to open his eyes. He blinked a few times, but his expression went blank as he recognized Baek Suryong. Moments later, despair washed over him, and he muttered hoarsely, "Why, why... did you come to save me?"

"Is this what you're supposed to say to the person who went through all this trouble to save you?"

"This... is a trap!"

Baek Suryong nodded with a smile. "Yes, I know."

KRAKAKAKAKAKA!

Terrifying demonic qi mixed with strange sorcery erupted and spread over a three-hundred-meter radius around them, eventually coalescing into a large hemisphere.

"Looks like it's about to start," Baek Suryong muttered nonchalantly.

The black energy completely sealed the area off from the outside. Day instantly turned into night, and the mountain clearing transformed into a volcanic wasteland filled with bizarre rock formations.

HISS...

The nauseating smell of sulfur rose from the smoke on all sides. Lava flowed slowly through cracks in the ground beneath their feet.

Baek Suryong and Wiji Yeol stood in the very center of the hellscape.

"W-What on earth...?" Wiji Yeol stammered, his mouth agape. The sorcery's power was so profound that he felt as if the heavens and earth were being remade.

His heart sank. He only knew that the Blood Cult was using him as bait to lure out Baek Suryong. He had no idea such a formation existed.

In contrast, Baek Suryong looked around surprisingly calmly. He knew of this particular formation. 

I've never experienced it directly before, but I've heard about this formation so many times that it's sickening.

"The Samsara Hell Annihilation Formation."

This was the ultimate formation the Blood Cult had previously used to capture his four masters.


Chapter 525: You Guys Haven't Changed at All

"The Samsara Hell Annihilation Formation?" Wiji Yeol mulled over a name he had never heard before. Despite being a Patriarch of the Blood Cult's Eight Great Clans, he had lived his entire life as a blacksmith. He knew little about the various mysterious phenomena the Blood Cult wielded.

Even so, this scene was too elaborate to be a mere illusion. The star-filled night sky. The nauseating smell of sulfur. The suffocating heat, so intense that even he, a master of an ultimate yang art, struggled to breathe. Everything felt terrifyingly real.

How could this be a formation? Isn't this more like being transported to another world?

"Elder, please take this medicine first." Baek Suryong gave Wiji Yeol the internal injury medicine and miracle herbs he had brought.

Still, the medicine barely brought the old man's consciousness into focus. His body was a wreck.

"Circulate the Flaming Soul Divine Art immediately," he added.

"But if I do that, you'll..."

"I'm asking you to do this for my own convenience. Hurry."

"...I understand."

Wiji Yeol sat down cross-legged without another word. 

Baek Suryong placed his palm on Wiji Yeol's Gate of Life acupoint and infused him with qi. The elder's insides were in disarray, as if he had been poisoned by Qi Dispersing Poison. Fortunately, the Heaven Defying Divine Art quickly burned the toxins away.

I'm glad they didn't destroy his qi center, only suppress his inner arts with the Qi Dispersing Poison.

The Blood Cult had likely spared Wiji Yeol from the worst because of his tremendous value. If the old man's qi center had been destroyed, keeping him alive would have been difficult given his advanced age. 

After helping Wiji Yeol begin circulating his energy, Baek Suryong removed his hand, but he did not let his guard down. The area had transformed into a hellscape of lava and bizarre rock formations.

If there was anything good about this, it was that the surroundings were unchanging, giving Baek Suryong time to carefully observe everything.

It's just as my masters described.

The Blood Cult's secret weapon, the Samsara Hell Annihilation Formation, was created to capture peerless masters. In the past, even his four masters had failed to break through this formation and were taken prisoner by the Blood Cult.


"I've experienced all sorts of formations in my time, but never one as messed up as that."

"It felt less like an illusion and more like entering another world."

"Everything felt different. My body felt several times heavier than usual, and my senses ran wild. Even circulating my qi was difficult."

"If you ever get trapped in that formation, you must be extremely careful. For someone who hasn't learned demonic arts, every breath you take inside is like inhaling deadly poison."



Baek Suryong recalled his masters' warnings as he quietly spread his fully expanded qi sense in all directions, planning to stay put until Wiji Yeol finished a minor circulation cycle and recovered some vitality.

Suddenly, two men appeared from empty space as if painted into existence. One was a bald giant wearing blood-red monk's robes, and the other was a harsh-looking old man with five swords strapped to his waist and back.

The bald giant clasped his large hands together. "It's an honor to meet the renowned Azure Dragon Hero."

Baek Suryong recognized the man as the Bloody Fighting Monk, a great villain who was also known simply as the Bloody Monk.

He was once a promising talent of Shaolin, but his excessive desire to win led him to dabble in demonic arts. When a senior brother discovered his secret, he had brutally murdered him and fled.

Shaolin naturally excommunicated the Bloody Monk and declared him a public enemy of the murim. Despite the pursuit of the Eighteen Arhats, he managed to evade capture and live in hiding for over twenty years. Today, however, he re-emerged as an Elder of the Blood Cult, living up to his alias.

"This bastard! Didn't they say he was a swordsman? Why did he bring a dao instead of a sword?" the cranky-looking old man grumbled. 

He was the Wind Sword Phantom, a demonic master of the previous generation also called the Sword Phantom. He was famous for his extraordinary greed for treasured swords and was known for killing his opponents just to steal their blades.

Like the Bloody Monk, he had been declared a public enemy of the murim and hunted until he vanished more than a decade ago. The five treasured swords he carried at his waist and on his back each possessed an unusually sharp aura.

The Wind Sword Phantom frowned, displeased that the Azure Dragon Hero carried no sword. "I'm not that interested in daos, but I suppose I'll have to collect that one for now."

"Are you both Blood Cult elders?" Baek Suryong asked, eyeing the ferocious, demonic qi billowing from their bodies.

The Bloody Monk guffawed, and the Sword Phantom snorted as if the question was ludicrous.

"As expected of one of the Ten Supremes. You're quite composed, even when facing the two of us while protecting an injured man."

The Bloody Monk stepped forward alone. The Sword Phantom watched with his arms crossed, apparently feeling no need to intervene.

"Did you know? Decades ago, several peerless masters who dominated the world were captured and were unable to break this single formation. Masters who wielded divine power capable of shattering mountains and splitting the sky couldn't overcome simple sorcery. At first, this humble monk didn't believe it either, but seeing it in person... it's incredible, isn't it?"

Baek Suryong snorted. Seriously, why is this ex-Shaolin monk still calling himself 'this humble monk'? What an insult to his former sect.

The Bloody Monk continued his mockery with a benevolent smile. "The Head Elder ordered us not to overdo it and to simply stall for time. We're to capture the Azure Dragon Hero with minimal casualties. Thanks to that, you're able to stand there so leisurely."

"......"

"By now, you must have felt the demonic qi that fills this place. With every breath, inside your body..."

"Shut up and answer my question."

The Bloody Monk remained calm, even though he was cut off mid-sentence. On the surface, he still looked like a kind, benevolent monk. "This humble monk has enjoyed Zen riddles since I was a novice. Let's have a go."

Needless to say, Baek Suryong had no intention of trading Zen riddles with the Bloody Monk. He immediately asked what he was most curious about. "Is an apostle also involved in your plan this time?"

"...!" The Bloody Monk's face hardened for the first time.

The Sword Phantom, who had been laughing in the background, also fell silent and glared at Baek Suryong.

"Why are you curious about our Cult's apostle?" the Bloody Monk asked.

"...So one of them came with you." 

Baek Suryong bit his lip. If an apostle was here, then the people at the Ak Clan Branch Estate were in danger. He needed to hurry.

"...How surprising. You're right. The Apostle is watching us even now. How about it? Will you surrender?"

Baek Suryong just tilted his head and sneered at the Bloody Monk's attempt to intimidate him. "Why would an Apostle come here? For those who haven't learned demonic arts, the air in here is like poison. There's no reason to deploy an Apostle who hasn't learned a demonic art."

"How do you know such a thing? Don't tell me...!" The Bloody Monk panicked, his expression slowly turning into shock. The Azure Dragon Hero was right. Even breathing was difficult inside the Samsara Hell Annihilation Formation for those who hadn't learned demonic arts.

The Head Elder said that even a peerless master would be lucky to last an hour. After that, demonic qi would gradually accumulate in their body, eating away at their flesh and spirit.

Throughout their conversation, however, Baek Suryong had seemed completely at ease, a feat impossible even for someone with Myriad Poison Immunity. The demonic qi within the formation was not a simple poison, but a type of energy fatal to martial artists who hadn't learned demonic arts.

Consequently, non-demonic arts practitioners would have to constantly burn and expel the demonic qi with their inner arts, a process that would inevitably be noticeable. 

Yet, the Azure Dragon Hero showed no such signs. This led to only one logical conclusion.

"Wahahahahaha! So you've learned a demonic art, too! Who would have thought that the great hero of the orthodox sects, the man at the forefront of the fight against our Cult, would learn a demonic art? The entire world has been deceived!"

His thunderous laughter shook the heavens and the earth, causing the lava flowing through the cracks in the bizarre rock formations to shoot upwards.

Smirking, Baek Suryong taunted, "Aren't you jealous? You were branded a public enemy of the murim for learning a demonic art and had to crawl to the Blood Cult in shame. Meanwhile, I'm enjoying all sorts of wealth and glory."

The Bloody Monk abruptly stopped laughing. Streams of killing intent flowed from his eyes. "I know that's a petty provocation, but it's hard to stomach nonetheless. Azure Dragon Hero, let's have a match. I'm dying to see what kind of demonic art you've learned."

The Bloody Monk's robes began to flutter violently as if they would tear apart.

The Samsara Hell Annihilation Formation did more than just cut off the outside world and change the terrain. It supplied greater power to those who had learned demonic arts, stimulating their ferocity and turning them into warriors who knew no pain. He had held back because of the Head Elder's orders, but now, he was consumed by the desire to pummel the Azure Dragon Hero to death.

"This humble monk has combined the divine arts of Shaolin with the demonic arts of the Blood Cult, multiplying its power."

The Bloody Monk took a starting stance, spreading his feet apart and holding his left fist out in front of him, with his right fist at his waist. While the posture was ordinary, a soft, colorless wave of qi slowly rippled out from his body.

He had created a new demonic art based on the Divine Arhat Fist, a Shaolin martial art known to be among the world's noblest. A black qi current wrapped around his fist, and a terrifying aura erupted from all over his body.

KWAKWAKWAKWA!

Fragments of the raging power clawed at the surroundings, carving deep scars into the ground where he stood.

"Please be careful. I don't want to accidentally kill you."

Gone was the monk with the benevolent smile. The Bloody Monk grinned, his face warped into a vicious and grotesque sneer.

"Idiots." Baek Suryong shrugged and laughed at the sight, not stopping even when the Bloody Monk vanished and reappeared right in front of him. "You guys really haven't changed at all!"

He had expected the trap to be something along these lines. Sooner or later, the Bloody Cult would definitely use their ultimate formation against him. Nevertheless, he was angry at the Blood Cult for taking a hostage to lure him here. He could almost see his four masters, lured to their doom by the same despicable method and forced to their knees.

CLAANG!

He drew Crimson Moon with lightning speed and blocked the Bloody Monk's fist, but he was pushed back several steps despite using all his might.

"Azure Dragon Hero! Hurry up and use your demonic art!" the Bloody Monk shouted excitedly, his eyes bloodshot as he swung his fist again.

Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes. The ferocious qi gathering in his opponent's thick fists felt like it could tear flesh with a mere graze, and it was growing stronger with time.

"Are you hesitating? If you dodge this punch, the apostate behind you will die."

"Haa..." Baek Suryong sighed as if he had no choice. The Bloody Monk was right. Wiji Yeol was circulating his energy to recuperate. If he dodged rashly, the old man would be caught in the attack and torn to shreds. "...Fine. I'll show you."

"Wahahaha! Now we can finally have a proper fight!" The Bloody Monk cackled maniacally and swung his fist.

HWAAAAAK!

Baek Suryong's hair billowed outward, the ends turning red. The oppressive qi that had been weighing him down lifted the moment he unleashed the Heaven Defying Divine Art. Conversely, he felt more energized than ever. The Samsara Hell Annihilation Formation no longer recognized him as an enemy.

"Huh? C-Could that be the Heaven Defying...?"

The Bloody Monk's eyes widened in astonishment, and his movements faltered. Time seemed to stand still as he met Baek Suryong's jewel-like, bewitching red eyes. His body stiffened as if he had met a natural predator. 

Baek Suryong leisurely raised Crimson Moon.

KYAAAAAAA!

The Asura of Blood Heaven awakened through his Heaven Defying power. Instantly, the entire area was dyed blood red. A blade-wielding Asura appeared and roared toward the sky, ensnaring the Bloody Monk's figure with unadulterated killing intent.

"The Third Apostle's martial arts too...?!"

Astonishment, fear, and indignation flashed through the Bloody Monk's eyes. First, the Heaven Defying Divine Art, and now, the Asura Blood Heaven Blade. If he had known his opponent had mastered those two martial arts, he would never have charged in so recklessly.

However, people only felt regret because they were too late to fix their mistakes.

Baek Suryong whispered to the cowering Bloody Monk, who was shivering like a moth caught in a spider's web, "If you had focused on Shaolin martial arts, you would be much stronger than you are now. You wouldn't have created such a crude martial art."

"Crude...!" The Bloody Monk grimaced with shame and anger. He had learned a demonic art and even killed his Senior Brother to gain strength. There was no greater insult than to have the martial arts he had devoted himself to mastering be dismissed so vehemently.

At the same time, another thought occurred to him.

What if he's right? What if I had remained in Shaolin and honed my martial arts without resorting to demonic arts? Might I have reached an even higher level alongside the senior brother I killed?

For his entire life, he had ignored this possibility, only acknowledging it in the moment before death. The flood of regret was more painful than any wound.

"I, I...!"

"Find someone to make excuses to in hell."

Baek Suryong brought Crimson Moon crashing down, his eyes devoid of warmth.

CHWAAAAAK!

The Bloody Monk was split precisely in two, from his head down to his groin. His final expression was riddled with regret and self-reproach.

PWAAAAAK!

Baek Suryong took a few steps back to avoid the gushing blood. Turning his head, he looked for the other man, but the Sword Phantom was nowhere to be found.

"Fuck, he ran away."

Still, he wasn't worried. His Blood Demon Eyes glowed like jewels as he searched every corner of the sorcerous formation.


Chapter 526: The Samsara Hell

"Well, he couldn't have gotten far anyway."

Baek Suryong lost interest in the escaped enemy for now. He couldn't leave Wiji Yeol, who was still meditating, to chase after him. With glowing crimson eyes, he scanned the interior of the formation.

What I see isn't everything.

As he mastered the Heaven Defying Divine Art, his Blood Demon Eyes had grown more powerful. He could now see through even the most profound sorcery. For this reason, he did not fear the Samsara Hell, even without the aid of the Divine Azure Dragon Sword.

The formation's name, Samsara Hell, implies an endlessly repeating prison heated by flames—a fitting description for its intended purpose of trapping and slowly draining the life force of a peerless master.

"This is..." Baek Suryong examined the intricate formulas and qi flow that conjured a sealed realm, isolated from the outside world. They resembled a cross-section of the universe he had once seen. "Damn it, Blood Demon! Did you create this, too?"

He gritted his teeth. He could faintly sense traces of the Heaven Defying Divine Art within the formation.

So the Blood Demon also created the sorcery that captured my masters!

"Just how many people's lives have you ruined for your so-called grand purpose?"

He couldn't tell if the Samsara Hell was created specifically for his masters or repurposed from another formation. Regardless, he instinctively realized that the Samsara Hell unfolding before him after decades was by no means unrelated to the Blood Demon's grand design.


"You must feel that I controlled your destiny from the moment you were born, no?"



Suddenly recalling an unpleasant memory, Baek Suryong swung Crimson Moon, as if to shake it off. A crimson blade aura shot forward, wiping out a group of monsters that were trying to ambush him.

"KYAAAAAA!"

"KIIIIYAAAAA!"

After the Bloody Monk died, monsters covered in lava had emerged from all directions. Aside from a vague humanoid resemblance, their forms lacked consistency. Their only instinct was to attack any living humans in sight.

Seeing the monsters swarm in from all sides, Baek Suryong stomped his foot.

BOOOM!

A circular shockwave burst forth like a violent gust, and the monsters exploded one after another. Baek Suryong emotionlessly stomped again as he swung Crimson Moon, clearing away the oncoming enemies.

Behind him, Wiji Yeol sat cross-legged, absorbed in meditation. Since he had set up a qi barrier in advance, the area around Wiji Yeol remained as calm as a lake despite the quaking ground and bloodcurdling screams. Sweat drenched the old man's body as he assimilated the energy of spirit herbs to heal his internal injuries. 

Baek Suryong glanced at him. The Elder is almost done. Now, I must focus on finding a way out of here.

The interior of Samsara Hell was exhausting, even for a peerless master, with its endless hordes of monsters and air so heavy that it was difficult to breathe. Thankfully, Baek Suryong was unaffected by the environment, having mastered the Heaven Defying Divine Art. The same was true for Wiji Yeol, a practitioner of the Flaming Soul Divine Art. Not only was the flesh-searing heat no problem for him, it also boosted his vitality.

I'll have to move as soon as the Elder wakes up.

Baek Suryong spread the energy of the Heaven Defying Divine Art in all directions. The swarming monsters flinched, their movements slowing noticeably. Soon, however, they shrieked and charged again.

Even when the terrain around them shook and shifted or the humanoid monsters suddenly changed into bestial forms, Baek Suryong remained unfazed. Although it was his first time experiencing the Samsara Hell, it was not at all unfamiliar.


"That wretched formation can't be broken from the inside. I beat up the guys who came to attack me and asked them about it, but they just told me to give up because there's no exit. So, I kept beating them until someone who knew something showed up."

"Listen carefully. Time flows differently inside than outside. If you're deceived by its flow, you'll exhaust yourself much faster."

"The terrain and the monsters' forms change frequently. When that happens, don't panic..."

"You should be more than capable of getting out."



His masters told their disciple everything they experienced in the Samsara Hell. At the time, he had wondered if he really needed to know all this, but thinking back, he wondered if they had anticipated that something like this might one day happen.

WHOOSH!

Baek Suryong shot up into the sky, leaping roughly thirty meters high. The monsters looked up at him, some of them bending their necks at impossible angles.

Spinning around in midair, he imbued Crimson Moon with the fierce blade qi of the Asura Blood Heaven Blade and the icy qi of the White Ice Divine Art before swinging it and scattering the energy over the widest possible radius.

CRACKLE...!

White frost raged across an expanse of several hundred meters. Instantly, the volcanic terrain transformed into a snowfield, and all the monsters froze solid.

Baek Suryong was ecstatic. This was the first time he had freely unleashed the Asura Blood Heaven Blade and the White Ice Divine Art together. 

Recalling his two masters' advice, he swung his blade and released the cold energy simultaneously. His body, trained by the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest, made these movements possible. He subtly incorporated the principles of the Unlimited Sword as well.


"If you can somehow withstand the demonic qi inside... there's no better place in the world to test new martial arts."



Was that what Master Sword Saint said?

This was his chance to integrate his four masters' martial arts into the Heaven Defying Divine Art. He wasn't merely going to use them together, he wanted to fuse all four techniques into one. 

Until now, he had only contemplated the idea, never daring to attempt it. Here, though, there was no one to be shocked by his red hair and eyes. There were no masters who would rush over after sensing the energy of the Heaven Defying Divine Art. This was a space completely cut off from the outside world.

The demonic qi of this purgatory, meant to eliminate intruders, instead invigorated him. Inspiration for martial arts constantly surfaced in his mind. The swarming monsters served as suitable practice partners.

Baek Suryong's lips curved into a captivating arc. A sense of omnipotence, as if he could do anything, consumed him.

VWOOOOOM!

The entire Samsara Hell resonated with him. Every time he used his martial arts, the terrain everywhere except where Wiji Yeol sat changed.

He raised his head and stared at the night sky. Countless stars gazed down upon him.

"Interdimensional Travel, huh...?" he muttered unconsciously, a crimson glow flickering in his eyes.

"Hoo..." Wiji Yeol exhaled loudly.

Baek Suryong flinched, startled back to his senses. If Wiji Yeol hadn't finished his meditation and alerted him, he might have flown up and tried to tear the sky apart.

Descending from the sky, he approached Wiji Yeol. "Elder, are you feeling better?"

"I'm all healed. At this rate, I can definitely get you out of here."

Baek Suryong chuckled. They say the only things that grow with old age are bluff and bravado.

He handed Wiji Yeol an artifact he had prepared before coming here. "Put this on. It's quite heavy, so I couldn't give it to you before you were fully recovered."

Wiji Yeol's eyes widened in surprise. He recognized the artifact, a legendary black armor made of an unknown material, neither leather nor cloth nor metal, at a glance. "I-Isn't this the Black Dragon Armor?"

The Black Dragon Armor was a Blood Cult artifact created by his ancestors. It protected the body from extreme temperatures, blocked sword qi, and could even withstand enhanced qi a few times when infused with inner arts. Though it looked heavily damaged from many intense battles, it was still much better than wearing nothing.

He quickly tried to return the armor to Baek Suryong. "You should be the one to wear this..."

Baek Suryong shook his head. "It's no longer of much help to me.

"Still..."

"Elder, we don't have time to argue right now."

"...I understand."

Wiji Yeol put on the Black Dragon Armor without protest. He knew that protecting himself was the least he could do to lighten Baek Suryong's burden.

"I'll fix it up nicely for you later... No, I'll improve it before returning it."

The pair set out immediately to find the exit. Surprisingly, the monsters no longer stood in Baek Suryong's way. They were too busy fleeing from him in sheer terror.

Wiji Yeol watched the strange scene in bewilderment. "By the way, do you know where you're going?"

"I'm going to catch the one who ran away first," Baek Suryong replied. "He looked like a Blood Cult Elder, so he must know something."

"If you tell me what he looks like, I might know him."

"He was an old man who carried several swords..."

"That would be the Fourth Elder. He's a greedy and quick-witted old man. He threatened me several times to make him a treasured sword."

Baek Suryong nodded. Spreading out his senses, which had had expanded to reach every corner of the dimension, he easily found the escaped Fourth Elder.

When they got there, he realized that the Fourth Elder, the Wind Sword Phantom, was not alone. He was waiting for them alongside large, iron-clad monsters equipped with weapons.

"Get him! No, kill him!" the Fourth Elder shouted spitefully.

The iron-armored monsters charged all at once. They numbered over a hundred, each cloaked in ferocious demonic qi.

"At least you brought some proper fodder this time." Baek Suryong grinned. Though these monsters looked incomparably stronger than the previous ones, he was delighted at the chance to test his martial arts. He stepped forward, leaving Wiji Yeol behind. "Please wait a moment, Elder. This won't take long."

He shot forward like a cannonball, leaving a stunned Wiji Yeol behind. The moment his red hair fanned out in the wind, he was already in the heart of the enemy's formation.

CHWAAAK!

With one slash, an enemy was split in half, armor and all. Any who were struck by his palm shattered into pieces like ice sculptures. A monster caught by his spinning kick was obliterated, unable to maintain its form.

Snatching a sword from an enemy, he unleashed his swordsmanship as well. Peerless sword and blade arts flowed freely from both his hands.

Wiji Yeol's jaw dropped in disbelief. If martial arts had an earthly incarnation, would it look like this?

The sight of Baek Suryong performing multiple ultimate martial arts simultaneously looked truly divine.

"Hahahaha!"

Baek Suryong laughed without realizing it. The process of unifying his masters' martial arts brought him extreme ecstasy. He repeated the cycle of cutting, stabbing, breaking, and blasting away the charging enemies, half-lost in a state of selflessness.

Wiji Yeol shuddered. "You..."


"Because... I hate the Blood Cult more than anyone else in the world."



There was a time when he had risked his life to test Baek Suryong. He had appealed to Baek Suryong to become the new leader of the Blood Cult. Baek then, these were the words Baek Suryong had said.

I could feel in the sincerity in him back then, and he probably still thinks the same way.

Wiji Yeol trusted Baek Suryong. Even so...

"If the murim were to see you now..."

An unrealistically beautiful appearance and an unparalleled presence. A mysterious aura, as if he existed in a different world all by himself, radiated from Baek Suryong, inspiring awe from all who laid eyes on him. The moment people looked into his crimson, ruby-like eyes, many would pledge to cut their hearts out for him.

As Baek Suryong's mastery of the Heaven Defying Divine Art neared completion, it would become harder and harder to hide this disposition.

They wouldn't be able to think of any description for him besides 'the second coming of the Blood Demon.'

Wiji Yeol swallowed his words as he watched Baek Suryong fight with a complicated expression.


Chapter 527: Not Bad

The Wind Sword Phantom, the Fourth Elder of the Blood Cult, gnawed on his lip. "What in the world...!?"

His confused and fearful eyes were glued to the red-haired, red-eyed man fighting the monsters of the Samsara Hell.

How could the Azure Dragon Hero have learned the Heaven Defying Divine Art?!

The moment the Azure Dragon Hero's hair and eyes turned crimson, the Fourth Elder's mind went blank. He could only stare vacantly, frozen in place. If the Bloody Monk hadn't snapped him back to his senses, he wouldn't have been able to flee.

The Fourth Elder acted on pure survival instinct. Without hesitation, he executed his movement arts with all his might, reacting like a prey animal encountering an apex predator.

Even then, deep down, he wanted to dismiss the sight as a mere illusion caused by the sorcerous formation. 

The Heaven Defying Divine Art! We haven't even found a proper successor to the Blood Demon, yet here is the Azure Dragon Hero—the man who thwarted our plans and killed our elders time and again—using the Heaven Defying Divine Art with an astonishing level of mastery. I have to report this immediately!

He had a strong premonition that if the Blood Cult remained ignorant of this crucial information, it would face yet another crushing defeat.

Suddenly, as he fled blindly in terror, he recalled a critical fact. It was impossible to escape the Samsara Hell Annihilation Formation from the inside. Someone had to open a door from the outside. No matter how fast or far he ran, he could not escape the formation.


"After I clean up the trash at the branch estate, I will personally come for the Azure Dragon Hero. You just need to stall for time and keep him from running too wild."



Remembering the Head Elder's words, a murderous urge bloomed within him. That old coot had sent him into the formation, claiming his role wouldn't be too difficult.

Screw that senile old fart! I'll tear him to pieces!

Fortunately, he recalled a tip the Head Elder had given him before he entered the Samsara Hell. Chanting a spell, he summoned a horde of monsters and ordered them to protect him.

Fast forward now to his second encounter with the Azure Dragon Hero.

SHWAAAAAK! CRACKLE! CRACK! CRUNCH!

The monsters of Samsara Hell were shredded, frozen solid, or pulverized beyond recognition. They were obliterated in every way imaginable.

Standing at the center of all this carnage was a red-haired, red-eyed man who looked as if he had bathed in blood. The sinister smile on his lips grew wider and wider, even as he was swarmed by monsters comparable to peak masters.

"Fuck..."

The Fourth Elder could no longer deny the truth, claiming that the Azure Dragon Hero had merely learned a visually similar technique. The only martial art in the world that exuded such a tyrannical aura was the Heaven Defying Divine Art.

If I can't escape anyway... I must kill him here and now.

The Fourth Elder's eyes burned with intense killing intent. Driven by his obsession with survival, his fear of his natural enemy warped into an all-consuming hatred.

He had not been born a member of the Blood Cult, but had joined as an outsider. Nevertheless, he fully understood the Blood Demon's importance. If word got out that the Azure Dragon Hero had learned the Heaven Defying Divine Art, the orthodox sects wouldn't be the only ones left reeling.

The moment Baek Suryong appeared before the religious zealots who incessantly chanted, 'Hail the Blood Demon! In blood shall we reign supreme!,' they would worship him. It wouldn't matter whether he was the Murim Alliance Chairman or the Azure Dragon Hero. The Blood Cult would be shaken to its very foundations.

SHHHHHK!

The five swords strapped to his waist and back slid from their sheaths and rose into the air on their own.

"Head Elder, if I make it out of here alive today, I'll make you pay dearly for this!" the Fourth Elder growled between clenched teeth.

Who am I? I am the Wind Sword Phantom, the elusive swordsman who rides on wind currents! 

Some thought his alias was far too elegant for a villain who had killed countless swordsmen to steal their treasured blades, but all who had witnessed his martial arts firsthand agreed that they couldn't think of a more fitting one.

He unleashed the Flying Sword Technique with five swords at once, demonstrating mastery of a skill that would earn a swordsman recognition for controlling even a single blade. As if they were alive, the five swords danced in perfect harmony.

"You use an interesting martial art," Baek Suryong remarked, glancing over curiously even as he fought the monsters. The corners of his lips curled up slightly. His tone was incomparably arrogant, as if he was a different person from before he had used the Heaven Defying Divine Art.

The Fourth Elder hissed, "This is my unique martial art, the Soul Flash Demonic Sword Technique. Let's see how you handle this!"

VWOOOOOM!

The five swords emitted a ghostly wail and vibrated as a gray enhanced qi wrapped around them.

Although the Wind Sword Phantom was the Fourth Elder of the Blood Cult, the number preceding the title 'Elder' was not necessarily an indicator of strength. Since he had made countless enemies while collecting treasured swords, he had developed a naturally cautious and vigilant nature, resulting in him being more reserved with his activities. According to the Head Elder, if he had been more proactive, the positions of the Third and Fourth Elders would have been reversed.

"Ooh, interesting. Go on." Baek Suryong beckoned with his finger, antagonizing his opponent even as he fought the monsters.

"GRRAAAAAH!"

As the five swords shot forward in unison, the monsters rampaged even more fiercely, providing cover for the attack. Two swords aimed for Baek Suryong's heart and qi center, while two others circled around to strike his spine and neck. The final sword soared high into the sky, waiting for the right moment to plunge toward the crown of their target's head.

CLANG!

Baek Suryong swung Crimson Moon, parrying the two swords in front of him. At the same time, he unleashed a wave of ice qi behind him, freezing the other approaching swords solid in mid-air. Next, he spun like a top, knocking the slowed blades to the side and narrowly dodging the one diving toward his head. Even while doing all this, he also evaded or blocked every attack from the advancing monsters. 

The Fourth Elder ground his teeth. Baek Suryong's movements could only be described as godlike.

Well, I didn't expect to kill him in one blow, anyway.

He wiggled his fingers, sending the deflected swords rose into the air again and again using the monsters as cover for surprise attacks.

SHWAAK!

Blood spurted from Baek Suryong's shoulder where a sword had grazed him. He had failed to completely deflect the vicious attack amid the chaotic battle. Even so, the sinister smile on his lips never wavered. "Oho? You're better than that monk from before."

"...We'll see how long you can keep up that attitude."

Their brief exchange ended, and the five flying swords shot out again. Baek Suryong's form blurred.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

The five swords swam freely through the air, moving in unpredictable arcs. In response, Baek Suryong moved like a possessed dancer.

Shockwaves erupted with each clash, vaporizing nearby monsters in the aftershock. By the time twenty exchanges had elapsed, not a single patch of ground in the area remained unscathed.

VWOOOM!

Crimson Moon sang with excitement, recognizing a worthy opponent. Each of the Fourth Elder's swords was worthy of being called a demonic weapon. Even so, all five swords put together could not surpass Crimson Moon's singular presence.

As time went on, the Fourth Elder's eyes grew wider and wider with astonishment.

Holly shit, this man...

The longer the fight dragged on, the more bloodstained the Azure Dragon Hero's uniform became. Amidst a chaotic battle with monsters and five flying swords clad in enhanced qi, Baek Suryong stood his ground valiantly, like a god of war who would never fall.

The Fourth Elder was stupefied. He could never dream of wielding as much power and control over his swords as he currently had. Such a feat was only possible inside the Samsara Hell Annihilation Formation, which supplied an endless supply of demonic qi to demonic arts practitioners. At that moment, he was confident he could easily crush even the Head Elder, yet here Baek Suryong was, defying all odds.

This should have been over long ago!

He waggled his fingers ceaselessly, pressing the attack. He had the advantage in this battle, waging a one-sided offensive from a distance with monsters shielding him. He had no reason to be impatient. 

For some reason, though, his anxiety only mounted, and soon, he began to understand why.

"Could it be? Those martial arts..."

He could see the ferocious and powerful martial arts gradually harmonizing. Baek Suryong's blade arts and ice techniques blended naturally with his sublime close-combat techniques. Not only that, the man had snatched a sword from a monster and was now wielding it in his previously empty left hand, masterfully executing his swordsmanship.

The Fourth Elder almost couldn't believe his eyes. He recognized all of the martial arts Baek Suryong was using.

"How? How can he use all the Apostles' martial arts...?"

His surprise was short-lived. Finaly, he realized what the Azure Dragon Hero was really doing.

"You! Are you using me as a punching bag to train your martial arts?" he roared, quivering with rage.

The five treasured swords sprang forth as one.

KABOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

A loud explosion rocked the formation, as if dozens of thunderclap bombs had detonated at once.

When the dust cloud settled, Baek Suryong's figure was revealed, standing proudly. He had neutralized all five swords. "Not bad," he acknowledged.

The Fourth Elder was speechless. Two of the swords were pinned under Baek Suryong's feet, and another two were half-buried in the ground, knocked aside by Crimson Moon. As for the last one, the martial arts instructor had dropped the stolen sword in his left hand and grabbed it.

"Hmm?" Baek Suryong fingered the thin, transparent threads connected to the Fourth Elder's swords with his right hand, smirking. Blood dripped from his palm, and a faint trace of blood at the corner of his mouth indicated he had also suffered internal injuries, but he didn't seem to care. "I see. You connect fine Celestial Silk Threads to your swords and manipulate them as if they were flying swords. It's a decent trick. Compared to the real Flying Sword Technique, it consumes less mental effort and is considerably more efficient. Plus, to inexperienced martial artists, it looks like the real deal, so there's a psychological effect too."

"......" The Fourth Elder could only grit his teeth. He wasn't surprised that the secret of his unique martial art had been exposed. It was impossible to hide such a tactic from a master of similar caliber.

Baek Suryong was right. To execute a martial art similar to the Flying Sword Technique, he connected Celestial Silk Threads to the sword hilts and controlled them with minute finger movements. This allowed him to wield many more swords with the same amount of inner qi. He took pride in the fact that his unique martial art was no weaker in power than the genuine Flying Sword Technique.

However, Baek Suryong shook his head. "Unfortunately, compared to the real Flying Sword Technique, your method is slow and crude."

"How dare you...!" the Fourth Elder roared, his pride wounded. He tugged at the Celestial Silk Threads, trying to retrieve his swords. However, even when he strained so hard that the veins on his neck bulged, none of his swords budged. "Guh! Let go, won't you...!"

Sneering, Baek Suryong swung Crimson Moon against the sword in his left hand.

CLANG!

The blade snapped in half with surprising ease.

"What are you doing?" the Fourth Elder shrieked, but that was only the beginning of his torment.

Right before his eyes, Baek Suryong shattered the five finest treasured swords he had collected in his lifetime, one by one.

"Stop! Stop it!" the Fourth Elder cried, sobbing.

Baek Suryong ignored him. Swords stolen from murdered owners were bound to be imbued with the deceased's grudges. By shattering the swords, he appeased the spirits of their former owners and prevented the blades from becoming cursed weapons.

"Stop! Didn't I tell you to stop?"

The Fourth Elder charged, his eyes bloodshot. However, if he couldn't prevail with his swords, he had no hope of success barehanded. He wasn't even a worthy practice dummy for the Savage Tiger Fist.

KABOOM!

Baek Suryong glanced at the Fourth Elder, who had been slammed into the ground and was now vomiting blood. Raising Crimson Moon, he prepared to destroy the last remaining sword.

"P-Please, just not that sword...!" the Fourth Elder begged desperately.

Baek Suryong snorted derisively. Enveloping Crimson Moon in enhanced qi, he prepared to strike again, when the last sword started crying.

VWOOM!

The sword's crystal-clear, resonant chime signaled that it had not been corrupted by the dead's grudges. 

Baek Suryong examined the sword carefully. The name 'Thunderclap' was engraved on the flat of the blade. Unlike when the Fourth Elder was wielding it, an abundance of natural energy radiated from the sword.

"Do you want to live?" he asked Thunderclap.

VWOOM!

Thunderclap cried out in affirmation.

Baek Suryong stared at the sword for a moment, then sheathed Crimson Moon and approached the Fourth Elder. "Fourth Elder, answer my questions."

"Pfft!" The Fourth Elder chuckled as he slumped on the ground, coughing up blood. As a price for borrowing the power of the Samsara Hell to use martial arts beyond his limits, his meridians were severed, and his qi center shattered.

He regarded Baek Suryong with clouded eyes. I'm going to die soon anyway... what more is there to fear?

"Don't... order me around," he snarled. "Do you think your precious Heaven Defying Divine Art can open the mouth of an old man who's about to die? No way. Especially not after you dared to break my swords..."

"How foolish." Baek Suryong reached out with lightning speed and seized the Fourth Elder's neck, forcing the man to meet his gaze. "Look at me."

"...!" The Fourth Elder inadvertently stared into Baek Suryong's otherworldly ruby eyes.

Baek Suryong's blood-stained lips curved into a chilling smile. "Here, you cannot die unless I permit it."

Realization dawned on the Fourth Elder. The man before him was the Blood Demon.
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Chapter 528: Who Do I Seem Like?

"Mr. Baek! Are you okay?!" Wiji Yeol shouted.

He approached Baek Suryong, but quickly stopped in his tracks, overcome by a sinking sense of dread. Something was wrong.

From his perspective, the fight with the Blood Cult elders demanded constant vigilance. Swords flew as if alive, leaving bloodstains across Baek Suryong's clothes and threatening to slit his throat at any moment. It was a battle between masters, one he wouldn't have dared to intervene in even at peak condition. 

Nonetheless, he circled around stealthily, hoping to approach the Fourth Elder from behind and buy Baek Suryong time to catch his breath. For his grandson's benefactor, he was prepared to risk his life.

All of a sudden, however, the Fourth Elder screamed and attacked with all his might. Boom! And just like that, the fight was over. 

Wiji Yeol, who was barely recovered, couldn't hear the conversation that took place during the clash. Therefore, assuming the fight was over, he quickly rushed toward Baek Suryong, intending to help treat his saviors wounds.

"You cannot die unless I permit it."

The moment he heard Baek Suryong's voice, he froze. The voice was both familiar and foreign. Although it was clearly Baek Suryong's voice, the words pierced his ears with chilling clarity.

"...Mr. Baek?" he called out again, but Baek Suryong didn't turn around. The martial arts instructor only listened silently as the Fourth Elder blabbed incoherently. 

Wiji Yeol shivered. Baek Suryong's figure as he stood over the Fourth Elder was intensely alien yet familiar. "Could it be..."

He revisited a time from several decades ago when he, a Patriarch of the Eight Great Clans, wielded power second to none except for one unique entity—a transcendent being before whom the lowest-ranking members and the Elders of the Blood Cult alike knelt and worshipped as equals.

That's right. Before the Blood Demon, the cultists wore the same expression as the Fourth Elder does now.

"Stop!" Wiji Yeol ran over and grabbed Baek Suryong's shoulder. He tried to pull him away, but the moment his hand touched Baek, a powerful repulsive force flung him far away.

FWOOM!

"Keuk!" Wiji Yeol coughed up blood.

THUD!

The Fourth Elder, whom Baek Suryong had been holding by the neck, dropped to the ground. The last look on his face was of pure terror.

Even then, Baek Suryong seemed lost in a trance, completely unaware of his surroundings. Raising his head with a dazed expression, he stared up at the night sky, his body slowly rising into the air. Starlight reflected in his ruby red eyes, and his consciousness straddled the boundary between reality, illusion, past, present, and future.

Countless memories flooded into his mind like a tidal wave. Sometimes, he was a great villain who bathed the world in blood. Other times, he was a hero who single-handedly punished the unorthodox sects that deceived the world. At one point, he was a high monk who never left his temple. Another life saw him as a simple, illiterate villager.

Are these... my memories?

He lived through numerous lifetimes. Lives as men and women, rich and poor, good and evil.

"This is the fate of those who defy Heaven," an eerie voice chuckled, its tone languid and decadent, yet laced with mockery. 

Baek Suryong could almost feel that voice tickling his ears. Immediately, he knew who it belonged to. "Blood Demon. Is it you again this time?"

Unlike before, he didn't succumb to the Blood Demon's seductive allure. By now, he had developed some resistance to it. "How many times have you repeated this cycle of reincarnation?" he asked calmly.

"Stop using the Heaven Defying Divine Art right now!" Wiji Yeol shouted at the top of his lungs, staggering to his feet.

Unfortunately, the old man's voice was distant and faint to Baek Suryong. The Blood Demon's voice, on the other hand, was as intimate as a whisper in his ear.

"You are getting closer to completion surprisingly quickly..."

The voice sounded pleased. Baek Suryong closed his eyes and focused on it. He knew this conversation was also part of the Blood Demon's scheme, but he no longer intended to unconditionally avoid or ignore it. 

His opponent was a monster that dwelled in the abyss. To understand and defeat his nemesis, he needed to peer into that abyss himself.

Avoiding him won't solve anything. It's a gamble, but...

If he wanted to be free of the Blood Demon, this was a gamble he had to make. There was no more perfect time for that than now, when he was completely cut off from the outside world.

"You'll understand me someday, in the not-so-distant future. Perhaps even right now."

Baek Suryong sank deeper into the abyss of the voice. If he could understand the Blood Demon's intentions, he could find a way to destroy the bastard once and for all.

VWOOOOOM!

The Samsara Hell resonated with his will. Space distorted and warped, manifesting all kinds of mental imagery. The Blood Demon's memories and his past life as Number 27 flashed before his eyes in bizarre forms.

"Kiiiaaaah!"

"Keuaaah, aaargh!"

Writhing demons congealed into a single, massive monster. Translucent ghosts materialized and tore each other apart in a mad frenzy. The previously solid ground turned soft and muddy like wet clay.

Amidst the indescribable chaos, Wiji Yeol shouted, "Mr. Baek! Please come to your senses!"

"......" Baek Suryong remained suspended in midair, gazing at the night sky. Even with his eyes closed, he could clearly see the stars.

Wiji Yeol screamed desperately, "Have you forgotten Cheon? Wonkang, Min, Suhyeok, and Sangwoong too! Everyone's waiting for you to come back!"

"Child born with the fate to defy heaven. Will you join me?"

Baek Suryong stared into the sky of the abyss, the sky the Blood Demon desired so much, in a dreamy, dazed stupor. The Blood Demon's sweet whispers and Wiji Yeol's distant cries mingled in his ears.

"Shall we open the heavens together?"

"Didn't you say you wanted to live peacefully, eating well and teaching kids at the academy? Wasn't that your life's goal? Didn't you want to get rid of the Blood Cult because they stood in your way of your dreams?"

Baek Suryong flinched, and his eyes went wide. A sudden realization washed over him.

This place... this is not the sky of the Central Plains!

RUMBLE RUMBLE RUMBLE!

Instantly, a change began in the Samsara Hell. A mighty tempest exploded from Baek Suryong's body, sweeping away the strange phenomena and scattering the monsters into dust. 

Wiji Yeol threw himself flat on the ground, barely managing to stop himself from being blasted away.

When the storm subsided, the Samsara Hell had transformed into a world of perfect nothingness. Everything vanished, whether it was the sea of stars above or the landscape below.

Baek Suryong opened his eyes. For a moment, a red light blazed within them, but it quickly flickered out. Slowly, he descended to the ground.

"Keuk..." Wiji Yeol staggered to his feet and picked up a broken sword lying on the ground. Swallowing dryly, he pointed the sword at Baek Suryong. "Who... are you?" he demanded.

Depending on the answer, he resolved to stab Baek Suryong. After all, if Baek Suryong had been consumed by the Heaven Defying Divine Art and become the Blood Demon, he would surely want someone to kill him.

"Answer me! Who are you?!" he roared again, brandishing the broken sword menacingly.

Baek Suryong smiled enigmatically. "Who do I seem like?"

[image: sep]


The Undying Supreme Demon smiled with satisfaction as he looked to the northwest. "It's begun."

Despite the considerable distance, he could sense the Samsara Hell Annihilation Formation activate. As a sorcerer, he was skilled enough to be compared to the deceased Eighth Elder, the Bloody Spirit.

"The Azure Dragon Hero has defeated several of our Cult's Elders. Wouldn't it be better to send reinforcements just in case?" the Phantom Killers' commander asked.

The Undying Supreme Demon shook his head. "This is a spell formation created by the previous Blood Demon. Even if the Azure Dragon Hero kills the Elders inside, he won't be able to escape."

Additionally, they had Wiji Yeol as a hostage. With such an advantage, the Third and Fourth Elders weren't so weak that they would be defeated so easily.

"Kekeke! The Wiji Patriarch truly played a very big role in the success of this plan."

Shortly after he began searching for the spy who had infiltrated the cult under the First Apostle's orders, the Undying Supreme Demon had discovered Wiji Yeol. Not only had the old man abruptly returned after a long absence, his lack of spy training caused him to make numerous elementary mistakes.

Thus, the Undying Supreme Demon dug into every detail of Wiji Yeol's past. It took him considerable time, but when he discovered that the man's grandson was the Azure Dragon Hero's student, he rejoiced.

"No matter how guarded a person is, it's impossible to conceal one's true self every day, all day."

Still, even after finding all the evidence, he bided his time, waiting patiently until the prefect opportunity to bait the Azure Dragon Hero appeared.

And so today, the Blood Cult would reap its greatest harvest in decades.

The Undying Supreme Demon smirked sinisterly. "Thanks to him, we've managed to subdue the Azure Dragon Hero. When we return, I will reward the Wiji Patriarch. He will enjoy the honor of making weapons for our Cult for the rest of his life."

He surveyed the Ak Clan Branch Estate. Martial artists from the Azure Dragon Academy, the Vermilion Phoenix Academy, and the Ak Clan stood guard vigilantly. To him, however, they looked like a sandcastle about to be washed away.

He sneered at the Fire King, who overlooked the scene haughtily, his vermilion robes fluttering. "I wonder how spicy that old ginger still is."

Now that the Azure Dragon Hero had been lured out, there was no reason to hesitate. 

The Undying Supreme Demon commanded his subordinates. "Bring him to me."

The Phantom Killers dragged over a bound and gagged Ak Clan martial artist who had been caught trying to sneak out of the Branch Estate to deliver news.

"Mmph, mmph!" the man grunted, pale with terror.

The Undying Supreme Demon lifted the man into the air with telekinesis. "Kekeke! Your courage is commendable, but your skills are lacking. Did you really think you could escape the watchful eyes of our Cult?"

The man struggled desperately, but he couldn't move an inch, like a moth caught in a spider's web.

[Listen up, you mongrels of the jianghu!]

The Undying Supreme Demon's omnidirectional telepathy echoed throughout the entire Branch Estate. As an ancient monster who had accumulated demonic qi for over a hundred years, he could frighten his enemies with his voice alone.

[I bestowed mercy upon you, and this is your answer?]

The Undying Supreme Demon strolled leisurely toward the Ak Clan Branch Estate, the captured hostage still floating in the air beside him. Amid the charged atmosphere, only his omnidirectional telepathy resonated as clearly as a bell.

[Since you've ignored this old man's goodwill so thoroughly, you leave me with no choice.]

The Undying Supreme Demon ostentatiously lowered the floating Ak Clan martial artist to his side. Without hesitation, he sank his teeth into the man's neck.

CRUNCH!

"Gaaahk...!"

In less than a fraction of a second, the struggling Ak Clan martial artist's body withered and dried up like a mummy. Life quickly faded from his fear-stricken eyes.

"H-How could he...!"

"This is an act against both nature and humanity!"

"You bastards aren't human! You're demons wearing human skin!"

Angry roars erupted from the Ak Clan Branch Estate. Faces paled with shock and horror. The younger students, in particular, shook uncontrollably or started crying.

"Kekeke!" The Undying Supreme Demon tossed the corpse, now just skin and bones, aside and wiped the blood from his mouth with the back of his hand. Savoring the fear mixed with the furious gazes directed at him, he commanded, "Kill them all. Don't leave a single one alive."

The Blood Cult army began their march.
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Chapter 529: Students, Assemble!

"Ak Clan, raise your spears!"

The Ak Clan martial artists moved in perfect unison at Ak Yeonhwa's command. Some climbed onto temporary watchtowers, carrying bundles of spears on their backs. Notably, these spears were shorter and lighter than those used by the other Ak Clan spearmen.

The reason for that soon became clear.

"Javelin Squad, equip your atlatls!"

"Equipping atlatls!"

The spearmen on the watchtowers repeated the order as they nocked their spears onto their atlatls,[1] specially crafted by the Ak Clan for enhanced power. Although an unusual weapon for martial artists, the Shandong Ak Clan had been a military family before joining the murim. Even now, they continued to uphold military discipline within their ranks and train in soldierly arts such as javelin throwing.

Ak Yeonhwa nocked a spear onto her own atlatl. Gauging the distance to the advancing enemy, she drew her shoulder back sharply, her eyes blazing furiously as she glared at the enemies who had brutally executed an Ak Clan martial artist in front of everyone.

"Fire!" she thundered.

Dozens of javelins rained down in a volley of death, streaking across the sunset sky and signaling the start of a battle that would be recorded as the first official clash between the Blood Cult and the jianghu of this era.

THUD THUD THUD THUD!

One by one, the Blood Cult soldiers at the forefront went down. Normally, even imperial soldiers could easily deflect projectiles, but the force of a javelin thrown by a martial artist with inner qi was on a whole other level.

"The javelins of the Ak Clan indeed live up to their reputation." Nodding, the Fire King addressed the instructors. "Let's lend them our strength! Support the Ak Clan with arrows!"

The instructors drew their bowstrings and released at once. Although bows had less destructive power than javelins, they could be fired in rapid succession and had a longer range. While taking down a martial artist required a master archer, the sheer number of arrows were enough to stall the enemy's charge and fill the gaps between javelin volleys.

Under the shower of arrows pouring down at the narrow canyon entrance, the Blood Cult's advance slowed. Seizing the opportunity, the Ak Clan's Javelin Squad readied their atlatls once more.

"Fire!"

Once again, the thunder of sonic booms reverberated through the air. Dozens of spears scoured the earth, gouging deep craters. Embedded in the ground alongside the bodies of Blood Cult soldiers, the spears continued to quiver violently for a long time.

"Woooooah!"

Cheers erupted from behind the estate walls as the students celebrated the swift defeat of the enemy vanguard. In contrast, the Ak Clan spearmen remained reserved, but an air of pride swelled in their faces.

Only the Fire King and Noh Goonsang, veterans of the previous war with the Blood Cult, acted cautiously. Not wanting to dampen their allies' spirits, they whispered to each other.

"Hey, Goonsang. Don't those bastards seem a bit clumsy to you?"

"The Undying Supreme Demon is a cunning man. The vanguard he chose were either meant to assess our capabilities, or..."

"Look!" one of the Ak Clan's spearmen shouted, pointing at the corpses on the ground.

The figures lying on the ground stirred. Slowly, they staggered to their feet, leaning on the spears sticking out of their bodies for support. The sight was both bizarre and oddly surreal.

"They're not dead?"

"But we clearly pierced their chests..."

"H-How can such a monstrous thing exist...?"

Everyone stared at the sight, horrified.

The Fire King mumbled grimly, "Fuck! Blood Zombies."

He stepped forward amid billowing flames, his robes fluttering violently in the inferno.

"Aim for their heads! There's no point attacking their bodies. You have to cut or smash the head completely to kill these zombies!" Noh Goonsang yelled to their stunned allies, instructing them on how to deal with the Blood Zombies.

The earlier excitement vanished abruptly, replaced by confusion.

Nevertheless, the blood zombies charged ahead. A few pulled the spears from their bodies, while others ran with them still embedded.

"Aim for the head!" Ak Yeonhwa hollered.

The Ak Clan spearmen hurriedly nocked their atlatls again. However, it was one thing to target a body, and another to accurately pierce a moving head. Moreover, the psychological pressure caused by their inhuman opponents led to even more misses.

"KIIIIIAAAAAK!"

Several Blood Zombies relentlessly closed the distance, quickly approaching the canyon entrance. Riddled with spears and arrows, the nightmarish figures let out monstrous wails.

The Fire King gestured toward them with the grace of a phoenix unfolding its wings. "Vile abominations! Burn and disappear."

Flames blossomed from his fingertips, spreading and exploding on impact. Engulfed in flames, the Blood Zombies at the forefront shrieked incomprehensibly before crumbling into ash.

"Don't panic! Reform the ranks! As long as I'm here, these bastards will not pass!" he declared confidently.

""Yes, sir!""

With that single move, the Fire King had cemented his place in the hearts of those around him. The martial artists watching him cheered with relief and awe, putting an end to the chaos caused by the Blood Zombies.

In murim warfare, a single master could often change the tide of battle, and the Fire King was a peerless master who had led the charge in the previous war against the Blood Cult. His very presence boosted morale.

Of course, more Blood Zombies surged forward behind the first wave, but the martial artists fended them off without much difficulty. The Ak Clan's javelins, the arrow barrage, and the Fire King's flames completely sealed off the canyon entrance.

Finally, the Undying Supreme Demon, who was watching from a distance, ordered his sorcerers to retreat.

"Kekeke! It seems that this old ginger is still quite spicy," he chuckled.

Regardless, the tension in the air remained high. The Blood Cult pulled back its forces, but no one believed the fight was over. What had happened was merely the initial, probing skirmish to assess each other's strength.
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Noh Goonsang approached the Fire King, who was standing guard at the walls, his wrinkled eyes brimming with worry. "Hyung-nim! Please don't overexert yourself. That's likely what those bastards are aiming for." 

To others, the Fire King might have seemed invincible, just as strong as he was in his prime when he belonged to the Ten Supremes, but he had grown old now. His stamina was not what it used to be.

Noh Goonsang sighed. Clearly, the Blood Cult's strategy was to exhaust the Fire King.

Of course, the Fire King was aware of this. "Tsk..." he clicked his tongue wearily, glaring at the retreating Blood Cult forces. "I can't do anything about aging. If I had undergone Body Reformation like Namgung Jaehak, I might still be flying around energetically, but..."

Noh Goonsang shook his head. "Body Reformation isn't something you can achieve just by honing your martial arts skills. You need a miraculous encounter. In any case, please go indoors and rest. I'll stand watch."

The Fire King shook his head, refusing to budge. Even if he were to rest, he wanted to stay somewhere he could see the enemy. "Goonsang! Look over there," he said, pointing to a certain person.

Noh Goonsang looked in the direction he indicated. "That's... Mr. Kwak Duyong?" he asked, tilting his head quizzically. Kwak Duyong wore a stiff, grim expression, and was staring at the Blood Cult's camp with bloodshot eyes. "Well, he certainly seems more fired up than usual."

"Look closer."

"At what... Hmm?" Suddenly, Noh Goonsang noticed that Kwak Duyong's breathing was erratic, and his posture rigid. On top of that, his fingertips trembled slightly.

The Fire King sighed bitterly. "His trauma has resurfaced. He's desperately trying to hide it, but it's affecting his concentration."

Noh Goonsang's eyes widened in realization. "Right, he was a survivor of the Mount Tianzhu Massacre."

The Mount Tianzhu Massacre was a horrific incident in which dozens of instructors and students were killed by unidentified assailants during an inter-academy training camp. Although most of the victims were from the Vermilion Phoenix Academy, even after twenty years, the culprits had never been identified.

Kwak Duyong was one of the few survivors. For this reason, the Fire King couldn't help but be overcome with guilt whenever he saw him.

"At the time, I didn't accompany them to the joint training because I wasn't pleased with it," he said ruefully. "I took offense at having to follow a course schedule led by the Heavenly Martial Academy. I left those kids alone... for such a stupid reason."

Noh Goonsang asserted firmly, "That wasn't your fault, Hyung-nim."

"Everyone says that. Even when I went to collect the students' bodies and their parents were wailing and clutching their children, they all said the same thing."

"......" Noh Goonsang fell silent. Not long ago, the Azure Dragon Academy was attacked by Deathshroud assassins. If any of the students had died or been seriously injured then, he too would have been tormented by guilt for a long time.

Flames blazed in the Fire King's eyes. "Yeong always tells me to forget the past, but how can I be the only one to forget when there's a student who still hasn't escaped the nightmare of that day?"

Even after decades of knowing the man, Noh Goonsang had never seen the Fire King burn with such intensity.

I see. To Hyung-nim, the Mount Tianzhu Massacre is a taboo topic. That's why the Blood Cult, which is attempting to do something similar right now, is his most unforgivable and irreconcilable enemy.

The Fire King swore, "Until the day I die, I won't let anyone harm the students. That is this old man's last will and testament."

Noh Goonsang nodded. If the gates were breached, they would lose their geographical advantage, and the students would be forced into a chaotic melee with the Blood Cult. 

The Fire King did not want that. For this reason, he had stubbornly prevented the students from participating, despite needing every martial artist available.

Right then, the Blood Cult began advancing again.

"...It seems they have no intention of dragging this fight out."

This time, the assault force was much larger. Besides the Blood Zombies, the Undying Supreme Demon and the Infernal Eccentric Trio led their entire force into battle.

The Fire King flew into the sky and waved his hands as if flapping his wings. Along with the simple flourish, a massive wall of fire barricaded the path to the canyon.

FWOOOOSH!

Crimson flames licked the air, halting the Blood Cult's advance. Fearing the intense heat, the Blood Cult wariors hesitated to advance.

"Walk into this pit of fire on your own two feet," the Undying Supreme Demon commanded.

"Hahahaha!" The Fire King laughed fiercely, doing his best to hide his ashen face.

SHAAAAAAA!

Suddenly, a pure white wind began to blow, accompanied by bone-chilling cold. In an instant, the wall of flames was pushed back, and the frigid wind expanded its territory.

TCHHHHHHHHK!

A massive cloud of steam erupted from the collision of ice and fire.

Peering through the mist, the Fire King spotted a woman who looked as though she were made of ice itself. She wore a pure white martial arts uniform, accented only by red cuffs on her sleeves, and a daunting chill radiated from her. 

"The White Ice Divine Art!" he gasped.

...I'd heard that there was a Blood Cult Apostle who had mastered an unrivaled ice art, but this is my first time actually seeing her.

Just because he participated in the war against the Blood Cult fifty years ago did not mean he had met every apostle. Even so, the Fire King instinctively knew his opponent was one of their number, simply from the fact that he had never felt such intense cold, not even from the Ice Moon Goddess of the past.

"I will kill that one," the Second Apostle said briefly before flying at the Fire King, a pure white aura of chill wrapped around her hands. 

The Fire King wreathed his palms in flames and met her strike.

KRAKAKOW!

Within the steam, the silhouettes of the two peerless masters blurred and intertwined. 

The Undying Supreme Demon chuckled at the sight. "I'll leave it to you."

Now that the Second Apostle had taken on the most troublesome opponent, he was confident that disposing of the old, frail relic wouldn't take long. In the meantime, he planned to storm the Ak Clan Branch Estate. There was no reason to drag things out any longer.

"You shall not pass!" Noh Goonsang bellowed as he lunged at the Undying Supreme Demon in the Fire King's stead.

Laughing wickedly, the Undying Supreme Demon leisurely blocked the attack as he barked, "Trio, seize the high ground."

Finally, the long-starved hounds were unleashed. Even before he finished speaking, the Infernal Eccentric Trio rushed forward. No amount of javelins or arrows raining from above could stop these Ten Great Villains. Each of them leaped over the wall in a single bound, quickly clearing a space by brandishing a sword, a spear, and a whip, respectively.

SLAAASH!

The First Eccentric cut down an Ak Clan martial artist, held up the man's head, and cackled, "Kuhahaha! If you don't surrender, you'll all end up like this!"

"Hyung-nim, weren't we going to kill them even if they surrendered?"

"You idiot! If they surrender, we can kill them more easily!"

"I disagree. It's more fun to kill those who struggle."

Eyes gleaming, the blood-crazed madmen set out to hunt their prey. One by one, the Blood Cult martial artists scaled the wall through the gaps they created.

"Stop them! Stop them at all costs!"

"Don't fall back! We must defend this place to the death!"

Amidst this chaos, the two academies' leaders, the Fire King and Noh Goonsang, were engaged in fierce battles with the Second Apostle and the Undying Supreme Demon. Although the vice principals and instructors ran about, fighting desperately, the battle soon devolved into a chaotic free for all.

The battle for the canyon intensified by the moment. Shouts and screams filled the air, and corpses began piling up.

The Blood Cult was mighty. The Infernal Eccentric Trio deliberately targeted the weakest links in the defense, so more and more Blood Cultists climbed over the wall. No fear crossed their minds, and pain did not seem to bother them. 

Gradually, the Ak Clan defensive line was pushed back.

"Hold on for your lives!"

"If we retreat here, everyone will be in danger!"

The martial artists of the Ak Clan, as well as the instructors of the Azure Dragon Academy and the Vermilion Phoenix Academy, grew desperate. The moment the line was breached, their loved ones and students would be in danger. This was a battle from which they could never flee.

Despite their efforts, though, the tide of battle continued to turn against them... until a clear shout echoed across the battlefield.

"Defense Against the Blood Cult students! Assemble around your group leaders!"

"Let's go!"

The voices belonged to the very students they were fighting to protect.
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Footnotes:

[1] Atlatl: A tool for launching spears/javelins. 


Chapter 530: To a Higher Realm

"Do not take part in this battle."

Before the battle began, the Fire King summoned Sama Hyeon and Dokgo Jun and issued them a stern warning. Although the two Student Council Presidents protested and asked to be allowed to fight, the Fire King stood his ground.

"The canyon entrance is narrow, and we've built high ramparts. Here, we can hold off a large army even with a small force."

Noh Goonsang agreed wholeheartedly. "I concur. Our instructors and the Ak Clan martial artists are well-coordinated and more than enough to face this threat. The two of you should focus on maintaining order among the students."

While things might have been different in an all-out war requiring large numbers, in a confined space, involving the students would likely lead to more chaos. Recognizing the merit of their argument, the two Student Council Presidents reluctantly conceded. 

The instructors patted their slumped shoulders and offered playful words of comfort.

"We know you want to fight with us, but there's no need for you to step in."

"Sorry, but you brats will have to postpone your chance at becoming new heroes of murim until another day."

The instructors forced smiles to reassure the students, despite their own fear of the impending battle with the Blood Cult.
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Now, the students' faces drained of color as they watched those same instructors keel over, bleeding.

"Are we really just going to stand here and watch?"

"But the Principal told us not to recklessly join the fight..."

"Let's go help the instructors!"

"Don't act rashly! If we jump in without a plan, we'll just worsen the situation!"

Every student gripped their weapon tightly, their eyes fixed on the battlefield. Even those who advocated for intervention couldn't bring themselves to engage the enemy.

They were all paralyzed by fear. The Blood Cult, a name once heard only in horror stories, had appeared before them like a specter. Even a trained martial artist would freeze at the sight of the Blood Zombies and crazy pain-immune fanatics climb over the ramparts and spill blood, never mind inexperienced children. Regardless of their martial prowess, few had ever stood on a bloody battlefield.

Dokgo Jun grit his teeth. No, that's just an excuse.

On the battlefield, no one would be spared simply because they were a student. The mere label could neither deflect a blade nor earn mercy from an enemy. Having faced the Blood Cult before, the Azure Dragon Academy students understood this better than anyone.

He made a decision. Drawing his sword, he infused his voice with inner qi and roared, "Defense Against the Blood Cult students! Assemble around your group leaders!" 

At the voice thundering across the field as if to shake off their fear, the Azure Dragon Academy students marched forward eagerly.

"Hey, Student Council President! We were waiting for you to give the order!"

"If you'd been any later, I was seriously going to beat you up."

"Let's go! It's time to show them the results of our training!"

Students gathered around the mock battle group leaders, the Five Young Azure Dragons among them, and instantly formed ranks.

There was no need for long speeches or extensive strategizing. They had been working together all semester. On days without classes, they gathered to practice their joint attack formations and devise new tactics. When they won, they celebrated, vowing to win again. When they lost, they trained through the night, vowing never to lose again.

By now, all the students in the class could understand each other with just a look. Together, the Azure Dragon Academy students formed a tight formation around their group leaders, radiating a formidable combined aura.

"...We will fight too!" Sama Hyeon declared.

He didn't want to stay on the sidelines any longer. He had never once disobeyed his grandfather's orders, but he couldn't stand by and watch as his grandfather, sister, and teachers fought and bled.

"First years, form the Three Extremes Formation! Second years, the Six Directions Formation! Third and fourth years, assume the core axis of the Nine Palaces Formation and coordinate with your juniors!"

Spurred on by the Azure Dragon Academy, the Vermilion Phoenix Academy students hurried into the same formation they had used during their special classes with Baek Suryong.

Dokgo Jun and Sama Hyeon locked eyes and nodded. Roles were quickly divided.

"Please have the Vermilion Phoenix Academy assist the instructors and defend the area around the entrance and the ramparts."

"Understood. What will the Azure Dragon Academy do?"

"We will..." Dokgo Jun turned his head and met Hyonwon Kang's eyes. As if sharing the same thought, they both nodded. He turned back to Sama Hyeon. "We're going to take down the Infernal Eccentric Trio."

"...What?" Sama Hyeon's eyes widened. The Infernal Eccentric Trio were members of the Ten Great Villains.

The Azure Dragon Academy's going to target the enemies wreaking the most havoc on the battlefield!?
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WHOOSH!

The First Eccentric, the eldest of the Infernal Eccentric Trio, casually dodged the hidden weapons flying at him from behind. A vile smirk creeping across his lips, he slowly turned around. "Kahaha! Are you people so desperate that you're relying on snot-nosed brats now?"

A young girl who didn't even look of age was glaring at him. Evidently, the orthodox hypocrites had called in students as reinforcements. 

Still, the sight of the child's trembling hands was almost laughable. She was clearly squinting her eyes to hide her fear.

"You villain! I will judge you in the name of the Sichuan Tang Clan!" she screamed.

"So you're a daughter of the Tang Clan? No wonder your gaze is so feisty." Chuckling, the First Eccentric licked his blade. Just picturing feeding his beloved weapon a meal of fresh blood made his eyes go bloodshot. 

The girl stepped back nervously, as if terrified. "Fufufu... You said you were going to kill me, so where are you trying to go?"

The infamous Infernal Eccentric Trio, ranked among the Ten Great Villains, were known for their cruelty and depravity. Despite their martial prowess, they avoided other masters entirely and routinely ambushed weaker martial artists. 

Their approach was no different this time. They left the formidable Ak Clan Young Lady and the academy instructors to the Blood Cultists and scattered to hunt down the weak. 

Best of all, the girl in front of him was exactly his type.

The girl's face turned ashen. "D-Don't come any closer!"

A quiver ran down the First Eccentric's spine. His sadism was stoked.

CLANG CLANG CLANG!

Hastening his movements, he swatted away the hidden weapons and pounced on the girl. In his mind, he was already envisioning cutting off her pretty fingers, enjoying her screams, then slicing open her belly.

"Kuhuhuhu..."

Even in his excitement, however, a top master's senses did not fail him. Suddenly, he stopped in his tracks and scanned his surroundings. Enemies, numbering around thirty, had appeared from nowhere and were surrounding him from all sides.

"...A trap?" he snorted derisively. These enemies were nothing more than mere fledglings. He was confident he could tear through such a flimsy encirclement whenever he pleased.

"Ptui!" Hyonwon Kang spat on the ground and sauntered forward, his Black Dao slung over his shoulder. "Just as one'd expect from a demonic master, you've got one ugly mug."

The First Eccentric chuckled at the childish thuggery. "Get out of my way now and I'll let you live, little punk. I'm only interested in the cute girl behind you."

"You're insane..."

Before Hyonwon Kang could finish his line, a blade darted at his neck.

CLANG!

Hyonwon Kang casually swung the Black Dao as if he had expected the surprise attack, deflecting the strike and smoothly retreating. 

It's difficult, but not impossible to block.

"Oho? Not bad," the First Eccentric praised.

Hyonwon Kang ignored him. Catching Tang Soso's and Mok Hyungwoo's eyes, he signaled them.

In the blink of an eye, the three groups they led interlocked like gears, completing the encirclement. The pressure on the First Eccentric intensified in an instant.

The First Eccentric's complacence vanished, replaced by a demonic scowl. "How dare these brats..."

His fierce gaze landed on Tang Soso, who was now smiling sweetly. Gone was the fear and apprehension, replaced by a cold sneer that perfectly suited her alias, the Cold-Blooded Poisoner.

This plan to isolate the First Eccentric by exploiting his tendency to hunt the weak had been her idea. She had even volunteered as bait and successfully drawn him deep into their trap with her acting skills.

Tang Soso narrowed her eyes. "Kill that perverted bastard!" she screamed, releasing a hail of hidden weapons from her sleeves. 

To the First Eccentric's surprise, the speed and quantity of her attack was on a completely different level from before. Nevertheless, it wasn't enough to pierce his defenses.

"What makes you think you can do anything to me with just this trash?!" he sneered, easily deflecting the projectiles. 

SWISH SWISH SWISH!

To break the encirclement, he fired blade qi in all directions, but the students were not so easily intimidated.

"The opponent is a master! Don't let your guard down!"

"Think of his attacks as if it's the Headmaster's!"

"Take him on just like we practiced!"

This was an enemy they would never have dared to face alone, but with teamwork and strategy, they realized that they stood a chance.

WHAM!

A unified, translucent wave of qi deflected the ferocious blade qi and dispersed the martial master's aura.

"Don't be scared! He's nothing compared to the Handsome Playboy!" Hyonwon Kang yelled.

The students nodded in agreement. After being relentlessly beaten up by a master far stronger than any of the Ten Great Villains, they could now fight with confidence, unintimidated by an enemy stronger than themselves.

"You damn flies!" the First Eccentric roared.

When the encirclement did not break, his swordsmanship grew more ferocious. Sharp blade qi drew chaotic arcs, and a thick killing intent threatened to bite off their necks.

Still, the Azure Dragon Academy students, whom he had dismissed as fledglings, remained unfazed.

"Is he really calling this pathetic thing killing intent?"

"He's less impressive than I thought."

"...Could it be that we've just gotten too used to our crazy instructor's killing intent?"

Hyonwon Kang, Tang Soso, and Mok Hyungwoo took turns battling the First Eccentric in relay-style, taking turns anchoring the formation and braving the front lines.

Slowly, bloodstains appeared on the First Eccentric's clothes. Sharp blades sliced his flesh several times, hidden weapons from the Tang Clan pierced his shoulder and waist, and the simple but threatening thrust of a spear gouged a deep wound in his thigh. The Azure Dragon Academy's young dragons' joint attack formation was terrifying because they knew exactly how to hunt a martial master.

"Kuaaaargh! I'll kill you all!" the First Eccentric shrieked, his disheveled hair whipping about wildly. 

FWOOSH!

His inner qi boiled over as he fought to escape the crisis, expelling waves of blade qi in every direction.

"Don't overdo it! Retreat!" Dokgo Jun shouted with a sudden sense of foreboding. 

He had been observing the battle and giving orders. Even though the First Eccentric was surrounded, he was one of the infamous Ten Great Villains. One moment of carelessness, and they would be the ones to fall.

Nevertheless, even retreating was no easy task.

"Fufufu! I'll kill you first!" the First Eccentric laughed grotesquely, sticking to Hyonwon Kang like a shadow.

Hyonwon Kang dodged the blade qi that grazed his cheek, squinting to track the enemy's blade.

It took a while, but I can finally see his movements.

Amidst a killing intent that felt like it would crush his body, he continuously parried the attacks. His uniform was soaked in blood, but he had no time to feel the pain.

He's strong, but...

Hyonwon Kang gritted his teeth. He had thought he had grown strong, but he was at his limit. If not for his friends, he would already be dead.

Regardless, he had no time to despair or wallow in self-deprecation. He had to get stronger, right here, right now. He had to rise to a higher realm.

Burning with fervent desire, he swung his dao.

I think I can do it.

His senses sharpened to the extreme, and time seemed to stretch endlessly before him. For a moment, he couldn't adapt and swung his weapon wide, exposing a huge opening.

Needless to say, the First Eccentric did not miss the opportunity.

"Wonkang!" Mok Hyungwoo cried out. Shoving Hyonwon Kang aside, he withstood the attack in his place and crashed to the ground. Yet, even that scene appeared in slow motion to Hyonwon Kang.

"Senior! Get a grip!" Tang Soso screamed as she stepped into the gap Mok Hyungwoo had left, blocking the First Eccentric's path. Having run out of hidden weapons, she now wielded daggers in both hands.

Seconds later, her breathing was already ragged.

"Kuhuhu! Now this is more like it." The First Eccentric smirked. He was heavily wounded and exhausted, but he was nonetheless still standing tall. "I'll tear you to shreds!"

Baring his teeth, he rushed at Tang Soso. The other students tried to stop him, but he swatted them away, swinging his blade solely at her.

Meanwhile, Hyonwon Kang finally adapted to the slowed time.

FWOOOOSH!

The surroundings were dyed red as the faint image of an Asura appeared behind him. Although he had been using the Asura Blood Heaven Blade all this time, the technique he was executing now felt completely different from before.

"What the fuck?" Sensing danger, the First Eccentric quickly spun around and swung his dao.

CLAAAANG!

His eyes flew open at the overwhelming force that greeted him.

"You bastard...!"

He couldn't finish his sentence. He was too busy defending himself against Hyonwon Kang, who launched into a blade dance like he was possessed.

CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!

Despite being covered in wounds, Hyonwon Kang's ferocity was unrelenting. He paid no mind to the new injuries he sustained with every collision. His expression was impassive, fully focused on his martial arts.

The First Eccentric was horrified. "This is ridiculous!"

The fierce battle raged on. One martial artist always picked fights with those weaker than himself. The other always challenged those stronger than himself. This vast difference in mindset alone was enough to briefly close the gap in their inherent martial skill.

"I-Impossible...!" The First Eccentric glanced down, his eyes wide. Somehow, the boy had slipped inside his guard and was staring up at him with calm eyes.

SPURT!

The Black Dao carved an ebony swath through the air, lopping off the villain's head.

The First Eccentric's blood gushed forth like a crimson fountain. While it hadn't yet truly reached the heavens, for a brief moment, a bloody sky unfurled before everyone's eyes.

""......""

A heavy silence fell over the area. Even the students who had witnessed the death of the First Eccentric appeared dazed, unable to believe what they had just witnessed.

Mok Hyungwoo staggered over, impaled the First Eccentric's severed head on the tip of his spear, and lifted it up high. Among the students, he had the most combat experience. From his time in the Imperial Army, he knew how crucial morale was in war. 

"The Azure Dragon Academy's Sky Sundering Blade, Hyonwon Kang, has taken the head of one of the Ten Great Villains!" he bellowed, flexing his diaphragm and infusing his voice with as much inner qi as he could muster.

The great roar reverberated across the battlefield, startling even Hyonwon Kang, who was standing blankly as the last few moments replayed in his mind over and over again.

Now, the tide of battle was slowly beginning to turn.


Chapter 531: It's Only Natural to be Scared

The head of one of the Ten Great Villains was impaled on a spear. Lifted high into the sky like a war trophy, the villain's face was a perfect mask of the horror he felt just before death.

"The eldest brother of the Infernal Eccentric Trio is dead?"

"Did he just say the Sky Sundering Blade Hyonwon Kang did it?"

"How could a mere student...!"

The martial artists stopped fighting to gawk at the head skewered on the spear, before staring at the mangy young bladesman panting nearby.

"Hoo..." Hyonwon Kang let out the breath he had been holding. 

He could never have accomplished such a feat alone. The joint attack formation his fellow students deployed had severely restricted the First Eccentric's mobility and left him riddled with injuries prior to the final blow. Cornered, the villain had been forced to burn through his life qi just to survive.

Still, nothing could diminish the significance of his and the Azure Dragon Academy's victory.

"Waaaaaah!"

With a mighty roar, their allies' flagging morale surged like wildfire. The Azure Dragon Academy instructors beamed with indescribable pride.

"Ha, that delinquent Hyonwon Kang finally did it!"

"Let's give it our all too! The students are watching!"

"Take a good, hard look, you Blood Cult bastards! This is the Azure Dragon Academy!"

Spurred on by the fervor, the Vermilion Phoenix Academy students entered the fray as well. Now, whether it was sheer numbers or morale, the Blood Cult had lost their advantage.

"Haa, I thought I was going to die..." Hyonwon Kang moaned. As soon as everyone's attention waned, he staggered unsteadily. 

Luckily, Dokgo Jun caught him before he fell. "Hyonwon Kang! Are you okay?"

"I'm a little dizzy from the blood loss... but I can still fight." Hyonwon Kang forced a smile and pushed Dokgo Jun away before turning to Mok Hyungwoo, who had shielded him from an attack. "How are your wounds, Senior Hyungwoo?" he asked worriedly, seeing his schoolmate's bloodstained uniform.

Despite his ashen complexion, Mok Hyungwoo pressed a hand firmly against his wound and joked, "Haha, it's just a scratch. I've suffered worse injuries than this many times during my time in the army."

SMACK!

"Stop bluffing and show me that 'scratch' right now!" Tang Soso scolded, slapping him on the back.

Without waiting for a reply, she tore away the blood-stained portion of Mok Hyungwoo's uniform, sprinkled medicinal powder on the wound, and quickly bound it with a bandage. After administering first aid, she turned to Hyonwon Kang.

"You too, Senior Wonkang... I think it'd be better to just strip off that tattered uniform."

"W-What?"

Tang Soso skillfully treated and bandaged Hyonwon Kang's injuries, while Dokgo Jun stood guard with the other students.

"Group 1, keep watch!"

Although they had defeated one of the Infernal Eccentric Trio, the battle was far from over. They had barely surmounted their initial setback, and it was premature to suggest that the tide had turned. The Blood Cult's forces remained formidable. On top of that, most of the students in the groups led by Hyonwon Kang, Tang Soso, and Mok Hyungwoo were injured and spent.

"The wounded should withdraw. Those who can still fight, take a moment to recover your stamina."

Dokgo Jun swiftly separated the able-bodied from the injured. Some of the wounded protested, insisting they could still fight, but the Student Council President suppressed their objections with an uncommon display of assertiveness.

Of course, there was one person his authority had no effect on.

"Shup up. I'm going to keep fighting, Dokgo."

"...Right. You won't listen even if I tried to stop you, huh? I'll stand guard, so meditate and recover some energy, even if it's just for a short while."

Hyonwon Kang nodded and sat cross-legged on the ground. Before closing his eyes, he glanced around for the other Five Young Azure Dragons. His gaze first fell upon a white-haired girl stirring up a pure white wind. "...Eh, I worried for nothing."

Yeo Min, Wiji Cheon, and Yoo Yiran confronted the Second Eccentric in a coordinated attack, backed by their classmates.

"You insolent brats! Even though you're still wet behind the ears...!"

The spear-wielding Second Eccentric was far more cautious than his eldest brother. He fought defensively, constantly searching for a way to escape, but Yeo Min's ice arts slowed him down while Wiji Cheon and Yoo Yiran's swords inflicted numerous cuts on him. Although it would take some time, their victory seemed certain, and far less risky than his had been.

Somewhat relieved, Hyonwon Kang scanned the area for the Monochrome Bears. Thanks to the incessant thunder of their powerful blows, they were easy to locate.

"These ignorant bears..."

The Monochrome Bears were locked in a brutal, close-quarters brawl with the Third Eccentric. They charged headfirst, enduring the villain's savage whipping as they shook the ground with every strike of the Savage Tiger Fist.

"What the fuck did Meatbun-hyung teach them?"

"Hyonwon Kang. Stop getting distracted and meditate."

"Don't rush me. My mind is still in turmoil. I feel like I'm about to suffer qi deviation."

"......"

"Okay, okay! I'm doing it for real now."

Hyonwon Kang closed his eyes and mediated, observing his inner self while reviewing the still-unsettled imagery of the Asura Blood Heaven Blade.
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Thanks to the Azure Dragon Academy students, the one-sided battle reverted to a tense equilibrium—a precarious balance that could tip at any moment.

"Huff, huff..." Sama Hyeon panted. Steadying his ragged breathing was proving difficult, even though he was wasn't physically exhausted yet. 

The issue was mental. The suffocating stench of blood hung thick in the air, and the sharp killing intent bearing down on him from all directions made his skin prickle.

So this is why war is called hell.

Shouts and screams echoed all around. The slightest movement nearby made him flinch. His nerves were stretched taut with the thought that an errant blade could fly his way at any moment.

The fanatical Blood Cultists advanced relentlessly. Even after one of the Ten Great Villains was beheaded, they only ramped up their bloodlust. Every time he met their gaze, those zealous eyes sent chills down his spine.

He glanced sideways at the Azure Dragon Academy students, who faced these maniacs head-on.

How can they be so fearless in the face of such madness? What kind of training did they undergo to remain so unfazed on a blood-drenched battlefield? No! Now is not the time for idle thoughts!

Sama Hyeon bit his lip hard. He was the Student Council President of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy. There was no room for weakness. Even now, many of his schoolmates were fighting tirelessly under his leadership.

FWOOSH!

The flames of the Scorching Heat Divine Art blazed across his folding fan. While he could not compare to his grandfather or elder sister, he was one of the most talented prodigies in the Five Great Academies. Moreover, his extreme yang martial arts flourished on a chaotic battlefield.

"Hyeon! Stop! Don't venture too deep into enemy lines!"

"Senior Sama Hyeon!"

He couldn't hear Yeon Soha and Ju Yulsang's desperate pleas. Frantically swinging his fan, he repelled the Blood Cultists climbing over the barricade.

I have to fight harder! That's the only way protect my schoolmates!

His sense of responsibility spiraled into obsession. To shake off his anxiety and fear, he drew upon more inner qi than usual, shutting out the voices around him to focus solely on the fight.

Unlike Hyonwon Kang, however, his condition was not a state of selflessness. Rather, he stood on the brink of succumbing to his inner demons.

No one noticed. The Vermilion Phoenix Academy instructors were preoccupied with fending off swarming enemies and could only occasionally spare a glance at the students. On a battlefield where blows were constantly exchanged, it was nearly impossible to keep track of another person's state of mind.

"Sama Hyeon! Snap out of it!" Yeon Soha shrieked, cutting down a Blood Cultist blocking her path. She tried her best to reach his side, but couldn't break free from the enemies surrounding her.

Fortunately, someone else was a step ahead of her.

"Are you scared your friends will die?"

"...!" Sama Hyeon wheeled around at a voice from behind him. Like a bolt of lightning, he thrust his flame-wreathed fan at them.

SIZZLE!

The sound of burning flesh pierced his ears. The individual behind him had seized his fan with his bare hands.

Recognizing the person's face, Sama Hyeon's half-glazed eyes slowly returned to normal. "Mr. Kwak Duyong...?" he exclaimed, immediately retracting his fan.

Kwak Duyong was a new instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy. He was not a particularly conspicuous person, but Sama Hyeon remembered seeing him speak privately with his grandfather, the Fire King, on several occasions.

"I-I'm sorry! I was distracted for a moment and made a mistake..."

"It's okay. It's only natural to be scared." Kwak Duyong placed a hand on Sama Hyeon's shoulder. His expression was serious, as if the burn on his palm from the Scorching Heat Divine Art caused him no pain at all. "I was the same. I was so scared of seeing my friends get hurt and die that I thought it was better for me to get hurt if it meant I could fight more."

"......" Finally, Sama Hyeon remembered that Kwak Duyong was a survivor of the Mount Tianzhu Massacre. He was a man who had lived with memories far more horrific than anything happening now, carrying them like a long nightmare.

"Still, shall we try to be a little more levelheaded? You need to conserve your strength right now. I know it's not easy, but that's the best way to protect the people around you."

Kwak Duyong smiled reassuringly. His advice came from his own experience and a sincere wish that his juniors at the Vermilion Phoenix Academy would not repeat the same mistakes he had made.

"...Thank you. My head feels a little clearer now."

"Good. You're a smart junior. I'm sure you'll figure it out."

Kwak Duyong grinned and rejoined the fray. Even while fighting the Blood Cultists, he made a point to check on students who seemed to be struggling. Quite a few of them reminded him of his past self, so he identified them one by one, calmed them down, comforted them, and reassured them that everything would be okay.

This deed didn't earn him cheers like beheading a famous enemy would have, but wherever he passed, the students found a measure of inner peace.

"That kid..." Kwak Cheolwoo, the Azure Dragon Academy Vice Principal, glanced tearfully at his nephew for a moment, but quickly hid his feelings and split an enemy in two with his famous ultimate technique, the Blazing Blade.

The fight was desperate and brutal even for the instructors. At first, the students they were supposed to protect stood behind them, but now, those same students had stepped up to fight alongside them.

"We'll help too!"

"Instructors, please rest for a bit!"

Led by Sama Hyeon and Yeon Soha, the Vermilion Phoenix Academy students scrambled onto the barricade, filling the empty spaces and playing their part as martial artists of the orthodox murim. This brief reprieve allowed the instructors and Ak Clan spearmen, who had tirelessly battled the Blood Cult without pause, to catch their breaths.

KRA-KRA-KRA-KRA-BOOM!

Suddenly, the entire canyon shook with a deafening roar. Every gaze instantly turned toward the sky.

Flames and frost swirled and collided violently, a result of the clash between the Fire King and the Second Apostle. Each time their blurring figures met, shockwaves erupted like exploding bombs, sending tremors throughout the canyon.

RUUUMBLE!

Blood drained from the faces of the martial artists, and even the Blood Cultists were no exception. Anyone would be terrified in the face of an irresistible natural disaster.

"N-No way..."

"The canyon is collapsing!"

"Everyone, run!"

KRA-KRA-KRA-KRA-BOOM!

A landslide ripped through the entrance of the canyon and the surrounding area. A massive cloud of dust and debris rose up, engulfing the area and scattering everyone in an attempt to save themselves.

Chaos reigned as the defensive lines and formations both sides had painstakingly built were thrown into complete disarray.

RUMBLE!

A clap of thunder echoed from afar, but caught in the frantic throes of war, no one paid it any mind.


Chapter 532: What Rotten Luck

KABOOOOOOM!

The battle between the peerless masters caused part of the canyon to cave in. A thunderous cascade of debris rained down, ranging from house-sized boulders to sharp, jagged stone shards.

RUUUMBLE!

The entire canyon quaked violently , the vibrations so intense that the entire mountain seemed ready to disintegrate. A tsunami of dust billowed outward, obscuring all visibility.

"Cough! Cough!"

"Don't panic! Stay vigilant!"

"Keuk! My arm! My aaarm!"

The sudden catastrophe distinguished neither friend nor foe. Martial artists staggered out of the dust cloud one by one, bleeding from the falling debris.

"Hold your positions and watch your surroundings!"

"Brothers! Devote yourselves to the glory of the Cult!"

The battlefield instantly descended into anarchy. Most of the commanders' voices were swallowed by the deafening clamor.

At best, one could make out only a few others nearby. Shouts and screams from all directions blended into a noisy cacophony. Even approaching someone you thought was an ally could result in an unexpected backstabbing.

The Undying Supreme Demon looked up at the sky, his expression unreadable. "Kekeke... Hell has descended upon the mortal world."

The Second Apostle and the Fire King clashed in the heavens. Rather than humans, they seemed more like divine generals of the heavens, forged from ice and fire.

BOOOOOOM!

Realizing the chaos his own flames had wrought, the Fire King lured the Second Apostle away from the main battle and toward a nearby uninhabited mountain.

The Undying Supreme Demon clicked his tongue as he watched them go. "Tsk. That old man's skills exceeded my expectations. I thought the Second Apostle would've finished him by now."

"...Where are you looking?"

"Hm? You're not dead yet?" Surprised, the Undying Supreme Demon returned his gaze to his opponent. 

Noh Goonsang staggered to his feet. His martial arts uniform was dyed red and torn to shreds, and his once neatly tied white hair was a disheveled mess. Despite his battered state, he stood firm, and a faint white light shimmered in his palms.

VWOOOOOM!

A divine energy spread outward in concentric circles, resonating with the atmosphere itself. This was Noh Goonsang's unique martial art, rooted in Shaolin's style.

"Hah! Your lifeblood is as tough as an ox's sinew, you ancient relic," The Undying Supreme Demon sneered derisively. Noh Goonsang's martial arts were stronger than expected, but their repeated clashes had already proven that the mad dog could not break through the Undying Demonic Art.

Casting aside his tattered robes, he strode toward Noh Goonsang with his hands clasped behind his back, as if he were addressing a complete novice. "Thousand-Armed Bodhisattva. I'd heard you were a washed-up has-been, but you fight quite well for your age."

"Even if I'm old, I still have enough strength to kill a Blood Cultist."

"Kekeke ! It's quite moving to hear that from someone who used to call us mere demons."

Noh Goonsang snorted. He and the Undying Supreme Demon shared a long-standing, ill-fated connection. They had faced off several times in the past, but each time, one had always escaped alive. Now, after several decades, they had met again on a battlefield from which neither could retreat.

The Undying Supreme Demon smiled, revealing his sharp fangs. "Today, I'll settle our persistent, ill-fated feud once and for all."

"To settle means to wash away filth. I suppose today is the appointed day of your final rites."

"Kekeke! Your mouth is still going strong. Are you saying you can beat me in that state?"

Noh Goonsang closed his eyes instead of answering. His breathing grew so faint that he seemed to have entered nirvana, and his expression became utterly peaceful. His hands, hanging at his sides, traced a gentle arc through the air.

SWIIIIISH!

The Undying Supreme Demon, who had been approaching leisurely, abruptly paused, feeling a sudden unease. "What now? Did you have a trump card up your sleeve?"

The white light gathering in Noh Goonsang's palms intensified. The trajectory of his slowly arcing hands blurred, first multiplying into dozens, then hundreds, and finally an innumerable mass of hands.

"What the...?" The Undying Supreme Demon stared in astonishment at the unbelievable sight.

Still, Noh Goonsang remained focused. This was the culmination of his martial arts journey --the ultimate testament of an old veteran who had finally attained enlightenment in his later years, after letting go of the accolades, fame, and obsessions he had accumulated over a lifetime.

"The Thousand Yin Hands...?" the Undying Supreme Demon murmured, identifying Noh Goonsang's unique martial art. 

Noh Goonsang's eyes snapped open, and a crystalline radiance erupted from his pupils. "No, this is the Thousand-Armed Buddha's Palm."

A thousand hands descended upon the Undying Supreme Demon, forcing him to push the Undying Demonic Art to its absolute limit.

KRAKRAKRAKRAKRA!

The battle between a Buddha and a Demon unleashed a terrifying storm of energy, laying waste to the entire area.
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Sporadic battles continued to occur in scattered pockets across the canyon. The cataclysm had rendered all strategies moot, so martial artists clashed wherever they happened to be.

Even now, the towering dust cloud had not yet settled, and visibility was minimal. The only way to distinguish friend from foe was by their presence and voice.

"Enemy ahead! It's an ambush!"

"Keuk! You fool...!"

The reckless ones unwisely revealed their positions, meeting their end at the blades of silent enemies. Meanwhile, the clever ones suppressed their presence, deceived their foes, and rallied their allies.

However, not everyone chose to fight resolutely. At the first opportunity, the battle-weary and the cowards sought to take advantage of the pandemonium and flee to safety.

There's no way I'm going to die in a place like this! Pung Jinho thought as he unleashed his movement arts at full power and fled the collapsed canyon. When he was with the other Azure Dragon Academy instructors, the atmosphere had pressured him to fight the Blood Cult. Nevertheless, he was a man who valued self-preservation above all else. Why would he risk dying on a battlefield after accumulating all that wealth?

I'm not running away. I'm braving danger to inform the Murim Alliance! he convinced himself. It was also a ready excuse he could use if any of the instructors happened to survive and cross his path again. 

Of course, he really did intend to go to the Murim Alliance. The battle would be over long before reinforcements arrived, but that was a matter of circumstance, not his fault.

If I play my cards right, I might even become a hero...

Pung Jinho desperately spun excuses to alleviate even a sliver of guilt. He was reporting the Blood Cult's rampage. He was bringing reinforcements. He was carrying word of his comrades' heroic last moments to their families.


"Have you forgotten how painful it gets when the parasite acts up? Should I remind you periodically like this?"



For a moment, Baek Suryong's chilling laughter came to mind, but he shook his head to dismiss it.

Since that guy hasn't returned, he must have already fled. If he's dead, well, that's a good thing too.

The Azure Dragon Hero surely valued his own life the most and had already escaped. Compared to that bastard, hadn't he at least risked his life fighting the Blood Cult fanatics? Baek Suryong had no right to criticize him.

WHOOSH!

Pung Jinho leaped over collapsed rocks and pushed through the swirling dust. He had plenty of stamina left from conserving his energy. When he sensed an unfamiliar presence, he crept close and hurled a knife.

"Keuk!"

A body hit the ground with a thud, but he did not check to see if it was an ally or an enemy. After all, who could he consider an ally in a hellish place like this?

Right as he had almost cleared the entrance of the collapsed canyon, however, he came face-to-face with a man. As luck would have it, the wind blew at that exact moment, shrouding the man in a cloud of dust.

Regardless, from the spear he wielded, the opponent appeared to be a martial artist from the Ak Clan. The man's badly torn clothes told of a rough fight, and several cultists' corpses were scattered around him.

"Are you from the Azure Dragon Academy?" the man asked, though his question sounded more like a confirmation.

After a brief moment of deliberation, a faint killing intent flickered in Pung Jinho's eyes.

I'll just kill him and go. If he reports that I escaped the canyon alone, it could lead to trouble later. The best way to avoid future complications is to eliminate him now.

Pung Jinho smiled. Contrary to his cunning intentions, he looked like a pleasant middle-aged man as he clasped his hands together and closed the distance naturally. "I was searching for my fellow instructors, who I got separated from. What about you, Mr. Ak?"

"The same. However, this way leads out of the canyon..."

"Ah, I must have taken a wrong turn. The collapse has made a mess of the terrain."

"I see." The Ak Clan martial artist nodded, readily accepting the crude excuse. 

Pung Jinho drew a little closer. "How about we join forces?" he suggested. "The wicked Blood Cultists are hiding everywhere. We must gather our comrades and fight back."

"Let's do that."

"I'm not familiar with the terrain here. Would you be willing to lead the way, Master?"

The Ak Clan martial artist nodded. "Follow me," he said, taking the lead back into the canyon Pung Jinho had just painstakingly escaped.

Fool!

Pung Jinho struck like a thunderbolt the moment the unsuspecting man turned his back, driving his dagger at the back of his opponent's neck without mercy.

SHUNK!

Sharp metal pierced flesh and severed bone.

"Keuk..." Pung Jinho stared down at the spear that had pierced his chest in disbelief. Falling to his knees, he gazed up at the man who had stabbed him.

The Ak Clan martial artist was glaring down at him with contempt.

"H-How..." Pung Jinho muttered. He hadn't even registered the spear swing. It wasn't just fast, it was on a whole other level, almost like teleportation.

Suddenly, he realized that the man's aura was familiar.

"How sloppy. How dare you try to ambush me when you can't even properly conceal your killing intent?"

Pung Jinho's eyes widened. The truth dawned on him, but it was too late. In his haste to kill the man and leave, he had not even thought to ask his name.

"Y-You? But you were supposed to be dead...!"

Upon realizing the man's identity, Pung Jinho's entire body convulsed. Setting aside the man's imposing physique, that arrogant tone and piercing eyes were not something just anyone could possess. They were the hallmarks of an individual who had reigned over others their entire life.

The spearman sneered as he retrieved his spear. "Not all Azure Dragon Academy instructors are heroes, it seems."

THUD!

"What rotten... luck..." Pung Jinho gasped as he collapsed limply. His eyes clouded over as life rapidly drained from him, but they remained filled with resentment to the very end. 

Leaving Pung Jinho's wide-eyed corpse behind, the man returned to the canyon. His gaze, intense as a smoldering volcano, scanned the area in search of something.


Chapter 533: Why Are You Here?

"Oww! Be gentler, gentler...!" Geo Sangwoong groaned as hands tightly bandaged the wound on his waist.

"A little spit would fix that. Stop being such a baby," Ya Suhyeok scolded as he tied off the knot without looking up. Contrary to his blunt words, his expression was dark. Geo Sangwoong's wound was deeper than it looked. Blood already seeped through the freshly tied bandage, staining the strips of torn uniform a deep, spreading red.

"You brat. Easy to say when you're not the one who's hurt."

"Who told you to show off by charging to the frontlines and getting yourself stabbed?"

"What an attitude..."

Silver Tiger licked Geo Sangwoong's pale cheek and whimpered, "Whine..."

"Don't worry, little guy! This is nothing." Geo Sangwoong grinned, patted Silver Tiger's head, and pushed his heavy body upright. 

The juniors standing guard nearby watched him with open concern.

"Let's get moving. We'll be safe once we get inside the Branch Estate."

Geo Sangwoong, Ya Suhyeok, and the students in their squad had been fighting the whip-wielding Third Eccentric of the Infernal Eccentric Trio. However, the sudden collapse of the gorge had shaken their encirclement loose, and the Third Eccentric, whom they had nearly captured, managed to escape in the chaos.

After that, a free-for-all had erupted across the canyon.

Geo Sangwoong's composure shone through the pandemonium. He calmed his shocked juniors, quickly read the situation, and found a path to safety.

RUMBLE!

Thunder echoed again from deep inside the gorge, noticeably louder than before. 

Geo Sangwoong's eyes gleamed. Only one person from the Azure Dragon Academy could produce such a thunderous sound. 

That's where the Ak Clan Branch Estate is. We're heading in the right direction.

"Over there!" he cried out. "We're joining up with Mr. Namgung Su!"

RUUUMBLE!

The thunderous bursts came intermittently, and the intervals between them grew shorter like a precursor to something major.

"Senior, let me take the lead from here," Ya Suhyeok suggested, but Geo Sangwoong stubbornly shook his head.

"You're still 3 years too early."

"Stop being so stubborn! Can you even fight properly like that?"

Angry, Ya Suhyeok tried to push him back and forge ahead, but a powerful grip seized his shoulder from behind. His eyes widened in shock. Geo Sangwoong's grip was so strong that even he, who was born with superhuman strength, couldn't shake it off.

"Ya, Suhyeok," Geo Sangwoong said in a low, firm tone as he pulled his junior back, demonstrating extraordinary fortitude despite his severe injuries. "At times like this, the senior should shield their juniors. Get behind me."

"But..."

"When you become a senior yourself, you can take the lead."

Ya Suhyeok bit his lip hard and glared at his friend. 

"Purr..." Silver Tiger mewed anxiously, glancing between the two giants.

In the end, Ya Suhyeok sighed and backed off. This was not the time for arguments. "...Damn it. If you get hurt any worse, I'll knock you out and carry you myself. Just so you know."

"Gahaha! I'll take you up on that then!" Geo Sangwoong laughed quietly, took the lead, and wiped the cold sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. "Let's go!"

Ya Suhyeok glared at that broad back, sighed deeply, and followed.

Geo Sangwoong had not kept the lead simply because he was the senior, nor because he doubted Ya Suhyeok's skills. The job at the front was not just about fighting. It required the adaptability to distinguish friend from foe in thick dust and react accordingly. Among the Five Young Azure Dragons, he believed he was the best suited for that.

If the silhouette ahead was an enemy, he would avoid it. If he thought it might be an ally, he would confirm before letting them approach. His eye for people and his sense of the situation, inherited from his merchant father, had pulled him through crisis after crisis.

SWISH!

Geo Sangwoong halted and stared hard at a silhouette in the dust. "...Enemies. Prepare for battle."

Being a sizable group, fighting was sometimes unavoidable. Whenever it was, he was at the forefront, throwing himself into the enemy ranks like a cannonball.

CRASH! CRACK! CRUNCH!

The martial arts of the Bandit King smashed and broke the enemies apart. With each battle, the Savage Tiger Fist grew stronger and more precise.

The Blood Cultists were relentless, though. They swung their weapons until their last breath, and on a body tough as armor, the wounds still accumulated. With every engagement, more students were injured. Those too badly hurt had to be supported or carried.

The Monochrome Bears, leading from the front, were becoming drenched in blood.

"You okay, Suhyeok?"

"I told you to worry about yourself first, Senior."

Ya Suhyeok's body was covered in countless wounds too, though fewer than Geo Sangwoong's. Still, the two of them conversed nonchalantly between ragged breaths.

"...I wonder if the other seniors and Jicheon are okay."

"I last saw Wonkang with Dokgo Jun, and Cheon and Min were together, so they should be fine. They're not the type to go down easily."

"True..." Ya Suhyeok nodded, as if to shake off his anxiety.

RUUUMBLE!

The thunder was growing closer. Just a little further and they would reach Namgung Su. The Monochrome Bears quickened their pace, herding the exhausted students forward.

"Fufufu! I've finally found you."

"...!"

At the familiar voice, both of their expressions hardened at once.

A grinning man stepped out of the dust cloud ahead, a blood-soaked whip in his hand. It was the Third Eccentric, the one who had broken through their encirclement when the gorge collapsed, and the one who had carved the deep wound into Geo Sangwoong's side.

To make matters worse, he was not alone. Blood Cult martial artists spread out around him, surrounding the students.

The Third Eccentric flared his nostrils and laughed grotesquely. "Sniff, sniff. I wanted to kill you bastards with my own hands, so I followed your scent."

He had a habit of applying tracking incense to his whip, a strange quirk that involved letting enemies escape only to hunt them down and kill them slowly. When the gorge collapsed, he had fled without a second thought, but he had not forgotten the grudge of nearly being killed by the Azure Dragon Academy brats. The moment he linked up with the Blood Wolves, he began his own pursuit.

"First, I'll catch and kill those two. Anyone who interferes will be torn to shreds by my whip."

CRACK!

The whip struck the ground, carving a clear mark.

"Do as you wish." A man who appeared to be a high-ranking Blood Wolf nodded. His subordinates maintained the encirclement, weapons trained on the students, their attitude suggesting they would simply watch until the Third Eccentric settled his grudge.

"Damn it..."

"We were so close..."

Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok exchanged a quick glance. No words were needed. They both reached the same conclusion at once.

To minimize the damage, they had to kill the Third Eccentric quickly, even if it meant absorbing some hits.

The moment the decision was made, the Monochrome Bears stomped the ground simultaneously.

BOOM!

The stomp lacked its usual force, but the fighting spirit blazing in their eyes was fiercer than ever.

"Ha! You arrogant brats. Did you think I'd fall for that again?"

The Third Eccentric cackled and swung his whip savagely. He had struggled against the Azure Dragon Academy's encirclement before because it was a joint attack formation of several dozen students. Now it was just two prodigies. Even with his own internal injuries, toying with a couple of brats would be a simple matter.

"Kehfufu. First, the pale one. I'll take one of your arms."

The whip tore through the air, fast as a javelin from the Ak Clan, aimed at Geo Sangwoong's right arm. He had faced this whip several times, but its power was no longer suppressed by a joint attack formation. It carried the full inner arts and killing intent of one of the Ten Great Villains. His skin crawled before it even touched him.

WHOOOOSH!

A direct hit would shatter a boulder. In his current condition, a single blow could be fatal. He should have dodged or retreated.

Geo Sangwoong did not dodge. He hesitated for a single breath, then a firm resolve filled his eyes.

If I start dodging, I'll go immediately on the defensive and the fight will drag on. Better to give up a bone...

Hoo.

He controlled his breathing and tracked the whip's trajectory to the very last moment.

Despite the boast of taking his arm, the whip's tip suddenly shifted like a snake, diving for Geo Sangwoong's waist. It aimed directly for the gravely wounded spot. A move befitting a villain who lived by deception.

I'll catch it.

Geo Sangwoong thought of himself as a solid wall, one that would not crumble against any attack. A wall that would protect everyone standing behind him. He planted his feet and deliberately exposed the wound on his waist. As if waiting for the invitation, the whip dug deep into it.

SQUELCH!

Skin burst and blood exploded on impact. The bandage was torn away, and blood gushed from the freshly staunched wound.

"Keuk!"

In return, he caught the Third Eccentric's whip, clamping it under his armpit as it tried to withdraw and seizing it with both hands.

"You crazy...!"

The Third Eccentric stared at him in utter bewilderment. He had never imagined Geo Sangwoong would take that attack head-on. The wound was so deep that bone was visible. The impact must have reached his internal organs. It would not have been strange if he had fainted from the pain alone.

Geo Sangwoong stood firm, face pale, holding the whip in a death grip. He even managed a taunt between coughs of blood.

"Did a bug bite me? It's a little itchy."

"You crazy bastard! What do you think you'll do by just holding on?!"

The Third Eccentric poured his energy into the whip, intending to tear the wound wide open and finish him off.

Fortunately, Geo Sangwoong was not alone. Ya Suhyeok brushed past him and charged at the Third Eccentric.

SWOOSH!

If Geo Sangwoong was the wall, Ya Suhyeok was the axe. He had the reckless, innate wildness to chop down any giant tree. He instantly closed the distance and bent his fingers into a tiger's claws.

SHWAAAASH!

Ten sharp trajectories carved through the air as he unleashed the Bloody Claws of the Savage Tiger. 

A chill ran down the Third Eccentric's neck, forcing him to release the whip and retreat. The tips of the claws barely grazed his skin.

The two boys exchanged glances.

I'll block, you strike.

The senior's will reached his junior without a word. 

Ya Suhyeok's eyes locked onto his target with the focus of a predator stalking its prey. He could not waste the opening Geo Sangwoong had carved out at such a cost.

"How dare you!" the Third Eccentric roared angrily, having nearly suffered a disaster. Unable to accept that a mere brat had intimidated him, even for a moment, he thrust out both palms.

That was a mistake. Blinded by rage, he threw away his greatest advantage.

Furthermore, Ya Suhyeok was no mere brat. He was a martial artist who had learned the world's best external arts and close-quarters combat techniques. 

Ya Suhyeok straightened his bent fingers and met the Third Eccentric's palms with his own. The Savage Tiger Destruction Palm, one of the Bandit King's divine techniques, revealed itself to the world once more, this time through his grand-disciple.

KABOOOOOM!

The Third Eccentric's eyes flew open at the shock, which felt as if his palms were being torn apart. Regret washed over him too late as he hastily retreated.

"...Where do you think you're going?" Geo Sangwoong yelled, rushing in from the side and slamming his shoulder into the Third Eccentric. 

CRASH!

The Tiger Smashes the Mountain exploded.

"Keoheok!" the Third Eccentric coughed. His mind reeled from the body-shattering impact. 

Immediately, the Monochrome Bears pressed their assault, preventing him from catching his beath and creating distance. Ya Suhyeok spun and brought his foot crashing down from above like an axe. Geo Sangwoong struck the Third Eccentric's chest and abdomen in succession with his cauldron-sized palms. Although different in form, both movements contained the essence of the Savage Tiger Rampage.

The Third Eccentric stared in disbelief at the brats overwhelming him. Both were drenched in blood, which meant his own counterattacks had not been brushed off. Yet, their morale and energy had not diminished in the least. If anything, their technique was becoming more refined as time passed.

In that short time... their martial arts have improved?

Innate talent combined with painstaking effort. All the Monochrome Bears needed was to deepen their proficiency through direct combat. As time passed, their stamina and strength faded, but their mastery of the Savage Tiger Fist grew deeper. In a real battle where body and mind were pushed past their limits, they reached a state where their bodies simply reacted on their own.

"Hey! Help...!"

The Third Eccentric belatedly called for support, but the Blood Cult followers just watched the fight, as if scouting the Monochrome Bears' martial arts.

"Damn you Blood Cult bastards! All of you, go to hell...!"

Those were his last words.

The Monochrome Bears' fists struck the Third Eccentric's face from both sides simultaneously.

CRACK!

With the sound of caving bone, his body went limp. Instant death.

"Heok, heok..."

"Haa, haa..."

The two wounded beasts stood dripping with blood and glared at the remaining Blood Cultists. They had defeated one of the Ten Great Villains, but both looked ready to collapse.

Just then, the man who appeared to be the highest-ranking Blood Cult martial artist spoke with admiration.

"...It is certainly His martial arts. And to have learned it so completely."

He muttered the incomprehensible words to himself, then addressed his subordinates.

"Capture those two at all costs. Their resistance will be fierce, so I permit the removal of a limb or two."

As the Blood Cultists tightened their encirclement, the students who had been holding their breath stepped forward.

"You two, fall back now."

"The injured to the rear! Those who can fight, form up!"

Led by the Student Council twins, Yoo Geon and Yoo Gon, the students prepared to fight. 

The high-ranking Blood Cult member stepped forward. "Kill the rest."

Everyone tensed. A slaughter that would not end until one side was completely annihilated was about to begin.

RUUUUMBLE!

Suddenly, an immense pressure crushed the space. The air distorted, the scenery warped, and the slowly settling dust shot upward again.

THUD!

The shockwave of an earthquake spread from a single footstep. Every martial artist staggered and fell to their knees without exception.

"Keuk...!" The Blood Cult leader struggled to lift his head. Through the thick dust, he spotted a massive man. "W-Why are you here...?"

Those were his last words. He lost consciousness immediately and slumped to the side. One by one, everyone else collapsed around him.

Only Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok stared at the being who had knocked out dozens of martial artists with his presence alone with dazed expressions.

"...Senior Brother?"

Number Four looked at his junior brothers with a complicated expression.
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Chapter 534: No More Hesitation

""Senior Brother Meatbun!""

The bloodied Monochrome Bears approached Number Four. Although they were startled by his sudden appearance, they soon broke into bright smiles of relief.

Before they could get any closer, however, Number Four unleashed the Savage Tiger's Domination. The same dreadful energy that had knocked out dozens of martial artists now weighed upon their shoulders.

Faced with a Number Four who was completely different from usual, the Monochrome Bears flinched and stopped.

The Silver Tiger raised his hackles, recalling his experience on Mount Heng. "Grr..."

The Monochrome Bears smiled awkwardly.

"Senior Brother? Where have you been all this time?"

"If you were going to help, you should've done it sooner. A lot of people got hurt."

Number Four ignored their pleading gazes. His cold expression filled them with bewilderment.

"Go." He mouthed only a single word, as if he had no intention of ever exchanging words with them again.

They didn't seem to know it yet, but the man they affectionately called Senior Brother Meatbun was an apostle of the Blood Cult, a terrible villain who had accumulated countless sins over several decades. On the battlefield between the Blood Cult and the jianghu murim, they were fated to meet as enemies, just like him and his old instructor.

"Go? What do you mean?"

"Why are you suddenly acting like this, Senior Brother?!"

The Monochrome Bears stared at Number Four curiously, confused by his behavior.

Why is our Senior Brother looking at us like that? Why did he use the Savage Tiger's Domination on the students as well as the Blood Cultists? How do the Blood Cult followers recognize him and address him as 'you'...

They couldn't understand... No, they refused to understand.

Number Four offered no explanation. He merely repeated the same mouthed word with a frigid expression. "Go."

Surprisingly, Ya Suhyeok was the first to give in. He glanced at the deep wound on Geo Sangwoong's waist, grit his teeth, and pulled his Senior's arm. "Let's go. I don't know why he's acting like this, but he doesn't seem to be the Senior Brother Meatbun we know."

"...I'll ask just one thing." Geo Sangwoong regarded Number Four seriously despite his ashen face. "Is Mr. Baek alright? I heard he walked into a trap prepared by the Blood Cult."

"......" Number Four said nothing. He didn't know his old instructor's whereabouts for certain, but he could guess what kind of trap the Cult had prepared, and what would happen to someone caught inside it.

Perhaps my old instructor is already...

Geo Sangwoong nodded. "That's a relief."

"...?"

"Your expression is enough to tell me all I need to know, Senior Brother."

Grinning, Geo Sangwoong turned away without any lingering attachment.

Number Four watched from a distance as the pair woke the students and led them away. The students, barely conscious, supported each other and departed in the direction of the roaring thunder.

Only when he confirmed they were gone did he completely withdraw the Savage Tiger's Domination.

"Keoheok..." a Blood Wolf Captain coughed, regaining his senses. Among the unconscious Blood Cult martial artists, he was the highest-ranking one. Kneeling before the Fourth Apostle, he asked in a shaky voice, "Apostle, why did you let them go?"

"......"

"Could it be that you have a separate plan? If you would just inform me, I would gladly follow you. This subordinate knows a little sign language."

"......" Number Four offered no excuse. He simply stared at the captain, watching impassively as the fear on his face slowly gave way to anger, then distorted into something grotesque.

"Don't tell me... have you betrayed our Cult and joined the enemy? If I'm wrong, please behead me for the crime of insolence."

"......"

"You... filthy apostate!"

Without warning, the Blood Wolf Captain leapt to his feet and launched a fierce attack, his drive as intense as if he were burning through the last of his life force.

CRASH!

Regardless, he was no match for Number Four. He didn't even know what hit him as he slammed into the ground.

"Fufufu!" he laughed weakly between uncontrollable spasms. "You think this is the end? The rear guard will arrive soon. The First Apostle himself will annihilate the riffraff of the jianghu and capture the Azure Dragon Hero..."

Number Four's eyes widened at the mention of Number One. Grabbing the captain by the collar, he shook the man in a wordless demand for him to spill out more.

Unfortunately, the captain had burned all his life force and was moments from death. Shedding tears of blood from his dulling eyes, he gave a ghastly smile. "No one... escapes this hell. No one..." 

His body went limp, and he took his last breath.

Number Four spun around, his expression hardening. The other Blood Cult followers had woken up and were now shouting and charging at him.

"Kill the apostate!"

He thought of the young students of the Azure Dragon Academy whom he had shared drinks, cards, and meatbuns with. His gaze swept over the corpses of the Blood Cult fanatics sprawled around him, who had sacrificed their lives ignorantly, drowning in blood with no idea what exactly they were fighting for.

"......"

After a long moment, he made up his mind. From now on, he would hesitate no more.

BOOM!

He shot up into the sky, flying out of the gorge at breakneck speed.
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"Students, retreat to the estate! Your top priority is to protect the injured and the non-fighters!" Ak Yeonhwa screamed, swinging the Ak Clan Spear again and again in a frenzy. The relic from the Patriarch was stained with blood the moment it fell into her hands.

As the Young Lady of the Ak Clan, she felt the full weight of this incident on her shoulders. Her late father, Ak Bi, was undoubtedly the one who had brought the Blood Cult's forces here.


"I'll be away for a while. There is someone I must meet."



Her father had left to meet someone and returned as a corpse, his decapitated head impaled on his own spear. Recalling that horrific sight, Ak Yeonhwa grit her teeth.

What in the world were you trying to do?!

Well, whatever his plan was, Ak Bi had clearly failed. Consequently, the martial artists of the Ak Clan, along with instructors and students from the Azure Dragon and Vermilion Phoenix Academies, became embroiled in a violent conflict.

Even if they won this battle, the Shandong Ak Clan's reputation would be dragged through the mud for its involvement with the Blood Cult. Perhaps this was her family's karmic retribution, the fitting end for a clan that had long condoned the sins of its patriarch.

"Noonim! Don't get too far ahead!" Ak Yeonho bellowed.

His voice snapped Ak Yeonhwa back to her senses. Looking around, she saw Blood Cultists rushing toward her, their eyes bloodshot.

"She's here! The Young Lady of the Ak Clan is here!"

The religious zealots threw themselves at Ak Yeonhwa, disregarding their own lives. As long as they could separate her from her comrades, they were willing to give their lives to buy their allies even a second extra.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

The battle, which had begun around dusk, raged on until the sky was pitch black. The gorge's collapse had altered the terrain, and the thick darkness and lingering dust clouds reduced visibility to zero even for the best martial arts masters.

Still, the Young Lady of the Ak Clan remained fearless. Even a trained martial artist would panic when separated from their allies, but she simply stared quietly into the darkness after defeating all the Blood Cultists swarming her.

"Come out."

"Heh, you're sharp," a formidable-looking cultist cried out, dashing out from the darkness. 

There was no need for more words. The cultist's sword and the Ak Clan Spear clashed violently.

CLAAANG!

Based on that single exchange, Ak Yeonhwa judged her opponent to be a formidable master. She would need at least twenty exchanges to gain the upper hand.

"Not bad," the cultist said, licking his lips. The blood vessels in his eyes popped, causing tears of blood to trickle down his face. At the same time, a feverish surge of energy made his hair stand on end.

Ak Yeonhwa drew upon her energy reserves to meet the attack, recognizing the changes as the prelude to a demonic technique.

Seeing this, the cultist grinned. "Fufu! I'll cut off your head and put it on display, just like your father's..."

He couldn't finish his sentence. A sharp spearhead was sticking out of his chest.

"Keo... heok..." Trembling, the cultist tried to look at his ambusher behind him.

A cold voice reached his ear. "How dare a creature lower than an insect insult the Ak Patriarch?"

SPLURT!

The spear was pulled free, and the cultist's corpse crumpled to the ground.

The man who had dispatched him in a single blow turned to Ak Yeonhwa. "You're safe."

"...!" Ak Yeonhwa's eyes widened in shock. Though the face was unfamiliar, she would never mistake this man. Only one spearman in the world could exude such an overwhelming presence, hold himself with such unbridled arrogance, and execute such a lightning-fast thrust. "F-Fath...!"

"Shush, girl! Are you trying to alert the enemy?"

Ak Yeonhwa shut her mouth at her father's scolding and nodded. "I thought you were dead," she whispered.

"There were... complications."

Despite reuniting on a battlefield, neither showed any emotional turmoil. The Patriarch had raised the Young Lady that way.

Ak Bi ground his teeth. His original plan had been to cooperate with the Blood Cult and create chaos. When a full-scale battle broke out, he intended to play the academies and the cult against each other and reap the greatest benefit.

Unfortunately, the Undying Supreme Demon hadn't trusted him from the start. Rather than send back a man who might betray them at any moment, he chose to have a fake severed head delivered to the estate to demoralize the enemy. Meanwhile, he had been subdued by the Blood Cult's elders and kept tied up in the rear.

Ak Yeonhwa asked, "Then whose head was that...?"

"The bodyguard who most resembled me," Ak Bi muttered regretfully, but he sounded more upset about losing a useful tool than grief-stricken for the dead man.

A chilling thought crossed Ak Yeonhwa's mind. Don't tell me... did he keep a lookalike bodyguard specifically for a day like this?

Ultimately, she could not bring herself to ask her father that question. 

Ak Bi quickly explained how he had escaped. The collapse of the gorge had been an accident that not even the Blood Cult had anticipated. Taking advantage of the chaos, he had freed himself of his restraints. After that, purging the Qi Dispersing Poison and unsealing his acupoints was a trivial matter for a master of his caliber. Instead of running in the opposite direction, however, he had entered the hellscape of the gorge.

"There's a secret passage inside the gorge that leads outside," he explained.

Ak Yeonhwa's expression instantly brightened, even more than when she had first realized her father was alive. "That's wonderful! We have many injured, not to mention all our civilian family members. We must evacuate them to safety first..."

"What foolishness are you spouting!?" Ak Bi interjected.

Ak Yeonhwa's eyes widened. "Pardon?"

Ak Bi looked at his daughter as if she were a pathetic worm. "Are you suggesting we openly announce our escape route to the enemy?"

"B-But..." Ak Yeonhwa was confused. Even at that very moment, screams and shouts rang out all around them.

Can't Father hear any of those screams? Why does it feel as though he's pleased to see the forces on both sides dwindling?

Ak Bi snorted. "The only ones escaping this place are you, me, and a few key figures from the main family. Hurry and lead me to where they are."

"......" Ak Yeonhwa hesitated. The Patriarch's command was, as always, one-sided.

All her life, she had been absolutely obedient. But now, for the very first time, she wanted to rebel.

"...I cannot do that," she whispered.

Ak Bi frowned. "What did you say?"

Ak Yeonhwa's face flushed, feeling deeply ashamed that this human trash was her father and the Patriarch of the Shandong Ak Clan. "We can't abandon all these people and run away!" she shrieked. "Have you no shame, Patriarch? As an orthodox martial artist, no, as a human being, how could you do such a thing?"

SLAP!

A clear, bright red handprint appeared on Ak Yeonhwa's cheek.

Ak Bi glared at her fiercely, unleashing his killing intent. "Silence, child."

Ak Yeonhwa showed no fear. She would hesitate no longer. Facing her father squarely, she rebuked him, "I've endured silently my whole life, to what end? Patriarch... no, Father. Please change your mind now. It's not too late..."

TAP!

Ak Yeonhwa froze like a statue. The moment Ak Bi had lunged forward, she had tried to counterattack, but she was no match for a peerless martial master at point-blank range. Her paralysis acupoint was sealed in an instant.

"Your punishment will come later," Ak Bi scolded as he carelessly slung his daughter over his shoulder and turned to leave.

"Put her down."

Ak Yeonhwa, who could barely move, lifted her head slightly in surprise.

A deep furrow creased Ak Bi's brow. "You are..."

Ak Yeonho glowered at Ak Bi, displaying a ferocity unlike any he had shown before, as if he wanted to tear Ak Bi to shreds. "I said, put her down right now, you piece of shit!"


Chapter 535: You're Late

Ak Bi frowned viciously behind his human skin mask. "...What did you just say?"

Is this what it feels like when a dog you raised suddenly bares its teeth at its master? No, that brat can't possibly know who I am.

He could understand the outburst if Ak Yeonho simply thought of him a stranger kidnapping the Young Lady.

Unfortunately, his assumption couldn't be more wrong.

"Are your ears clogged?" Ak Yeonho scoffed. "I said, put her down. If you died, you should've gone quietly to hell. Why the hell did you crawl back here?"

Ak Bi's eyes widened in disbelief. He wouldn't have tolerated such rudeness even from the Azure Dragon Hero or the Fire King, much less an adopted son of the Ak Clan. From his perspective, the young man standing before him was no different from a pet dog.

He gave up escaping in a hurry and whipped around, shifting the Young Lady from his shoulder to under his arm. His rage boiled past its limits, curdling into bewilderment. "You bastard... Do you have any idea who I am, running your mouth like that?"

SHHHHK!

The Ak Clan Spear flew into Ak Bi's hand, reunited with its master after a brief separation.

Ak Yeonho remained unfazed. The killing intent of a supreme master focused entirely on him, but far from being intimidated, he smirked disdainfully. "How could I not recognize those arrogant eyes that look down on everyone? Oh Great Patriarch of the Shandong Ak Clan," he replied, his voice dropping with sarcasm.

Ak Bi's eyebrows twitched violently. "...So you knew who I was and still acted this insolently."

"I never believed you died from the start."

Truly, Ak Yeonho had never believed Ak Bi was dead. The severed head, with its eyes gouged out and face crushed, had strongly resembled the Patriarchy, but the moment he saw it, an old memory surfaced in his mind.


"If an emergency occurs, you must be able to disguise yourself as the Young Lady and die in her stead. Learn this for that day."



The Patriarch's bodyguard had once taught him makeup techniques and told him he to act as the Young Lady's body double in an emergency. Therefore, the moment he saw that face contorted in agony, he was certain the dead man was that bodyguard.

Ak Yeonho glared at Ak Bi, his eyes filled with disgust. He had vowed that if Ak Bi ever returned, he would not let it stand. "That was the reason you choose a bodyguard who looked like you, wasn't it? You sacrificed a martial artist who dedicated his entire life to you in such a pathetic way."

"Pathetic," Ak Bi snorted. "The dead bodyguard was proud to die for the Ak Clan, unlike a certain dog that bares its fangs at its master."

"Have you ever imagined how much it hurts to be bitten by the dog you raised?"

"Your arrogance pierces the heavens."

KRAKRAKRAKRA!

A terrifying vortex coiled around the Ak Clan Spear as Ak Bi spun around. Blade-like waves of energy clawed at the surroundings. 

This was the Binding Spear, a technique unique to the Ak Clan. The moment Ak Bi extended his hand, spear qi would shoot out like a beam of light and pulverize everything in its path.

Ak Bi spoke slowly, as if savoring the moment before Ak Yeonho was overwhelmed with fear. "For the crime of disrespecting the Patriarch, I will execute you on the spot."

Ak Yeonho raised his spear. Focusing his mind, he gripped it with both hands and drew a slow breath. "To me, you're no longer the Patriarch. As of this moment, I'm abandoning the Ak surname."

"In that case, I must naturally reclaim the grace bestowed upon you by the clan. Your martial arts and even your life were all given by me," Ak Bi replied confidently, as though he was simply taking back what was rightfully his.

Ak Yeonho's eyes flashed. "...If it's about the debt I owe the clan, I've already more than repaid it."

RUMBLE!

A vortex coiled around Ak Yeonho's spear as well. Although it was far inferior to that of the world's strongest spearman, he aimed it directly at his opponent without flinching.

Ak Bi sneered as he regarded the spear pointed at him. "Hah. You're just a worthless bug whose heart will be pierced in the blink of an eye."

THUD!

With a single light stomp, Ak Bi's figure vanished.

He's coming.

Ak Yeonho sharpened all his senses. If he tried to catch Ak Bi's movements with his eyes, it would be too late. He had to trust his instincts and follow Baek Suryong's advice.


"When provoked by someone weaker than them, masters usually use their most familiar, straightforward technique. Even the strongest supreme masters are no different. Your goal is to trick your opponent into doing that."



Ak Yeonho grit his teeth. This was why he had taunted and mocked Ak Bi. He had poured out a decade's worth of bottled-up resentment, partly because he remembered those words.


"Ak Bi is a spearman. If you succeed in provoking him, he'll definitely try to finish you in one blow with a thrust to your heart."



Baek Suryong had thoroughly analyzed Ak Bi. His persistent observation and strategic mind were what had allowed him to survive in his past life. Based on what he had gathered while watching the duel with Namgung Su, he had taught Ak Yeonho exactly how to land a blow on the head of his family.


"To be blunt, you don't have the skill to even unsettle Ak Bi. However, if a fight breaks out, you will have one chance to get him."

"...What?"



Baek Suryong went on to explain that while Ak Bi would never let his guard down against another supreme master, Ak Yeonho was the clan's adopted son, a being he treated no better than a dog. Just the fact that such a person dared to point a weapon at him would be enough to tick him off.

Still, that alone was not enough to land a blow on a supreme master.


"No matter what, you have to somehow dodge the first strike. The problem is, it'll be too late if you try to dodge after your opponent strikes."

"...Then what should I do?"

"You just have to die about a hundred times and get a feel for it."

"...Are you for real?"



At that time, Ak Yeonho had argued back, asking how Baek Suryong could say something so irresponsible. However, Baek Suryong simply raised his practice spear and pointed it at him, promising to let him experience it firsthand.


"Starting now, I'm going to kill you exactly one hundred times. If you can dodge my attack even once, then you stand a chance of succeeding."



Baek Suryong proceeded to demonstrate a blindingly fast thrust Ak Yeonho could not even react to, telling him to learn how to seize that fleeting moment.

Ans so, Ak Yeonho experienced death over and over. Every time a flash appeared before his eyes, the tip of the spear was already touching his heart, his forehead, or his qi center.


"Aren't you going to get your head on straight? Focus!"



At first, he couldn't even react properly, let alone evade. He was stunned by Baek Suryong's focused killing intent and dominating presence. However, after twenty, thirty tries, he gradually grew accustomed to the sharp killing intent.


"Watch closely. When Ak Bi uses his martial arts, he has a habit of unconsciously showing off. Think of him as a beast puffing up its body. Especially when facing martial artists weaker than himself, he wraps himself in face and prestige before thrusting his spear."



After dying about seventy times, he began to understand Baek Suryong's words and see the unnecessary movements hidden in his thrust.


"What you're seeing now is the only opening Ak Bi will show you. Fail, and you're dead. Succeed, and Ak Bi won't let his guard down around you ever again."



Finally, on the hundredth attempt, Ak Yeonho narrowly managed to dodge Baek Suryong's thrust and even counterattack.


"I did it...!" Ak Yeonho exclaimed, trembling with joy.

Grinning, Baek Suryong patted his shoulder. "Just do that when you meet him in a real fight. You dodged my thrust, so how could you lose to trash like Ak Bi?"



Ak Yeonho's consciousness returned to reality. Ak Bi's approaching figure was blurry yet strangely clear, even though his speed should have compressed an instant into nothing.

I'm sure of it. Hyung-nim's thrust was faster.

He couldn't see the attack, but he could feel it clearly.

Ak Yeonho wrenched his body to the side, recalling that single experience of evading Baek Suryong's thrust.

SLAAAAASH!

A deep gash split his left arm from his wrist to shoulder. The wound was so deep that bone was exposed, and he would be unable to wield a spear for some time.

"How...!" Ak Bi's pupils dilated in disbelief. He had missed the heart.


"I'll say it again, you only get one chance. If you fuck up, you're dead. But if you succeed, then it's your turn to..."



Ak Yeonho moved smoothly, slipping into the only opening revealed by the beast that had puffed up its body to show off. He could see Ak Bi hastily trying to dodge, but it was too late.

At that moment, he thought could hear Baek Suryong's voice whispering in his ear.


"Go for it! Kill him!"



A bright flash shot up from below, piercing the sky like a meteor.

SHRRRRRIIIIIP!

A spray of crimson splattered across the night sky as a newly bloodied spear tore through half of Ak Bi's face.

"...!" Ak Bi felt his hair stand on end. 

He carefully touched the cheek where the human skin mask had fallen away. The cut was so deep he could feel his cheekbone was visible. If the spear had gone just a little deeper, it would have embedded itself in the middle of his face. 

"You ungrateful son of a bitch!" he roared, swinging his spear wildly.

THWACK!

Ak Yeonho flew back limply, his back slamming against a rock. Having spent every last drop of his stamina and inner arts on that single thrust, he could no longer fight back.

Ak Bi strode forward menacingly. With half his human skin mask torn away, he looked even more like a ferocious demon.

"Hahaha!" Ak Yeonho laughed mockingly, even as he coughed up blood. He was disappointed about failing to land a fatal blow, but it was a satisfying result nonetheless. "From now on, every time you look in a mirror, you'll remember me. The scar from when your pet dog bit you will never disappear!"

"You filthy vermin...!"

Ak Bi vowed to stab the bastard who had injured his face to death. No, he would hack him to pieces and display his head. But even that might not be enough to quell his anger.

"Stop it!" Ak Yeonhwa screamed, blocking his path. Her complexion was ashen from forcing her acupoints open by sheer will, and blood trickled from the corner of her mouth, but she stood resolutely in her father's way.

"...What do you think you're doing?" Ak Bi raged. "Are you protecting a traitor to the clan? Especially one who has committed such an outrage?"

"You're the one who tried to kill Yeonho first, Father!" Ak Yeonhwa cried.

Ak Bi fumed. "How dare you? Move, now. If you test my patience any further, you will lose your position as Young Lady."

"Go ahead and take it away. I've never once coveted this position. If you're going to kill Yeonho, then kill me along with him."

"Noonim...!" Ak Yeonho shook his head with difficulty, silently telling her to stop.

However, Ak Yeonhwa did not stop. She stared directly at the monstrous father she had feared her entire life and removed the stopcork on her bottled up feelings. "Yeonho is the only person I've ever loved in my entire life. I absolutely will not let him die."

"Hah...!" Ak Bi's anger boiled over. He was on the verge of losing his reason. He had never imagined such words would come from his own daughter's mouth.

How dare she, how dare she, how dare she...!?

Repeating the same words in his mind, he grit his teeth and glared at Ak Yeonho, who was hidden behind Ak Yeonhwa.

"I should have killed him back then. To think he would seduce my daughter and endanger the clan."

Ak Bi raised his spear and aimed it at his own daughter. The last trace of affection vanished from his cold eyes.

"For the sake of the clan, I will sever our family ties right here. Goodbye, Yeonhwa."

A fierce vortex began to coil around the spear once more.

FLASH!

The world turned white for a moment before becoming night again. It was only an instant, but the intense moment was seared into everyone's minds.

FLASH! FLASH! FLASH!

The flashes continued, one after another. With each flicker, the rampant shouts and screams from all directions diminished, and the battlefield grew quiet.

RUUUMBLE!

After the lightning, thunder rumbled. Shaken by the deafening sound, most martial artists, except those locked in the most intense exchanges, stopped fighting and looked up at the sky.

A man looked down upon the battlefield from above, wrapped in a cloak of pure white lightning. A sword hung loosely from one hand as he surveyed the battlefield with an indifferent, cold gaze. Masters with keen eyes noticed he was suppressing a surging rage.

"The Thunder God..." someone muttered without thinking.

BZZZZT!

The streaks of lightning surrounding the man writhed ominously, threatening to crash to the ground at any moment. His imposing presence left most paralyzed, like a divine decree to cease all hostilities.

"You're late, Hyung-nim," Ak Yeonho groaned in relief.

SWOOSH!

Namgung Su descended in front of Ak Yeonho, raised his sword and aimed it at Ak Bi. A glance was enough for him to grasp the situation. "Spear King Ak Bi, I am placing you under arrest on suspicion of colluding with the Blood Cult."

Ak Bi ground his teeth in chagrin. "How insolent...! What evidence do you have to accuse the Patriarch of the Shandong Ak Clan!"

"At the very least, it is already confirmed that you are guilty of injuring an Azure Dragon Academy instructor. As for the rest..." Namgung Su's expression grew even colder as he recalled the severely injured Ak Yeonho, the instructors and students he had seen on his way here, and the letter Baek Suryong had left behind for him. He needed to exercise extreme patience just to suppress his anger. "...I will find the evidence of your collusion with the Blood Cult after I beat you up."

"You madman..."

CRACKLE!

Lightning flashed from Namgung Su's golden eyes.


Chapter 536: Based on My Experience

Having achieved enlightenment and successfully merged the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique with the Royal Sword Style, Namgung Su opened his eyes. The first thing he saw was Baek Suryong's sword, and beneath it, a letter written in neat handwriting.

"...What's this now?"

Shouts and clashing weapons reached his ears, accompanied by the faint tang of blood in his nostrils.

Confused, Namgung Su read the letter Baek Suryong had written. As instructed, he took the Divine Azure Dragon Sword in hand.

[You've finally awakened!] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword cried out.

Namgung Su nodded stiffly. "...So the sword really does talk. He wasn't kidding."

[The matter is urgent, so I will tell you the important things first.]

Namgung Su was surprised that a soul truly resided within the Divine Azure Dragon Sword, but only for a moment. By now, he was used to unusual happenings, so he listened quietly as she explained the whole story.

[...And so, unable to contain all of your lightning qi, I let some of it leak outside the formations. Soon, some people will approach this place, alerted by the thunder.]

Namgung Su nodded.

Minutes later, several Blood Cult members arrived at his residence just as the sword had warned. The Divine Azure Dragon Sword had hidden their presences while he was in a trance, but she had exhausted all of her energy.

He wiped them out in the blink of an eye. Unfortunately, his control over his power was still imperfect, so he accidentally demolished the teachers' dormitory and fried his enemies into charred husks.

Now roomless, he began rescuing the nearest students.

"Mr. Namgung Su!"

He met with Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok's group and sent them to safety. Through them, he also learned the details of what had happened. Although Geo Sangwoong seemed to be holding back some information, the boy shared enough information for him to grasp the situation.

"I understand. Evacuate to a safe place and treat your wounds."

"What about you, Mr. Namgung...?"

"I shall end this battle."

WHOOSH!

Namgung Su soared high into the sky and surveyed the entire battlefield, his senses newly sharpened by his enlightenment.

Damn bastard! Why didn't he wake me sooner?

He seethed with quiet fury, but the person he needed to question had walked right into a Blood Cult trap.

I won't let him off the hook when he gets back.

Battles raged everywhere, but he ignored the area where colossal energies clashed, prioritizing the students' safety. When he sensed familiar presences with unsteady auras, he bit his lip without realizing it.

"Stop!" he yelled, but on a battlefield filled with noise, a single voice was easily drowned out. Even a Lion's Roar would only make those nearby flinch for a moment. 

Namgung Su's mind raced. He needed to attract everyone's attention. 

Would a warning from the heavens, so powerful that no one would dare act recklessly, do the trick?

BZZZT!

His golden eyes sparkled with lightning qi. Drawing upon the power surging through him, he unleashed his thunderous might upon the earth.

RUUUUMBLE!

A loud explosion ripped through the collapsed gorge. Each time a bolt of lightning tore through the night sky, the world brightened as if it were daytime, and then plunged back into darkness.

Finally, the tragic scene on the ground below was revealed. Everyone stopped fighting and stared up at him, a new supreme master, in astonishment, whether they belonged to the orthodox forces or the Blood Cult.

Suddenly, Namgung Su spotted Ak Yeonho lying on the ground with an arm covered in blood.

His patience reached its limit.
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CLANG! KABOOOOOOM!

A thunderous blast rocked the area each time Namgung Su's sword clashed with Ak Bi's spear. Every time the lightning coiling around the Divine Azure Dragon Sword drew a pure white arc, the darkness receded.

SIZZLE!

The searing heat of the lightning cauterized the wound on Ak Bi's face, causing him agonizing pain. At the same time, he couldn't hide his shock.

Is this really the same man I fought last time?!

Two days ago, Namgung Su had possessed remarkable skill, but he was clearly a cut below himself. Today, however, he was a completely different person. Each time he blocked the instructor's sword, the Ak Clan Spear creaked and flexed. If it weren't the Ak Clan's sacred treasure, it would have shattered by now.

I can't accept this!

Ak Bi's face contorted with envy. He was one of the Ten Supremes, a great martial artist known as the world's best spearman. How could someone grow enough to push him this far after only a few days?

"You bastard! Did you learn some wicked demonic art somewhere?" he accused.

Namgung Su ignored the pathetic provocation.

Only the Divine Azure Dragon Sword let out a furious cry, [Rip that fucking mouth of his apart!]

...She has a foul mouth, just like her master.

Namgung Su ignored the rude remark, mentally classifying the sword as an unusual type of spirit beast. Fortunately, Baek Suryong hadn't told him that the Divine Azure Dragon Sword was actually the Dark Heaven Goddess.

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword vibrated angrily. She knew about the Blood Cult's attack, but Baek Suryong had forced her to stay behind and protect Namgung Su with sorcery instead of bringing her with him. That left her with a great deal of pent-up frustration.

[That shithead is the root cause of this entire incident! You must not forgive him!]

[I know, so please be quiet.]

Namgung Su sighed. The Divine Azure Dragon Sword may be a legendary weapon, but it doesn't quite suit me.

Of course, it was far better than his previous sword, as no ordinary sword could endure his intense enhanced lightning qi any longer.

BZZZZZT!

Each time he swung his sword, bolts of lightning shot out in unpredictable trajectories. 

"Keuk!" Cloaked in his defensive qi, Ak Bi deflected the bolts by spinning his spear around, but not even he could completely avoid the electrostatic discharge. 

He grit his teeth. Martial arts that utilized lightning were known to be extremely difficult to master. However, once one reached a high level, they became some of the most fearsome in the world. Furthermore, Namgung Su had mastered more than just the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique, he had learned the dominating Royal Sword Style.

RUUUMBLE!

An intangible pressure weighed down on Ak Bi's body, different from the aura any master could emit. The Royal Sword Style had transformed the space around them into its user's domain.

"Have you no shame? How dare a son of the Namgung Clan combine demonic arts with evil arts!"

Namgung Su snorted. In a way, his new martial art, the Royal Lightning Sword Style, did resemble a demonic art. It was so powerful that it could be considered the Namgung Clan's new ultimate divine art, destined to one day be renowned throughout the world.

First, he controlled space, restricting his enemies' movements. After that, he called down lightning, like shooting a tethered arrow at a target. 

Naturally, dodging his attacks was nearly impossible. As proof of that, soot marks quickly spread across Ak Bi's body despite his defensive qi.

Ak Bi hollered, "I see it now! You must have colluded with the Blood Cult in exchange for this demonic art! You conspired with them to orchestrate this whole massacre!"

Namgung Su furrowed his brow. There was no way Ak Bi truly believed his martial arts were demonic, especially not after clashing with him directly.

A lot of people are watching us. He's trying to sway public opinion.

"P-Patriarch? Didn't you pass away? I saw your severed head with my own eyes..."

"Why are you fighting the Lightning Dragon Hero?"

"The Blood Cult? A demonic art? You mean the Lightning Dragon Hero...?"

"No wonder he was missing for a while... That man!"

The Ak Clan martial artists were thrown into a state of great confusion. The patriarch, whom they thought was dead, had reappeared and engaged in a life-or-death battle with the Lightning Dragon Hero. Some even wondered if they should help their patriarch.

The Azure Dragon Academy instructors immediately refuted them.

"Nonsense! There's no way Mr. Namgung Su would collude with the Blood Cult!"

"Unless your eyes are knotholes, does that look like a demonic art to you?"

"If that were true, would the Blood Cultists be standing there staring blankly like that?"

"Are you certain that man is the Spear King? He only has half a face..."

"Let's not jump to conclusions. It's not like the outcome will change if we interfere..."

"Enough!" Namgung Su said in a low voice that reverberated across the battlefield like thunder.

Everyone was forced into silence, as if struck by the Royal Sword Style.

Namgung Su narrowed his eyes. Unlike Ak Bi, he had no intention of swaying public opinion with lengthy speeches. He didn't want to drag this fight out. He needed to subdue Ak Bi quickly so he could find and protect the scattered students, help the other instructors, and rescue that infuriating junior who walked into a trap alone.

For that reason, he provoked his opponent with uncharacteristically harsh words, "So you're the Spear King? My apologies, I didn't recognize you with that wound on your face. By the way, is your tongue longer than your spear?"

"You bastard!" Ak Bi charged, his face flushed red and the veins on his neck bulging prominently. A blade-like wind enveloped him, shredding everything in his path.

The supreme masters exchanged no more words. Their blurred figures overlapped, and a series of thunderous booms ensued.

KABOOOOOM!

Pure white lightning incinerated the darkness, while a wind as sharp as a blade swept across the land like a typhoon, carving countless scars into the earth. Even skilled experts who had trained their eyes could only barely discern the combatants' movements. Nevertheless, it was easy to tell who had the upper hand.

BZZZZZT!

Streaks of lightning pierced the storm over and over again. As time passed, the winds gradually subsided.

"Cough!"

Ak Bi plummeted to the ground, covered in bloodstains and scorch marks.

In contrast, Namgung Su looked largely unscathed, aside from a slightly paler complexion and a few tears in his clothing.

"I... I've lost," Ak Bi admitted defeat, half of his face now monstrously disfigured. The lightning qi had cauterized the wound Ak Yeonho had inflicted before he had a chance to treat it, ensuring the scar would be permanent. "Your accusation that I colluded with the Blood Cult is... baseless, but fine. If you wish, you may hold me in custody while you investigate."

He refused to admit his guilt until the very end. Instead, he glared at Namgung Su with a fierce smile, as if he were the one being wronged.

"However, if I am found to be innocent, I will hold the Namgung Clan responsible," he added ominously.

There was an unwritten rule in the jianghu that once an opponent surrendered, a member of a prestigious clan could not kill them recklessly without just cause. Moreover, this was a dispute between two clans, with many watching. Unless his crimes were proven beyond a shadow of a doubt, this was as far as Namgung Su could go.

One day, I will wipe out every last arrogant and insolent seed of the Namgung Clan!

He hid his killing intent. He would endure the humiliation for now, as it was better than continuing the life-or-death battle and getting killed. A gentleman could wait ten years for revenge. He would suffer this brief disgrace and plan for the future.

Namgung Su strode toward him. "You remind me of him."

"...What?"

Namgung Su sighed. He saw the image of the deceased Namgung Jaehak in Ak Bi.


"You want to expose me? Go ahead and try. I am the Blue Sky Sword King, a revered member of the Ten Supremes, the man who made the Namgung Clan the world's strongest clan, and the greatest patriarch in the history of the Namgung Clan. I have been subjected to countless false accusations throughout my life. Even if you spread rumors, it will just be one more line added to the list of baseless slander against me. It won't tarnish my reputation."



Although Namgung Jaehak had made the Namgung Clan the world's greatest murim family, he was also the one who endangered its existence.


"Foolish child. Who in the world would believe you? Do you have any evidence? Do you? No, you don't, because I've already disposed of everything. As for the skeletons you saw in the cavern? They've already rotted away. What kind of evidence is a pile of unidentifiable bones buried beneath an ancestral shrine?"



As the old man lay dying after his defeat by the Night Emperor, he mocked Baek Suryong's threat to expose the truth while confessing everything, unaware that his own clansmen were eavesdropping on the conversation.


"I lived protecting the Namgung Clan, and I will die protecting it. Even now, haven't I successfully defended my family from the Blood Cult's vicious attack? Could there be a more glorious end to my life than this? Haha... Hahahaha!"



Despite committing horrific atrocities for his personal ambition and greed, Namgung Jaehak believed he had dedicated his entire life to the clan until the very end. Ak Bi was no different.

Namgung Su gripped the hilt of the Divine Azure Dragon Sword tightly. "...I've changed my mind." 

"W-What do you mean?" Ak Bi stammered. A sense of dread crept over him, and he stumbled backward, but it was futile.

Namgung Su declared coldly, "Ak Bi, Patriarch of the Shandong Ak Clan. You do not deserve to be locked away in your clan's prison alive."

"What right do you have to make such a judgment..."

SLAM!

Before Ak Bi could finish speaking, his knees buckled and he fell to the ground. Once again, Namgung Su had begun exerting the immense pressure of the Royal Sword Style.

Namgung Su was aware that Baek Suryong would have chosen to keep Ak Bi alive and prolong his suffering, but he knew of no such method. There was only one thing he could do.

Like a judge deciding a sinner's punishment, he announced coldly, "As the victor of this duel to the death, I will take the loser's head."

Ak Bi desperately threatened and begged, his monstrous face pale with fright, "S-Stop! Do you think my clan will stand by idly while you murder their Patriarch? Your recklessness will trigger a war between our clans! Please..." 

However, Namgung Su's sword was already resting against his neck.

"Based on my experience, I believe the Ak Clan will appreciate my decision today."

"Nonsense! Mocking me to the very end...!"

Ak Bi glared at Namgung Su with bloodshot eyes, but the instructor swung his sword without hesitation.

SLICE!

The lightning-infused Divine Azure Dragon Sword sliced through Ak Bi's nape. Since the wound was cauterized instantly, not a drop of blood was spilled.

THUD!

The real severed head of the Ak Patriarch rolled across the ground and came to a stop at Namgung Su's feet, its expression frozen forever in agony and terror.

""...!""

The crowd fell silent in stunned disbelief. In front of countless witnesses, one of the Ten Supremes had just been defeated and killed.

In other words, a new Ten Supreme had just been born.


Chapter 537: There's One More

Ak Bi, the Spear King of the Ten Supremes, was killed in a duel to the death. Furthermore, he had not fallen to the Blood Cult, but was slain by a son of the Namgung Clan, who sent his head flying with a single swing of his sword in front of hundreds of witnesses.

""Gulp...""

The crowd held their breath, cautiously observing the situation. Even after the fight ended, no one dared to speak, as if the domain of the Royal Sword Style had expanded to a radius of hundreds of meters. Only after some time did they begin to murmur to themselves.

"I-I can't believe what I just saw. To overwhelm the Spear King so completely..."

"Was that really the Spear King who was beheaded?"

"After seeing a battle that shook the world, you still want to deny it? Who else could wield a spear like that?!"

"But the severed head that arrived this morning was definitely..."

"These are chaotic times. Two of the Ten Supremes dead in less than a year..."

"It's more accurate to say one was replaced. The Thunder God of the Namgung Clan has ascended as a new Ten Supreme."

"Despite their recent tragedy, the Namgung Clan is still the Namgung Clan. To think they produced another peerless master so soon after losing one..."

Everyone was stunned. The two peerless masters had engaged in a world-shaking battle, forcing most to watch from afar, and with the fight against the Blood Cult still raging, hardly anyone could hear each other. Even so, the image of Ak Bi's head flying as he knelt was seared into their memory. They would not forget the sight of Namgung Su beheading him as if executing a traitor.

Namgung Su gazed for a moment at Ak Bi's agonized face, then lifted his head.

[Are you all right?] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword asked concernedly.

Namgung Su nodded slightly. He appeared unharmed, but his internal injuries were severe. He had pushed himself considerably to end the fight quickly.

[Shouldn't you ask your comrades to stand guard while you circulate your energy?]

Namgung Su shook his head. "...I don't think there's time for that."

I'm used to this level of pain, anyway.

He masked his pale complexion with a stoic expression and surveyed his surroundings. Most martial artists who met his gaze looked away, but not everyone regarded the new Ten Supreme with awe.

"Patriarch...!"

The atmosphere among the Ak Clan martial artists was particularly tense. Many glared at him, their faces filled with rage and hostility. Only fear of his formidable strength held them back.

Namgung Su steeled his heart.

I was prepared for this.

Killing the patriarch of a murim family naturally incurred the resentment of its members, and grudges in the jianghu were not to be taken lightly. Still, it had to be done, and he was confident he could endure the consequences. In fact, had he let Ak Bi live, the man would have stirred up more trouble with his silver tongue. He had no choice but to nip the potential threat in the bud.

He scanned his surroundings, tightened his grip on his sword's hilt, and began, "If you have a problem with me..."

"Listen well, Ak Clan!" a grief-stricken cry rang out.

Everyone's attention shifted from Namgung Su to the Young Lady of the Shandong Ak Clan.

Supporting the heavily injured Ak Yeonho, Ak Yeonhwa glanced at her clan's martial artists, then turned to Namgung Su. "Our Patriarch went mad after being captured and subjected to the Blood Cult's evil arts."

"...!" A shock greater than when their patriarch's head had fallen spread through the Ak Clan martial artists.

[Master Namgung, please let me take care of this,] Ak Yeonhwa communicated.

Namgung Su remained silent in acknowledgment, neither confirming nor denying the claim.

Ak Yeonhwa continued, "Our Patriarch couldn't even recognize his own flesh and blood and tried to kill me. If Master Namgung hadn't arrived in time, Yeonho and I would have lost our lives."

The Ak Clan martial artists fell into great confusion. Why was the Young Lady, who should have been the most furious about her father's death, defending Namgung Su?

"N-Noonim?" Startled, Ak Yeonho stared at her, his eyes asking why she was telling such a lie. Her statement dragged the honor of their patriarch, a member of the Ten Supremes, and their entire clan through the mud.

This is the best way, Ak Yeonhwa conveyed with her eyes, before taking a deep breath to compose herself. Gathering her resolve, she explained, "In his final moments, the Patriarch briefly regained his sanity due to terminal lucidity. He wished to die an honorable death as a martial artist, not become a puppet of the Blood Cult. That is why he personally asked Master Namgung to behead him. I heard it all myself."

The martial artists of the Ak Clan felt their strength drain away, leaving behind only a burning hatred for the Blood Cult.

"How dare those Blood Cult bastards..."

"Unforgivable!"

Ak Yeonhwa commanded the Ak Clan, "Martial artists of the Ak Clan, aim your spears not at our clan's benefactor, but at our true enemy!"

""RAAAAHHHH!""

The battle resumed.

Amidst the sporadic fighting, Namgung Su approached Ak Yeonho, who Ak Yeonhwa was supporting.

Ak Yeonho forced a smile. "Hyung-nim..."

"How are your injuries?"

"It's nothing a little rest won't fix."

For a moment, Namgung Su frowned, but soon nodded. He did not believe Ak Yeonho's boast, but shouts and screams were erupting from all directions. He couldn't afford to focus only on his colleague. "You can rest now. I'll take care of the rest."

"Wait, Master Namgung! There's something you should know," Ak Yeonhwa called out, then lowered her voice as much as possible. "I've been told there's a secret passage out of the canyon."

"...Please explain in detail."

Ak Yeonhwa candidly relayed the story she had heard from Ak Bi, that a secret passage existed somewhere within the canyon. If they could find it, they could safely evacuate the injured and the students from the battlefield.

After hearing the story, Namgung Su nodded. "Is there anyone who might know about this secret passage? Ak Bi couldn't have built it alone..."

"Uhm... Ah!" A face suddenly came to Ak Yeonhwa's mind. "Uncle Jinheon might know."

Ak Yeonho tilted his head. "My father?"

Ak Yeonhwa nodded. "Proud martial artists would never dig a tunnel themselves. The Patriarch must have hired laborers, which undoubtedly cost a pretty penny. And since Uncle Jinheon manages all the clan's finances..."

Namgung Su nodded, and the three of them went to find Ak Jinheon. Fortunately, Ak Yeonhwa guess was correct.

"A secret passage..." Ak Jinheon, who had been hiding in a safe place with Ak Yeonho's help, wracked his memory for a moment. "Something does come to mind. A long time ago, while building a cave for seclusion training, the project was suddenly halted. Perhaps that place is connected to the secret passage. The cost and time involved were unusually high, but the Patriarch suddenly ordered it to be sealed off."

Ak Yeonhwa's eyes sparkled. She instinctively realized this was the secret passage Ak Bi had mentioned. "Where's that place, Uncle?"

Ak Jinheon sighed apologetically. "I'm sorry, but I don't know the exact location, and it's too dark out here for me... If some people who've worked at the branch estate for a long time could help, we might be able to find it..."

"If it's all right, may I help?"

Everyone turned toward the voice. 

Ak Yeonho's face lit up. "Donggeol!"

Donggeol, the guard who protected the main gate of the branch estate, was a friend who had trained in martial arts with Ak Yeonho in their youth. Unfortunately, a lack of talent had confined him to the rank of a low-level warrior. 

Like everyone else, he too seemed to have been through a rough fight. His martial arts uniform was soaked in blood and his arm was bandaged.

Nevertheless, he said, "I know the terrain here better than anyone. I've lived here for over ten years."

"Excellent! Could I ask you to guide us?" Ak Jinheon asked.

"Of course, Elder." Donggeol bowed his head respectfully.

To save as much time as possible, Namgung Su decided to search for the secret passage with them.

Ak Yeonho, unable to go because of his severe injuries, grabbed Donggeol's hand with his uninjured one. "Donggeol. Please take good care of my father." 

Donggeol replied awkwardly, "Understood, Young Master."

"I'm not a Young Master anymore. I've decided to abandon the Ak surname." 

"......" Ak Jinheon smiled bitterly. He wasn't surprised, as he had already discussed this with his son.

Ak Yeonho grinned. "So you can just call me by my name now, Donggeol!"

Donggeol hesitated for a moment, then smiled awkwardly. "...Yeonho. Thank you, and I'm sorry."

For a long time, their different statuses and circumstances had driven them apart. Donggeol had distanced himself because he was jealous, yet Yeonho always considered him a friend.

A bright smile bloomed on Ak Yeonho's face, a precious smile that made one forget, if only for a moment, that they were on a battlefield. "If we make it out of here alive, let's have a drink later."

"Yeah. Definitely."

The two friends smiled, promising to meet again in the future.
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Namgung Su, Ak Jinheon, and Donggeol moved out to find the secret passage.

CRACKLE! CRACKLE!

Each lightning flash lit up the gorge, revealing the chaos around them. The shouts and screams of Blood Cultists echoed from every direction as Namgung Su advanced, cutting down any enemy in his path.

I have to hurry.

Perhaps because reaching a higher realm awakened a new sense, Namgung Su had an unusually strong premonition that something bad was about to happen.

KABOOM!

Deafening roars echoed in the distance from the battles between Noh Goonsang and the Fire King against their archenemies. He could sense both of their presences gradually weakening, but he couldn't help them.

[I told you not to overdo it and to circulate your energy!] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword nagged.

Namgung Su shook his head. [I already told you, there's no time for that.]

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword sighed. [How can you be so stubborn in the exact same way...]

Namgung Su ignored her and focused on finding the secret passage. Fortunately, it did not take long. Following Donggeol's guidance and Ak Jinheon's memories, they soon found the location at a dead end in the canyon. 

Ak Jinheon checked a map, then pointed to a large boulder. "Master Namgung. I think it's behind that rock!"

"Step aside for a moment."

SHIIING! SWOOSH!

With a series of nearly invisible sword strikes, the boulder crumbled into dozens of pieces, revealing a hidden cave. 

Namgung Su expanded his senses and confirmed that a long passage continued deep inside. "This seems to be it. The path continues inside."

""Phew...""

The other two sighed in relief. 

Donggeol wiped the sweat from his brow. "This is great. Now we just need to bring the students and the injured here and get them out..."

SWISH!

Namgung Su spun around and pointed his sword into the darkness. A moment before, a killing intent sharp enough to make him flinch had brushed against his back. "Come out."

The bushes rustled in the darkness, and a small shadow slowly walked out. 

"Mr. Namgung Su?"

"...Wiji Cheon?"

Under the moonlight, two people gasped in surprise. Their auras had changed so much that they mistook each other at first. 

Namgung Su lowered his sword slightly, and Wiji Cheon breathed a sigh of relief.

"Who's that behind you?" Namgung Su asked sternly.

Wiji Cheon waved his hands. "S-She's just a harmless student, so please lower your sword!"

A cheerful voice, out of place on a battlefield, accompanied a short-haired girl as she walked out, dragging a man bound in ropes behind her.

Namgung Su narrowed his eyes. "Are you a student from the Vermilion Phoenix Academy?"

"Yes, and there's one more."

Yeon Soha yanked the rope, pushing the man she was dragging forward. His entire body was in tatters, and both his arms were cut off. 

Ak Jinheon instantly recognized the man. "Isn't he the Second Eccentric of the Infernal Eccentric Trio?" he exclaimed.

Namgung Su quickly put two and two together.

Wiji Cheon, Yeon Soha, and a captured member of the Ten Great Villains with both arms severed.

He blinked in surprise. "Did the two of you capture a member of the Ten Great Villains?"

"Yes."

"It just kind of happened... We work together better than I thought!"

The prodigies of the Azure Dragon and Vermilion Phoenix Academies nodded nonchalantly, as if the feat they had just achieved was no big deal.


Chapter 538: Kill Yourselves

Ak Jinheon stared at Wiji Cheon and Yeon Soha with a dazed expression. "Two students took down one of the Ten Great Villains...?"

Judging by their appearance, they were just a small boy and a slender girl. If not for their blood-soaked uniforms, it would have been hard to believe that they were martial artists. 

Nevertheless, they had overpowered and severed the arms of one of the Ten Great Villains. Given that subduing an enemy alive was far more difficult than killing them, their victory could not have been purely down to luck, too. They had completely crushed their opponent.

"It wasn't that big of a deal. He was already exhausted by the time we ran into him."

"I definitely couldn't have captured him alone. I might have been able to kill him if I was lucky, but..."

At this point, it was hard to tell whether they were being humble or arrogant.

Even Namgung Su seemed at a loss for words for a moment, but he soon frowned. "...Let's save the pleasantries for later. Did you get any information out of him?"

"Actually, we found out something important. Oi, tell them what you told us earlier." Yeon Soha yanked on the rope, and the Second Eccentric staggered. 

With both arms missing, he looked a decade older. For a villain who had roamed the world for decades as if he owned it, committing countless atrocities, this was a pathetic end.

The Second Eccentric reluctantly mumbled, "...The Blood Cult has reinforcements. When they arrive, everyone here will die."

"Reinforcements?" Namgung Su narrowed his eyes.

So that was the source of my anxiety.

The collapse of the gorge had already resulted in significant casualties among their allies. Most of the martial artists who participated in the battle were injured, and many had died. If enemy reinforcements arrived now, the damage would increase exponentially.

Namgung Su pressed, "When will they arrive? What are their numbers and strengths? Tell me everything you know."

"How would I know? Do you think a master tells his servant everything?" The Second Eccentric shrugged and cackled, blood dripping from the stumps of his arms with every movement.

Namgung Su snorted derisively. "Oh, I see now. You're just a hunting dog."

The Second Eccentric's eyes flashed with hatred for the Blood Cult that had blackmailed him and his brothers into participating in this battle with poison. Lifting his chin, he gestured in a certain direction. "I don't know the details, but I know who's coming. Take a look over there."

Everyone's gaze followed.

RUMBLE!

A massive vortex formed where cold and heat met. The Fire King and the Second Apostle, who had created the gorge, were still fighting ferociously. The contrast of temperatures created a powerful gust, and even untrained eyes could see boulders and uprooted trees being swept into the storm.

"Apostles..." Just muttering the word caused the Second Eccentric to quiver. Even the thought of that being frightened him. Still, he grinned ominously, "More monsters like that are coming. Do you think you can handle them? Are you counting on the Fire King? Do you think that washed-up old man can stop an Apostle? How naive. She's just toying with him. Hehehehe..."

The Second Eccentric laughed hysterically. His arms had been cut off by prodigies, and he had lost the brothers with whom he had committed murder and pillage for decades. Although it wouldn't be weird for him to go completely insane, his desperate instinct to live lingered.

"We have to run!" he screamed. "We have to get out of here now! I don't care if you throw me into the Murim Alliance's prison. Hurry and get me out of here!"

As he rambled wildly, he started to foam at the mouth and passed out, his expression a mix of injury, fatigue, and terror.

"I don't think he knows anything else. Should I kill him?" Wiji Cheon asked innocently.

Namgung Su shook his head. "He could be an important witness later, so we'll take him alive."

"Right? That's what I said, but this one kept trying to kill him, asking why we had to drag him around," Yeon Soha tattled.

Namgung Su nodded as if he understood. "A disciple is bound to resemble their master. Give me the rope."

Taking the rope from Yeon Soha, he unceremoniously tossed the unconscious Second Eccentric into the cave where the secret passage was.

"Things are already tough for us as it is, but if enemy reinforcements are coming, we must hurry," Donggeol warned.

Everyone nodded. At the very least, they had to get the students, the civilians, and the injured out of the gorge first. That was the only way to save as many people as possible.

"First, we'll cover the cave entrance and then..."

"He's here! The Thunder God of the Namgung Clan is here!"

"Don't act rashly! Send out the Blood Zombies first!"

Namgung Su examined the uniforms of the approaching enemies. These were not ordinary Blood Cultists. It seemed the elites of the Phantom Killers and the Blood Wolves had tracked him down. They had probably concluded that capturing the enemy supreme master would turn the tide of the battle...and they were right.

"He may look fine on the outside, but there's no way he hasn't sustained internal injuries after fighting one of the Ten Supremes."

"We will capture the Thunder God here. Form a perimeter."

At the captains' command, the Phantom Killers and Blood Wolves began to close in.

Namgung Su grit his teeth. "Of all the times..."

He had to defend the entrance to the secret passage behind him at all costs. If the Blood Cult collapsed the tunnel, their plan to evacuate the injured and students was doomed.

There's no guarantee they're the last of my pursuers, too. More could be on their way...

After a quick calculation, Namgung Su said to Ak Jinheon and Donggeol. "Elder, you will escape through the passage first. Donggeol, protect the Elder."

"Yes!" Ak Jinheon pressed his lips together and entered the cave without a word. He knew full well that him staying would be of no help.

Namgung Su moved to block the cave entrance and instructed the two students who had drawn their swords, intending to fight alongside him. "You two, go find the Ak Clan Young Lady and bring reinforcements."

"But..."

"What about you, Mr. Namgung?"

"Don't make me waste my time persuading you."

Namgung Su told the students where to find Ak Yeonhwa. After a moment of hesitation, they bit their lips and nodded.

"When I give the signal, deploy your movement arts with all your might."

Stepping forward, Namgung Su swung the Divine Azure Dragon Sword.

CRACKLE!

Lightning poured from the blade, striking the enemies closing in on them.

"Now!"

Wiji Cheon and Yeon Soha shot through the path he had cleared. Several people tried to chase them, but Namgung Su held them back with the Royal Lightning Sword Style.

"Where are you going?" Namgung Su taunted. "I'm your target, aren't I?"

To make his act more convincing, he let a faint trickle of blood flow from the corner of his mouth, as if his internal injuries had worsened.

[You intend to guard this place alone until those children return,] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword sighed.

Namgung Su could tell she had experienced such situations often. "I imagine Baek Suryong often does such things. In any case, thanks to you, I don't feel isolated."

[Hmph, who is comforting whom? I will aid you with all my power.]

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword buffed Namgung Su with sorcery, making him feel significantly lighter.

Gripping the hilt with both hands, Namgung Su raised the sword to a middle guard and smiled coldly.

"Come," he called out provocatively.
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WHOOSH!

Two figures shot forward in a straight line. Each time their feet touched the ground, a clear footprint was stamped into the earth, and a shockwave burst out behind them.

"Stop them!" 

Realizing the fleeing pair were just little brats, the Blood Cultists obstructed their progress. Sadly, things turned out to be the exact opposite of what they expected.

SWIIISH!

Wiji Cheon's sword, which had been hanging loosely at his side, bisected an enemy at the waist. Shock and horror washed over the man's face as his body split in two, but Wiji Cheon sprinted past him without so much as a glance.

Yeon Soha was the same. While Wiji Cheon's sword moved in a straight line, hers moved in a circular motion. Her Pine Sword endlessly traced the shape of an yin-yang symbol as it pierced her enemy's vitals.

STAB!

The enemy stumbled and collapsed, mortally wounded by the thrust to the heart. 

"Yuanshi Tianzun," Yeon Soha chanted the Taoist deity's name softly in prayer for the dead. Glancing at Wiji Cheon, she asked, "Are you hurt?" 

"Huff, huff... I'm fine," Wiji Cheon panted, trying to catch his breath.

"You're amazing in many ways, you know."

"Huh?"

Yeon Soha smiled faintly, demonstrating her ability to remain positive in any situation. "You've mastered the art of killing people. Your swordsmanship is incredible, but I'm more impressed by that."

"......" Wiji Cheon said nothing. His eyes looked like they would cut down anyone who touched him, and his hands were ruthless and unhesitating. His swordsmanship hinted at countless real-life battle experiences unbecoming of his age.

Despite being a Taoist of the Wudang Sect, Yeon Soha's master had taught her not to hesitate when killing those who deserved to die. Even so, she was not yet fully accustomed to taking lives. No one would have noticed, but every time she killed an enemy, her eyebrows twitched minutely.

"It has to be this way for now," Wiji Cheon said calmly, staring straight ahead.

Yeon Soha glanced at him. The boy's eyes contained not just a thick killing intent, but also a firm resolve and unwavering determination. Wiji Cheon was sharpening his killing intent, absolutely committed to accomplishing his mission.

She grinned and nodded. "You're right. It has to be this way for now."

The Azure Dragon Academy's most dangerous swordsman was beside her, yet she felt her anxiety subside.

"More are coming. I'll take the lead this time."

"Please do."

Enemies constantly appeared as they headed in the direction that Namgung Su indicated, but every time they encountered Blood Cultists, they overpowered them head on.

There's no time to go around.

Wiji Cheon tried not to lose focus even as his breathing grew increasingly ragged. He put everything into every single thrust and slash. Every time his sword flashed, an enemy stumbled and fell. When he passed without killing, enemies with severed limbs screamed behind him.

The two swordsmanship prodigies kept running. Both had long surpassed the average prodigy, yet they still felt their swordsmanship was lacking.

CLANG!

Suddenly, Wiji Cheon's sword was blocked for the first time. Surprised by the unexpected resistance, his eyes widened slightly.

"You brats are getting too big for your britches!"

The enemy was a large man who exuded an extraordinary aura. His eyes were entirely black, with no whites, and a rotten stench wafted from his mouth. His inner arts were so powerful that dozens of streams of sword qi shot out every time he swung his blade.

Wiji Cheon and Yeon Soha exchanged glances before wordlessly nodding and splitting up to the man's left and right.

The large, demonic master snickered at the sight. "Pathetic fools! I'll split you in half and chew on your innards!"

His threat never came to fruition. Geniuses experienced time differently from ordinary people. Enlightenment came to them naturally, often without their realizing it. Sometimes, they could even internalize and execute an opponent's techniques within mere seconds.

CLANG! CLANG!

After the second clash, Wiji Cheon grasped his opponent's martial arts. The sword qi grazing his skin heightened his concentration. He could sense the flow of power and speed. The enemy was definitely strong, but he wasn't undefeatable.

CLAAANG!

Yeon Soha blocked the third attack, gently deflecting the sword qi with Wudang's Taiji Sword. Grunting softly, she asked Wiji Cheon with her eyes, [You ready?]

[Yes.]

Wiji Cheon swiftly closed the distance, nimbly ducking into the man's space.

The large man sneered at the obvious tactic. He had more than enough time to cut the boy in two before getting hit. "Die!" he screamed, swinging his sword powerfully.

SWISH!

The blade slashed through empty space. Eyes wide in shock, he hastily looked to his side.

How did he get there so fast?

Wiji Cheon's eyes flashed with a chilling killing intent as he slipped into the man's blind spot. Like a ray of light, the Soul Sword shot out soundlessly, unleashing the First Unlimited Slash.

CHINK!

Wiji Cheon sheathed his sword and began to run again. Yeon Soha fell in beside him.

THUD!

The large man sank to his knees. Desperately applying pressure to the hole in his neck, he muttered, "Monster..."

Those were the last words he ever uttered.
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Outside the Samsara Hell Annihilation Formation, the Blood Cult's sorcerers stood at the ready, sweating profusely as they worked to maintain the formation.

"What in the world is happening inside?" the sorcerer dressed in the most splendid robes muttered in frustration.

The Samsara Hell Annihilation Formation, created by the previous Blood Demon, was a peerless formation capable of trapping supreme masters. Once deployed, no one could escape until it was dispelled from the outside. Although it required the blood of hundreds of commoners as a sacrifice, its power had been proven several times over the past decades.

"Is there no village nearby? It seems we'll need more sacrifices..."

VMMMMMM!

The Samsara Hell Annihilation Formation, which had been activated to trap the Azure Dragon Hero, was vibrating violently, and given that martial master's skill, the head sorcerer dared not look inside. All he could do was maintain the formation and watch.

"Is there still no reply from the Head Elder? This seems highly unusual."

"The battle seems to be dragging on. Our messenger has not returned."

The head sorcerer sighed in frustration, when suddenly, his eyes widened. "T-The formation...?"

Right before their eyes, the formations' translucent barrier buckled and split open as if sliced by a blade.

STEP, STEP...

A man with crimson hair and ruby red eyes emerged. An old man trailed behind him, but everyone's attention was drawn to the man in front.

"Ah..."

As soon as their eyes met his, the Blood Cult's sorcerers shuddered as if struck by lightning and dropped to their knees.

"Your... Your Holiness! O Blood Demon..."

The bizarre and bewitching aura emanating from his entire body was undoubtedly the most tyrannical martial art in the world, the pinnacle of all demonic arts, and the very source of the Blood Cult's sorcery—the Heaven Defying Divine Art.

The mysterious man stared blankly at the sorcerers worshiping him. "Kill yourselves," he demanded.

"We obey your command!"

SQUELCH!

Without hesitation, the Blood Cult sorcerers stabbed themselves in the heart, smiling joyfully as they died.

The man watched the scene nonchalantly, before taking off his dirty martial arts uniform and putting on the most splendid robe from among the clothes of the fallen sorcerers.

It was the color of fresh blood.


Chapter 539: No Need to Apologize

The eastern sky gradually began to brighten. As the dim light of dawn pushed back the darkness, part of the collapsed gorge came into view, revealing the most horrific scene of carnage in decades.

"No, no..."

"You can't lose consciousness! You'll be treated soon, so stay with me!"

"This is a lie, right? You're just scaring me, right? Stop pretending to be dead, or I might get really angry."

The long, dark night had finally come to an end. Between the shouts and screams and the nauseating stench of blood, everyone had either stayed wide awake from shock and pain or fallen into an eternal slumber, never to open their eyes again.

Now, some wailed while clutching cold corpses. Some groaned from their injuries. Some searched for enemies with bloodshot eyes. Others laughed hysterically as if they had lost their minds.

Wiji Cheon headed in the direction that Namgung Su had indicated. As he walked, the number of bodies around him increased. Whenever he spotted a familiar face among the corpses, he involuntarily squeezed the hilt of the Soul Sword more tightly.

If hell were to manifest in the mortal world, would it look like this?

Most of the dead were Blood Cultists and the Ak Clan martial artists, but he occasionally saw bodies clad in orange or blue school uniforms.

I wonder if Suhyeok and the seniors are okay. Senior Yoo Yiran and the SRS students too. And Senior Dokgo Jun, Senior Tang Soso, Senior Mok Hyungwoo with his injured back, seniors and friends from my classes, and even that Namgung Seok who always huffs and puffs as he vows to beat me next time.


"There is something this old man must do."



Back then, he hadn't fully understood why his grandfather volunteered to go to a place he had fled his entire life, or why they couldn't just stay together at the White Dragon Manor, but now he realized the horror the Blood Cult could cause.


"Don't worry and wait for me. I will definitely rescue the Elder."



After his grandfather, his teacher had also voluntarily walked into the Blood Cult's trap, and there had been no news since. 

Still, he wasn't too worried. No matter how dangerous the trap, Baek Suryong would return like he always did. There couldn't be any martial artist stronger than the Azure Dragon Hero.

"The Blood Cult..." Wiji Cheon muttered, biting his lip hard. The sword qi forming on his blade was chillingly sharp as he swung it at his enemies, tearing every Blood Cult followers who stood in his way to shreds.

Yeon Soha fixed him with a stern look. "Calm down. The Killing Sword will lead directly to qi deviation if you don't suppress it properly. You know that, don't you?"

"!" Wiji Cheon snapped back to his senses and took a deep breath. If not for Yeon Soha, he would have already transformed into the Sword Phantom and gone on a killing spree. "...I'm sorry."

Yeon Soha nodded. "You regained your composure quickly, so you must have a lot of experience. Let's go."

"Yes."

There was no time to delay if they wanted to save even one more person. The later they arrived, the greater the damage would be. 

Wiji Cheon steeled his wavering heart, quickened his pace, and stopped checking the faces of the corpses.

WHOOSH!

The two of them ran without stopping, but being prodigies did not make them immune to exhaustion. They were both injured, their inner qi depleted, and blood dripped from their wounds. Worse, the mental toll on them was immense.

Both teenagers instinctively realized that they would not have been able to endure this ordeal alone. Fortunately, they found great comfort and strength in each other, and occasionally exchanged words to lighten the heavy atmosphere.

Yeon Soha suddenly began, "Hey, about the Azure Dragon Hero... Has he always fought horrible battles like this with the Blood Cult? Out of everyone born after the war, he's fought them the most, hasn't he?"

Wiji Cheon hesitated before replying, "I don't know everything about Mr. Baek, but I believe that is correct..."

He abruptly stopped talking and lowered his stance. Another enemy blocked their path. 

Lunging forward, he swung his sword in an upward arc.

SPLURT!

Blood gushed from the Blood Cultist's pierced heart. 

Wiji Cheon glanced to his side and saw Yeon Soha punching a hole through another enemy's neck.

"So you don't know everything, but you still think so?"

"I know he's fighting a battle more difficult than anyone else's. He always has. That's why I want to get stronger faster, so I can be of help to Mr. Baek."

Wiji Cheon put more strength into his legs. Their destination was not far away now.

"You want to get even stronger than you are now? At your age?" Shaking her head, Yeon Soha kept pace beside him.

A short while later, the two discovered martial artists battling Blood Cultists in the largest-scale fight they had seen so far. 

Among the combatants, Wiji Cheon's eyes were drawn to the two giants leading the charge and the boy wielding a black blade that exuded a demonic aura.

"Seniors!" he cried out. Even without inner qi, his voice boomed like a Lion's Roar.

Geo Sangwoong, Ya Suhyeok, and Hyonwon Kang immediately glaced back, recognizing their junior's voice.

"Cheon!"

"Jicheon!"

"Seniors! Suhyeok!"

Wiji Cheon sprinted toward his friends. Everyone's uniform was stained with blood, and not a single one of them was unscathed, but they smiled brightly upon confirming each other's safety. After all, there was no more joyous news on a battlefield.
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Finally, the Five Young Azure Dragons were reunited...or not. Geo Sangwoong, Ya Suhyeok, Hyonwon Kang, Dokgo Jun, Tang Soso, and Mok Hyungwoo welcomed Wiji Cheon. The blue uniforms of the Azure Dragon Academy had turned red, a testament to the life-or-death struggles they had all endured.

However, one person was conspicuously missing.

Puzzled, Wiji Cheon asked, "Where's Senior Yeo Min?"

"She hasn't arrived yet. Well, knowing her, she'll probably show up soon," Hyonwon Kang answered, trying his best to sound nonchalant.

Everyone sighed. They knew Hyonwon Kang was the one waiting most anxiously for Yeo Min.

At the same time, Yeon Soha also reunited with the Vermilion Phoenix Academy instructors and students. 

"Soha! Are you okay?" Sama Yeong ran over, wrapped her arms around Yeon Soha, and checked her all over for injuries.

"I'm fine," Yeon Soha replied. "What about you, Miss Sama?"

"Look who's talking. Do you have any idea how worried I was when you were the only one missing?!"

Yeon Soha blinked. "Just me? Then..."

Sama Yeong clutched her chest in relief and nodded. "All the other kids are safe. Some have serious injuries, but none are life-threatening. Thank goodness, really..."

Even now, the painful memory of the Mount Tianzhu Massacre haunted the Vermilion Phoenix Academy. The Fire King's and the instructors' fierce determination to prevent a repeat of the tragedy had driven them to fight with the students' protection as their first priority. 

It was the same for the Azure Dragon Academy. Thanks to the instructors shielding and leading from the front, the number of student casualties was low enough to be called a miracle.

Nevertheless, the casualties were not zero.

"But I saw the corpses of the instructors on the way here..." Yeon Soha mumbled darkly.

"When the fighting is all over, let's recover their bodies together."

"...Mmm."

A heavy silence fell for a moment, but the time for mourning was short. To ensure the sacrifices of the dead were not in vain, they had to act rationally.

Wiji Cheon and Yeon Soha went to Ak Yeonhwa and relayed Namgung Su's message.

"We've found a secret passage to escape the gorge, but Mr. Namgung Su is guarding it alone right now. He's fighting against enemies that seem to be the Blood Cult's main force..."

"Where is he?"

The instructors listened to their story and made their decision instantly and unanimously, without any need for discussion.

"We will move immediately. The seriously injured will be carried on stretchers, and the students will protect the injured while maintaining a defensive formation."

A large-scale movement began as the Shandong Ak Clan, the Azure Dragon Academy, and the Vermilion Phoenix Academy moved into action. 

Naturally, the Blood Cult wasn't about to let them go so easily. Frenzied cultists attacked them from all directions, joined by blood zombies. Occasional sorcery using blood and corpses flared up as well.

"Don't stop!"

"A group of blood zombies has appeared on the left flank!"

"Fall back if you cannot infuse your weapon with qi!"

Soon, sunlight began to peep over the horizon. Everyone felt that the battle, which had lasted a full day and night, was reaching its final phase. The scattered Blood Cult forces were gathering as they retreated, and from that direction, thunder and lightning crashed continuously.

"Everyone, keep your spirits up! That will be our final battlefield!" the Azure Dragon Academy Vice Principal, Kwak Cheolwoo, shouted in encouragement. He had lost his left eye to a cultist and wore a makeshift eyepatch, blood soaking through it every time he swung his blade.

"...Principal."

He turned his head toward the entrance of the collapsed gorge. The sound was faint due to distance, but thunderous roars still echoed from within. Noh Goonsang was still fighting the Undying Supreme Demon, but they had no strength left to go and help him.

"We will evacuate the students safely... Please, return unharmed."

Hearing his words, the instructors grimly bit their lips and nodded.

The Vermilion Phoenix Academy instructors felt the same way. Their gazes frequently darted toward the massive vortex that had formed in the distant sky.

RUMBLE RUMBLE RUMBLE!

The vortex, so enormous it was hard to believe humans had created it, spun furiously as if it wanted to blow away everything in the world. 

And their Principal, the Fire King was fighting inside it.

"...Grandfather," Sama Yeong muttered softly, before conjuring flames and spraying them at the enemies before her.

For now, all they could do was pray for each other's luck in battle.
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RUMBLE RUMBLE RUMBLE!

Amidst the fierce gale that raged as if to tear everything apart, the Fire King thought, This is exhausting.

If he could see himself in a bronze mirror, he would be a real sight to behold. His vermilion robe was torn and tattered, and his carefully groomed beard had become a tangled mess. 

If that wasn't bad enough, he could no longer feel anything in his palms and fingers. A dreadful cold penetrated his body every time his palms clashed with the Second Apostle, and in the process of purging it with the heat of his Blazing Divine Art, his skin had repeatedly frozen and thawed, leading to necrosis.

Looking down at his blackened fingers, the Fire King smiled bitterly. The flames swirling around him were growing faint. "As expected of an apostle of the Blood Cult. I thought I had a chance against ice arts..."

"You had reason to be confident. You are indeed quite strong," a woman clad in pure white said hollowly, surrounded by wind. 

She wore a snow-white martial arts uniform with only the sleeves dyed red, floating gracefully in the sky. Unlike the Fire King, she showed no major signs of distress, except for the slightly burnt ends of her sleeves. 

"Did you research how to counter the White Ice Divine Art? You should have died long ago, yet you're still holding on by a thread."

The Fire King chuckled despite the life-or-death stakes. The woman's blank expression and flat tone sounded less like arrogance and more like a simple analysis. "...It's because I was beaten quite badly a long time ago," he explained.

A very old memory suddenly surfaced.


"You want to compete with me in martial arts?"

"My martial arts, which handles the ultimate yang energy, and your martial arts, which handles the ultimate yin energy! Let's determine which is superior!"

"Is that really all?"

"A-And after the duel, how about we have an in-depth discussion about each other's martial arts..."

"What kind of lousy pickup line is this?"



A long time ago, the Ice Moon Goddess Eun Yerin had handed him the first overwhelming defeat he had ever tasted in his life. He had challenged her continuously for ten days after that, but he lost every single time. 

At first, he had done it to make a good impression, and later out of sheer stubbornness, but eventually, he came to respect her purely as a martial artist.

Even after parting ways with Eun Yerin, as he roamed the jianghu and fought countless masters, the target of his relentless training was always her. That goal never changed, even after he became one of the Ten Supremes and was revered by all. 

Unfortunately, he never got to meet her ever again.

Staring at the Second Apostle, he asked, "Are you the Ice Moon Goddess's successor?"

For a moment, the Second Apostle, whom he had thought was completely emotionless, flinched. In the end, thought, she denied, "...I have no relation to her."

SHHHHAAAA!

A chilling cold swirled around her as if she had summoned all the blizzards of the North Sea. The Fire King's flames, which were already holding on precariously, faltered and retreated.

The Fire King nodded as if relieved. "I was worried, but that's a relief. Now I don't have to feel sorry for her."

The Second Apostle tilted her head in confusion. "...What are you talking about?"

FWOOOOSH!

The Fire King set himself ablaze, igniting the final flame of his life. His flames swelled in an instant, like a bellows fanning a furnace, engulfing his entire body. 

Moments later, the flames subsided, forming the shape of a person made of fire.

The Fire King grinned. "I'm talking about making you my companion on the road to the afterlife."


Chapter 540: I'll Be Sure to Tell Them

A vortex so powerful that it could destroy the world blazed into life. Flames and frost churned together and soared into the sky. Nearby rocks and trees were uprooted and swallowed whole by the swirling maelstrom.

"Ugh..." Yeo Min groaned, shielding her face as she slowly approached. Lowering her stance and bracing her legs, she struggled with all her might just to keep from being swept away.

At the center of the vortex, the Fire King and the Blood Cult Apostle battled with enough force to shatter the heavens. From where she stood, however, all she could see was a clash of fire and frost. It was impossible to follow the movements of the supreme masters.

She knew getting any closer could kill her, but she had to press on.

Unconsciously, she muttered the alias of the martial artist to whom she was deeply indebted, "Nine Yin Witch..."


"Are you perhaps Hayeon-unnie's daughter?"

"Y-You know my mother?"



The Nine Yin Witch was one of the Ten Great Villains that she met in the Valley of Evil. Although she had saved the Five Young Azure Dragons when they were surrounded by enemies, she later tried to kill Yeo Min for her yin qi in a fit of madness.


"There's no need to be scared. It's okay. I won't hurt you."



Still, she didn't blame the Nine Yin Witch. The woman was a raving lunatic who lived in terrible pain from the side effects of a flawed White Ice Divine Art. It was her tragic fate which forced her to go mad and commit villainous acts.


"I met your mother in a Blood Cult facility where many girls in similar situations were gathered."



The Nine Yin Witch explained that many children, including her mother, Eun Hayeon, had been held at the Blood Cult's martial arts research facility.


"In that place, if you didn't train your martial arts rigorously, you were beaten and starved. Children died every week. Hayeon-unnie helped me a lot back then. Even though she must have been hungry herself, she shared her food with me."



Yeo Min clearly remembered the Nine Yin Witch's dying expression. Her gaze was confused, torn between the desire to help Eun Hayeon's daughter and desperation for yin qi. By the time she regained consciousness, however, the Nine Yin Witch was already gone.

She recalled the words that Baek Suryong had told her dazed self back then.


"Let me start by telling you about the yin qi dwelling within your body."

"...Was it the Nine Yin Witch who gave it to me?"

"So you knew."



Later, she heard from her teacher that the Nine Yin Witch had willed her Ice Essence to her in her final moments.

HUMMM...

The Ice Essence inside her body resonated with the vortex in front of her. Gritting her teeth, Yeo Min drew upon the White Ice Divine Art to deflect the stones and debris flying from all directions.

I might not be able to do anything with my current abilities, but...

She had no intention of foolishly throwing herself into the fight and getting herself killed, but when she began learning the White Ice Divine Art, she had made a vow to herself. If she ever met someone like the Nine Yin Witch again, she would not simply stand by and do nothing.

"I can't just leave them be."

Biting her lip, Yeo Min stared into the storm.
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Two hundred exchanges at most.

Before the fight began, the Second Apostle had judged that she could surely kill the Fire King within two hundred exchanges. Although he was formerly ranked among the Ten Supremes, he had never achieved Body Reformation and was now approaching ninety. This meant that while his inner arts were among the most powerful in the current murim, his body could not fully contain them.

However, as the fight dragged on, she realized how wrong her initial assessment was.

He's unexpectedly familiar with the White Ice Divine Art.

This went beyond merely countering ice arts. She felt as if her opponent had fought masters of the White Ice Divine Art many times and had thoroughly researched how to overcome it. 

Caution flickered in the Second Apostle's eyes. No opponent had read and reacted to her techniques in advance for decades.

Five hundred, no, it'll take a thousand exchanges to kill him.

She could end the battle quickly by going all out, but that would leave her temporarily weakened. Also, before the battle began, the First Apostle had clearly warned her to preserve her strength.


"Don't push yourself until I arrive."



The First Apostle had grown more cautious after the recent injury to the Third Apostle and the disappearance of the Fourth Apostle, and he urged her not to fight recklessly. She deemed the advice reasonable and conserved her strength appropriately.

In contrast, the Fire King had been fighting tenaciously and relentlessly from the start. With each passing moment, it became increasingly apparent that the old man planned to self-destruct.

Watching him, the Second Apostle was reminded of an old but seasoned predator. The Fire King withstood attack after attack without crumbling, forcefully prolonging the fight from sunset till dawn the next day.

How has he managed to endure for so long with his aging, battered body? Just what is it that keeps him going?

A hint of doubt flickered across the Second Apostle's usually impassive face. The Fire King was old and frail, and his skin was necrotizing more and more. Still, despite knowing he had no chance of winning, his fighting spirit was indomitable.

"Blood Cult Apostle! You shall be my companion on the road to the afterlife, a boast to my friends who have gone before me!"

BOOM! BOOM! BOOOOOOOM!

Flames repeatedly condensed and exploded. The impacts continuously battered and shattered the frost barrier surrounding the Second Apostle, but that was not the end of it.

FWOOSH!

The Fire King's two arms, wreathed in fire, swelled to the size of a phoenix's wings and swallowed her.

The Second Apostle quickly retaliated, thrusting her palms in all directions. A pure white blizzard raged, pushing back the heat.

KRAKOOOOM!

The air chilled by the White Ice Divine Art collided with air heated by the Scorching Heat Divine Art, forming a massive tornado. Within it, the two supreme masters fought to the death, unleashing a natural disaster.

"...Why aren't you dead yet?" the Second Apostle asked curiously, brushing embers from her sleeve. Her snow-white uniform was now scorched black in places, and her jade-like skin was flushed red. She had never looked so disheveled in her life.

"Didn't I tell you? I will make you my companion on the road to the afterlife."

Each time the Fire King laughed heartily, flames erupted from his body. The power he gained from burning his life force far surpassed the martial prowess he had in his prime. Right now, he looked so full of life that it was hard to believe he had been an old man on the verge of death just moments before. With each wave of his hand, a stream of fire whipped out like a lash. 

SIZZLE...

The Second Apostle's protective frost qi began to melt in the intense heat. Finally, she had to acknowledge that the current Fire King was an opponent she couldn't kill without using her full power.

SHAAAAA!

An incredible chill erupted from her body, pushing back the terrible heat. She swung her palm again and again, extinguishing and weakening the flames with each strike. Her perfected White Ice Divine Palm froze space itself.

"It's frighteningly cold. You must be stronger than the Ice Moon Goddess in her prime. However..."

The Fire King smiled with satisfaction. Was it because the archenemy he faced by burning the last of his life was the successor to the White Ice Divine Art, the very art he had wanted to surpass his entire life?

"I am not the Sama Ryang of the past."

He thrust both palms forward and charged head-on into the raging blizzard, leaving a trail of flames behind him.

A massive light exploded, followed shortly by a deafening roar that shook the heavens and the earth.

KRAKRAKOOOOM!

The vortex created by the two supreme masters vanished. From the deceptively clear dawn sky, they slowly descended to the ground.

For a long time, they stood facing each other, looking battered. The Second Apostle's right sleeve was completely burned away, and a terrible burn mark snaked from her shoulder to her forearm.

"Damn it! Was an arm all I could take?" the Fire King muttered, staring into the void with unfocused eyes. 

Outwardly, he looked much the same, but almost no life force remained in his body. He was a desolate figure, like the ashes left behind after complete combustion. Burning his own life had blinded his eyes, and he could no longer see the Second Apostle.

"...Finish it," he muttered.

However, no matter how long he waited, the Second Apostle did not attack.

"White Ice Fog...?" she mumbled softly, before leaving in a hurry.

"Apostle, what are you doing? I told you to snap this old man's neck!" the Fire King urged again, but no answer came. Blinded and with all his senses fading, he couldn't tell that the Second Apostle had already departed.

"Why don't you end it? Are you mocking me? You didn't seem the type..."

His voice faded as the strength drained from his body. He still stood tall, but like a snuffed-out candle losing its last warmth, he slowly lost consciousness.

"Fuck, I should have left a few words..."

"Leave them now," a old man interjected. "I can buy you that much time."

"!" The Fire King shuddered as a brief surge of extreme yang qi returned to his body, stoking the fading flame of his life. Another practitioner of an extreme yang martial art was pressing a palm to his back, transferring their inner qi to him. "...Who are you?"

"Principal!" a younger male voice called out.

The Fire King tilted his head. "Azure Dragon Hero... is that you?"

"!" Baek Suryong's eyes shook, realizing the Fire King could not see them. He couldn't see the man with crimson hair and eyes, clad in a blood-red robe, standing before him, nor the old man infusing him with extreme yang qi.

...In this situation, maybe blindness is a blessing.

He choked, "Yes, it is."

"Finally, you came back. Did you rescue the hostage?"

"I rescued him safely and came straight here, but..." Baek Suryong hesitated for a moment, then asked, "Were you fighting an apostle?"

The Fire King nodded readily. "Since you didn't see her, she must have left right after our final clash. Clearly, even a great immortal can't save me now."

"......" For a long time, Baek Suryong said nothing.

Ultimately, it was the Fire King who spurred him on.

As if drawing from an unknown source of strength, the old man roared, "Well, what are you waiting for? Hurry and save the students! They must still be fighting. Stop those Blood Cult fiends from harming the children!"

Baek Suryong flinched. Even during his last moments, the Fire King prioritized his students above all else. "...I understand," he replied, his hair and eyes returning to their normal color. "Are there any last words you wish to convey?"

"Just pass on a few words for me."

The Fire King relayed his last will to Baek Suryong, passing on a short message to Sama Yeong, the instructors, and students of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy.

"I'll be sure to relay your messages. Leave the rest to me, and rest peacefully."

"Give my regards to Goonsang, too. Tell him there's no place for him in the afterlife yet, so he shouldn't even dream of going there."

"I'll be sure to tell him."

A gentle smile crossed the Fire King's weary face as he let out a low, long sigh. "I'm tired. I've lived for too long. The thought of seeing my old friends again isn't so bad."

Baek Suryong paused briefly, before suddenly saying, "I'm sure the Ice Moon Goddess will welcome you, too." 

"Huh? How would you know that?" the Fire King exclaimed in surprise.

"I have my ways, but don't you go hitting on her again. Her husband will glare daggers at you from the sidelines."

"Hah! You speak as if you know them!"

"Just don't badmouth me when you meet them."

"Hahaha! I'll kick things off with a story about you!"

For a while, the Fire King laughed heartily, like a young man. Soon, though, he quietly took his last breath, as if drifting off to sleep.

"...Rest in peace."

And so, the Fire King Sama Ryang passed away at the age of eighty-eight, falling in battle against the Blood Cult.


Chapter 541: Never Forget

Wiji Yeol sat down next to the Fire King's body. "...I will remain here."

He had infused the Fire King with supreme yang qi from his Flaming Soul Divine Art, keeping the man alive long enough to leave behind his final words, but the price for doing so was steep. His already haggard complexion grew even paler, the combined toll of his ordeal with the Undying Supreme Demon and the exhaustion from within the Samsara Hell Annihilation Formation plainly visible on his face.

Wiping cold sweat from his brow, he added, "I'm dying to see Cheon, but in my current state, I'll only be a hindrance to you."

He turned his head, fixing his gaze on the distant canyon.

RRRRRUMBLE!

Thunder roared intermittently, shaking the ground and shattering cliffs. The wind carried the stench of blood, painting a vivid picture of the brutal battlefield even from this distance. The Second Apostle and the Fire King had fought their final battle far from the canyon because it couldn't withstand their power, yet the terrain was still being destroyed by the other supreme masters.

"Will you be okay on your own?" Baek Suryong asked worriedly.

Although haggard, Wiji Yeol nodded resolutely. "I'm not so weak that a wild beast could take me down. The Blood Cultists have also all flocked over there, so I won't be in any immediate danger. I'll be fine, so go on."

"...I understand." Baek Suryong nodded. Time was of the essence, and as Wiji Yeol said, bringing an exhausted old man onto the battlefield would only put them both in more danger. "Please find a nearby cave and hide. I will return with Cheon."

"Don't you worry about me. Have you forgotten? I have decades of experience living in the mountains, hiding from both the Blood Cult and the Murim Alliance." Wiji Yeol forced a smile and hoisted the Fire King's corpse onto his back. Surprisingly, the old man's corpse was unbelievably light, as if he had burned away everything he had.

As Baek Suryong turned to leave, however, he stared at the blood-red robe illuminated by the dawn and asked apprehensively, "But...are you really okay?"

His question was laden with hidden undertones. The Baek Suryong he had witnessed inside the Samsara Hell Annihilation Formation had resembled a second coming of the Blood Demon. To make matters worse, when Baek Suryong ordered the sorcerers to commit suicide after escaping the formation, he himself had felt an overwhelming impulse to kneel and obey.

"...I'm fine," Baek Suryong answered without looking back, hiding his uneasy expression from Wiji Yeol.

BOOM!

With a powerful kick, he shot into the air, launching himself toward the canyon battlefield.

As the surrounding scenery zipped past, he felt the energy of the Heaven Defying Divine Art stirring within him.

The Heaven Defying Divine Art has reached the Ninth Star.

Glimpsing the Blood Demon's memories in the Samsara Hell Annihilation Formation had advanced his martial arts to the next realm. He also now had a faint understanding of the Blood Demon's goal.


"Interdimensional Travel, huh...?"



When he muttered those words inside the formation, he had sensed the Blood Demon's presence and lost partial control of his body to that bastard.


"You are getting closer to completion surprisingly quickly..."

"You'll understand me someday, in the not-so-distant future. Perhaps even right now."

"Shall we open the heavens together?"



He couldn't tell if the eerie entity had left him or was merely dormant, but he knew it could resurface at any moment.

The reason it could act so freely was probably because we were inside the Samsara Hell Annihilation Formation, but...as my mastery of the Heaven Defying Divine Art increases, the more the Blood Demon's influence encroaches upon me, threatening to overwhelm my sense of self. 

"...I'll just have to be careful."

He couldn't avoid using the Heaven Defying Divine Art in the war against the Blood Cult. It was the nemesis of all demonic arts and the ultimate weapon that could end the war once and for all. 


"This is the fate of those who defy heaven."



Baek Suryong was at a crossroads. He could either suppress his accelerating transformation into the Blood Demon, or give in to it. Depending on his decision, the fates of the people around him, and even the world itself, would change drastically.

"I'm still okay."

Muttering as if to convince himself, he increased his speed, shooting forward like a beam of light.

Watching Baek Suryong disappear in the distance, Wiji Yeol whispered earnestly, "Please... never forget who you are."

For some reason, he couldn't shake the feeling that Baek Suryong was walking on a knife's edge, but all he could offer were words of prayer.

[image: sep]


WHOOOOOSH!

Yeo Min tore across the landscape, pushing her movement arts to their absolute limit. She was even faster than when she raced Sama Hyeon. A bead of sweat on her neck turned to frost from the White Ice Divine Art, and tiny ice particles shattered in her hair as it whipped in the wind.

She had never run so fast before. Right now, few teachers at the Azure Dragon Academy could match her speed. The catch was that the woman chasing her was an even more incredible movement arts master.

Is the Vermilion Phoenix Academy Principal okay?

He had definitely been alive when she last saw him. Just as the Second Apostle was about to deliver the final blow to the Fire King, she had unconsciously unleashed the White Ice Divine Palm. Her attack probably hadn't made much of a difference, and the most she could do was turn and flee the instant her eyes met the apostle's. Even that had required tremendous courage.

Yeo Min bit her lip hard. Grandfather Fire King, please run away quickly. I don't think I can buy much time.

She glanced back, only to see the Second Apostle chasing her with an expressionless face. The woman ran quickly and steadily, an astonishing feat given her severe injuries.

"...So I wasn't mistaken," the Second Apostle muttered, a faint hint of surprise in her monotonous, robotic voice. She instantly accelerated, closing in right behind Yeo Min. 

ROAAAAAR!

Whirling around, Yeo Min thrust out her hands, blasting a pure white wind toward the Second Apostle. 

A single light gesture from the woman, however, scattered her full force attack like a gentle breeze. Despite her right hand being burned almost beyond recognition, the Second Apostle was still a supreme master.

"Girl, where did you learn the White Ice Divine Art?"

Yeo Min ignored the question and focused on attacking the Second Apostle, who was now so close that she could feel her breath. She began a graceful dance like a ballerina, twirling amidst a swirling blizzard.

Still, the Second Apostle easily blocked the onslaught with only her left hand. Her icy eyes trembled, but not because Yeo Min's martial arts were more impressive than she expected. Rather, it was because of the ultimate technique imbued in the girl's movements.

The New Moon White Ice Dance.

The New Moon White Ice Dance was the White Ice Divine Art's ultimate technique, taught to her by her old instructor. Though clumsy and shallow, she was certain that like herself, Yeo Min had undoubtedly learned the complete, flawless version.

How dare she!

The Second Apostle's eyes narrowed, and her hands moved quickly. Instantly overpowering Yeo Min, she reached out and seized the girl's slender neck.

"Gak, keuk! L-Let go!" Yeo Min choked, her face turning blue.

The Second Apostle loosened her grip just enough for the girl to breathe. "Where did you learn that martial art? Are you from the Ice Palace?"

Yeo Min shook her head fiercely. "N-No, I'm not!"

"...If you lie, I'll freeze and shatter your fingers one by one."

Yeo Min glared at her opponent, unfazed by the menacing threat. "Do you know the Nine Yin Witch? What about Eun Hayeon? That's my mother's name."

"......"

"You're in a similar situation as them, right? You were also kidnapped by the Blood Cult at a young age and forced to learn martial arts and kill people on command. You're not doing this because you truly believe in the Blood Cult, are you?"

"......"

Yeo Min tried to persuade the Second Apostle with heartfelt words, but the woman simply observed the girl with vacant eyes, offering no response.

Undeterred, Yeo Min persisted, "I've heard that the Blood Cult's version of the White Ice Divine Art has side effects such as excruciating pain if you don't absorb yin qi or madness from qi deviation... But it can be cured!"

Finally, a crack appeared in the Second Apostle's icy expression. "Do you know how to fix it?"

Yeo Min nodded joyfully. "Come with me and you'll naturally find out how to cure it!"

Has my sincerity finally gotten through?

She judged that the Second Apostle, like the Nine Yin Witch and her own mother, had been kidnapped by the Blood Cult and forced to learn a flawed version of the White Ice Divine Art. If she could solve that problem, she believed she could persuade her. 

Unfortunately, only half of her assumptions were correct.

"So, you're the child of someone who escaped the laboratory?"

"...What?" Yeo Min's eyes widened with shock.

Finally, she realized. The Second Apostle's voice was as cold as a northern blizzard. Her situation was fundamentally different from her mother and the Nine Yin Witch.

SHWAAAA!

A terrifying, cold energy flooded from the Second Apostle's being, enough to freeze the entire area. She had only listened to Yeo Min's rambling to gather information, not because she was swayed by any persuasion. 

"W-Well, the North Sea Ice Palace also knows the White Ice Divine Art," Yeo Min argued, shivering from the cold despite practicing the same martial art. Her eyebrows frosted over, and her body slowly began to stiffen.

"The Ice Palace does not know the New Moon White Ice Dance. Moreover, the version you performed was..."

What Yeo Min had used was not the empty shell of an ultimate technique her old instructor had taught her, but a version where the missing parts were completely fleshed out. Even for her, the final piece of the puzzle only fell into place after a long time, when she realized that a mental image derived from emotion was integral to the technique's completion.

Emotion.

Back then, the Second Apostle, who had been trained to suppress her emotions, had been greatly confused. Only after a long time did she manage to fill her own New Moon White Ice Dance with an emotion befitting a Blood Cult apostle—resentment and hatred.

SHWAAAAAAAA!

As the cold intensified, Yeo Min's body temperature dropped rapidly.

"Tell me. Who taught you?"

"Ugh..."

"Speak if you don't want to freeze to death." A ghastly killing intent flickered in the Second Apostle's eyes, and behind her icy pupils was a deep-seated resentment.

Despite the horrific chill seeping into her bones, Yeo Min gritted her teeth and shook her head. "I...can't say..."

"Do you want to experience the pain of qi deviation firsthand?"

"AHHHHH!"

Yeo Min endured the excruciating pain for as long as she could. The cold energy forcibly injected into her ravaged every acupoint in her body. Finally, she blacked out.

The Second Apostle looked at the unconscious girl with empty eyes. She had no intention of killing her. Yeo Min was a precious specimen for new research. She would take her to the Blood Cult and use any means necessary to find out who had taught her the New Moon White Ice Dance.

CRASH!

At least, that is what she would have done had someone not blocked her path.


Chapter 542: If You're Okay With It

As a colossal presence neared her, the Second Apostle's robes fluttered violently, and she unleashed the New Moon White Ice Dance.

CRACKLE...!

In an instant, an area spanning several dozen meters froze over, transforming into her domain. Although she was injured from her fight with the Fire King, she remained a formidable opponent. Summoning a snowfield from the North Sea, she braced for a surprise attack.

Almost immediately, though, she lowered her guard. Thanks to her heightened senses, she quickly identified the newcomer. "Number Four?"

Number Four, who had supposedly vanished without a trace, approached her stiffly. 

The Second Apostle's sharp, upturned eyes softened almost imperceptibly, a faint but visible relief crossing her face. She only ever showed such a lapse in vigilance to her three closest friends. "I heard you disappeared. Why are you here?"

Instead of answering, Number Four looked at Yeo Min, who was held captive, and extended his hand. 

The Second Apostle shook her head, misunderstanding his intention. "I'm okay, you don't have to help me. I can carry her with telekinesis..."

Before she could finish speaking, Number Four's hand moved with lightning speed, aiming for the Second Apostle's wrist.

A fight between peerless masters erupted at point-blank range.

SHWAAAA!

The Second Apostle immediately shrouded her body in a protective layer of icy qi, her instincts reacting even before her mind could register her friend's betrayal. The White Ice Divine Art's extreme yin qi was so potent that it could freeze a peak master instantaneously. Before she became an apostle, many Blood Cult masters had confidently closed the distance on her, only to be defeated, frozen in place before they could attack.

However, the Blood Cult's Fourth Apostle was different. Having trained his body until it was akin to a legendary weapon, he was one of the few martial artists capable of withstanding that frigid energy at close range.

KRAK! KRAK! KRAK! KRAK!

Number Four advanced, shattering the ice particles clinging to him with sheer force. 

The Second Apostle's eyes widened. "You...!"

In the blink of an eye, he seized her wrist, forced her to release Yeo Min, and exposed her vulnerabilities. If she hadn't let him get close so easily, or if her right arm hadn't been injured, the fight would not have ended so one-sidedly. 

Gritting her teeth, she glared at Number Four. She couldn't understand why a friend of decades had turned traitor. Adding to the confusion, Number Four was staring at her with red-rimmed eyes, as if he was about to cry.

THWACK!

A fist slammed into her abdomen. Ultimately, the incomplete defensive enhanced qi of her White Ice Divine Art was no match for the world's most powerful punch

"Just... why..." the Second Apostle groaned, struggling to lift her head and look up at Number Four even as her consciousness slipped away. 

"......" Number Four silently met her gaze.

It was only then that she noticed another person approaching from a distance. Her skin prickled with the sheer intensity and power of the approaching presence, yet it felt somewhat familiar.

Number One? Number Three? No, this is even more...

The familiar aura stirred a memory so old it was almost forgotten, but before the Second Apostle could dwell on the memory, she blacked out and her body went limp.

Number Four carefully scooped her into his arms.

THUD!

Almost simultaneously, Baek Suryong landed behind him. "What do you think you're doing?" he demanded, his voice far rougher than when they had first met. 

Number Four did not need to see his former instructor's face to know the man's emotions were running high.

Baek Suryong alternated between confusion and fury. He had been heading for the gorge when he sensed two familiar presences and quickly changed direction, only to find Number Four cradling Number Two in his arms and Yeo Min lying on the ground. 

Confirming that Yeo Min was unharmed and merely unconscious, he snapped, "I asked you a question. Why are you here? And that child...why is Number Two unconscious?"

Still, Number Four did not turn around, simply staring blankly at the face of his unconscious friend.

Baek Suryong's heart sank. "Don't tell me... did you attack her?" he asked, his voice trembling with the fury of an ancient demon.

Number Four remained silent. He looked at the Second Apostle, Number Two, his childhood friend and fellow disciple. 

For a moment, her current face seemed to overlap with her younger self. The girl who had cried the most among the four had learned the White Ice Divine Art, turning even her tears to ice. Her soft, warm emotions had hardened into hatred and resentment, and with that, she had completed the unfinished New Moon White Ice Dance.

CRACKLE...

Even though she was unconscious, the remnants of the New Moon White Ice Dance lingered. Frost formed on Number Four's eyebrows, and his skin began to freeze. However, instead of pushing the cold away, he simply endured it.

"You shouldn't fight each other," Baek Suryong urged. He knew he had no right to say such a thing, but he couldn't bear to watch his former trainees hurt one another. "Aren't there only four of you left in the world? You're friends who stuck by each other through thick and thin. No matter what kind of lives you've led, you're the only ones who completely understand each other."

"......"

"This isn't what I wanted. I'd hoped that you would leave the Blood Cult, but I never wanted you to turn on your friends. I'd rather..."

I'd rather you struck my heart with that fist, because it would hurt a hundred times less than seeing any of you in pain.

Baek Suryong recalled the last expression he had seen on Number Four's face. That look, as if he had made a firm resolution, had plagued his thoughts. Even then, he never imagined that Number Four would become hostile to the Blood Cult and fight his other former trainees. Despite the fact that Number Four was the most reliable reinforcement in the world, he felt no joy at all.

"You can hate and despise me all you want, but you shouldn't do this to each other. Just leave this place. Go far away, at least until I settle my ill-fated connection with the Blood Cult..."

Now that the Blood Demon's sorcery carved into his heart was gone, Number Four could live freely, no longer bound to the Blood Cult. He must have known this himself, yet...

Number Four finally spun around to face Baek Suryong, also revealing Number Two's condition. A sharp aura carved words at his feet.

Do not misunderstand.

"...What?" Baek Suryong's eyes widened upon seeing Number Two's face. For some reason, her peacefully sleeping face hadn't changed at all since long ago, just like Number Four's.

SWOOSH!

The wind blew, erasing the words carved on the ground, and new ones appeared in their place.

I'm not doing this for you, but for my friends.

The corner of Baek Suryong's eye twitched in agitation, and his eyes unconsciously turned red. "Don't be stubborn. Do you think they'll listen to a word you say? They'll call you a traitor and try to kill you! They're different from you. The Blood Demon's sorcery is still embedded in their hearts, and they've never met me. Isn't it obvious how they'll interpret your actions?!"

Number Four did not avoid his gaze, staring right back.

I know my friends better than anyone, even you. I will return to the Blood Cult and talk to them.

Baek Suryong recalled a fact he had momentarily forgotten. Back then, Number Four had never defied his former instructor, but he had also been the most stubborn of the four.

"You're going back to the Blood Cult like this? How is that any different from suicide?!"

"......"

"I told you not to be stubborn!"

FWOOSH!

Blood red hair fanned out in all directions, and crimson eyes erupted with brilliant light. "I won't allow it."

The Blood Demon Eyes, powered by the Ninth Star of the Heaven Defying Divine Art, activated on their own. A sinister energy, originating from the pinnacle of all demonic arts, descended upon Number Four, rendering him as helpless as a butterfly caught in a spider's web.

KABOOM!

Yet, with a single stomp from Number Four, the energy of the Heaven Defying Divine Art dispersed. 

Baek Suryong's ruby eyes wavered for a moment before returning to normal. "O-Oh no... What have I done?" he whispered, flustered.

What was I thinking? Why did I try to suppress and force Number Four with the Heaven Defying Divine Art? If the Blood Demon's sorcery had still remained in his heart, then he might've... 

The mere thought made Baek Suryong feel disgusted with himself.

Number Four furrowed his brow at his former instructor, before letting out a faint sigh. New words appeared on the ground.

Do you intend to become the Blood Demon?

Baek Suryong shook his head vehemently. "I have no intention of doing that. I just..."

I am no longer a Blood Cult apostle. Even if you become the Blood Demon, you cannot command me.

"You..."

Baek Suryong was overwhelmed with emotion at the firm declaration. Number Four had lived his entire life knowing nothing but the Blood Cult. He couldn't have said such a thing simply because the sorcery was gone. The things he had experienced at the White Dragon Manor, the people he was with, the worries, the questions, and the answers he found for himself must have led him to this conclusion.

Is this what it feels like to suddenly realize my child has become an adult? 

Baek Suryong felt as if his former trainee had grown distant in an instant.

"...Right. You're no longer a Blood Cult apostle. You're not a child anymore, either. For a moment, I forgot that you're now a grown adult who can share a drink with me," he mumbled nervously.

Number Four's stiff expression finally relaxed, and a gentle smile spread across his lips.

I'll be going now.

Number Four turned and gathered his qi to use his movement arts, when Baek Suryong's soft voice reached his ears.

"...Sagon."

Strangely, the unfamiliar name resonated with Number Four. He stopped and glanced back. Baek Suryong was looking at him awkwardly.

"Uhm, if you're cutting ties with the Blood Cult, then you're also abandoning your 'Fourth Apostle' title, right? And 'Number Four' is just an identification number you were given. If you're okay with it, I'd like to give you a proper name."

"......"

"Sagon, with Sa (謝) for 'repay' and Gon (坤) for 'earth'. I thought for a long time before deciding on it. What do you think?"

Baek Suryong had chosen the name after much deliberation and contemplation. Now, he finally mustered the courage to present his old trainee with this new name.

Number Four stood stunned for a moment, then slowly nodded. Though he couldn't say it out loud, he mouthed the name a few times before breaking into a broad grin.

Master, please save your students. This time, for sure.

BOOM!

After leaving his final words on the ground, Sagon kicked off powerfully. Within moments, his figure became a dot and disappeared. 

Baek Suryong stared at the last words his former trainee left behind and laughed helplessly. "Seriously... You kids make me feel ashamed of myself until the very end."

He lifted the unconscious Yeo Min onto his back. Sagon had already dispersed the cold qi that the Second Apostle had injected into her, and also protected her from the fierce clash of auras that followed.

"Just hold on a little longer."

Baek Suryong cradled his peacefully sleeping student and unleashed his movement arts. His figure became a streak of light, hurtling toward the gorge.

It was time to end the war.


Chapter 543: What Does It Matter?

The vortex that had raged as if to destroy the heavens and earth suddenly vanished.

Noh Goonsang gazed at the slowly brightening dawn sky bitterly, as if he could sense the Fire King's end. "Damn it, Hyung-nim! Why did you go and leave your little brother behind?"

To say his body was a wreck was an understatement. His martial arts uniform was torn to shreds, its original form impossible to guess, and his entire body was soaked in blood. Most of the strong fingers he had trained his entire life were broken and dangled loosely. His arms bent at bizarre angles, their muscles twisted. Finding an unbroken bone was difficult. Given his condition, it was a miracle he was even standing.

Despite this, Noh Goonsang still stood his ground firmly.

"You... you tenacious old fogey..."

Across from him, the Undying Supreme Demon shuddered with rage. His martial arts uniform was also in tatters, and his disheveled hair stuck out in all directions from the fierce battle. Compared to Noh Goonsang, however, he had few visible injuries, thanks to the regenerative power of the Undying Demonic Art.

SSSSSK...

Like magic, the wounds he had sustained moments ago healed as if they had never been there. Lacerations sealed themselves, and the blood that had spilled onto the ground squirmed and gathered at his feet, collecting in a pool.

SPLISH! SPLASH!

With every step the Undying Supreme Demon took, the pool of blood moved with him, following its master like a sentient spirit beast. "Do you have any idea how much precious lifeblood I have shed because of you?"

"Bwahahahaha!" Noh Goonsang burst out laughing, his shoulders shaking with mirth.

The Undying Supreme Demon frowned. "What's so funny?"

"Watching a blood-sucking demon try to act like a powerful noble is so hilarious. You may be called the Head Elder in the Blood Cult, but out here, you're just another demonic fiend waiting to be hunted down and killed. Why don't you start acting the part?"

The Undying Supreme Demon glared at his opponent, eyes glinting with a chilling killing intent. "I should have ripped out your sharp tongue long ago."

The Undying Demonic Art he had mastered was somewhat lacking in destructive power compared to other ultimate martial arts, but by absorbing blood, he could steal another's inner arts and innate energy, granting him a regenerative ability worthy of the name 'undying.' While the martial art was ill-suited for short, decisive battles, it grew more advantageous the longer a fight dragged on. For this reason, his survivability and endurance were difficult for even a peerless master to overcome.

And yet... why am I the one getting tired?

The Undying Supreme Demon regarded Noh Goonsang with exasperation. Unlike himself, Noh Goonsang was wounded, bled, and sustained fractures with every exchange, yet he never shied away from a full-power, close-quarters brawl. 

At first, the sight of the old man struggling with his aged body had been laughable. Now, a feeling akin to fear slowly crept into the Undying Supreme Demon's heart, but he forced that sensation down and laughed fiercely. "In any case, it seems that the withered Fire King has finally crossed the river to the underworld. The Second Apostle must have gotten carried away after our long respite and toyed with her new plaything."

Noh Goonsang scoffed at the provocation, which was clearly aimed at rattling his nerves. "Do you think the great Fire King would walk the path to the afterlife alone? He surely took that apostle with him as a travel companion."

"Kekeke! An old man's dreams are truly delusional. You'll be more than enough of a travel companion for the Fire King."

The pool of blood at the Undying Supreme Demon's feet gurgled and climbed up his legs, covering his entire body like a suit of armor. He smiled grotesquely, revealing blood-red teeth. "I'll admit it. Even after our Cult mobilized this much power, we had a hard time wiping you out. All the more I must annihilate you all right here."

"Not as long as I'm alive."

"Kekeke! First, I'll suck you dry of every last drop of blood." Letting out a monstruous laugh, the Undying Supreme Demon charged, closing the distance in an instant

The stench of blood washed over Noh Goonsang, but he miraculously lifted his limp arms, which had seemed incapable of moving.

SHHHHK!

Due to the innumerable shadow arms that appeared when he performed his martial arts, he was known as the Thousand-Armed Bodhisattva. Now, however, only about a dozen arms materialized. Each arm was still powerful enough to shatter boulders, but to a master like the Undying Supreme Demon, they must have looked like nothing more than flailing branches.

This will be the last time.

His body wouldn't cooperate, and his qi center was empty. It wouldn't have been strange for him to collapse at any moment, but his single-minded determination to protect the Azure Dragon Academy kept his old body going.

As he drew closer to death, however, his mind quieted. Distractions and worldly desires vanished, and his heart became as clear as still water.

"...Amitabha."

The moment the crimson hands reached his eyes, Noh Goonsang unconsciously appealed to the Buddha. As he extended his palms, the Thousand-Armed Buddha Palm, enveloped in a white aura, collided with the Undying Supreme Demon's bloodied palms. 

A flash of light erupted.

"Keuak!"

The Undying Supreme Demon screamed and retreated, seared by the sacred energy of Shaolin martial arts, the natural enemy of his demonic art.

In exchange, however, Noh Goonsang's arms became completely unusable. The repeated impacts had shattered his bones completely.

Still, he did not give up. Lunging at the retreating Undying Supreme Demon, he muttered chillingly, "Let's end this here."

He didn't care that he couldn't use his arms. Although he was currently a respected elder of the orthodox sects, in the past, he was a martial artist so aggressive that Blood Cult followers called him a beast and the orthodox sects referred to him as the Mad Dog. 

If I don't have teeth, I'll fight with my gums.

CHOMP!

"Keuak! You crazy old man! Get off me!" the Undying Supreme Demon shrieked, desperately trying to shake off Noh Goonsang, who had bitten him in the neck. At last, the great villain who had spent his life sinking his teeth into others' necks was getting his comeuppance.

THUD!

After a brief scuffle, the Undying Supreme Demon slammed Noh Goonsang to the ground and gasped for breath, pressing a palm firmly against his neck where a chunk of flesh had been torn away.

"Ptui!" Staggering to his feet, Noh Goonsang spat out the blood and flesh in his mouth and smiled chillingly, revealing blood-stained teeth. "Maybe it's because you're old, but your skin is tough. I thought I was chewing on tree bark."

"...I swear, I will tear you into a thousand, no, ten thousand pieces."

Noh Goonsang smiled triumphantly. Even though the Undying Supreme Demon's regenerative ability was still intact, the wound on his neck was healing much slower than before.

I have to slow down his regeneration speed, even if just a little. Then... even if I were to fall here, someone else might be able to defeat him.

"Let's keep going! My teeth are still fine."

Laughing fiercely, he glared at the approaching Undying Supreme Demon.

CRASH!

A man in a red robe landed between them.

Noh Goonsang's eyes widened. The blood-red robe billowing in the wind reminded him of the most bizarre and powerful being he had ever met.

The Blood Demon?

Upon seeing the man's face, however, he cried out with relief. "...Mr. Baek!"

"Sorry I'm late, Principal."

Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes as he examined the battered Noh Goonsang. He could tell at a glance how severe the injuries were. The bones in the old man's arms and hands were nearly crushed, possibly ending Noh Goonsang's life as a martial artist. 

Noh Goonsang surely knew this himself, yet he remained serene. He even chuckled and joked, "It would've been fine if you were a little later. I was just about to rip that fiend's throat out with my teeth."

"...Is that so?" Baek Suryong suppressed his boiling emotions and played along, forcing a sly smirk. "Still, you have your dignity to maintain, Principal. Why don't you leave this kind of dirty work to a young'un like me?"

Noh Goonsang nodded, grinning like a mischievous boy. "Hohoho! If you put it that way, I can't refuse. Alright, I'll leave it to you." 

Baek Suryong turned and glared at the Undying Supreme Demon, his gaze instantly sharpening.

"Azure Dragon Hero? How did you escape the Samsara Formation? What in the world were those elders doing...?" the Undying Supreme Demon muttered in disbelief, backpedaling cautiously.

Baek Suryong strode toward him, brandishing Crimson Moon. "If you're curious, you can ask them yourself. Rest assured, you'll meet them again soon."

With a cold sneer, he rushed forward.

The Undying Supreme Demon stopped retreating. "Insolent whelp!" he roared. "Don't compare me to those other bastards!"

Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes. That was no empty boast. A wave of energy erupted from the Undying Supreme Demon's every pore, sweeping through the area. Judging by his inner arts alone, he seemed to be on par with the apostles.

RUMBLE!

Baek Suryong's expression darkened. If I use the Heaven Defying Divine Art, I could subdue him without much difficulty, but...

He had no intention of doing so at the moment. The accident with Number Four had made him extremely wary of the martial art at the moment. If it were an opponent he couldn't defeat without using the Heaven Defying Divine Art, he wouldn't hesitate, but...

My masters' martial arts are more than enough for this old fool!

He lightly stroked the back of Crimson Moon's blade with his left hand, unleashing the weapon's ferocious killing intent.

KREEEEEEE!

Beneath a blood-red sky, an Asura's roar materialized in the realm of the mind as killing intent, aimed for the Undying Supreme Demon's heart.

"...The Asura Blood Heaven Blade?"

SLAAAAASH!

Blood spurted from a gaping wound in the Undying Supreme Demon's chest. He had pulled his body back in the nick of time. His eyes widened in horror, but his nightmare had only just begun.

CRACKLE...!

A swirling white wind gathered fiercely in Baek Suryong's left hand. Before Baek Suryong had even drawn near, frost formed all over the Undying Supreme Demon's body, and his movements grew sluggish.

"The White Ice... Divine Art!"

Unfortunately for the Undying Supreme Demon, even that was not the end. 

He withstood the icy attack with his defensive qi and healed his wounds, but Baek Suryong swiftly closed the distance, grabbed his arm, and slammed him into the ground.

KABOOM!

The impact was so great that the ground shook and the Undying Supreme Demon hacked up a mouthful of blood. "Keuk! Impossible...the Savage Tiger Fist too?"

He wouldn't have been surprised if Baek Suryong had used the Unlimited Sword. He already knew the Azure Dragon Hero had learned the technique, but how did he also master the Asura Blood Heaven Blade, the White Ice Divine Art, and the Savage Tiger Fist?

"You look like you have a lot of questions."

Baek Suryong's eyes flashed with excitement. Inside the Samsara Formation, he had attempted to consolidate his masters' martial arts while fighting the Blood Cult Elders and the monsters of the Reincarnation Hell. In the process, his understanding of their martial arts had deepened significantly. While there were no immediate, visible changes like with the Heaven Defying Divine Art, the potential he had discovered was no less significant.

"Azure Dragon Hero! How do you know the Apostles' martial arts?!"

The Undying Supreme Demon was cut, stabbed, frozen, and broken dozens of times, yet he tenaciously recovered. However, his regeneration speed was clearly slowing. New wounds appeared before the old ones could heal, and broken bones shattered before they could fully mend.

Evidently, the Undying Demonic Art was by no means invincible. Although it granted a regenerative ability comparable to a mystical phenomenon by absorbing the blood and inner qi of others, it couldn't withstand the chain of ultimate martial arts Baek Suryong executed.

"S-Stop..." the Undying Supreme Demon pleaded desperately as his limits became apparent. His regenerative ability had already been significantly weakened from his fight with Noh Goonsang, and Baek Suryong was close to breaking it. Frightened and desperate, he yelled, "Even though you're the so-called rising star of the orthodox sects, you went and learned the Blood Cult apostles' martial arts!?"

This outburst was not directed at Baek Suryong, but at Noh Goonsang. 

If I can drive a wedge between the two, I can buy myself enough time to escape! After all, Noh Goonsang's an orthodox elder who utterly hates our Cult!

Unfortunately, the reaction he hoped for never came.

"I can hear you just fine without all that screeching, so stop it," Noh Goonsang snorted. "It's pathetic to watch."

"W-What did you say?"

Noh Goonsang chuckled. He was already aware of Baek Suryong's deepest, darkest secret. Since Baek Suryong had already learned the Heaven Defying Divine Art, it was hardly surprising that he also knew the apostles' martial arts.

He shrugged nonchalantly, saying, "What does the origin of a martial art matter? What matters is how one uses it."

The Undying Supreme Demon's veins bulged. "And you call yourself a secular disciple of Shaolin?!"

"Wow! Have you ever seen a son of a bitch who deserves to be dismembered more than this motherfucker? How dare you insult my sect? Oi, Mr. Baek! Rip that shithead's ugly mouth off right now!"

"!?" Baek Suryong stood frozen, stunned speechless by the usually affable principal's coarse language.


Chapter 544: A Fine Sword

He wasn't called the Mad Dog for nothing.

Baek Suryong shook his head as he watched Noh Goonsang unleash a torrent of crude taunts, despite looking like he could collapse at any moment. Once his mouth opened, it did not stop. As he cornered the Undying Supreme Demon, Noh Goonsang's verbal attacks relentlessly pierced his ears.

"Do you really think a demon who sucks human blood is qualified to preach about human decency?"

"Tsk tsk. Even beasts don't prey on their own kind. Wait. Doesn't that make you a lower life form than a four-legged animal?"

"For your information, just because you look human doesn't make you human. Just as boasting of lofty knowledge doesn't make one a gentleman, your pathetic act of trying to sow discord to save your own skin after acting so high and mighty is just laughable."

Even as he fought, Baek Suryong was stupefied by the unending taunts. At this rate, the Undying Supreme Demon might actually start bleeding from his ears. 

As expected, the Undying Supreme Demon's face flushed with rage. "Shut your trap, you dying old man! You're just wagging your tongue freely, trusting in the Azure Dragon Hero's might!"

If not for Baek Suryong, he would absolutely charge at Noh Goonsang and tear the wrinkled bastard to shreds. Unfortunately, his opponent was the Azure Dragon Hero, and he was struggling just to withstand the pouring onslaught.

"Mr. Baek! Give him a good thrashing for me. He won't die easily, so there's no need to hold back."

"That was the plan from the start." With a slight nod, Baek Suryong slammed his fist into the Undying Supreme Demon's face.

CRAAACK!

The Undying Supreme Demon's cervical bones snapped and his head bent backward at a macabre angle, but the regenerative power of the Undying Demonic Art wasn't daunted by such an injury. Soon, his dangling head snapped back into place on its own.

"Guuuh..."

Noh Goonsang chuckled maliciously, "You're wagging your head just like a sick chicken. Then again, the thing above your neck is as useless as a chicken's, I suppose."

"S-Shut up...!" the Blood Cult's Head Elder groaned, feeling that his mind and body were being torn to shreds by the combination of the Azure Dragon Hero's ultimate martial arts and the Thousand-Armed Bodhisattva's venomous tongue.

CRUNCH!

Baek Suryong stomped on the neck of the Undying Supreme Demon, who was sprawled on the ground. Ironically, the fact that the cultist didn't die easily meant he could treat the old man as roughly as he pleased.

"Gack, keoheok...!"

"Stop the theatrics. I know you can't die from this even if you wanted to." Baek Suryong stared down chillingly at the suffocating Undying Supreme Demon. Any normal person would have died long ago, but even the old man's fatal wounds were slowly healing.

Sensing his end, the Undying Supreme Demon coughed up blood and laughed. "Kekeke! How truly mysterious. Since you've mastered the martial arts of all four apostles, you're bound to be this strong. No matter how I think about it, though, I can't figure out how that's possible."

"You're not in a position to ask questions."

Baek Suryong did not finish off the Undying Supreme Demon just yet. The Blood Cult's Head Elder had immense value. If he could extract the location of the Blood Cult Headquarters and other important information, he could gain an overwhelming advantage in the war.

Killing him comes after I get everything I want from him.

Of course, the man wouldn't talk easily, but he was also determined to find out by any means necessary.

I don't exactly have enough time to slowly question him... Should I risk it?

"Kekeke! Do you really think you can get information about our Cult from me? With mere torture?"

"......"

"Go on, give it a try. I'm curious if there's any pain I haven't felt before!" The Undying Supreme Demon laughed mockingly. Confident that Baek Suryong wouldn't kill him carelessly, he was defiant despite his defeat.

However, Baek Suryong was lost in another thought entirely.

I have to be really careful, but...a brief moment should be fine.

He took a deep breath to calm himself and avoid stimulating the Blood Demon within, then unleashed the Blood Demon Eyes.

KIIIIING!

His pupils turned crimson, and beams of light burst from his eyes. 

The Undying Supreme Demon's eyes went so wide it seemed they would pop out of their sockets. "H-How...!"

He trembled uncontrollably, barely able to breathe under the pressure of the heaven-defying aura. Something incomprehensible, something far beyond his imagination, was happening right before his eyes.

"Do you remember me?" Baek Suryong whispered in a languid voice.

The Undying Supreme Demon flinched. He recalled a distant fear and awe buried deep in his memories. 

The being before him was no longer the Azure Dragon Hero. He was...

"Y-You are..."

Baek Suryong reached out and closed the Undying Supreme Demon's eyes. "Sleep until I call for you again."

The Undying Supreme Demon's trembling body went limp as he fell into a deep slumber. 

This was different from simply knocking him out with brute force or sealing his acupoints. The Blood Demon could extinguish his subordinates' consciousness with an absolute command. Without new orders, the Undying Supreme Demon would never awaken again.

Baek Suryong let out a sigh of relief, "Phew..."

Although he had only used the Heaven Defying Divine Art for a very short time, the after-effects left his breathing ragged. The price for visiting the abyss, even for a moment, was steep.

"Are you... alright?" Noh Goonsang asked.

Baek Suryong nodded, his face somewhat pale. "I'm fine. Just a little tired."

He lifted the unconscious Undying Supreme Demon with telekinesis, then let out a long whistle. 

FWEEEEET!

A moment later, Yeo Min used her movement arts to rush to his side. "There's no one around. It seems they've all gathered in one direction."

Not long ago, on their way here, she had regained consciousness. Baek Suryong had told her to climb somewhere high and keep watch, then immediately gone to deal with the Undying Supreme Demon.

"My goodness, Principal! Your wounds!"

Spotting Noh Goonsang's injuries, Yeo Min cleaned the wounds, applied an ointment, and tore a piece of her martial arts uniform to bandage them. 

"Hohoho! Aren't you're quite skilled, Min?"

"How can you still laugh after getting hurt so badly? I'll support you, so just lean on me."

"Ahem... I'll take you up on that."

Their happy reunion was brief, however.

RUUUUMBLE!

Thunder roared in the distance, each flash of lightning revealing the scene unfolding below. Hundreds of martial artists were clashing, releasing violent waves of energy in all directions. Screams and shouts echoed across the gorge.

To Baek Suryong's extremely developed senses, the battlefield was painted vividly before his eyes. 

"...I'm coming now, so just hold on a little longer," he muttered to himself, trying his best to calm the energy of the Heaven Defying Divine Art.

VWOOOM!

In response, Thunderclap, the sword he had taken from the Fourth Elder, vibrated with a shudder.
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"Mr. Namgung Su! All the injured have been sent through the passage!" Myeong Il'oh shouted breathlessly.

Namgung Su nodded without looking back and unleashed lightning qi yet again. "...Mr. Myeong. Lead them out, starting with the first-year students."

"What? I can still fight! Wouldn't it be better if Miss Jaegal Soyeong..."

Namgung Su cut in coldly, "This is not a request."

Myeong Il'oh bit his lip hard. He knew he was in no condition to fight any longer. Blood was seeping through the bandage wrapped around his head.

Namgung Su glanced at him and repeated himself, more firmly and clearly, "Guide the students to safety, Mr. Myeong Il'oh."

"...I understand. I'll see you outside."

Myeong Il'oh hurriedly led the first-year students into the secret passage. Next was Jaegal Soyeong and the second-years, followed by Kwak Duyong and the third-years.

Overseeing the scene, Kwak Cheolwoo sighed, "Sending the new instructors out first was a good decision."

"...Wasn't it you who told me to do so via telepathy, Vice Principal?"

"The instructors fear you more than they fear me." 

Smirking, Kwak Cheolwoo swung his Blazing Blade to push back the enemies. The eyepatch over his left eye had long been stained crimson with blood.

Everyone knew this was their last stand. Standing with their backs to the secret passage, everyone who could fight gripped their weapons tightly. The Ak Clan spearmen, Azure Dragon and Vermilion Phoenix instructors, and senior students assembled themselves into a defensive wall, determined to buy time for the injured, the civilians, and the junior students to escape.

Regardless, although they were now accustomed to the battlefield and were no longer affected by the smell of blood, they could never become numb to the deaths of their comrades. 

Meanwhile, Namgung Su swung his sword and unleashed lightning qi from the very front line. He could feel the presences of martial artists shouting in anger and choking back sobs behind him, but now was not the time for him to mourn.

How many enemies had he cut down? The Captains of the Phantom Killers and the Blood Wolves became wandering souls at the edge of his sword. Even the Head Sorcerer controlling the blood zombies fled, scared out of his wits.

Still, he hadn't gotten away unscathed. His pristine white martial arts uniform was soaked in blood, and the internal injuries he had sustained in his fight with Ak Bi were deteriorating. At some point, he lost the ability to move his left hand.

Despite this, he ignored the pain and continued to swing his sword, never once retreating. He only occasionally turned his head to check on the instructors' and students' well-being.

Suddenly, the Five Young Azure Dragons, several Student Council members, and other familiar students appeared before him. They had disobeyed the order to retreat and were still fighting. If there was any commonality between them, it was that they were all students who took Baek Suryong's classes. 

"...Stubborn brats, just like their master," he muttered, glaring at the kids. "You're all getting demerit points when we get back."

So no one better get hurt, and no one better die.

"What about you? Don't you value your own life?" a familiar voice asked.

Namgung Su turned around just in time to see his eldest brother and former Vermilion Phoenix Academy Star Instructor, Namgung Hak, deflect a cultist's blade aimed at him. "Hyung-nim?"

Namgung Hak shot his half-brother a look of disbelief, his gaze fixed on Namgung Su's limp, unmoving left arm. "What about the wound on your left arm? I can see the bone. Why haven't you treated it?"

"I've stopped the bleeding."

"I mean actual treatment!" Namgung Hak shouted in exasperation. "Are the students' lives more important than yours?"

Namgung Su shook his head. "No, they aren't."

"Then why?"

CLANG!

Namgung Su parried an attack, then said plainly, "It's because their lives are more important than my arm."

Several instructors bit their lips hard, while others laughed hollowly. Namgung Su had just firmly stated that he was prepared to sacrifice an arm for his students. If even the future of the Namgung Clan—a peerless master who would one day dominate the jianghu—was willing to sacrifice himself for his students, then who were they to put themselves first?

"But you're the clan's... No, never mind." Namgung Hak started to say something but stopped and sighed heavily. He was too ashamed to say anything more. He too had fought with all his might, but he had to admit that his resolve was different from his younger brother's.

Gritting his teeth, he moved to protect his half-brother's left flank. "If we make it out of here alive... I'll tell the Patriarch that I'm giving up my claim to succession."

"......"

"Aren't you going to say something?"

Namgung Su ignored his brother and stared fixedly into the distance. A small dot was flying toward them at an incredible speed, growing larger by the second.

"You're late," he grumbled. Although he was frowning, a barely perceptible sense of relief flickered on his lips. Suddenly, however, he furrowed his brow strangely. "What is he doing?"

A smaller dot had split off from the first one and was shooting toward them at an alarming speed. At that rate, if it landed here, the impact would be devastating.

[It's Suryong! And that... what's with that other sword?! Did he betray me again?] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword exclaimed, vibrating in chagrin.

Namgung Su pretended not to hear the sword's complaint and kicked off the ground, leaping high into the air.

Is that... lightning qi?

He sensed a familiar energy emanating from the sword flying toward him. Levitating the Divine Azure Dragon Sword, he snatched the hilt of the incoming sword.

"Thunderclap," he said aloud, reading the name engraved on the blade. 

He tried unleashing lightning qi toward the ground. Amplified by the sword, the lightning qi of the Royal Lightning Sword Style descended like divine punishment.

BZZZZZZZZT!

The charred corpses of Blood Cultists dropped to the ground like flies. This single move instantly silenced those who had boasted about being close to killing the Thunder God.

"A fine sword," he muttered. Somersaulting in midair, he kicked the Divine Azure Dragon Sword with the top of his foot, sending it shooting toward Baek Suryong.

Baek Suryong caught the sword and dropped like a stone, slamming it into the ground.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWANG!

The ground cracked like a spiderweb, and tsunami-like shockwave spread out in all directions, sweeping away every Blood Cultist in the vicinity.


Chapter 545: You Only Won Because...

KRA-KRA-KRA-KRA-BOOM!

Lightning struck from the heavens as the earth below overturned. The slowly brightening dawn seemed to startle and hesitate for a moment as the divine might of the two peerless masters recreated a phenomenon no different from a natural disaster, sweeping away the Blood Cultists. 

A wide, open space formed around Baek Suryong as he descended to the ground.

"...It's the Azure Dragon Hero!"

"Mr. Baek Suryong?"

"Mr. Baek!"

The Ak Clan spearmen and the Azure Dragon and Vermilion Phoenix Academy instructors, who had been guarding the secret passage, gaped blankly for a moment before erupting into cheers. Several senior students, relieved of their tension, slumped to the ground.

Everyone present was exhausted and resolved to die. For them, the appearance of the Azure Dragon Hero was more reassuring than the arrival of a heavenly army.

At first, however, some were wary. Baek Suryong was wearing a blood-red robe instead of his usual blue coat, which made them think he was a Blood Cult master. After more and more people recognized his face, though, the cheers welcoming him reached a fever pitch.

"...Those clothes don't suit you," Namgung Su grumbled and frowned slightly as he descended to the ground, landing naturally beside Baek Suryong and standing back-to-back with him. He didn't have enough inner qi left to stay airborne for much longer. "Also, Baek Suryong."

"Yeah?" Baek Suryong responded casually, not looking back.

Namgung Su ran his hand over the hilt of the sword, which fit perfectly in his palm. "What sword is this?"

"Oh, that? It belonged to a Blood Cult elder, but don't worry. It's not steeped in grudges or killing intent!"

CRACKLE!

Thunderclap had quivered in fear in Baek Suryong's hands, but now, it cheerfully emitted lightning energy. 

Noticing this, Baek Suryong grumbled in disbelief. "Is this thing picky about its user?"

"A legendary sword chooses its master," Namgung Su replied smugly, seeming very pleased with Thunderclap.

[Hmph! So that sword was meant for Namgung Su] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword harrumphed.

Baek Suryong chuckled, enjoying the familiar nagging. "Why would any sword catch my eye when I already have the world's finest divine sword?"

[...Do you think I care about such things? I was merely concerned as that child did not seem fit to fully endure your martial arts.]

VWOOM!

Crimson Moon, hanging from Baek Suryong's right hip, hummed as if scoffing, but the Divine Azure Dragon Sword pretended not to notice it.

Regardless, the reunion was brief. Soon, the Blood Cultists began to surround Baek Suryong and Namgung Su.

"I have a lot to ask you, Baek Suryong, but we can talk after the fight."

"Right. Let's clean these guys up first."

The two swordmasters stood back-to-back, raising their swords to face their enemies. Despite the fact that the Blood Cult apostle, elders, and three of the Ten Great Villains had been defeated, killed, or driven off, the religious fanatics did not flee. They knew only death awaited them if they ran. If they died fighting, however, they could at least gain the honor of martyrdom.

"Hail the Blood Demon! All demons submit! Glory to the Supreme Blood Demon!"

Screaming maniacally, the Blood Cultists charged forward. Madness filled their eyes, displaying their determination to fight until every last one of their enemies was dead.

Baek Suryong observed the approaching foes. "How's your condition?"

"Good enough for these lunatics," Namgung Su said plainly.

Baek Suryong nodded. Neither of them was in perfect condition. He had fought two Blood Cult Elders and and an endless swarm of monsters in the Samsara Hell Annihilation Formation. Subsequently, he had faced the Undying Supreme Demon. Similarly, Namgung Su had engaged Ak Bi in a life-or-death duel, then fought to protect the students against the Blood Cult's elites. Between them, they had dozens of visible wounds, and their internal injuries were severe enough to require several days of recovery.

Still, neither of them showed any signs of weakness. They both suspected that the other was not in good shape, but neither said a word about it. Their egos wouldn't allow them to back down an inch, even in this situation.

"If you're struggling, fall back so you don't get in the way, Tenth Junior."

"I'm the one who will get rid of you if you become a nuisance, Junior."

THUD!

The sound of a single powerful stomp echoed as Baek Suryong and Namgung advanced with perfect synchrony.

SLICE!

Wielding Crimson Moon and the Divine Azure Dragon Sword in each hand, Baek Suryong split a charging blood zombie in two. Nevertheless, blood zombies were monsters that could move despite being torn apart. This one reached out to obstruct Baek Suryong's vision.

"Die!"

Four Blood Cultists emerged from his blind spots and attacked from both sides. Their eyes shone brightly and their bodies overflowed with power, indicating that they had drawn upon their life force. With no regard for their own lives, they threw themselves into the melee.

Baek Suryong stabbed two of them in the neck and deflected a third's attack. However, the last cultist took advantage of the opening to thrust his sword at Baek Suryong's heart.

CLANG!

Namgung Su deflected the attack and swung Thunderclap, beheading the enemy. Lightning energy sparked along a picturesque arc, but he didn't stop there. Lowering his stance completely, he brought his sword up. Two charging Blood Cultists were caught in its trajectory.

SPLURT!

Their gushing blood froze solid in midair as Baek Suryong, now covering Namgung Su's back, unleashed the White Ice Divine Art. 

SQUELCH!

The Azure Dragon Sword pierced the Blood Cultists' hearts, leaving their faces forever contorted in agony.

The two swordmasters began racing around the battlefield, their thoughts aligned without any need for discussion. Fighting while trapped in an encirclement was inefficient, even for peerless masters. Hence, they kept moving to break the encirclement and throw the enemies into confusion.

SPLUUURT!

The sea of cultists parted like the Red Sea. Blood seeped into Baek Suryong's red robes, and the nauseating odor of burning flesh overwhelmed everyone's senses each time lightning flashed.

Baek Suryong and Namgung Su fought with deadly efficiency, conserving their inner qi, covering each other's blind spots, and using their stamina only for defense.

"Block them! Stop them somehow!"

"They're injured too. If we drag this into a war of attrition, we'll definitely have a chance..."

"Keoheok!"

The only word to describe the pair was 'unstoppable'. No one dared stand in their way as they tore through enemy lines. It didn't matter how many opponents there were. Death throes accompanied each swing of the Divine Azure Dragon Sword and Thunderclap.

THUMP! SHING! CRACK! ROAAAAR!

All Blood Cultists who crossed the duo's path were crushed and sliced apart. Even after breaking free from the encirclement, they kept going, changing direction to slaughter the remaining followers. 

As time passed, their coordination improved until their figures eventually blurred and melded together. Like a dragon leaving a trail of energy waves, they pulverized everything in their path. Even the people who were supposed to escape through the secret passageway stopped to stare at the astounding spectacle.

KABOOOOOOM!

"Hey... Have those two ever practiced a joint attack formation before?"

"Where would they find the time? They're the two busiest people at the Azure Dragon Academy."

"Then what in the world is that..."

How should one explain Baek Suryong and Namgung Su's flawless coordination if they had never practiced together? Their attacks and defenses meshed so precisely that it was as if they had trained together their entire lives.

Noh Goonsang laughed, "Hohoho! Isn't it because those two understand each other better than anyone?"

"Principal!"

Upon seeing Noh Goonsang hobble over, supported by Yeo Min, the Azure Dragon Academy instructors rushed over to assist him.

"Senior Yeo Min!"

"You brat! Where were you?"

"We were worried because you didn't show up!"

Meanwhile, the Five Young Azure Dragons surrounded Yeo Min, fussing over her as they checked to see if she was injured. 

Hyonwon Kang, in particular, looked happier than anyone else, but tried to act nonchalant anyway. "I-I wasn't worried at all. I knew you'd show up sooner or later."

"Wonkang, who was it who insisted on going to search for Senior Yeo Min even if it meant doing so alone just a moment ago?"

"Ah, shut up!"

The light of the rising sun no longer felt oppressive. While it illuminated a gruesome battlefield, it also signaled the start of a new day.

Nevertheless, elsewhere, a darkness that had not yet receded remained.
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WHOOSH!

Men in black cloaks and hats moved with such perfectly coordinated agility that they appeared to be a single entity. Their feet never touched the ground as they moved by stepping on thin branches. Even the birds flying away in surprise couldn't match their speed.

A treasured sword hung from the waist of the man leading the group. Over time, the sinister energy emanating from the sword intensified. Beneath the man's black hat, numerous scars marred his face.

"Speed up," he said quietly.

""Yes, sir!"" one hundred elite Blood Dragons answered in unison. Simultaneously, the speed at which the scenery rushed past them increased.

The First Apostle lifted his head and fixed his gaze on the distant canyon. A series of unusual energies had collided there previously, but it had since quieted down.

Am I too late? I can't feel the Second Apostle's energy.

He recalled the Undying Supreme Demon, who was so confident that he would capture the Azure Dragon Hero that he insisted he wouldn't need reinforcements.

Convinced by the Head Elder's arguments, he had approved the operation. Additionally, to reduce the possibility of failure, he dispatched the Second Apostle as backup.

Why? I doubt Number Two would have lost to the aging Fire King. Was the Azure Dragon Hero baiting us into a trap all along? No, that doesn't make sense. Even Ak Bi's betrayal was factored into our calculations. Either someone betrayed us, or a third party intervened. Which is it?

The First Apostle gripped the hilt of the Blood Demon Sword, which trembled increasingly violently. He strove to maintain his composure in any situation. He and the one hundred elite Blood Dragon masters were on their way as reinforcements. Excluding the forces remaining at the Cult's headquarters, this was undoubtedly the strongest force they could mobilize. He was confident he could handle any situation.

"I will go ahead..." His voice trailed off as he drew the Blood Demon Sword like a bolt of lightning and swung it.

SHWAAAAAAK!

An enhanced, formless qi poured out and sliced space into dozens of pieces like a transparent monster clawing at the air. 

BOOM!

The attack collided with a large fist and vanished.

The First Apostle blinked in surprise. "...Number Four?"

The Fourth Apostle of the Blood Cult had suddenly appeared and blocked their path. Not only that, the woman he was carrying was clearly the Second Apostle.

"Why are you...?"

The First Apostle's question contained many questions, from why Number Four had appeared to why he was blocking the way and carrying the unconscious Number Two. 

Above all, he wondered why Number Four was looking at him with such an expression.

Number Four put the Second Apostle down behind him and carved words into the ground with a sharp wave of energy. Unlike usual, he did not converse with the apostles using sign language.

I'm here to stop you.

The First Apostle was confused. "Stop me?"

Not just you, but all of you. Please hear me out before doing anything. I have important information to share.

The First Apostle sensed his friend's unease, but he knew the man in front of him wasn't an imposter. He was undoubtedly Number Four, an apostle of the Blood Cult and his longtime friend. 

Even though something about Number Four felt different, the First Apostle did not want to acknowledge the change.

"...I'll listen to your story later. Capturing the Azure Dragon Hero is our top priority. From now on, you will join us..."

THUD!

Number Four's heavy stomp sent shockwaves through the ground like an earthquake.

The First Apostle frowned. "What are you doing?"

Until I finish telling you what you need to know, you cannot pass.

"...Step aside, Fourth Apostle. That's an order."

Instead of answering, Number Four exerted immense pressure, crushing the space around him.

RUUUUMBLE...!

Even the Blood Dragon elites, who rarely showed emotion, displayed a hint of shock. 

The First Apostle's eyes sharpened like an unsheathed sword. "You've... completed the Savage Tiger's Domination."

From the moment they met, Number Four hadn't used sign language once, and now he understood why. The man was being exceedingly cautious, unwilling to risk even the slightest opening that would appear if he gestured with his hands.

"Do you truly think you can stop me, Number Four? You haven't beaten me once in decades."

This was true, but Number Four, or Sa Gon, shot the First Apostle a look that said, 'What does that have to do with anything? You only won because... I've never seriously tried to beat you up before.'

The First Apostle grew uneasy. The being blocking the narrow path was clearly human, yet he felt like a giant mountain that had guarded this place for millennia.


Chapter 546: Let's Go Home

They were four friends, the only ones of their kind in the world.


"Nice to meet you. Let's get along."

"I heard we'll be learning martial arts from the same instructor. Did you hear anything?"

"Are we all learning the same martial arts? I want to learn swordsmanship."

"...It's nice to meet you all."



They met as children still wet behind the ears and spent decades together. Together, they experienced life, death, and everything in between, becoming soulmates who understood each other better than anyone else.

All four had only hazy memories of their lives before joining the Blood Cult, likely the result of a ritual brainwashing administered by the Demonic Strategist. Consequently, the four orphans embraced each other as family.

One day, the Demonic Strategist gathered them, smiling strangely. A man with sharp features stood beside him.


"From now on, you will learn martial arts from the instructor here. Do you understand?"

""Yes!""

"The day you complete your martial arts training is the day our Cult's great work will begin."



That day, the boy was secretly happy, feeling as if he had found family. Unlike his friends, who were driven by ambition to instructor the ultimate martial arts and become powerful warriors, he was not very greedy. Still, he silently vowed to work hard so as not to be a burden to anyone.

SHWIIING!


"I don't care how you've been treated in our Cult until now. From today on, I hold power over your life and death. You will obey my every word."



From the very first day, their instructor mercilessly flogged them. He trampled them, training them to become emotionless killing machines.

As a result, whenever their instructor was away, they would gather in one room to spit curses and words of resentment.


"I'll kill him. When I get stronger, I swear that bastard will be the first one I kill."

"Uwaaa... it hurts..."

"Quit your damn whining, for fuck's sake! I already applied ointment to your wounds."

"......"



Every day was a living hell. The stench of blood lingered in their quarters. Their skin was always covered in bruises, and the number ofcuts steadily increased. Although the wounds healed, scars remained on their bodies and in their hearts.


"Do you find life unfair? Then grow stronger. If you don't want to be beaten helplessly, if you want to survive, you must become strong. That's the only path you can walk."



Their instructor pushed them to the brink of death, repeatedly telling them that they had to become stronger if they wanted to survive.


"...Instructor, what happens if we give up?"



When Number One, the strongest among them, asked this question in exhaustion, it surprised not only the other children, but also Number Four. 

Number Four remembered the instructor's eyes widening in shock at that moment. He also remembered how they had trembled with unprecedented anxiety, wondering how badly he would beat them for this transgression. 

However, the instructor had only hardened his expression and scolded them harshly.


"The Cult has plenty of replacements for you. You'll be abandoned and left to die... discarded like worthless trash."

"...Is that so?"

"I'll be out for a bit. Continue your training."

"...Understood."



When the instructor left the training ground, claiming to have urgent business, the juniors had immediately thought about resting. However, only Number One disagreed.


"Hey, the instructor's gone. Should we take a short break?"

"No, we'll continue training. Because I will survive. No matter what it takes, I will survive and prove myself."



Muttering these words to himself over and over, Number One resumed swinging his sword. The other children, who had been watching him with complicated expressions, also resumed training.

Time passed, and Number One eventually grew to resemble the instructor he had hated most.

Around that time, the instructor unexpectedly showed up reeking of alcohol and asked them a strange question.


"Do you resent me?"



Back then, none of them dared to say 'yes' to the instructor's question. Despite their deep-seated hatred, they all bowed their heads and said no.


"Is that so? Good..."



The instructor had chuckled incomprehensibly at their response.

A few days later, he was caught attempting to escape the Blood Cult with several imprisoned martial masters. He even stared at them, who were tasked to block his path, with a painful grimace.


"Move! I don't want to kill you with my own hands."



That day, the instructor died.

Number Four vividly remembered his friends' faces as they stood over the corpse. Seeing their own faces reflected in the instructor's vacant eyes forced them to confront the horrifying reality they had tried to deny.

Not a single one of them laughed at their instructor's death, spat on his body, or called him a traitor. At the time, they couldn't tell whether this was because their emotions had been completely eradicated, or because they were trying to mask other, deeper sentiments.


"Let's go back."



When Number One finally spoke, they simply nodded blankly and returned to their duties.

In the decades that followed, none of them ever mentioned their instructor... at least not until the day the First Apostle mentioned having dreamed about him.


"I had a strange dream, a dream about our old Master. Everything was blurry, but strangely, his last words remain in my memory. He said that he would come to see us..."



Number Four's thoughts came to a halt. He had just noticed something.

Huh? Does Number One realize? That he keeps calling our old instructor 'Master' instead of 'Instructor'?
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KABOOOM!

A tremendous shockwave erupted the moment the sword and fist collided. A fierce wind swept in all directions, uprooting trees and scattering dirt and dust into the air.

At the center of the explosion, Sa Gon stood his ground, blocking his friend's sword without yielding a single step.

"Move, Number Four."

The First Apostle wielded the Blood Demon's sacred weapon, the Blood Demon Sword. A faint red light pulsed along the blade. Armed with a legendary sword and mastery of the Unlimited Sword, there was nothing he couldn't cut. 

This was true even if the opponent was his old friend. Faint lines of blood appeared on Sa Gon's thick muscles as he blocked the blade with his body.

I told you! You cannot pass until after you hear me out.

Sa Gon wrote words in the air with dust, even as he knocked the Blood Demon Sword upward.

CLANG! CLANG! BAM!

The two peerless masters exchanged blows without budging. They moved so quickly that they were a blur even to the Blood Dragons, the Blood Cult's most elite warriors.

WHOOSH!

A typhoon coiled around their bodies, the swirling currents completely obscuring their figures. Only the incessant roars and stray bursts of enhanced qi hinted at the viciousness of the apostles' fight.

RUMBLE...!

The ground beneath them began to sink. Trees were uprooted and toppled, and boulders lurched and rolled down the mountain. The Blood Dragons' hastily retreated.

"...This should be enough," the First Apostle muttered in a low, sunken voice, lowering his sword.

Sa Gon nodded, but did not dismiss the qi typhoon enveloping them.

"I'll give you a chance to explain yourself."

In truth, the First Apostle had brandished his sword to force the Blood Dragons to retreat, creating a space for them to talk in private.

Fortunately, Sa Gon had noticed this from the very beginning, as Number One was the one who resembled their old instructor the most. Despite his scarred and rough appearance, Number One was always quick-thinking and calm.

"What do you want to talk about?"

Sa Gon gazed placidly at his friend. If he told Number One that their old instructor was here, his friend would likely charge right ahead without thinking, so that was out of the question.

Now's not the time for them to meet, but one day...

One day, he wanted to arrange a meeting between the two of them. He wanted Number One to experience the same emotions he had felt when he met their old instructor. Number Two and Number Three too.

Today was simply not the right time for that. Revealing their old instructor's identity now would only lead to catastrophe.

Fortunately, their old instructor was not the only matter he wanted to discuss.

Please cancel this operation and withdraw.

"...What?" The First Apostle furrowed his brow at the words carved into the ground.

Number One. Have you ever questioned why we must await the Blood Demon's return?

The scars visible beneath Number One's black bamboo hat twitched fiercely. "What in the world...?"

However, Sa Gon did not stop.

No, even if he does return, what should that concern us?

The scars on the First Apostle's face throbbed. Recently, these phantom pains were occurring more frequently. 

"...You've lost your mind," he growled, killing intent flickering in his eyes. Number Four's words negated his entire existence. Even worse, they came from a friend who had walked alongside him through thick and thin for decades. "The Supreme One's return is meaningless? Do you even know what nonsense you're spouting?"

The Apostles existed to protect the Cult until the Blood Demon returned. That was all there was.


"Wait for me."



They had waited decades after hearing those three words. They had rebuilt the fallen Blood Cult from scratch and expanded its power, living only to welcome the Blood Demon's eventual return.

That was why Number One was thunderstruck. Number Four's betrayal stung even more because he believed they shared the same goal.

"But...if we give that up, what else is left for us?"

"......" Sa Gon regarded his friend sadly. It had been decades since he had seen so much emotion in his friend's eyes.

"What..."

Up until now, haven't our lives consisted of nothing but misery? Do our existences truly only have meaning when we dedicate ourselves to the Blood Demon?

Although their time together was short, Sa Gon learned from his old instructor and the five junior disciples that he did not need to live for someone else.

All these years, I was able to endure because I had you all beside me.

The words carved into the ground were exceptionally clear, as if they would never be erased.

After staring at them for a while, Number One muttered, "...Is that all you wanted to say?"

The surrounding scenery began to distort, as if sliced by a sharp sword. The conviction that nothing in the world could withstand his blade settled in Number One's heart. This was the Unlimited Sword's ultimate technique, Unlimited World.

He raised the Blood Demon Sword again, pointing it at Sa Gon. "I'll say this one last time. Move. I need to confirm the real reason why you're getting in my way."

Sa Gon shook his head and slammed his fists together in front of his chest. Instantly, the pressure weighing down on the entire area intensified.

"...I don't want to kill you," Number One growled through tightly clenched teeth.

The same goes for me.

Neither of them showed any intention of backing down. Number One thrust his sword toward Sa Gon's heart, while Sa Gon lowered his stance, his gaze turning as sharp as a wild beast's.

ROAAAR...!

The opposing energies of the Savage Tiger's Domination and the Unlimited World collided, ravaging their surroundings. The ultimate techniques of two peerless masters locked in a tense standoff, generating a vortex of energy so destructive that stepping into it would vaporize a person.

WHOOSH!

Suddenly, a pure white wind began to invade their domain.

"...Traitor," Number Two, who had regained consciousness, growled.

Her white hair whipped wildly in the wind, and a chilling fury blazed in her eyes as she glared at Sa Gon. The frosty qi of the New Moon White Ice Dance forced its way into the space they dominated, asserting itself as an equal.

Amid the explosive atmosphere, she said icily, "The Azure Dragon Hero has escaped from the Samsara Formation. I sensed its destruction while fighting the Fire King."

"...How surprising."

"The elders inside must be dead too, and seeing as the battle in the gorge is still ongoing when it should've been over hours ago, the Undying Supreme Demon must have been killed or captured."

Number One frowned at her concise summary. "The situation is even worse than I thought."

"There's more. Look over there." Number Two pointed far in the distance.

Number One looked in the direction she indicated. Focusing his senses, he could sense a large number of presences approaching from a distance. He had failed to notice them while his attention was fixed on Sa Gon.

"It seems those who escaped the gorge have brought reinforcements. More will flock here as time passes."

Number One laughed hollowly, incredulous that things had turned out worse than his worst-case scenario. Even so, he quickly accepted reality and began thinking of a solution.

"This operation is a failure, but not because of the Azure Dragon Hero. This time...we failed because of the apostate here," he said, his gaze fixed on Sa Gon.

Number Four's betrayal was a bigger problem than the Azure Dragon Hero. If an Apostle betrayed the Cult and surrendered to the Murim Alliance, the Cult's very foundation would be shaken.

Even if we have to give up on the Azure Dragon Hero, we must take Number Four back.

That was not an easy task. Number Four's defense was virtually impenetrable, and his stamina was limitless. Even with two apostles giving it their all, they couldn't predict how long it would take to subdue the apostate.

Number One's mind raced. Like Sa Gon thought, he resembled their old instructor the most, especially the way he didn't care what the means were as long as he achieved his goals. He stared at Sa Gon with eyes as clear as glass, as if he could read his mind.

"...We have two options. First, while I hold Number Four here, Number Two will go to the gorge and kill as many people as possible before returning."

"...!" Sa Gon grimaced, and the energy of the Savage Tiger's Domination spiked. 

Based on that reaction, Number One confirmed that his old friend's reason for obstructing him lay within the gorge.

"Alternatively, if you obediently return to our Cult with us, I will promise you that no one else will be killed."

Despite sounding like a threat, a barely perceptible sense of relief flickered in Sa Gon's eyes. Just as Number One understood him, Sa Gon also understood Number One.

Slowly unclenching his fists, he gestured in sign language, "Okay! I will go with you."

Moments later, the typhoon that had engulfed the three of them dissipated, revealing the surrounding wreckage.

Sa Gon grinned happily. "Let's go home together!"

The First Apostle's eyes widened in realization upon seeing his friend's long-forgotten smile. "You... don't tell me, from the very beginning...!"

He glared fiercely at Sa Gon for a while, then spun around and ordered the Blood Dragons, "Tie him up!"

Number Two stared at Sa Gon with a complex expression. "I don't know why you're doing this, but you'll definitely regret it."

"......" Sa Gon quickly glanced toward the gorge, but did not resist the approaching Blood Dragons. 

He was satisfied with the result. Even after his arms were bound, his acupoints sealed, and thick iron chains wrapped around his body, no one would let their guard down around him. More importantly, until they arrived at the Blood Cult and he was thrown into prison, neither Number One nor Number Two would talk to him.

His delay tactic was a huge success!


Chapter 547: Just As I Thought

RUUUMBLE...!

An unusual vibration from outside startled the students and caused them to look back as they fled through the secret passage. Dust rained from the cave ceiling, settling on their heads and shoulders.

"T-The passage entrance..."

"It's collapsing!"

"But the teachers haven't all made it inside yet!"

Gasps of horror erupted from the students at the rear of the line as the entrance to the secret passage caved in. Fortunately, a booming voice cut through the panic before it could spread. 

"Don't panic! The teachers collapsed the entrance themselves to keep our pursuers from following us!" Geo Sangwoong shouted. Blood soaked the cloth wrapped tightly around his waist, and his face was pallid, yet he summoned the will to rally his juniors. "Keep moving! Our teachers will only be at ease once we get out of here."

The Five Young Azure Dragons marched alongside him. Having volunteered to guard the rear, they were among the last students to enter the secret passage. 

Nonetheless, all of them were severely injured. They had deep cuts exposing bone and mottled skin from poisons. The pungent, metallic odor of blood permeated the air, emanating from bodies that had toed the line between life and death several times. Despite this, or perhaps because of it, they acted as they normally would.

"I can't believe the school trip is ending like this! I wanted to see you cross-dress for the talent show, Wonkang!"

"Are you crazy? Make the Handsome Playboy do something like that."

"Didn't you say you were going to sing, Senior Sangwoong?"

"I was planning to belt out an epic tune. It's a shame the talent show got canceled."

"We didn't even get to settle the score with the Vermilion Phoenix Academy."

"Well, we can always beat them at the Heavenly Martial Festival."

Dokgo Jun's brow furrowed as he listened to the banter. As the student council president, he could neither understand nor tolerate students fooling around in such a serious situation. Whirling around, he scolded the five delinquents, "You guys! Joking around in a situation like this..."

"Just leave them be," Mok Hyungwoo interjected, placing a hand on Dokgo Jun's shoulder and shaking his head. 

"Senior?"

"Look at their faces. Do they look like they're joking around?"

Finally, Dokgo Jun took a good look at his schoolmates' faces. Those were not the faces of people messing around. On the contrary, his friends looked anxious and impatient, as if they were trying to downplay a much graver concern.

Mok Hyungwoo smiled bitterly. "I've seen it a lot on the battlefield. People acting like nothing's wrong, cracking jokes to soothe their anger and anxiety."

"Is that..."

"It's also a prayer for the safe return of those still fighting. As long as we wait for our comrades leisurely, as if it's just another mundane day, they'll return as if nothing happened."

"......" Dokgo Jun was speechless. Most of the Azure Dragon Academy's students and instructors had evacuated. Now, only Baek Suryong and Namgung Su were still fighting the Blood Cult. Of all the students, the Five Young Azure Dragons were probably most worried about their teacher, having seen his numerous wounds and exhausted state, yet they showed no sign of it.

If we look anxious, the other students will get even more anxious.

Mr. Baek will definitely return safely.

There's no way that man would go down so easily.

Desperately feigning composure, they repeatedly assured everyone around them that everything would be okay and that there was no need to worry.

"Hah! As expected of the Azure Dragon Hero's students... They even resemble him in that way," Noh Goonsang remarked, his expression a mixture of pride and pity as he hobbled along with the Vice Principal's support. These children were growing into adults far too quickly.

"...We've lost too much," Kwak Cheolwoo sighed.

Noh Goonsang nodded gravely, though he wasn't completely dejected. "But we protected the children, didn't we? The Azure Dragon Academy lost a great deal. Many of our instructors suffered debilitating injuries or lost their lives, but their sacrifices were not in vain. The treasures they gave their lives to protect are right here." He paused for a moment, then continued, "One day, those children will save and help others too, whether in the war against the Blood Cult or in the ruthless jianghu... isn't that enough?"

"...Yes, I think so too."

The procession's pace quickened. The atmosphere around the Five Young Azure Dragons gradually quieted down. They walked quietly behind the other students, occasionally making nonsensical remarks.

"This is getting in the way. Should I just cut it short?" Yeo Min ran her fingers through her snow-white hair, which was matted with blood and sweat and felt heavy and uncomfortable.

Someone held out a hair tie and a comb, both slightly stained with blood. "Use this to tie it."

Yeo Min's eyes widened in shock. She was more surprised by the person who offered the item than by the item itself. "Why do you have something like this?"

"......" Hyonwon Kang said nothing and offered the items again. 

Yeo Min accepted them without thinking. "Is this, by any chance...?"

"I wanted to give them to you under better circumstances," Hyonwon Kang explained awkwardly.

The jade-colored hair tie and comb were gifts he had bought using all his savings. He had kept them with him throughout the school trip, waiting for the right moment to give them to Yeo Min, but the Blood Cult's attack had ruined everything. Even the ornament on the hair tie had fallen off, making it look shabby.

"Still, it's not broken. Just use it for now since it's an emergency, and then throw it away later. I'll get you a better one..."

"It's fine. This is enough."

"Huh?"

Yeo Min neatly combed her tangled hair and tied it up tightly as Hyonwon Kang stared in confusion. The jade-colored hair tie, dotted with red stains, somehow suited her white hair perfectly.

"Why throw away something perfectly usable? If I wash it thoroughly, it will last more than ten years."

"......" Hyonwon Kang's sullen face twitched strangely, and he quickly averted his gaze, looking up at the ceiling.

"Senior Wonkang? Don't tell me... are you crying?" Yeo Min exclaimed.

"W-Who's crying? I-I'm just dumbfounded because you're usually such a miser."

It was painfully obvious to anyone that he was holding back tears, but Yeo Min simply chuckled and pretended not to notice.

Hyonwon Kang muttered in a barely audible voice, "She said she'll cherish the gift I gave her for the rest of her life... This is definitely..."

"Did you lose too much blood? I think you're hallucinating. Who said anything about doing it for a lifetime?"

Geo Sangwoong rolled his eyes at the bickering couple. "How are you two causing a scene even now?"

Yeo Min nodded. "Tell me about it."

"......"

For the first time since entering the secret passage, the three of them laughed heartily together.

Soon, a light appeared at the end of the long, dark tunnel.

"We're out...!"

The secret passage led to the ridge on the opposite side of the gorge. As the students emerged, the brightening morning sun greeted them, along with instructors from the Vermilion Phoenix Academy who were already there to secure the area.

"Principal! Are you okay? Sama Yeong approached Noh Goonsang. Her body was covered in wounds, proof that she too had put up a desperate struggle.

"As you can see, I'm not okay. Where's your Vice Principal?"

"Our Vice Principal went down to the village with the injured. Is this the last group of students?"

"Yes, these are all the Azure Dragon Academy students."

"Phew..." Sama Yeong breathed a sigh of relief, then hesitated for a moment. "By any chance, is my grandfather..."

"I think it would be better if you asked Mr. Baek about it directly."

"...Yes. I'll do that."

Sama Yeong stiffened slightly, as if she had already anticipated the Fire King's death, but she said nothing more.

Just as there were moments of sad farewells, there were also moments of miraculous reunions.

"...Cheon! Cheon!"

Wiji Cheon whipped his head around, wide-eyed, and sprinted toward an old man as fast as his legs could carry him. "Grandpaaaa!"

Wiji Yeol was staggering down the mountain with the Fire King's corpse on his back. After seeing the crowd from a distance, he had come to find them.

HUG!

The most fearsome young swordsman on the battlefield buried himself in his grandfather's arms and sobbed, rubbing his cheek against his grandfather's.

"That brat, Cheon. At times like this, he's just a little kid."

"So the Elder's alive. What a relief..."

The Five Young Azure Dragons were moved to tears by the sight of Wiji Cheon reuniting with his grandfather, as if they were reuniting with their own family.

Only Noh Goonsang smiled bitterly as he glanced between Wiji Cheon, happily reunited with his grandfather, and Sama Yeong, who had lost her grandfather overnight. "...Fate is truly cruel."

"Grandfather..."

Sama Yeong took her grandfather's body from Wiji Yeol, visibly distraught. At the very least, the Fire King's face seemed at peace. She caressed his cold cheek, a single tear trickling from the eye of a woman who was always as tough as iron.

Not long after, however, she stopped crying and began giving orders to the other instructors. Everyone from the Vermilion Phoenix Academy was in deep shock over the Fire King's death. She had to be the one to lead them and ensure the students' safety.

"Everyone, pull yourselves together! The Fire King wouldn't want us to falter because of this..."

RUMBLE!

Suddenly, a group was spotted ascending the mountain at an extraordinary speed, kicking up a cloud of dust.

"Prepare for battle!"

"Students, get inside!"

"To think the Blood Cult's reinforcements are already here...!"

The instructors quickly formed a defensive formation while the students gritted their teeth and drew their weapons. Everyone knew the Blood Cult's reinforcements were on the way. That was why they had used the secret passage. 

They prepared for one last fight, ready to die.

Suddenly, someone at the front of the approaching group raised a flag.

"...Huh? It's the Murim Alliance!"

"They're not enemies! They're allies!"

"W-We're saved..."

The moment they confirmed that the martial artists rushing up the mountain were allies, all tension melted away.

THUD! WHUP!

People collapsed where they stood. Some lay flat on the ground, staring blankly at the sky. 

After a long, restless night, the peaceful dawn had finally arrived.
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Blood dripped from two swords. No living enemies remained. Baek Suryong and Namgung Su stood back-to-back atop a hill of corpses, motionless. 

"Baek Suryong..." Namgung Su gasped, his voice laced with exhaustion.

"......" Baek Suryong did not answer.

Namgung Su continued nonchalantly, "The distant presences I felt a moment ago have vanished, but weren't they the Blood Cult's reinforcements? Why are they changing direction? Do you know anything?"

"...Who knows?"

"The enemy may have discovered the students' trail through the secret passage."

"...Hmm."

"Are your internal injuries severe? If you need to meditate, I'll stand guard."

"...I might take you up on that."

Namgung Su spun around and glared at Baek Suryong. His colleague's eyes were flickering, constantly alternating between red and their original color. 

He took a step back, raised Thunderclap, and pointed it at the man.

"Just as I thought. You're not Baek Suryong."


Chapter 548: We'll Know Soon Enough

Baek Suryong scoffed and looked dumbfounded. "What are you talking about all of a sudden?"

Though exhausted, his face was as sly as ever. Nonetheless, Namgung Su felt an unfamiliar unease, like a chill prickling the back of his neck.

Baek Suryong lips slowly curled up. "Why are you acting like this after we fought together all this time? If I'm not Baek Suryong, then who am I?"

Namgung Su did not lower his sword. Baek Suryong's tone was the same yet different. In fact, he sounded almost inhuman. 

His suspicion hardened into certainty.

"...If you were Baek Suryong, you would have acted immediately when you heard your students were in danger. You would have said there was no time for recovery."

"What if my injuries were that severe?" Baek Suryong asked. His voice was mesmerizing and ethereal, like a whisper in one's ear. An ordinary person would have been hyonotized by his words alone, their pupils dilating and going blank.

But Namgung Su was no ordinary person. His steadfast mind did not waver. Dispersing the sinister energy with the pure inner arts of the Royal Lightning Sword Style, he glared intently at Baek Suryong. "What trick is this?"

"Hmm... you have a very strong will."

"You... it's that aura from back then."

Namgung Su's face darkened. An alien, dangerous air enveloped Baek Suryong's entire body, making his skin tingle with its tyrannical, sticky presence. It was the same energy he had felt behind him while fighting Skykiller, the one he had not dared to see.

"Baek Suryong, are you in there?"

The being claiming to be Baek Suryong shrugged. His eyes, which had previously flashed red, were now completely crimson, like blood-red rubies. Slowly, his hair also began to turn red at the tips.

Namgung Su tightened his grip on Thunderclap. "Divine Azure Dragon Sword, can you hear me?"

VWOOM...!

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword trembled violently in Baek Suryong's right hand, as if groaning in pain.

"You're struggling quite a bit," 'Baek Suryong' said indifferently, staring at the sword.

He furrowed his brow slightly. The sword's resistance was stronger than expected. For a mere sword, it had far too much spiritual energy.

Of course, that was because the Dark Heaven Goddess was resisting the heaven-defying energy with all her might. [Begone to the underworld! This body is not for you to covet!]

Baek Suryong's blood-red lips curved into a chilling smile. "How trifling. Do you think I can't suppress you?"

He tightened his grip, his veins bulging on the back of his hand. Immediately, the Dark Heaven Goddess's scream rang in his head. He concentrated his heaven-defying qi, and the faint blue glow of the Divine Azure Dragon Sword slowly turned crimson.

Namgung Su scowled. "I can't bear to watch this anymore."

A lightning-fast strike aimed for Baek Suryong's wrist, but he dodged and swung his sword to the side as if he expected it.

CLANG!

The clash did not end with one strike. Namgung Su spun around, unleashing a flurry of continuous attacks. Although he had exhausted most of his inner qi and could not emit lightning, he could still create a sharp sword wind using only his innate skill and Thunderclap's sharpness.

KRAKAKAK!

The blades scraped against each other, sending sparks flying. In a chillingly sharp and eerie exchange, they tore at each other's martial arts uniforms and grazed the skin beneath. 

A flicker of interest appeared in Baek Suryong's red eyes.

Namgung Su's golden eyes also flashed. "Since you won't wake up when I call, I have no choice but to knock you back to your senses."

"Can you really do that?"

Namgung Su did not answer. Conserving his energy for the fight, he stepped forward and swung his sword as bold as if he were facing an archenemy.

CLANG!

While they had never seriously crossed swords, they had already sparred in their minds over a hundred times. 

At least, Namgung Su had done exactly that. Though he never said it, Baek Suryong was the only person to spark a sense of rivalry in the Azure Dragon Academy's Star Instructor.

As I thought.

The more their swords clashed, the more his prediction that Baek Suryong wasn't himself was confirmed. His current opponent had definitely not prepared for the day they would cross swords. 

From the day they had first met, he had simply analyzed Baek Suryong in detail, and all of those analyses had led him to a single conclusion: Baek Suryong was a martial arts genius. The man possessed multiple ultimate techniques, yet even that wasn't enough for him. He had the ability to absorb any martial art he encountered and make it his own.

Baek Suryong smiled greedily. "You've properly combined the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique and the Royal Sword Style."

His glittering, ruby eyes scanned every sword trajectory. With each clash, Namgung Su could tell from the subtle changes in his opponent's responses over time that his technique being analyzed and dismantled.

How many martial artists like this have existed throughout history?

Namgung Su felt it anew. The man in front of him was a monster.

His chances of victory were slim, and would only decrease over time, but there was one opening he could exploit.

Both of our bodies and inner qi are near their limits.

He prided himself on his mental strength, which was second to none. He was on a different level from some naive junior possessed by a ghost.

SWISH! SPLURT!

As they exchanged blows, more wounds appeared on Namgung Su's body. His movements were half a breath slower than Baek Suryong's, and his new technique still lacked precision. His white, bloodstained martial arts uniform was torn away, revealing countless wounds.

'Baek Suryong' tilted his head as if he could not understand why Namgung Su had not even groaned. "Why are you going this far?"

"...I'm not done yet," Namgung Su snorted. 

Officially, he was doing this because Baek Suryong was an instructor and junior at the Azure Dragon Academy. Privately, he was compelled by gratitude for the benefactor of his family, a debt he had yet to repay. He could not let the man die a foolish death or allow his body to be stolen by an evil entity before then. 

Above all, the students were waiting for their beloved teacher to return.

SWOOSH!

Eyes gleaming, Namgung Su parried an attack that grazed his cheek. Resolve was etched in his golden irises, which flickered with lightning. 

He extended his immobile left arm, offering it as bait. His opponent was not so weak that he could gain an advantage without giving anything up.

I need to make him think that I'm deliberately baiting him.

The clever Baek Suryong would never fall for this bait. He would wait for the follow-up attack and then swat the sword away, not attack the left arm.

I'll aim for that moment when he gets overconfident.

TWITCH!

Namgung Su subtly flexed the muscles in his left arm. He could move it for a moment, but Baek Suryong wouldn't know that since he hadn't used his left arm once throughout their battle with the Blood Cult.

To deceive Baek Suryong, a master of deception, he had to be even more meticulous. Namgung Su pictured dozens of scenarios in his head, deliberating fiercely as he eliminated them one by one.

Finally, only a single possibility remained.

I have roughly a fifty percent chance of victory, huh. That's good enough for me!

CLANG!

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword and Thunderclap collided violently. Pushed back by the repulsive force, the two men staggered as they tried to regain their balance. They had both nearly exhausted their stamina and inner qi, and were holding on with sheer skill and mental fortitude alone.

"Haha!" the man with Baek Suryong's face laughed joyfully. A sinister aura and childlike innocence coexisted in his crimson eyes.

Namgung Su glowered at him with blazing golden eyes. "This is the last exchange."

"I'm looking forward to it!"

Namgung Su narrowed his eyes at the playful remark, but charged forward anyway. The last of his lightning qi wrapped around the blade of his sword.

CRACKLE!

A faint red aura also materialized around Baek Suryong's sword. The two men's swords crossed, drawing tangled lines in the air.

The Divine Azure Dragon Sword grazed Namgung Su's neck, spraying blood. Namgung Su tilted his head back to dodge and thrust his left shoulder forward simultaneously, using a mutual destruction technique.

Just as Namgung Su had predicted, 'Baek Suryong' did not fall for the trap. He ignored the useless left arm and focused only on the follow-up attack.

Now!

Namgung Su's limp left arm moved like lightning, aiming for Baek Suryong's acupoints. Like a snake playing dead in the bushes, it pounced on its prey.

At that moment, however, a faint smile played across Baek Suryong's lips. 

"...You knew," Namgung Su muttered in dismay.

"Because a good boy from the orthodox sects is doing something that doesn't suit him."

As if he had been waiting for this moment, Baek Suryong grabbed Namgung Su's left arm, twisted it, and applied pressure, throwing him off balance.

THUD!

Namgung Su fell to one knee, completely defeated. However, he only frowned in displeasure and did not resist any further.

"When did you come back?" he asked, looking up. Baek Suryong's eyes were no longer red.

Baek Suryong blinked a few times, then smiled weakly. "Just now."

[Suryong! Suryong! Are you okay now?] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword sobbed.

"I'm fine. Thanks to you two helping... I've pushed him back for now."

Baek Suryong was exhausted, and not just from the fight with Namgung Su. While Namgung Su fought the Blood Demon possessing his body, he too had waged a war in his mind to regain control of his body. Thankfully, he had the Dark Heaven Goddess fighting alongside him in his mental world.

"But I'm not out of hot water yet... I think I'm going to need a little more time." Baek Suryong let go of Namgung Su's arm and sat down cross-legged. "So, I have a favor to ask."

"What is it?"

Baek Suryong used the Finger Sword Technique to seal several of his own acupoints, then closed his eyes.

"Baek Suryong? Baek Suryong!"

[He has only fallen into a deep sleep, so you need not worry,] the Divine Azure Dragon Sword explained.

Only then did Namgung Su sigh in relief and glare at Baek Suryong. For some reason, seeing the bastard's peacefully sleeping face made him angry.

"Can I punch him once?"

He clenched and unclenched his fist several times before eventually sighing.
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News of the Blood Cult massacre at a Shandong Ak Clan branch spread throughout the entire murim in a matter of days.

Chaos ensued. Not even the annihilation of the Moyong Clan had had such an enormous impact. The Moyong Clan was on the frontier of the murim, so even the Namgung Clan incident had left a greater impression. 

However, the current incident carried a different kind of significance. Everyone was enraged by the fact that the victims were young martial artists who had not yet come of age. Furthermore, the identities of those who died or were critically injured in the battle shocked the murim.

"They say the Spear King Ak Bi is dead!"

"The Fire King has passed away..."

"The Thunder God of the Namgung Clan? Who the hell is that?"

"There are also rumors that the Azure Dragon Hero has been unconscious for three days!"

Countless messenger pigeons took flight from the Murim Alliance, the Beggars' Gang, and the Rogues' Guild, and all related news was treated with utmost urgency. The Nine Sects One Gang, the Five Great Clans, and powerful families, trading companies, and escort agencies all had their ears to the ground.

Amidst the unbelievable rumors, Murim Alliance Chairman Yayul Hwang sent an investigation team to the gorge to determine what had happened.

However, before the team could arrive, a man beat them to the scene. Martial artists from the Murim Alliance branch guarded the gorge's entrance, but none of them noticed him.

He surveyed the battle-scarred gorge.

"...Amazing. I'd even believe it if all of the Ten Supremes were here."

With every trace of battle he found, his expression grew more serious.

"Even with the apostles here...they survived?" he muttered to himself, lost in thought.

Suddenly, he sensed a faint presence in the distance. Without hesitation, he launched himself into the air and headed toward it.

A corpse was wedged in a crevice of a collapsed rock. No, the figure he thought was a corpse was still breathing faintly.

"Head Elder..."

The man looked at the half-crushed Undying Supreme Demon expressionlessly. The Head Elder of the Blood Cult was barely clinging to life. Only the tenacious life force of the Undying Demonic Art kept him alive in such a gruesome state.

"I didn't expect to meet you in a place like this," he said in a chilling tone. 

The Head Elder, who had been rendered unconscious by Baek Suryong, had been dumped on the ground like discarded luggage. Baek Suryong had originally planned to find him after the battle ended, but since he hadn't regained consciousness, the Undying Supreme Demon was left unattended.

The man tried all sorts of methods to wake the Undying Supreme Demon, but none of them worked.

"...He must have been put to sleep with some special method."

CRUNCH!

Losing interest, the man crushed the Undying Supreme Demon's head with his foot, ensuring it could never regenerate. After that, he wiped the brain matter and blood from his leather shoe on the tattered corpse. 

"Eww. This corpse's too filthy to even carry."

The man clicked his tongue and turned around. He could feel multiple presences approaching from a distance, moving faster than expected. It had to be the investigation team from the Murim Alliance Headquarters.

"Already?" he grumbled, but he wasn't disappointed. Though it was a short time, he had seen enough. 

The man quietly exited the gorge.

"Will he be the second coming of the Blood Demon, or the one who will stop him...?"

His gaze fell one last time on a few strands of red hair on the ground. 

"Well, we'll know soon enough."

A scar on the man's lip shaped like a crawling worm twitched in anticipation.


Chapter 549: May I Use It Now?

Baek Suryong did not wake up for five days.

"They say there's nothing wrong with his body, so why isn't he waking up?" Noh Goonsang asked in frustration.

The physicians shook their heads, frowning.

"We don't know the reason either."

Noh Goonsang sighed. They had summoned the most renowned physicians from the nearby Murim Alliance and Beggars' Gang branches, yet no one could figure out why the Azure Dragon Hero had not regained consciousness.

"His injuries were severe, but his physical condition has clearly improved..."

"His breathing is regular now, and the flow of his qi is smooth."

"There are no issues with his body, so we suspect the cause might be psychological."

Everyone offered their own speculations, but no one could provide a clear answer. 

Still, Noh Goonsang couldn't find it in himself to blame the physicians who had been toiling day and night for several days. Sighing again, he apologized, "I was just venting my frustrations. Please, physicians, don't take it to heart."

"You're the one who needs to rest most, Principal. Should you really be worrying about others right now?" the oldest physician asked, looking at Noh Goonsang with concern. He was the one who had personally splinted the Principal's arms, which were so badly fractured that there wasn't a single unbroken bone left. "Didn't I tell you that if you keep pushing yourself like this, you might never be able to use martial arts again? You need to lie down and stay still, as even the slightest movement could strain your body."

Noh Goonsang shook his head. There was too much work for him to rest. "Isn't it true that moving more often helps bones mend faster? Physician, please look after the other instructors and students instead of me."

"Please, you must consider your age..."

"Hohoho! I'm just an old man who's about to retire soon. There's not much to regret even if I lose my martial arts."

The old physician snorted. He knew what it meant for a martial artist who had trained his entire life to hear he might lose his skills. He had seen several martial artists take their own lives, declaring they would rather die than live without their abilities. Noh Goonsang was definitely lying.

Still, Noh Goonsang wore a serene smile as if he had transcended such concerns. Claiming he knew his own body best, the soon-to-retire Azure Dragon Academy Principal received only simple first aid and splints before asking the physicians to look after the others.

The old physician grumbled, "Everyone from the Azure Dragon Academy is so stubborn. This person and that person, all asking us to treat others first..."

"Hohoho! We tend to be that way."

"Fine. Since you insist you're okay, I can't keep you here by force. I'll take my leave now."

The physicians left, and Noh Goonsang gazed at Baek Suryong's haggard, sleeping face. 

"If the Sword Addict saw this, he would have caused an uproar."

When the blood-soaked Namgung Su had carried Baek Suryong down the mountain, most people who saw them thought the Azure Dragon Hero was dead. His aura was so faint it was almost imperceptible. If Namgung Su had not quickly cleared up the misunderstanding, the Five Young Azure Dragons, who had burst into tears, would have fainted on the spot.


"The Murim Alliance will care for our Chief Instructor!"

"What nonsense! The Azure Dragon Hero is a brother of beggars! We will look after our brother!"



A squabble briefly broke out between the Murim Alliance and the Beggars' Gang over who would treat Baek Suryong, but Namgung Su settled the matter by reasoning that taking him to the Murim Alliance was better for the patient's hygiene. The beggars were left speechless by his argument, but logic was not on their side. In the end, they could only hand over a large supply of restorative medicines and set up camp around the Murim Alliance Branch.


"By the way, how did you know a fight had broken out here?"

"How could we not? A massive vortex of qi suddenly appeared in the sky out of nowhere."



The vortex created by the battle between the Fire King and the Blood Cult Apostle was reportedly visible from over a hundred kilometers away. The nearby Murim Alliance and Beggars' Gang branches had sensed that something unusual was happening and dispatched their forces. 

As luck would have it, Ak Jinheon and Donggeol, the first to escape through the secret passage, encountered them while heading down the mountain and led them back. It could only be called a stroke of heavenly luck.

"Hyung-nim, you saved those children." Noh Goonsang chuckled, feeling the sunlight stream through the window. The late autumn light was orange and warm, reminiscent of someone who wasn't here anymore.

Of course, the Fire King hadn't accomplished this incredible feat alone. Many instructors and Ak Clan spearmen had become wandering souls. 

Then there was the Azure Dragon Hero. Many lives were saved thanks to the man who fought to the very end, all while hiding the world's most terrifying secret.

Noh Goonsang sat by Baek Suryong's bedside and gently stroked his hair with a bandaged hand. "Hurry up and wake up, Mr. Baek. Many people are waiting for you." 
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With every elegant stroke of the brush, characters filled the blank paper.

Namgung Su sat with his back ramrod straight, moving the brush with great care, completely focused on each and every character. Despite having his severely injured left arm splinted and held in a sling, his dignity as a member of a prestigious family was not diminished in the slightest.

"Master Namgung, may I ask just one last question?" the man sitting opposite him asked cautiously. He was a martial artist from the Murim Alliance's investigation team, there to inquire about the battle in the gorge.

Namgung Su nodded. "Of course. Please ask freely."

He had requested the investigation team's understanding in advance, explaining that he had an urgent, unavoidable matter and would cooperate with the investigation while he worked. It was an awkward request, but the Murim Alliance had readily accepted. After all, who would dare interrogate a peerless master who had taken the Spear King Ak Bi's head and become one of the new Ten Supremes? Even the Murim Alliance Chairman himself would hesitate.

Fortunately, Namgung Su answered the Murim Alliance's questions diligently. As the martial artist who had fought the Blood Cultists until the very end, he knew a great deal.

"You said the Blood Cult's Head Elder, other elders, and even several members of the Ten Great Villains were in the gorge, correct?"

"That is correct."

"Who do you think was the owner of the powerful qi that approached the gorge and then retreated?"

"I did not get to meet them, but I surmise they were a master stronger than the Head Elder."

Hearing that this person was likely stronger than the infamous Undying Supreme Demon, the Murim Alliance martial artist gulped. "T-Then, could it possibly have been the Blood Demon?"

"......" Namgung Su's brush paused for a moment. The action was so fluid and natural, however, that the Murim Alliance martial artist found nothing strange about it.

After finishing one letter, Namgung Su set it aside, took a blank sheet of paper, and began writing a new one.

"As I said, I did not meet them in person," he reiterated.

"Even if you were far away, didn't you see something? The Blood Demon's characteristics are blood-red eyes and hair. Ah, but of course you would know that..."

"I did not see that person at all," Namgung Su said firmly.

Paired with his indifferent expression, his stern tone sent a strange chill down the Murim Alliance investigator's spine. Without realizing it, he rose to his feet, realizing he had bothered a peerless master for too long, and it was natural for the man to be displeased. 

"I-I apologize. Thank you very much for your cooperation with the investigation, Master Namgung."

The martial artist clasped his hands in farewell and left.

Namgung Su's task remained unchanged. He finished writing one letter, and when it was finished, he took the next sheet of paper and wrote a new one. Except for the time he took to grind the ink stick, he moved his brush without rest.

He continued working until he felt a familiar presence outside the door.

"Ahem!" someone coughed awkwardly.

Namgung Su said without lifting his head, "Come in."

"...Hyung-nim, are you okay?" Ak Yeonho asked, entering the room. His splinted left arm was identical to Namgung Su's, but his face turned pale as soon as he saw the letters piled around the room. "How long have you been awake to be working already? You're going to end up bedridden again at this rate!"

Namgung Su had suffered injuries just as critical as Baek Suryong's. He had been asleep for two days straight, and it was only yesterday that his internal injuries had recovered enough for him to move.

Still, Namgung Su was stubborn. "This is something that cannot be postponed."

"What on earth is so urgent that it can't be postponed? You're still in bad condition!"

"I am writing letters to the families of the deceased instructors and injured students."

"......" Ak Yeonho, who had been about to get angry, was shocked speechless. Finally, he understood why Namgung Su said this job couldn't be postponed. The families of the instructors who died in the battle against the Blood Cult, as well as the families of the injured students had to be informed of their loved ones' fates.

He bit his lip hard, then asked, "...Is there anything I can do to help?"

Namgung Su shook his head. This was his duty as the lead instructor of the school trip. Finishing the letter he was writing, he pushed it aside and finally faced Ak Yeonho.

"What about the Ak Clan?"

That single phrase held many questions. 

Ak Yeonho sighed, feeling resigned. He had decided to forsake the Ak surname, bur this was by no means a simple matter. For a child of a murim family to turn their back on their clan meant giving up most of what they had gained from it, including not only wealth and status but also the martial arts they had practiced their entire lives. Because of the stress, he has lost of weight in the past few days.

"I still have to talk to Noonim, but..."

Before he could finish speaking, Namgung Su raised a finger to his lips, signaling for silence. Ak Yeonho nodded without knowing why.

Several seconds later, a woman asked from outside the door, "Master Namgung, may I intrude upon you for a moment?"

Ak Yeonho's eyes widened at the voice. He shook his head vigorously, but Namgung Su ignored him and answered, "Please come in."

Ak Yeonhwa entered. She seemed briefly surprised to see Ak Yeonho, but quickly composed herself and formally greeted Namgung Su.

Namgung Su returned the gesture, asking, "Young Lady, what brings you here?"

"I came here to say my farewells. I'm leaving the estate soon."

"...Where are you going?"

"I've decided to go to the Murim Alliance Headquarters and testify as a key witness. I also need to speak with the Chairman."

This incident had happened at a Shandong Ak Clan Branch Estate. The Ak Clan could not escape accountability, and the public was already looking at them with suspicion and criticizing them.

"I plan to reveal everything honestly," Ak Yeonhwa stated calmly.

Of course, she knew that the Shandong Ak Clan would have to endure very difficult times ahead if she did that. The crimes Ak Bi committed would not end with him, his entire family would have to share the blame. Despite this, she felt like a heavy burden had been lifted from her shoulders.

"We will have to atone for a long time, but I'll take this chance to correct the many wrongs we knowingly ignored for the sake of the clan's prosperity."

Namgung Su offered her sincere advice and encouragement, since the Namgung Clan had experienced something similar. "If you do not forget that resolve, Young Lady, then in the future, the Ak Clan will compete with the Namgung Clan for the position of the world's greatest murim family."

"...I will carve it into my heart. Also, please accept this." Smiling faintly, Ak Yeonhwa took a jade plaque engraved with the character 'Ak (岳)' in a powerful and fluid script from her robes and handed it to Namgung Su.

This was the Shandong Ak Clan's Gratitude Token. At first, Namgung Su was confused why she would offer a Gratitude Token to her father's murderer, but he understood after hearing her next words.

"You saved our clan. If you had not made that extreme decision that day... the Ak Clan would not have been able to avoid annihilation. That makes you our benefactor."

If Ak Bi had survived and returned to the Shandong Ak Clan, his collusion with the Blood Cult would have been exposed and the Murim Alliance would have attacked them. Namgung Su's decision had effectively saved the Shandong Ak Clan.

After receiving the Gratitude Token, Namgung Su thought for a moment, then handed it back. "May I use this Gratitude Token now?"

"Pardon?" Ak Yeonhwa tilted her head, bewildered. "...Of course you can, but the clan currently doesn't have enough resources to properly repay our benefactor..."

Namgung Su immediately stated his price. "Please take measures to ensure that Yeonho faces no punishment for leaving the Ak Clan."

"T-That's..."

"Hyung-nim!"

Ak Yeonhwa and Ak Yeonho were both stunned.

"Is that something that cannot be done even with the Gratitude Token?" Namgung Su asked, avoiding Ak Yeonho's stare.

Ak Yeonhwa thought it over for a moment. Her expression gradually brightened. "I think it's possible... No, it is possible!"

What reason did she have to harm Ak Yeonho? She was simply compelled to act in accordance with the clan's traditions and the expectations of her peers. 

In severe cases, some families would cripple the qi center and sever the limb ligaments before casting someone out, but of course, she had no intention of going that far. Ak Yeonho was simply scheduled to be sent away on the condition that he swear never to use the Ak Clan of Shandong's martial arts again or go near the clan estate.

I thought I would never see him again... But if I use the clan's Gratitude Token as justification, surely I could persuade the elders to nullify Yeonho's punishment?

"Since it is our benefactor's request, no one in the clan will be able to oppose it," she declared firmly. 

For the first time since the battle, her voice was filled with vitality, and her eyes glinted as if she would not let anyone who opposed her go unpunished.

Ak Yeonho protested, "Noonim, why are you also being like this? No, all of a sudden, why..."

Namgung Su and Ak Yeonhwa ignored him completely and shook hands.

"Then I'll be counting on you."

"Yes. I will proceed with your request immediately."

Ak Yeonhwa immediately turned and left the room. 

Ak Yeonho stared blankly at her retreating back until Namgung Su complained, "I'm busy, so you may go now."

"Huh? But..."

"Don't make me say it twice."

Ak Yeonho hesitated for a moment, thinking what to say, but in the end, he simply bit his lip. "...Thank you, Hyung-nim. I'll be back later."

Namgung Su watched as his junior colleague hurried after Ak Yeonhwa, then resumed writing letters. A faint, barely visible smile played on his lips.

The next day, Baek Suryong woke up.


Chapter 550: Everything That Happened Here

"...You're saying you cut down one of the Ten Great Villains?"

"I'm telling you! You've heard of the Infernal Eccentric Trio, right? The one who uses a sword is the older brother, and Tang Soso lured him over. Then Senior Mok Hyungwoo and I..."

Hyonwon Kang recounted the battle passionately and in vivid detail, even using the fruit knife in his hand to demonstrate techniques. "In that moment, all my senses sharpened, and time seemed to slow down. The Asura inside me was roaring to cut down the enemy...!"

"Oh, give me a break." Baek Suryong listened with complete disbelief as his student rambled on about every detail of the battle. 

Hyonwon Kang jumped up and down, feeling wronged. "Hey, I'm not bluffing!"

"Who said you were? I get it. Just peel another apple."

"If you weren't a patient . . ."

"Is the Asura inside you about to roar again?"

"Agh, seriously!" Hyonwon Kang fumed, wondering whether to kill his injured teacher or let him live. In the end, he used the ultimate Asura Blood Heaven Blade technique, which he had acquired on the battlefield, to perfectly peel a get-well apple.

Baek Suryong picked up a slice and ate it. "Hmm... You peeled it well."

Hyonwon Kang glared viciously, then let out a small sigh. "...Still, it's a relief to see you looking better than I expected. Do you know how worried everyone was when you didn't wake up for five days?"

Baek Suryong smiled bitterly. "You think I expected to wake up and find out that six days had passed?"

Hyonwon Kang found the smile oddly unsettling, but he didn't show it. He rose from his seat. They had only talked for a short while, but it was enough to see that his teacher was okay.

"Anyway, get your strength back and get up soon. I'll show you my newest addition to the 'Beat Up Baek Suryong' series, featuring the ultimate technique I just learned."

Baek Suryong chuckled at his student's clumsy attempt at consolation. "You should take care of yourself first, punk. Acting all tough while covered in bandages won't get you very far."

Hyonwon Kang grinned back. "I'll come again."

"Alright."

Baek Suryong watched the door Hyonwon Kang had left through, muttering to himself. "That kid. He's really grown up a lot."

He knew that Hyonwon Kang had deliberately boasted and exaggerated his exploits even more than usual to avoid bringing up the tragedy of what had happened.

He wasn't the only student to do so either. Other students came to visit, one or two at a time. Since they were all recovering from injuries and couldn't move easily, their conversations were short.

"Mr. Baek, Senior Brother is..."

Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok discussed their encounter with Sagon with heavy hearts.

"...What happened to that woman?" 

Yeo Min cautiously asked about the Second Apostle.

Wiji Cheon visited with Wiji Yeol, tearfully thanking him over and over again.

Dokgo Jun and Tang Soso arrived together. Dokgo Jun expressed his gratitude on behalf of the Student Council, while Tang Soso sniffled at the sight of the haggard Baek Suryong.

Mok Hyungwoo brewed the restorative medicine from the Beggars' Gang and sweetened before giving it to Baek Suryong.

Many other students came to check on Baek Suryong, even if only for a moment. News that he had regained consciousness after five days brought a steady stream of visitors who crowded his room all day long.

"Hyung-nim, do you know there's a line of people outside waiting to see you?"

The Murim Alliance investigation team doesn't even dare jump the queue right now."

"Orabeoni, how are you feeling?"

The instructors were no different. His peers, as well as Vice Principal Kwak Cheolwoo, came to wish him a speedy recovery.

"Hoho! It seems you've earned a great deal of respect," Noh Goonsang said when he visited late in the evening. 

Having received visitors all day, Baek Suryong nodded wearily. "It's been hectic. Thanks to them, I was able to find out what happened over the past six days."

"You'll have to spend a few more days resting. Many people were seriously injured, so we plan to treat them here for a while longer before moving them."

Baek Suryong was the last to wake up, but many martial artists who participated in the battle suffered severe external and internal injuries. Therefore, Noh Goonsang decided to return to the Azure Dragon Academy only after they had recovered somewhat.

"I've already sent a messenger pigeon to the Sword Addict and your father. If not, they would've rushed over immediately after hearing the rumors. Here's their reply. Read it when you have time."

Baek Suryong read the letter that Noh Goonsang handed him. The lengthy letter was filled with Mae Geuklyom's and Baek Muheun's worries and concerns, and it seemed to go on forever. Although they wanted to come see him right away, they decided, at Noh Goonsang's request, to stay and protect the Azure Dragon Academy in case of an emergency.

"I should send a reply tomorrow."

Baek Suryong felt a pang of guilt as he thought of Mae Geuklyom and Baek Muheun, who were likely suffering sleepless nights. Family had grown to occupy a large place in his heart.

"Hoho. I've been thoughtlessly holding up a patient. I'll be on my way now, so get some rest."

Thinking Noh Goonsang would be curious about it, Baek Suryong brought up the Fire King. "Aren't you curious? About the final moments of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy's Principal..."

"Tell me later," Noh Goonsang interrupted, shaking his head. "The Vermilion Phoenix Academy instructors should hear it before I do, don't you think?"

"...I understand."

After Noh Goonsang left, the room was filled with a quiet stillness.

Baek Suryong stroked the Divine Azure Dragon Sword beside his bed. "To think, it's only been six days. I thought at least a few months had passed..."

There was no answer. He wasn't the only one exhausted from the life-or-death struggle with the Blood Demon. The Divine Azure Dragon Sword had fallen into a deep sleep. Before he left the mental world, she had told Baek Suryong that she would not be able to wake up for quite some time.

VWOOM!

Crimson Moon hummed, as if to say that the sword would be fine and wake up as if nothing had happened, chattering annoyingly again.

"You might be pretty bored for a while, too," Baek Suryong chuckled, stroking Crimson Moon. He placed the two divine weapons together and walked over to open the window.

WHOOOOSH!

A cool autumn wind gusted in, ruffling his moonlit hair. After staring out the window for a while, he sensed a familiar presence behind him. Without turning around, he said, "...You're late."

"I'm not as idle as some people," said the late-night visitor, sounding unusually sharp.

Baek Suryong slowly turned around. Namgung Su was staring at him intently, his cool, golden eyes shining in the darkness. He wrinkled his nose at the familiar smell and sighed. "You reek of paper and ink. Did you come here straight from work?"

"I've been sending out the obituaries."

Baek Suryong's expression became as serious as Namgung Su's. "...For the instructors who died?"

Namgung Su nodded.

Baek Suryong briefly thought of Jin Euihyeop, a new Azure Dragon Academy instructor who had been sacrificed to Skykiller. This time, far too many instructors had died or been injured. Unlike the new instructors, who were posted to relatively safer positions, the Azure Dragon Academy's senior instructors had fallen on the battlefield while fighting to protect their students.

"Baek Suryong."

"Y-Yeah?" Baek Suryong stuttered. Namgung Su's voice sounded the same as usual, but Baek Suryong could sense a hint of anger in his colleague's tone.

"Explain what I saw that day."

Baek Suryong shrugged. "Didn't you say you weren't interested?"

Even during the fight with Skykiller, Namgung Su had fought with his back to Baek Suryong, who had unleashed the Heaven Defying Divine Art. Yet, despite sensing the most overpowering and bizarre energy in the world, he hadn't asked about it afterward.

Today was different.

"I didn't come here to play word games." Namgung Su strode forward and glared at him directly. "I didn't ask anything back then because I trusted you. I believed that whatever I felt was for the good of the Azure Dragon Academy and its students. I also didn't ask because I judged that you had perfect control over yourself."

"......"

"However, that day, you couldn't control yourself at all. If something like that happens again..."

Baek Suryong cut him off mid-sentence. "It's the Heaven Defying Divine Art. The Blood Demon's martial art."

"...!" Namgung Su's golden eyes wavered, even though he must have anticipated Baek Suryong's answer to some extent.

"Don't ask how I learned it," Baek Suryong added. "I have no intention of telling you, and I don't want to be called a madman for trying."

Explaining the complicated story of his past life to Namgung Su was out of the question. Stating the current situation objectively was far more helpful.

"I've learned the Heaven Defying Divine Art, and my goal is to wipe the Blood Cult from the face of the earth. However, this martial art has a side effect. As you saw, sometimes... a monster that isn't me takes over."

"...Is it a type of qi deviation?"

"Similar, but different. It's not a product of my subconscious. That bastard has a will of its own."

Baek Suryong smirked for a moment. Although his eyes were not red, Namgung Su could feel something dark lurking within them.

"Is there a way to get rid of it?"

"I'm figuring it out as I learn more. My current solution isn't perfect yet... but that thing won't resurface for a while."

A heavy silence fell. Namgung Su, who had been looking into Baek Suryong's eyes, finally declared, "Baek Suryong, I will no longer trust you."

Baek Suryong nodded matter-of-factly. "Yeah. Don't trust me. Always keep an eye on me. Look for signs of the monster pretending to be me. I'm sure you'd be able to tell. Then, if you decide I'm too far gone..."

He paused, searching for the right words.

How could he convince Namgung Su to grant his request? He couldn't ask Baek Muheun or Mae Geuklyom to do it. He intended to entrust Namgung Su with a decision that not just anyone could make.

After some thought, he came up with a plea that Namgung Su would have no choice but to accept.

"...Repay your debt to me. I'll consider it all paid off with that one act."

Namgung Su would surely understand the meaning of these words.

As expected, the man's face warped into the most distorted grimace Baek Suryong had ever seen.

"...I will do so."

Baek Suryong smiled bitterly. Regardless of what he really thought, Namgung Su gave the answer he wanted anyway.
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The academy's students and staff spent ten days at the Murim Alliance Branch waiting for those with serious injuries to recover and regain mobility.

Those with minor injuries accompanied the Murim Alliance investigation team to the canyon to identify the deceased. Many students volunteered for this task. They personally recovered the bodies of the instructors who had protected them, and many tears were shed.

Baek Suryong returned to the canyon to retrieve the Undying Supreme Demon, whom he had shoved into a rock crevice. However, when he arrived, he found only a mangled corpse.

Who was it? Who in the world did this?

Someone had killed the Undying Supreme Demon. Malice and fury radiated from the crushed corpse. Had it been the Blood Cult, they would have rescued the Head Elder. Likewise, the Murim Alliance would have apprehended a high-ranking Blood Cult member for questioning. 

Unable to find any clues left by the culprit, Baek Suryong could only return, feeling uneasy.

On the morning of the tenth day, the students of the Azure Dragon and Vermilion Phoenix Academies prepared to return home. Before leaving, everyone bid each other farewell.

"Travel safely!"

"See you next time!"

They were now comrades who had braved life and death together. A strong bond had inevitably formed. The students exchanged names and promised to meet again.

"Take proper care of your wounds as soon as you get back."

"You too, Hyung-nim. Please take care."

The instructors were the same. For the first time, Namgung Hak and Namgung Su worried about each other's well-being. Even instructors who had initially treated each other with indifference had become close friends.

"Will the Vermilion Phoenix Academy still participate in the Heavenly Martial Festival?"

"We are considering it," the Vermilion Phoenix Academy's Vice Principal Seok Yeorip replied briefly to Noh Goonsang's question. He was a taciturn old man, always overshadowed by the Fire King, yet he had protected the academy for over twenty years.

The Vermilion Phoenix Academy had lost its symbol. Great turmoil was bound to ensue, and Seok Yeorip could not guarantee their attendance at the upcoming festival.

"Hyung-nim wouldn't want the students to grieve for a long time because of him."

Seok Yeorip nodded wearily. "I know."

The Fire King's funeral was scheduled to take place at the Vermilion Phoenix Academy upon their return. In accordance with the deceased's will, it would be a cremation. Fortunately, Baek Suryong had conveyed this information to the academy's instructors.

"He had a few requests."

If any instructors died or were seriously injured, their funerals should be grand affairs paid for with the Fire King's personal fortune. Consolation money should also be delivered to their families. Since many students were injured, they were the ones who would decide whether to participate in the Heavenly Martial Festival.

"Finally, he said he wouldn't forgive anyone who holds a memorial service at the academy on the anniversary of his death."

"...As expected of Grandfather. Stubborn right to the very end," Sama Yeong, who had been listening silently to the will, let out a small laugh.

She was a strong woman. Even after losing the grandfather she had idolized since childhood, she comforted the students first. 

For that reason, Baek Suryong prepared a small gift for her and the Vermilion Phoenix Academy.

"Soso," he called out.

Tang Soso brought over several thick books and handed them to Sama Yeong.

"What's this?" With a puzzled expression, she opened one of the books and froze.

Inside were drawings of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy. There were scenes of the two academies' students running through the mountains as if in a competition and images of them collapsing from exhaustion upon arriving at their field trip destination. There were also drawings of people laughing and chatting in the training grounds and of figures sneaking around the dorms at night. There were also scenes of them fighting with the Azure Dragon Academy students and drawings of the Fire King and instructors laughing during a joint class.

Baek Suryong had given her a scrapbook capturing scenes from the field trip.

"The students from an Azure Dragon Academy club drew these. I originally told them to observe their opponents' martial arts, since they were competitors at the Heavenly Martial Festival, but they just drew whatever they wanted..."

Moments later, the Vermilion Phoenix Academy students passed around the scrapbooks drawn by Paparazzi.

Sama Yeong, who had held back her tears until then, finally let them fall. There were even drawings of her grandfather in the scrapbook. "Thank you so much. Thank you for letting us know that not everything that happened here was bad."

The Vermilion Phoenix Academy departed, holding the precious gift from the Azure Dragon Academy in their arms.

After watching them leave, Baek Suryong looked back at his students. Their eyes had changed since they first arrived. 

Their transformation was both admirable and heartbreaking. He had never wished for them to go through such an experience.

Swallowing the many words he wanted to say, he said stiffly, "Let's go home."

On the way back to the Azure Dragon Academy, everyone made a resolution and a pledge for the days to come.
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